
The Supreme Court abolished such limits with its 2014 
decision in McCutcheon v. FEC. Massachusetts aban-
doned its aggregate limits on donations to state-level 
candidates the day the Court released its decision, with 
the dozen other states with such limits in place quickly 
revisiting their policies.

Super PACs are not supposed to coordinate their activ-
ities with candidates themselves. There has often been a 
thin membrane between such groups and the campaigns 
they back, however, with former top aides to many can-
didates running super PACs operating on their behalf. A 
set of e-mails among aides to Republican governor Scott 
Walker revealed in 2014 showed that such separations are 
sometimes entirely porous. The e-mails suggested that 
the governor himself was involved in soliciting large-dollar 
donations on behalf of Club for Growth, a nominally inde-
pendent group that had his back during a 2012 recall cam-
paign. Among other transactions, the e-mails revealed that 
Walker had spoken by phone with Kenneth G. Langone, 
a cofounder of Home Depot, who donated $15,000 to 
the Club for Growth that day, as well as meeting with real 
estate developer Donald Trump, who also gave $15,000.d

According to an e-mail from his fundraising consult-
ant to Club for Growth, Walker wanted “all the issue 
advocacy efforts run thru one group to ensure correct 
messaging.” Many candidates have complained in 
recent years that they can’t pick the issues they want 
to talk about, since the people running super PACs may 
have their own agendas. Not all super PACs, after all, 
are set up by a candidate’s buddies. Many are run by 
interest groups consumed by a single issue, or an indi-
vidual whose concerns may have little to do with the 
district or state at hand.

With party spending sometimes dwarfed by super 
PACs, some people argue that it’s time to lift the restric-
tions on fundraising that parties still operate under. 
The existing laws have “succeeded in profoundly alter-
ing the state of American politics by severely weaken-
ing American political parties to the benefit of outside 
spending groups who may raise and spend unlimited 
funds in connection with federal elections,” election 
lawyers Neil Reiff, a Democrat, and Donald McGahn, 
a Republican, said in testimony before a U.S. Senate 
committee in 2014.
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control of the U.S. Congress in the 2006 mid-
term elections, followed by Barack Obama’s win 
in the 2008 presidential election. Democrats 
took a shellacking in 2010, were able to recover 
to some extent by 2012, and then lost big again 
at the state and federal levels in 2014. The elec-
torate looks different between presidential and 
midterm elections, but it’s clear that neither 
party has been able to sustain an enduring 
advantage in recent years.

Party Competition: 
Why Some States Are 
More Competitive 
Than Others
Historically, most state political cultures have 
heavily favored one party or the other, as shown 
in Map 6-2. A well-known example of this is the 
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