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17the economic and political system of the United States is
often conceptualized in an idealistic framework. it is often
described as a capitalist democracy rather than viewed as a
capitalist constitutional republic. Democracy is majority rule
and in so many ways tends to be antithetical to the exercise of
individual rights. the issue with democracy is that it is a
tyranny of the majority. the United States of america prides
itself as being one of the few countries where the constitution-
al republic defends and safeguards the rights of individuals.
an oligarchy on the other hand consists of a small group of
powerful individuals with tremendous influence and econom-
ic power. When the oligarchs become highly influential and
then exert pressure and control over the political system and
politicians, they destroy the soul of representative government
and economic/political freedom suffer.

the next question is—how did we get to the growing
problem of the powerful billionaire gaining control of the
political system. the more conservative Supreme court of the
United States is often blamed for the creation of the super
Political action committee (Pac). the controversy argued
before the Supreme court in citizens United v. Federal
election commission dealt with the issue of excessive influ-
ence caused by unlimited corporate donations to political
campaigns versus the protection of free speech. the Supreme

court in its judgment ruled that corporations, like individu-
als, have the right to contribute to campaigns as an expression
of free speech which is protected under the first amendment.
the problem with the judgment was that there was no con-
cern regarding the tremendous influence of capital in terms of
flooding the airwaves with negative advertisement. Without
the control of capital, the opposition is voiceless and margin-
alized (Kroll, 2013).

looking back over the years, politics in america during
the 1960s centered on pocketbook issues such as taxes and the
performance of the economy and not on class divisions. the
deciding factor in terms of presidential politics was which
candidate had the best economic plan for america and not
which candidate had the best plan for the corporate class, the
middle class, or special interest groups. the political change
began with the election of ronald reagan as president.
reagan’s fixation on growth through tax cuts, also known as
trickle down economics, appealed more to the privileged class
than to the low earners. this corporate elite benefitted
tremendously from the tax advantages of the trickle down
economy and increased the power of the privileged class
(Fisher 2015, Boundless, 2015). Simply stated, wealth was
appropriated for the upper class in the hope that it would
trickle down to the working class and the needy thereby creat-
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ing new opportunities for the economically disadvantaged. 
a report by the international monetary Fund questioned

and rejected the trickle down economic theory which is still
celebrated by the republican Party and most of the
republican presidential candidates of 2016 using ronald
reagan as their role model. the argument of the imF is that
if the income share of the top 20% increases, the GDP
growth actually declines over the medium term suggesting
that the benefits do not trickle down. on the other hand,
increasing the income share of the bottom 20% of citizens by
a mere one percent results in a 0.38% jump in GDP growth
in the following year. critical to the analysis is that countries
looking to boost economic growth
should concentrate their efforts on the
lower segment of the society rather than
creating tax breaks for the top economic
class with the excuse of job creation.
(Keller, 2015) it is interesting to note
that Pope Francis also denounced trickle
down economics in a scathing state-
ment, saying that the theory expresses a
crude and naï ve trust in the goodness of
those wielding economic power. it is
also significant to note that the findings
by the imF about the top 20% adverse effect on GDP growth
was significant at the 90% confidence interval which is a
strong statistical indicator of reliability despite the fact that it
does not meet the 95% gold standard of social science
research (Fisher, 2015, Dabla norris et al, 2015). 

What is becoming obvious is that the top 10% are
pulling away economically. trickle down economics increases
inequality through the special benefit for the upper classes.
When one considers growth and development, income and
education are critical variables. a high level of education
tends to be associated with greater occupational prestige and
autonomy, but getting these rewards is becoming very expen-
sive considering the high cost of education and burgeoning
student loans. Student loans for a large segment of the popu-
lation can now be described as life time debt. it is hardly a
surprise that members of the upper middle class and corpo-
rate class tend to have a higher level of education and are
more likely to believe in the american dream ethos that hard
work gets you ahead.

in 15 states, the top 1% captured 50-89% of all income
growth between 1979 and 2007. Some of those states are
arizona with 84% of all income growth captured by the top
1%; oregon (81.8%), new mexico (72.6%), and connecticut
(63.9%). From 1979 to 2011, the average income of the bot-
tom 99% of U.S. tax payers grew by 18.9% while the average
income of the top 1% grew 10 times as much by 2005. the
top 20% of earners in the U.S. in 2010 earned 50% of the
total income while the bottom 15% earned less than 4%.  in
1979, most american households (59.5%) had earnings that
qualified them as middle class. in 2012, the percentage of

middle class families had fallen to 45.1% indicating that the
income of american households had become more concen-
trated at the top. another way to think about it is that the
middle class is migrating to the lower level classes due to
income stagnation and increases in the cost of living
(common Dream, 2016).

Poverty and income inequality are different. What is clear
from the above data is that it is not directly related to the
issue of poverty, which is the lack of basic needs like food and
clothing. rather disproportionate income inequality leads to
higher levels of exploitation and alienation of the lower class-
es. in 2013, the medium household income for whites was

$58,270, for latinos, $40,963, and for
african americans, $34,598. asian
household income rose above the tide
with an average income of $67,035 sur-
passing the median income of all
households (the atlantic, Dec 2014). 
the political environment of 2016 is
quite different from that of 2012 or
even that of 2008. the political issues
before 2016 were about the usual
republican and Democrat ideological
and partisan issues. issues of social class

were not as visible nor was the issue of billionaires influencing
politics. in 2012, Governor mitt romney’s personal wealth of
$250 million and how he accumulated it were well publicized
by his opponents during the republican primaries and his
wealth became a central issue when he became the nominee of
the republican Party. the fear was that mitt romney could
outspend all of the republican candidates during the pri-
maries wielding undue influence of wealth in the political
process. 

Four years later, the political climate is quite different
due to unlimited donations to super Pacs and politically ori-
ented nonprofits. the billionaires are becoming inextricably
linked to the political process and exerting tremendous influ-
ence. 2016 can now be referred to as the “Billionaire
Primary.” When in 2012, mitt romney’s $250 million was
seen as extreme wealth for a presidential candidate, in the
2016 presidential primaries, we are introduced to republican
candidate Donald trump who has an estimated net worth of
$4.5 billion. the 2016 primary began with what has been
called the “Sheldon adelson Primary.” Sheldon adelson is the
eighth richest american and a member of the republican
Party. adelson granted audience to the 2016 republican pres-
idential candidates at a spring meeting of the republican
Jewish coalition in las Vegas in 2014. adelson is a casino
and hotel magnate. among his special interests are to stop
internet gambling and to protect the profit margin of his casi-
nos. it is interesting to note that adelson contributed
$15,600 to Senator lindsey Graham’s campaign and Senator
Graham is reportedly preparing a bill to ban internet gam-
bling (Heath, 2015)
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a look at the 2016 candidates’ net worth  shows Donald
trump ($4.5 billion), carly Fiorina ($58 million), Hilary
clinton ($45 million), Ben carson (($26 million), Jeb Bush
($22 million), John Kasich ($10 million), ted cruz ($3.5
million), chris christie ($3 million), Bernie Sanders
($700,000),  and marco rubio ($100,000). 

the lineup of billionaires supporting presidential candi-
dates and their net worth is as follows:

robert mercer (net worth $12 billion) is supporting 
ted cruz.
Sheldon adelson (net worth $26.3 billion) is supporting
marco rubio.
George Soros (net worth $26 billion) is supporting
Hillary clinton.
alice Walton (net worth $34.4 billion) is supporting
Hillary clinton.

others like rupert murdoch (net worth $11.5 billion) sup-
ports the republican Party but did contribute to Hillary
clinton’s 2006 Senate race. robert mercer is a tea Party sup-
porter. Paul Singer (net worth $2.1 billion) is a socially liberal
republican who supports gay rights. michael Bloomberg (net
worth $50 billion) is an advocate for gun control and sup-
ports bipartisan candidates.

What is now called the “Billionaire Primary” is also
referred to as patrimonial capitalism where a wealthy few con-
trol the core issues of the economy and use their wealth to
influence the political system. 

thanks to the biggest wealth transfer in U.S. history, the
rich are richer than ever. also, thanks to the Supreme court’s
citizen’s United decision, there is no limit to what super
Pacs can spend. the fact that trickle down economics did
not trickle down to the working class does not mean that
there was no trickle down at all. What is clear is the wealth of
the corporate and billionaire class is now trickling down into
and affecting all sectors of the political system.

most americans never heard of the Koch brothers ($100
billion net worth) but the wealth of the Koch family is trick-

ling down into both national, state, and local politics. the
Koch brothers plan to spend $300 million in the 2016 elec-
tion. their goal is to support the republican Party by embed-
ding staff members in a community, giving conservative advo-
cacy a permanent local voice through field workers who live
in the neighborhood year round and who can influence the
nuances of local politics. it is interesting to note that the bil-
lionaire political activists are the new american oligarchs.
Political parties may still be influenced by the public, voters
and constituencies, but american oligarchs act in their own
self interest without concern for the public sentiment or well-
being. they are accountable to no one, and the law makers on
their payrolls are more accountable to their billionaire politi-
cal bosses than to the public.
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