Outraged at the Supreme Court

By Robin Arnold, IPWU Legislative Director

I was outraged when I heard about the recent Supreme Court decision (Citizens United v. FEC) allowing corporations to spend unlimited amounts of money on elections.  This decision overruled 100+ years of precedent and two important, more recent decisions that were attempts at cleaning up our corrupted election system.  

The Court ruled on more than just the question at hand, which is why so many people are angry, as I am.  It seems like every time we turn around, the big money interests are getting more and more control over our lives in one way or another, and now the floodgates have been thrown wide open.

Corporations will be able to wield their tremendous wealth to influence elections by running negative ads about good candidates, excessive amounts of positive ads for bad candidates, or just buying up all the airwaves so that the little guys won’t even be able to purchase any ad time at all.  

There are several bills being put forth by Representative Alan Grayson (D-FL) to “avoid the terrible consequences of the decision.”  The bills have names like the Business Should Mind Its Own Business Act and the Corporate Propaganda Sunshine Act.  There is more information on Representative Grayson’s website grayson.house.gov.  You can click on Newsroom, and then Press Releases to find the story.   

You and I can also help by going to SaveDemocracy.net to sign on to petitions in support of the bills.  We should also encourage our Iowa Representatives to sign on to these bills, and then push to get them passed into law.

It occurs to me that what Americans really need to concentrate on is changing the precedent that gave corporations the same status as “persons” under the law.  It was actually a wrong interpretation.  

In the 1886 Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad case, the court reporter that typed up the decision began the headnote with the sentence:  “The defendant Corporations are persons within the intent of the clause in section 1 of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, which forbids a State to deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”  The Court had ruled NO SUCH THING.  A note that was found in the National Archives from Chief Justice Waite to the reporter says:  “We avoided meeting the Constitutional question in the decision.”  Nowhere in the actual decision does the Court say corporations are persons.  Did I mention that the court reporter was a former railroad president?  

It doesn’t matter now because after the corporate attorneys kept repeating the language, and the Supreme Court quoted it as the basis for later decisions, the new doctrine of corporate personhood became law.  (That is, unless we could also get IT overturned by a new ruling of the Court… but probably not anytime soon, though.)

Until later…

