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Author’s Note
Every generation rediscovers the same unsettling fact: the people you
elect are not the only people who govern you.

That sentence can be written by a sober political scientist or by a
street-corner conspiracy theorist, and it will mean something almost
opposite in each mouth. The scientist means that modern government
is layered — that career civil servants, intelligence agencies, regulatory
bodies, and military institutions persist across administrations and
make thousands of consequential decisions that no single election ever
touches. The conspiracy theorist means that a secret society of bankers,
or a bloodline, or a council of shadowy elders, pulls the strings behind
a puppet government, and that if the names could only be exposed, the
whole rotten structure would collapse.

This book is written by the first kind of author, about the first kind
of claim. It exists because the second kind of claim — dramatic, tidy,
and almost entirely wrong in its specifics— has done real damage to the
public’s ability to see the first kind clearly.

I have spent years building reference tools out of primary documents:
verse-by-verse study guides that make people go back to the text instead
of trusting a secondhand summary of it. This book applies the samedisci-
pline to a harder, messier text— the record of how power actuallymoves
in Washington and in the institutions that outlast it. I did not set out to
write a comforting book. The permanent state described in these pages
is real, it is well documented, and it deserves far more public scrutiny
than it gets. I also did not set out to write a sensational one. Every dol-
lar figure, every statute, every court case, and every historical episode
in this book is attached to a named source you can check yourself, and
I have tried, wherever the evidence is thin or contested, to say so plainly
rather than paper over it with confident-sounding prose.

Readers will notice that this book treats “deep state” talk itself as a
subject of investigation, not just a starting assumption. That is deliber-
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DARK STATE

ate. The phrase has been used, in the same news cycle, to describe career
intelligence analysts following statute, a president’s own appointees re-
sisting an order they considered unlawful, and an entirely fictional cabal
of pedophile globalists. Those are three different claims with three dif-
ferent evidentiary standards, and collapsing them into one all-purpose
accusation is exactly how bad information displaces good information.
Chapter 2 sorts the competing theories out. Chapters 15 through 17 go fur-
ther, tracingwhere themost toxic version of this story came from, how to
tell a documented pattern of corruption from an unfalsifiable myth, and
why the myth is not a harmless exaggeration of the truth but a specific,
century-old fraud with a body count.

None of that is a reason to look away from the real thing. Lobbying
spending set a new record in 2025. A single defense contractor now
receives more in federal contracts each year than the entire budgets
of NASA, the EPA, and the Department of Education combined. Three
broadcasting companies now control local news in the overwhelming
majority of American media markets. The revolving door between
Congress, the Pentagon, and the industries they oversee runs in both
directions, continuously, andmostly in plain sight. None of that requires
a hidden hand. It requires only that citizens stop looking for one, and
start looking at the paperwork.

That is what this book is for.
Rev. George H. Stoddard
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Introduction: What
“Shadow Government”
Actually Means
On January 17, 1961, a retiring five-star general stood before television
cameras to deliver the last major address of his presidency. Dwight D.
Eisenhower had commanded the Allied invasion of Europe. He was not
a man given to alarmism. Yet in that farewell speech he warned the
country, in language still quoted today, that “in the councils of govern-
ment, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence,
whether sought or unsought, by themilitary-industrial complex. The po-
tential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.”

That is the founding document of every serious “shadow government”
argument made in the United States since. Not a leaked memo. Not a
whistleblower’s tell-all. A president, on his way out the door, naming a
structural danger built into the machinery of the state itself — a dan-
ger that does not depend on any villain’s malice, only on the ordinary
incentives of money, careerism, and institutional self-preservation.

This book takes Eisenhower’s warning seriously and follows it wher-
ever the paper trail leads: into the federal budget, the lobbying disclosure
database, the revolving door between the Pentagon and its contractors,
the intelligence community’s classification system, and the ownership
charts of the companies that decide what tens of millions of Americans
see as news. What it does not do is follow the warning into the territory
it is most often dragged into today—a secret council of bankers, a blood-
line conspiracy, an all-controlling cabal whose members can never quite
be named with evidence that would survive a fact-check. That territory
has a name, a history, and, as Chapter 16 documents in detail, a point
of origin as a forgery manufactured by a czarist secret police service in
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DARK STATE

1903. It is worth understanding why that story spreads. It is not worth
mistaking it for research.

ThreeMeanings, One Phrase
“Shadow government” and “deep state” get used, often within the same
conversation, to mean at least three different things. Distinguishing
them is the first job of this book, because each one has a different
evidentiary standard and a different remedy.

The administrative state. This is the least controversial and most
defensiblemeaning. TheUnited States employs roughly twomillion civil-
ian federal workers, the overwhelming majority of them protected from
being fired for political reasons by civil-service law. They write the regu-
lations that implement statutes Congress passes in broad strokes. They
persist across administrations of both parties. Political scientists have
studied this “fourth branch” for decades without needing any conspira-
torial framing at all — it is simply how a modern administrative state
functions, for better and for worse. Chapter 1 covers it in detail.

The security-state hypothesis. This is the claim that intelligence
and law-enforcement agencies — the CIA, the FBI, the NSA, and their
counterparts — sometimes act with a degree of institutional indepen-
dence that puts them in tensionwith elected officials, and occasionally in
violation of the law. This is not a fringe theory. It is the documented con-
clusion of theU.S. Senate’s own 1975–76 Church Committee, which found
that the FBI had run a systematic covert-action program (COINTELPRO)
against civil rights leaders, antiwar organizers, and others; that the CIA
had developed assassination capabilities and tested mind-control drugs
on unwitting subjects; and that the NSA had intercepted the communi-
cations of American citizens without warrants. Every reform discussed
later in this book— FISA, the congressional intelligence committees, in-
spectors general— exists because Congress itself concluded the security
state needed a leash. Chapters 2, 3, 10, and 11 cover this history and its
unfinished business.

The cabal hypothesis. This is the claim that a small, secret, coor-
dinating group — defined variously as international bankers, a blood-
line aristocracy, a globalist council, or a demonic elite — controls gov-
ernments, central banks, and world events from behind the scenes, and
that visible institutions (elections, courts, free press) are theater. This is

v



DARK STATE

the version that dominates search results and social media algorithms,
and it is the version this book argues is, in its specific and recurring form,
traceable to a single 1903 forgery and its twentieth-century descendants.
Chapters 15 through 17 dismantle it directly, not by asserting that “noth-
ing secret ever happens in government” — plainly, things do — but by
showing how this particular explanatory framework fails every test a
real investigation has to pass: it cannot be falsified, it recruits new “ev-
idence” to survive any disconfirmation, and its central historical claim
has been proven, repeatedly, in court and in archives, to be fabricated.

Why the DistinctionMatters
Collapsing these three categories into one undifferentiated “they” is not
a harmless simplification. It is the single most effective tool available for
making the first two—the real, documented, fixable problems—harder
to fix.

Here is the mechanism. A citizen reads a real story: a former FAA ad-
ministrator becomes an aerospace-industry lobbyist, then returns to a
senior FAA safety post. That is documented regulatory capture (Chapter
7 covers it). If that citizen’s only mental category for “hidden power” is
the cabal hypothesis, the FAA story either gets absorbed into a vague,
unfalsifiable “everything is controlled” worldview that offers no next
step — no specific bill to support, no specific reform to demand — or
it gets dismissed as old news, priced in, unfixable. Either way, the citi-
zen’s justified anger has nowhere productive to go. Meanwhile, the same
information ecosystem that trained that citizen to think in terms of an
all-powerful “they” is generally uninterested in the FAA’s rulemaking
docket, because a rulemaking docket does not generate engagement. It is
uninterested in the difference between a $73 billion annual intelligence
budget (real, disclosed, debatable) and a claim about shape-shifting rep-
tilian elites (not real, not debatable, immune to evidence). Flattening
that distinction serves no one except the people who would rather the
real machinery run without scrutiny, because the loudest scrutiny in
the room is aimed at something that does not exist.

This is why the book is organized the way it is. Parts One through
Four are a field investigation into documented structures: the perma-
nent bureaucracy, the intelligence community and its budget, themoney
that flows through Washington, the revolving door, regulatory capture,
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the military-industrial complex Eisenhower named, and the ownership
structure of Americanmedia. Part Five turns the lens on themisinforma-
tion itself—why conspiracy theories about hidden power are so durable,
where the most consequential one came from, and how to tell the differ-
ence between a documented pattern and an unfalsifiable myth.

AWord onMethod
Wherever this book states a number, it names the source and the year.
Wherever credible sources disagree — and on subjects like “how many
former members of Congress become lobbyists,” they do, depending on
how “lobbyist” is defined — the book shows the range and explains the
discrepancy rather than picking the most dramatic figure and moving
on. Wherever a claim is popular but methodologically shaky (a famous
statistic about “six companies controlling ninety percent of American
media” turns out to be one of these — see Chapter 12), the book says so,
and replaces it with a more defensible, more current data point.

This is not because the underlying story is boring without exaggera-
tion. It is because the underlying story does not need exaggeration. The
documented version is damning enough on its own, and it has the enor-
mous advantage of being true—whichmeans it can survive a fact-check,
support a specific reform, and hold up in ten years the way a manufac-
tured statistic will not.

Eisenhower’s generation built themachine andwarned about it in the
same decade. This book is a map of what that machine has become.
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CHAPTER 1

The Fourth Branch:
How the Bureaucracy
Outlasts Presidents
Apresident is inaugurated at noon on January 20. By one o’clock, roughly
two million civilian federal employees are still at their desks, still bound
by the same regulations, still working through the same open dockets
they were working through the day before. Fewer than four thousand
of those positions — a figure that includes cabinet secretaries, agency
heads, and senior political appointees — change hands with the admin-
istration. The other 99.8 percent of the federal civilian workforce is pro-
tected by civil-service law from being fired for their politics, and stays
exactly where it is.

That simple arithmetic is the starting point for understanding the
“permanent state,” and it requires no hidden hand, no conspiracy, and
no bad faith to explain. It is simply how the United States chose, begin-
ning in 1883, to run a modern government.

The Origin of the Civil Service
Before 1883, federal jobs were distributed through what was bluntly
called the “spoils system”: a new president’s party filled the government
with its own loyalists, top to bottom, and a change of administration
meant a wholesale replacement of federal personnel. The system
collapsed, literally, when a disappointed office-seeker named Charles
Guiteau — who believed he was owed a diplomatic post for his cam-
paign work — assassinated President James Garfield in 1881. Congress
responded with the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act of 1883, which
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DARK STATE CHAPTER 1

created a merit-based federal hiring system insulated from political
patronage.

The logic was straightforward: a government cannot function, and
cannot retain expertise, if its entire staff turns overwith every election. A
patent examiner, a food safety inspector, or an air traffic controller needs
years to become competent, and firing all of them every four or eight
years produces chaos, not accountability. The tradeoff, accepted delib-
erately, was that most of the federal workforce would no longer answer
directly to elected officials in the way a political appointee does. It would
answer to statute, regulation, and civil-service protections instead.

That tradeoff is the entire foundation of what people now call the
“fourth branch of government” or, more loosely, the “deep state” — the
second use of that term identified in the Introduction. It is not a slur. It
is a description that political scientists were using in academic journals
decades before it became a cable-news talking point.

Why Regulations Outlast the PeopleWhoWrite
Them
Congress writes statutes in broad strokes and delegates the details to
executive-branch agencies. The Clean Air Act does not specify the allow-
able parts-per-million of a given pollutant for every industrial process in
the country; the Environmental Protection Agency does, through a rule-
making process that can take years and generates thousands of pages of
technical justification. The same is true of financial regulation written
by the Securities and Exchange Commission, food and drug rules written
by the FDA, workplace safety rules written by OSHA, and telecommuni-
cations rules written by the FCC.

This delegation is not incidental — it is unavoidable. No Congress
has the technical expertise, or the time, to write pollutant-by-pollutant,
drug-by-drug, frequency-by-frequency rules into statute. The tradeoff
is that enormous discretionary power ends up concentrated in agencies
that elected officials oversee only indirectly, through appointees at the
top and through congressional hearings and appropriations that happen
a few times a year. A regulation, once finalized, has the practical force of
law and often outlasts the political coalition that inspired it, because re-
versing a final rule requires the same lengthy notice-and-comment pro-
cess it took to create — or an act of Congress.
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This is why a new administration cannot simply “turn off” the poli-
cies of the last one on day one, however much campaign rhetoric might
suggest otherwise. Most consequential federal policy lives in the Code of
Federal Regulations, not in a president’s desk drawer, and unwinding it
takes the same bureaucratic machinery that built it.

The Senior Executive Service and Institutional
Memory
At the layer just below political appointees sits the Senior Executive
Service (SES), created by the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 — roughly
seven thousand career officials who run the actual operations of federal
agencies: budgets, personnel, program execution. SES members are
nominally more mobile and more accountable to political leadership
than the rank-and-file civil service, but they are still career officials,
not political appointees, and the overwhelming majority serve across
multiple administrations of both parties.

This is where “institutional memory” lives, and it cuts both ways. On
one hand, career officials provide continuity, technical competence, and
a check against a new political appointee— often serving their first and
only tour in government —making an uninformed decision that career
staff know, from experience, will fail. On the other hand, the same con-
tinuity means that career preferences, agency culture, and bureaucratic
inertia can and do resist direction from elected leadership, sometimes
for good reasons (a lawful order being slow-walked because staff believe
it is technically unworkable) and sometimes for reasons closer to insti-
tutional self-preservation (a program defended because it justifies the
agency’s budget and staff, not because it works).

Both dynamics are documented extensively in the public administra-
tion literature, under names like “bureaucratic drift,” “agency capture”
(covered in Chapter 7), and “principal-agent problems”— the basic diffi-
culty of ensuring that an agent (the bureaucracy) reliably carries out the
wishes of a principal (elected officials and, through them, voters) when
the agent hasmore day-to-day information andmore staying power than
the principal does.
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When the Permanent State Pushes Back—And
When That’s the SystemWorking
The most politically charged version of the “deep state” argument holds
that career officials actively sabotage elected leadership they disagree
with — leaking to the press, slow-walking lawful orders, or working
around a president’s stated policy. This has, in specific documented in-
stances, happened, fromboth career staff and political appointees, under
presidents of both parties. It is a real phenomenon and a real account-
ability problem.

But it is worth being precise about what the civil-service system was
actually built to do, because two very different things get called “the deep
state resisting the president,” and they deserve different verdicts.

The first is a career official refusing to carry out an order they believe
is unlawful — for example, declining to use an agency’s authority in a
way a court would later find exceeded the agency’s statutory power, or
refusing to falsify data. Whistleblower statutes, inspector general offices,
and internal agency counsel exist specifically to protect and channel this
kind of resistance, precisely because the Nuremberg-era lesson of “I was
just following orders” is not considered an adequate defense for a public
official either. When this kind of friction becomes public, it is often a
sign that institutional checks are functioning as designed, not evidence
that they have been captured by a hidden faction.

The second is a career official or holdover appointee obstructing
a lawful policy they simply dislike — leaking selectively, sitting on
paperwork, or slow-walking implementation without any legal basis for
doing so. This is a genuine accountability failure, and it is one of the
strongest arguments made by critics of civil-service protections, who
point to the difficulty of firing underperforming or obstructive federal
employees as a structural flaw. Various administrations have proposed
reclassifying large numbers of policy-adjacent civil-service positions to
make themmore directly removable by political leadership— proposals
that supporters frame as restoring democratic accountability and that
critics frame as reviving the pre-1883 spoils system and its vulnerability
to loyalty tests over competence. Both sides of that specific, ongoing
debate are citing real tradeoffs, not inventing them.

The distinction between these two categories — lawful resistance to
an unlawful order, versus unlawful resistance to a lawful order — will
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not always be obvious in real time, and reasonable people will disagree
aboutwhich category a given controversy falls into. That is preciselywhy
themachinery covered later in this book (inspectors general, the Govern-
ment Accountability Office, congressional oversight committees, and the
courts) exists: not to settle the question by press release, but to establish
facts that can be checked.

The Fourth Branch Is Not a Secret
None of this requires classified documents to verify. The organizational
chart of every federal agency is public. The Federal Register publishes ev-
ery proposed and final rule, along with the public comments filed on it,
which is how citizens, companies, and advocacy groups formally partici-
pate in—and sometimes sue over— the rulemaking process. The Office
of Personnel Management publishes federal workforce statistics annu-
ally. The Congressional Research Service and the Government Account-
ability Office produce detailed, nonpartisan reports on agency structure
and performance that are available to any citizen, not just members of
Congress.

The permanent state is not hidden. It is, if anything, one of the most
thoroughly documented features of American government — which is
exactly why it is a poor fit for “shadow government” framing that im-
plies concealment. What it is, accurately, is durable, technical, and struc-
turally insulated from any single election in a way that makes it feel, to
an outsider, like a government behind the government. Understanding
that structure — and the reform debates it has generated — is the nec-
essary foundation for everything that follows in this book, including the
sharper and more contested claims taken up in Chapter 2.
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CHAPTER 2

The Deep State
Debate: Competing
Theories, Tested
Against Evidence
“Deep state” is a translation. The phrase entered English-language
political commentary from the Turkish derin devlet — literally “deep
state” — which described something concrete and specific: a docu-
mented, decades-long alliance among elements of the Turkish military,
intelligence services, and organized crime that operated outside civilian
control, staged coups (1960, 1971, 1980, and an attempted one in 2016),
and was implicated in political assassinations. Turkish courts have
prosecuted deep-state figures in real trials with real verdicts. It was
not a metaphor there. It was a functioning shadow apparatus with a
body count, eventually exposed through actual investigations, actual
wiretaps, and actual trials — the “Ergenekon” case being the best
documented example.

When the term crossed into American political discourse, it kept its
ominous flavor but lost its specificity. That looseness is the problem this
chapter addresses. Below are the distinct claims that get bundled under
“deep state” in American politics, evaluated one at a time against the ev-
idence that actually exists for each.
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ClaimOne: Career officials have policy
preferences and institutional interests that
don’t automatically alignwith a new
administration’s agenda
Verdict: Well established, not controversial among political scien-
tists.

This is simply Chapter 1’s subject restated. Every organization devel-
ops institutional culture, risk-aversion, and self-preservation instincts,
and federal agencies are no exception. Studies of bureaucratic behavior
going back to Max Weber’s foundational work on institutions, and con-
tinuing through modern public-administration scholarship, treat this
as a baseline fact about large organizations, not a scandal. The inter-
esting empirical questions are about degree and mechanism, not about
whether it exists at all.

Claim Two: Intelligence and law-enforcement
agencies have, at specific documented points
in American history, operated outside legal
constraints and against elected officials’
stated policies or against citizens’
constitutional rights
Verdict: Proven, in detail, by the U.S. government’s own investiga-
tion.

This is the strongest form of the “security state” claim from the Intro-
duction, and it does not rest on leaks, anonymous sources, or speculation.
It rests on the Church Committee — formally the United States Senate
Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to In-
telligence Activities, chaired by Senator Frank Church of Idaho, which
conducted a sweeping investigation in 1975 and 1976 and published its
findings in fourteen public reports.

The Church Committee documented, among other things:

• COINTELPRO, an FBI covert-action program running from 1956
to 1971 that used surveillance, infiltration, blackmail, forged corre-
spondence, and other “dirty tricks” against the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, the Black Panther Party, antiwar groups, and
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other domestic political organizations — including a documented
campaign of surveillance and harassment directed at Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr.

• Operation CHAOS, a CIA domestic surveillance program targeting
American antiwar and civil-rights activists, conducted despite the
CIA’s charter explicitly prohibiting domestic operations.

• MKULTRA, a CIA program that testedmind-altering drugs, including
LSD, on subjects— in some caseswithout their knowledge or consent.

• Documented CIA involvement in developing assassination capa-
bilities against foreign leaders, and NSA/FBI programs (including
Project SHAMROCK and Project MINARET) that intercepted the
international and, in some cases, domestic communications of
American citizens without judicial warrants.

These are not allegations. They are the committee’s ownpublished, bi-
partisan findings, based on subpoenaed internal agency documents and
sworn testimony from agency officials themselves. The direct legislative
consequencewas the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act of 1978 (FISA),
which created a specialized court to oversee surveillance requests target-
ing foreign intelligence threats, and the establishment of permanent Sen-
ate and House intelligence oversight committees— institutions built for
the specific purpose of preventing a recurrence.

The existence of these reforms is itself the strongest evidence for this
chapter’s central argument: the documented version of “deep state”
activity was serious enough that the government built permanent new
oversight machinery in response, and that machinery is imperfect and
periodically tested (Chapter 3 covers its limits), but it is a world away
from an unfalsifiable claim about hidden global control. It is a specific,
dated, investigated, and at least partially remedied set of abuses.

Claim Three: Elements of the government have
coordinated covert action that violated the law
and evaded oversight of Congress itself
Verdict: Also proven, in a separate, later episode.

The Iran-Contra affair (1985–1987) is the second major, court-
and-congressionally-documented case. Senior Reagan administration
officials, operating through the National Security Council staff, secretly
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sold arms to Iran — then under a U.S. arms embargo — and diverted
proceeds to fund Contra rebels in Nicaragua, in direct violation of the
Boland Amendment, by which Congress had explicitly prohibited U.S.
military aid to the Contras. A joint congressional investigation and an
independent counsel investigation (led by Lawrence Walsh) produced
convictions and guilty pleas, though several were later overturned on
appeal or pardoned. Iran-Contra remains the clearest modern American
example of an executive-branch faction running a shadow foreign policy
specifically to evade a law Congress had passed — which is to say,
exactly the kind of “deep state” behavior the phrase is often used, more
loosely, to gesture at. It is worth citing precisely because it did not
require any speculative framework to uncover: it was exposed through
journalism, congressional subpoena power, and a special prosecutor,
and it produced criminal convictions.

Claim Four: A coordinated network of career
officials actively worked to sabotage a sitting
president’s agenda fromwithin, across
multiple agencies, as amatter of policy
Verdict: Contested; the evidence supports some individual
instances, not a coordinated network.

This is the claim most associated with recent American politics, and
it deserves a more careful answer than either “completely true” or “com-
pletely false.” There is documented evidence of individual career and
political officials, across administrations, resisting or slow-walking spe-
cific directives they viewed as unlawful or as exceeding an agency’s au-
thority— and, separately, documented instances of leaks to the press by
officials opposed to a president’s policies, which is a real accountability
and legal problem regardless of the leaker’s motive. What has not been
demonstrated with the same evidentiary weight as the Church Commit-
tee’s findings or Iran-Contra is a coordinated, cross-agency conspiracy or-
ganized as such—as opposed tomany individuals, inmany agencies, in-
dependently deciding to resist specific actions for reasons ranging from
principled legal objection to ordinary bureaucratic self-interest.

This distinction matters because the word “deep state” collapses
“many individuals independently pushing back” and “an organized se-
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cret faction” into a single mental image, and only the second one would
justify the sweeping remedies—mass firings, wholesale reclassification
of civil-service protections — that are sometimes proposed in response.
Evaluating specific claims of coordinated resistance requires the same
tools used to establish the Church Committee’s findings: subpoenaed
documents, sworn testimony, and time. Assertion is not evidence, in
either direction.

Claim Five: A secret, coordinating global elite—
bankers, a bloodline, a council — controls
governments and events frombehind the
scenes, and visible institutions are theater
Verdict: Not supported by evidence; the specific, recurring ver-
sion of this claim traces to a documented forgery.

This is the cabal hypothesis, and it is categorically different from
Claims One through Four. Claims One through Four describe specific
institutions, specific documented episodes, specific laws violated, and
specific reforms enacted in response — all falsifiable, all checkable
against primary documents. Claim Five describes an entity so secret that
its existence can never be disconfirmed by an absence of evidence (the
absence is explained as proof of the cabal’s skill at concealment) and so
vague that virtually any world event can be retrofitted as evidence for
it. This is not a minor methodological quibble; it is the specific reason
serious historians, political scientists, and investigative journalists do
not treat the cabal hypothesis as a rival theory deserving equal time
alongside Claims One through Four. An unfalsifiable claim is not a
competing data point. It is outside the category of claims that evidence
can address at all. Chapter 15 explains, in more depth, why this kind
of theory is nonetheless so psychologically compelling, and Chapter 16
traces the specific historical origin of its most common form.

Why the SortingMatters
Put side by side, the pattern is clear. The claims that hold up — the
permanent bureaucracy’s institutional inertia, documented historical
abuses by intelligence agencies, Iran-Contra’s shadow foreign policy —
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share three features: they are narrow enough to investigate, theywere in
fact investigated by bodies with subpoena power, and the investigation
produced a public record that can be checked today by any reader
willing to look. The claim that doesn’t hold up — the cabal hypothesis
— has none of those features by design, because unfalsifiability is not a
bug in that kind of theory. It is the whole engine that keeps it running
regardless of what actually happens in the world.

The rest of this book stays inside the first category. That is not a failure
of nerve. It is the only category where “investigation” means anything at
all.
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CHAPTER 3

Classified America:
Secrecy,
Overclassification,
and the Limits of
Oversight
In 1997, a bipartisan federal commission chaired by Senator Daniel
Patrick Moynihan — a New York Democrat who had also served on
the Church Committee’s staff two decades earlier — released a report
simply titled Secrecy. Its central conclusion was blunt: classification,
the commission found, functions as a form of government regulation,
one imposed with almost none of the cost-benefit scrutiny applied to
economic regulation, and one whose default tendency is to expand,
not contract, because the people who decide what to classify bear
none of the cost of over-classifying and significant career risk from
under-classifying. A document stamped “Secret” by mistake is, in
practical terms, free to the person who stamped it. A document that
should have been stamped “Secret” and wasn’t can end a career.

That asymmetry is the engine behind one of themost consistently doc-
umented, least conspiratorial, and most genuinely corrosive features of
the modern security state: classification has grown far beyond what any
plausible national-security rationale requires, and it functions, as often
as not, to protect officials and institutions from embarrassment rather
than to protect genuine secrets from adversaries.
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HowBig Is the Secrecy System?
The Information Security Oversight Office (ISOO), a small unitwithin the
National Archives, is charged with tracking classification activity across
the federal government and reports the results publicly every year. Its
reports have documented, across administrations of both parties, tens
of millions of classification decisions annually in years of peak activity,
alongside a chronic backlog of material eligible for declassification re-
view that agencies lack the staff or the institutional incentive to process.
Recommendations to fix this— from theMoynihan Commission in 1997,
from the 9/11 Commission in 2004, and from the Public Interest Declassi-
fication Board inmultiple reports since—have repeatedly called for nar-
rowing classification criteria, imposing real costs on over-classification,
and modernizing a system still built, in large part, around Cold War-era
assumptions about paper documents rather than the realities of digital
information.

None of these findings required a whistleblower or a leak. They
are the conclusions of congressionally chartered, publicly reporting
oversight bodies, doing exactly the job Congress created them to do.

The Pentagon Papers: The Classic Case Study
If one historical episode best demonstrates the Moynihan Commission’s
thesis — that classification often protects reputations rather than se-
crets — it is the Pentagon Papers.

In 1971, military analyst Daniel Ellsberg leaked a classified 7,000-page
Department of Defense history of U.S. political andmilitary involvement
in Vietnam to The New York Times and other newspapers. The Nixon
administration sought a prior restraint injunction to block publication,
arguing national security harm. The Supreme Court, in New York Times
Co. v. United States (1971), ruled 6–3 against the government, finding it
had not met the heavy burden required to justify prior restraint on the
press.

What the papers actually revealed was not, primarily, information
that would have armed an adversary with a battlefield advantage. It was
a systematic pattern inwhich several administrations had told the Amer-
ican public one thing about the war’s progress and prospects while inter-
nal government assessments — the actual classified analysis — told a
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considerably more pessimistic story. The classification, in other words,
had been protecting a policy narrative from domestic political account-
ability far more than it had been protecting troop movements from the
enemy, who generally had a far better sense of the battlefield reality than
the American public did. This is precisely the failure mode the Moyni-
han Commission would describe, in more systematic terms, a quarter-
century later.

Overclassification Has Defenders—And a Real
Argument
It would be dishonest to present overclassification as a problem with no
serious counter-argument, and this book’s commitment to evidence over
convenient narrative requires stating the other side fairly. Intelligence
and defense officials regularly argue that erring toward classification is
individually rational, even if collectively wasteful, because the cost of a
single genuine leak — a compromised source, an exposed intelligence
method, a tipped-off adversary—can be catastrophic and irreversible in
a way that an over-classified press release is not. Sources and methods,
once burned, generally cannot be un-burned; a human intelligence asset
exposed by a disclosure can be killed. This asymmetry of consequences
is real, not manufactured, and it is the honest reason overclassification
persists even though virtually every outside review agrees it has gone
too far: the institutional incentive to protect against the catastrophic,
low-probability failure will reliably outweigh the diffuse, harder-to-see
cost of a bloated and less credible classification system, unless something
forces the calculus to change.

The Black Budget
Some portion of federal spending is disclosed only as an aggregate
topline figure, with the underlying detail — which programs, which
agencies, in what proportion — classified. The Office of the Director
of National Intelligence (ODNI) discloses the National Intelligence
Program’s aggregate appropriated total each year, as required by a
post-9/11 Commission reform (Section 601 of the Implementing Rec-
ommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007), but nothing more
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specific. For fiscal year 2025, that disclosed figure was $73.3 billion, a
roughly 4 percent decrease from the FY2024 figure of $76.5 billion (ODNI
press releases, 2025). The Pentagon separately discloses the Military
Intelligence Program’s topline — $28.2 billion requested for FY2025 —
a disclosure it makes voluntarily, not by statutory requirement, dating
back to 2007. Combined FY2026 intelligence funding requested across
both programswas $115.5 billion (Congressional Research Service, 2025),
continuing a long upward trend from a $26.6 billion total intelligence
budget first declassified, under Freedom of Information Act litigation,
for fiscal year 1997.

That upward trajectory— roughly threefold growth in the topline in-
telligence budget over roughly three decades, even adjusting for the post-
9/11 surge— is publicly known precisely because of the same reform im-
pulse traced throughout this book: a disclosure requirement, forced by
statute after a commission investigation, that did not exist before. What
remains genuinely opaque is everything beneath the topline: which of
the eighteenmember agencies and elements of the U.S. Intelligence Com-
munity (detailed in Chapter 10) receive what share, and for which spe-
cific programs. That detail is not disclosed to the public, and Congress’s
own oversight committees see only a classified breakdown, through a
process this chapter’s next section examines.

Congressional Oversight: Built to Be Imperfect
The House and Senate Intelligence Committees, created directly in
response to the Church Committee’s findings, are structurally unusual
within Congress. Their members and staff hold security clearances
allowing them to review classified budget and operational detail that
the rest of Congress — and the public — cannot see. This is deliberate:
it is the compromise Congress reached between “no oversight of secret
programs” and “no secret programs at all,” and it is a real, functioning
check, not a fig leaf. Committee members have blocked programs,
demanded changes, and forced disclosures that would not otherwise
have happened.

It is also a limited check, for reasons inherent to the design rather
than any particular failure of will. Committee members are bound by
the same classification rules as the agencies they oversee, which means
they generally cannot discuss what they’ve learned publicly, cannot eas-
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ily consult outside experts on classified material, and face a basic infor-
mational asymmetry: the agencies being overseen control what gets clas-
sified in the first place, and therefore have substantial influence over
what the overseers are even permitted to see framed as relevant. A com-
mittee cannot investigate a program it does not know exists. Everymajor
reform in this space — FISA in 1978, the intelligence committees them-
selves, the DNI position created in 2004 by the Intelligence Reform and
Terrorism Prevention Act following the 9/11 Commission’s recommenda-
tions — was a response to a prior failure discovered after the fact, not a
preventive measure that anticipated the next one.

Overclassification Is Not the Cabal Hypothesis
It is worth pausing on why this chapter’s subject — a real, documented,
government-acknowledged pattern of excessive secrecy — is nonethe-
less a poor fit for cabal-style “shadow government” narratives, even
though it is superficially the most secrecy-adjacent chapter in this book.

Overclassification is a bureaucratic pathology: predictable, incentive-
driven, studied by name in public commission reports, and periodically
reformed through ordinary legislative and administrativemeans. It does
not require any actor to be acting in bad faith — an official who over-
classifies a routine document is usually just being risk-averse in a system
that rewards risk-aversion, not covering up a conspiracy. That is a less
thrilling explanation than a hidden cabal, and it is also the correct one,
supported by the Moynihan Commission’s own analysis, the ISOO’s an-
nual data, and decades of consistent findings across administrations of
both parties. Real secrecy, in other words, mostly looks like institutional
caution scaled up to an enormous bureaucracy — not like a conspiracy.
Understanding that difference is what allows a citizen to demand the
right fix (statutory reform of classification incentives, more declassifi-
cation funding, stronger committee authority) instead of a fantasy one
(exposing “the truth” that no commission, court, or committee has ever
found because it isn’t there to find).
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CHAPTER4

K Street: Lobbying as
Legalized Influence
K Street is a real street in Washington, D.C., running east-west through
downtown, and for most of the twentieth century it was the physical ad-
dress of choice for the capital’s biggest lobbying firms and trade associa-
tions. Most of the industry has since dispersed to other buildings across
the city, but the name stuck as shorthand, theway “Wall Street”means fi-
nance and “Silicon Valley” means the tech industry regardless of a given
company’s actual zip code. What K Street names is not a conspiracy. It is
one of the largest, most fully legal, and most fully disclosed industries in
American political life — and its scale, in the most recent data available,
has never been higher.

The Legal Architecture
Lobbying is not a loophole. It is a constitutionally protected activity —
the right “to petition the Government for a redress of grievances” is writ-
ten directly into the First Amendment—and the federal government has
regulated its disclosure, rather than its existence, since the Federal Reg-
ulation of Lobbying Act of 1946 and, in its modern form, the Lobbying
Disclosure Act of 1995 (LDA), later amended by the Honest Leadership
and Open Government Act of 2007 in response to the Jack Abramoff lob-
bying scandal.

Under the LDA, any individual who spends at least 20 percent of
their time on lobbying activities for a client, and who makes at least two
lobbying contacts with covered government officials, must register and
file periodic reports disclosing their compensation, their client, and the
general issues they worked on. These filings are public and searchable
— the primary reason a book like this one can cite specific dollar figures
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at all. OpenSecrets (formerly the Center for Responsive Politics) and
Bloomberg Government both aggregate this Lobbying Disclosure Act
data into the annual totals cited throughout this chapter.

What theMost Recent Numbers Show
Federal lobbying spending hit a record in 2025: approximately $5.3 bil-
lion by Bloomberg Government’s analysis, with OpenSecrets separately
confirming spending above $5 billion for the first time in the disclosure
system’s history (Bloomberg Government; OpenSecrets, 2025 year-end
data). That was the largest year-over-year increase since quarterly lob-
bying disclosures began in 2008. It followed a steady climb: roughly $4.2
billion in 2023 and roughly $4.4 billion in 2024 by comparable measures
(OpenSecrets), after a period of relative stability between 2011 and 2024
in the $4 to $4.5 billion range. In 2025, 15,768 organizations reported
federal lobbying activity (OpenSecrets).

The most-lobbied issue areas in 2025, ranked by the number of reg-
istered lobbyists working on them, were the federal budget and appro-
priations process (roughly 5,700 lobbyists, 5,100-plus clients), taxation
(over 5,200 lobbyists), and health policy (about 4,200 lobbyists, 2,600-
plus clients), with defense and trade rounding out the top five (OpenSe-
crets/Statista analysis, 2025). This ranking is itself informative: the is-
sues that attract the most professional lobbying muscle are not, for the
most part, the culture-war flashpoints that dominate cable news. They
are the issues where the federal government moves the most money and
sets themost detailed rules— tax code provisions, appropriations riders,
and healthcare reimbursement formulas that can be worth vastly more
to a single company than the cost of hiring a lobbyist to shape them.

Who Spends, andWhy
Individual client spending varies significantly year to year, but the in-
dustry pattern is consistent. Healthcare — pharmaceutical companies,
insurers, hospital systems, and their trade associations — has been the
single largest-spending sector for years, topping $739 million in federal
lobbying in 2023 alone by OpenSecrets’ accounting, a pattern the organi-
zation notes has held continuously since 2019. The U.S. Chamber of Com-
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merce, representing business interests broadly, and the National Associ-
ation of Realtors have traded the title of single largest individual spender
for over a decade; the Chamber spent $69 million in 2023 and the Real-
tors $52 million that same year, while in 2024 the Realtors’ $63.5 million
topped the Chamber’s $53.4million (OpenSecrets/Statista, cross-year fig-
ures). Both organizations’ spending has declined somewhat from 2022
peaks — $82 million for the Realtors and $81 million for the Chamber
that year — illustrating that even the largest players’ budgets fluctuate
with the legislative calendar, not just a steady upward march.

Whya Legal, Disclosed Industry Still Raises Real
Concerns
None of this is illegal, and disclosure — the LDA’s central achievement
— is a genuine reform relative to the pre-1946 era, when lobbying activ-
ity was essentially undocumented. But disclosure of an activity is not
the same as neutralizing its effects, and three structural concerns recur
across the political-science literature on lobbying, independent of any
individual lobbyist’s ethics.

Asymmetric access to expertise. Congress has steadily reduced its
own institutional research capacity relative to the complexity of the is-
sues it regulates — committee staff sizes and agency budgets like the
now-defunct Office of Technology Assessment (eliminated in 1995) have
not kept pace with the technical complexity of modern policy areas from
pharmaceutical regulation to cybersecurity. Lobbying firms and indus-
try associations, by contrast, often employ more subject-matter experts
on a given technical question than the congressional committee writing
the relevant legislation does. This is not conspiratorial; it is a straightfor-
ward resource gap, and it means that industry-supplied technical analy-
sis sometimes becomes, in practice, the most detailed analysis available
to the people writing the law— not because legislators are corrupt, but
because the alternative is no analysis at all.

Concentration of the “playing field.” Lobbying access is not
evenly distributed. Well-resourced industries and companies can
sustain year-round lobbying presences, cultivate relationships across
multiple congressional cycles, and respond immediately to emerging
legislative threats or opportunities. Public-interest groups, consumer
advocates, and under-resourced constituencies generally cannot match
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this cadence, which means the lobbying system, taken as a whole,
systematically amplifies the policy preferences of whoever can afford
sustained professional representation — a real distortion of the “peti-
tion the government” principle even though no individual transaction
in the system is illegal.

The revolving door’s effect on lobbying’s persuasive power. A
lobbyist’s value to a client is only partly about expertise. It is also, of-
ten primarily, about relationships and access — and the most valuable
relationships tend to belong to former government officials who spent
years inside the institutions they now seek to influence. This dynamic is
significant enough, and well-documented enough, to merit its own full
treatment in Chapter 6.

Foreign Lobbying: A Separate, Older Regime
A parallel disclosure regime, the Foreign Agents Registration Act of 1938
(FARA), governs lobbying conducted on behalf of foreign governments
and foreign political entities — a law originally passed to counter
Nazi Germany’s propaganda efforts inside the United States before
World War II. FARA registrants must disclose their foreign principal,
their compensation, and their activities in more granular detail than
domestic LDA filings require. For decades, the Justice Department’s
FARA enforcement unit was small and enforcement was rare; that
changed noticeably after 2016, when several high-profile prosecutions
(including that of Trump campaign chairman Paul Manafort for unreg-
istered foreign lobbying work predating the campaign) drew renewed
attention to the statute. Foreign governments spend heavily to influence
U.S. policy through registered channels — in 2023, the government of
Liberia was the single largest disclosed foreign-principal spender, at
over $110 million (Statista/DOJ FARA data) — a reminder that “who is
lobbying Washington” is not a purely domestic question.

The Honest Bottom Line
K Street is not a euphemism for something illegal happening in the shad-
ows. It is closer to the opposite: an entire industry built around the fully
legal, fully disclosed, constitutionally protected act of trying to influence
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public policy, operating at a scale — over $5 billion in a single year, for
federal lobbying alone — that most Americans significantly underesti-
mate. The concern this chapter raises is not that lobbying exists, but that
its resources are distributed so unevenly that the “marketplace of ideas”
reaching Congress is tilted, structurally and predictably, towardwhoever
can pay for the loudest and most sustained seat at the table. That struc-
tural tilt compounds, directly, with the subject of the next chapter: the
money that flows not to lobbyists working the halls of Congress, but into
the elections that decide who sits in those halls in the first place.
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CHAPTER5

Dark Money: How
Citizens United
Remade American
Politics
“Dark money” is not a metaphor. It is a technical term for a specific,
legally defined category of political spending: money spent to influence
elections by organizations that are not required to disclose the identity
of their donors. It exists because of a specific sequence of court decisions,
and its scale has grown, almostwithout interruption, since that sequence
concluded in 2010.

The Legal Turning Point
Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 558 U.S. 310 (2010), is the
case most people mean when they invoke this subject, and it is worth
being precise about what it actually held, because it is frequently misde-
scribed in both directions. The Supreme Court, in a 5–4 decision, ruled
that the First Amendment prohibits the government from restricting in-
dependent political expenditures by corporations, unions, and other as-
sociations — spending not coordinated with a candidate’s campaign —
on the grounds that such spending is a form of political speech. The
Court did not rule on and did not change the separate, longstanding lim-
its on direct contributions to candidates, which remain capped by federal
law.

What Citizens United made possible, combined with a companion
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals decision the same year, SpeechNow.org v.
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FEC, was the modern super PAC: a political committee that can raise
and spend unlimited sums on independent expenditures, provided
it does not coordinate directly with a candidate. A second Supreme
Court decision, McCutcheon v. FEC (2014), separately struck down the
aggregate limit on how much an individual donor could contribute
across all candidates and committees combined in a single cycle, though
it left per-candidate contribution limits intact.

Neither Citizens United nor SpeechNow directly created “dark money”
as such — that mechanism runs through a different, older piece of
the tax code. But together they built the financial infrastructure —
unlimited-spending vehicles with a constitutional shield — into which
dark money would flow at a scale previously unseen.

Where the “Dark” Actually Comes From
The dark-money mechanism runs primarily through 501(c)(4) “social
welfare” nonprofits (and, to a lesser degree, 501(c)(6) trade associations
and 501(c)(5) labor organizations) under the tax code. These organi-
zations are permitted to engage in political activity as long as it is not
their “primary” purpose, and — unlike political committees registered
with the FEC— they are not required to publicly disclose their donors. A
501(c)(4) can accept unlimited, undisclosed contributions and then, in
turn, contribute to a super PAC or spend directly on political advertis-
ing, effectively laundering the original donor’s identity out of the public
record while the money’s political effect remains fully visible on televi-
sion and online.

This is the structural core of “dark money”: not that the spending
itself is secret — political ads are, by definition, public — but that the
original source of the funds behind the spending is not.

The Scale, By the Numbers
The Brennan Center for Justice, synthesizing FEC disclosure data with
television and digital ad-tracking research, found that dark money
spending hit a record high of more than $1.9 billion in the 2024 federal
election cycle — roughly double the prior record of about $1 billion set
in 2020 (Brennan Center for Justice, January 2026 analysis). The Bren-
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nan Center’s own methodology note states this is likely a conservative
undercount, since digital ad spending disclosure remains inconsistent
across platforms and some spending simply cannot be reliably traced.

OpenSecrets, using a broader definition that includes super PAC
spending drawing on contributions from non-disclosing sources (“gray
money” in industry terminology layered on top of strictly defined dark
money), put total outside spending with no full donor disclosure at
over $4.5 billion for the 2024 cycle, out of $15.5 billion in total federal
election spending that cycle. The Wesleyan Media Project separately
documented that outside groups sponsored more than $2.2 billion in
broadcast television advertising alone in the 2024 cycle, split roughly
$900 million in the presidential race, $775 million in Senate races,
and $560 million in House races (Wesleyan Media Project, 2025), with
non-disclosing groups accounting for a meaningful share of that spend.
Since Citizens United, OpenSecrets has tracked more than $2.8 billion
in cumulative dark-money spending and contributions to super PACs
reported to the FEC.

These figures come from different organizations using different,
explicitly stated methodologies, which is why they differ — the honest
response to that variation is to present the range, not to cherry-pick
whichever number sounds most dramatic. What is consistent across
everymethodology is the direction of the trend: each recent presidential
cycle has set a new record, and 2024’s total was not a close call.

Who Benefits
Dark-money spending is not the exclusive property of one side of the
political spectrum, and both major American political coalitions have
built extensive dark-money infrastructure since 2010. The Brennan Cen-
ter’s 2024 analysis found that, using its methodology, a larger absolute
share of traceable dark money that cycle favored Democratic-aligned
causes (roughly $1.2 billion) than Republican-aligned ones (roughly
$664 million) — a reversal of the pattern in some earlier cycles, when
Republican-aligned dark money predominated, and a useful reminder
that dark money is a structural feature of the current campaign-finance
system, not a partisan weapon belonging to one side. The 2024 cycle’s
single largest disclosed outside spender, Future Forward USA PAC (a
pro-Harris hybrid PAC), reported roughly $517 million in spending —
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itself larger than the entire disclosed dark-money total of most prior
election cycles.

Individual megadonors have also become dramatically more visible,
even where the underlying dark-money mechanism obscures other con-
tributions: Timothy Mellon’s disclosed $151.5 million to the pro-Trump
Make America Great Again Inc. super PAC and Elon Musk’s disclosed
roughly $169 million to America PAC in 2024 (OpenSecrets-sourced FEC
data) are examples of spending that is not “dark” in the technical sense—
the donor is known — but that illustrates how thoroughly the Citizens
United and SpeechNow framework has normalized nine-figure individ-
ual political spending by a small number of extremely wealthy donors,
dark or not.

The ReformDebate
Proposals to address darkmoney generally fall into two categories, and it
is worth stating both fairly, since this is a live, contested policy question
rather than a settled one.

Disclosure-based reforms—such as the DISCLOSE Act, introduced
repeatedly in Congress since 2010 without passing — would not reverse
Citizens United’s core holding that independent political spending is pro-
tected speech, butwould require organizations engaged in significant po-
litical spending to disclose their donors, closing the 501(c)(4) loophole
without touching the spending limits question. Proponents argue this
is the narrowest fix consistent with the First Amendment; opponents,
including some civil liberties organizations alongside business and ad-
vocacy groups across the spectrum, argue that donor disclosure require-
ments can expose individual donors to harassment for supporting un-
popular causes, and that anonymous political speech and associationhas
its own constitutional pedigree, including the Supreme Court’s 1958 de-
cision in NAACP v. Alabama, which protected the NAACP’s membership
list from forced disclosure specifically to prevent retaliation against civil-
rights supporters in the Jim Crow South.

Constitutional-amendment approaches would seek to overturn
Citizens United directly by amending the Constitution to clarify that
corporations do not hold the same free-speech rights as individuals for
campaign-finance purposes, or that Congress and the states may set
reasonable limits on political spending. No such amendment has come
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close to the two-thirds congressional supermajority and three-fourths
state ratification required, and critics — again across the political
spectrum — warn that narrowing First Amendment protections for
political speech, even corporate political speech, is a tool that could be
turned against media organizations, advocacy nonprofits, and unions as
easily as against for-profit corporations, since all of those entities rely
on the same underlying free-association and free-speech doctrines.

Both reform paths face the same practical obstacle: legislative or con-
stitutional change requires the votes of the very officials that the current
system’s spending incumbency advantages tend to help get elected — a
structural conflict of interest that has slowed reform regardless of which
party controls Congress at a given moment.

What DarkMoney Is Not
It is worth being as precise here as elsewhere in this book. Dark money
is a real, legally defined, statistically tracked phenomenon with a docu-
mented multi-billion-dollar annual scale. It is not evidence of a unified
conspiracy directing all of that spending toward a single coordinated
end— the disclosed portion of the record shows competing dark-money
networks on both sides of virtually every major contested election,
spending against each other, not together. The concern documented in
this chapter is structural and bipartisan: an increasingly large share
of the money shaping American elections flows through channels
specifically designed, by the tax code’s own architecture, to keep voters
from knowing who is trying to influence their vote. That is a democracy
problem worth naming precisely, on its own well-documented terms,
without needing to dress it up as something more sinister than the
receipts already show it to be.
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CHAPTER 6

The Revolving Door:
From Public Servant
to Private Lobbyist
In 2004, Congressman Billy Tauzin of Louisiana, then chairman of the
House Energy and Commerce Committee, was the chief architect of the
Medicare Modernization Act — the law that created the Medicare Part
D prescription drug benefit, and that included a provision explicitly bar-
ring the federal government from negotiating lower drug prices with
pharmaceutical manufacturers, a restriction that has cost the program
billions of dollars in avoided savings over the two decades since. Within
months of the law’s passage, Tauzin left Congress. He was soon named
president and CEO of PhRMA, the pharmaceutical industry’s primary
trade association and lobbying arm, at a reported salary of roughly $2
million a year.

This is the single most-cited case study in the revolving-door litera-
ture not because it is unique, but because it is unusually clean: a direct
line from a specific legislative provision, to the industry that provision
benefited, to the legislator’s next paycheck. Most revolving-door cases
are less tidy, but the underlying pattern — public officials moving into
private-sector roles that monetize the relationships, expertise, and ac-
cess built during their government service, often in the same policy area
they oversaw— is documented at a scale that makes Tauzin the illustra-
tion, not the exception.
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What the Numbers Actually Show—AndWhy
They Vary
Readers researching this topic will encounter dramatically different
statistics for “howmany formermembers of Congress become lobbyists,”
and the honest response is to explain why, rather than pick the most
attention-grabbing figure.

Public Citizen’s 2005 report, examining members who left Congress
between 1998 and 2004, found that 43 percent of those eligible to lobby
(86 of 198) had registered as lobbyists — a figure that, broken down by
party in that specific window, showed 52 percent of departing Republi-
cans and 33 percent of departingDemocrats doing so, a gap Public Citizen
attributed partly to the “K Street Project,” a mid-2000s effort by Repub-
lican congressional leadership to steer lobbying-firm hiring toward Re-
publican alumni while the party controlled both Congress and theWhite
House.

A later Public Citizen analysis of the 115th Congress (2017–2019) found
that nearly two-thirds of former members who had moved into private-
sector jobs outside politics and government had taken positions at lobby-
ing firms, consulting firms, trade groups, or business associations work-
ing to influence federal policy — a figure widely summarized in press
coverage as “nearly two-thirds of former members become lobbyists,”
though the more precise finding is that roughly 59 percent of those with
new private-sector jobs (not of all departingmembers) had taken jobs in
the broader influence industry, which includes strategic consulting and
trade-association leadership roles that may not require formal lobbyist
registration at all.

Academic research using a narrower, more rigorous definition — ac-
tual registration as a lobbyist under the LDA — finds smaller shares. A
2016 study by Georgia State University researchers, tracking members
who left Congress between 1976 and 2012, found that 25 percent of de-
parting House members and 29 percent of departing Senators registered
as lobbyists, a share that increased steadily over that period but stayed
well below the “two-thirds” figure often quoted. A separate frequently
cited claim— that 50 percent of former House members and 60 percent
of former Senators had become registered lobbyists as of 2012 — falls
between these two sets of findings and appears to reflect a somewhat
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different, less conservative counting method than the Georgia State aca-
demic study.

The honest synthesis: depending on whether “revolving door” is de-
fined narrowly (formally registered as a lobbyist) or broadly (any job in
the influence industry, including strategic consulting, trade-association
leadership, and government-relations roles that avoid formal lobbyist
registration specifically to dodge disclosure requirements), the docu-
mented share of departing members of Congress who move into some
form of paid influence work ranges from roughly a quarter to nearly
two-thirds. Even the most conservative, narrowest measure — the
academic 25 to 29 percent registration rate — describes a pattern
involving roughly one in four to one in three former lawmakers, which
is a substantial number by any reasonable standard, and the broader
trend across every methodology is the same: the rate has risen over
time, not fallen.

It Runs Through Staff and Agencies, Not Just
Members
Members of Congress are the most visible revolving-door case, but not
the most numerous. A Center for Public Integrity study found that
more than 2,200 former federal government employees registered as
federal lobbyists between 1998 and 2004 alone, and that more than
12 percent of all currently active lobbyists at that time were former
executive- or legislative-branch employees — including former com-
mittee staff, agency officials, and political appointees, not just former
elected members. More recent academic work — a National Bureau
of Economic Research analysis of lobbyist-year data — finds former
political staff, particularly former congressional staffers, make up over
40 percent of all lobbyist-year observations among revolving-door
lobbyists specifically, with former congressional staff alone accounting
for roughly 22 percent of that pool. Congressional staff generally move
through the door with less public scrutiny than members, precisely
because they are individually less famous, even though their day-to-day
command of legislative detail and relationships can be just as valuable
to a hiring firm.
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The Pentagon’s Version: Generals to
Contractors
The revolving door’s defense-sector variant runs from senior military
leadership directly into the contractor industry those officers spent
their careers procuring from and overseeing. A widely cited analysis
found that roughly 80 percent of retiring three- and four-star generals
and admirals went on to work for defense contractors or the consulting
firms that serve them (cited in multiple government-accountability
analyses tracking flag-officer post-retirement employment) — a figure
that reflects both the narrow, elite pool of officers who reach three- and
four-star rank and the enormous value defense contractors place on hir-
ing officials who spent careers inside the Pentagon’s procurement and
requirements-setting process. As of 2024, the arms industry employed
950 registered lobbyists — 220 more than in 2020 — a substantial
share of them former Pentagon officials or former Hill staff who worked
defense appropriations and armed-services committees, according to
Quincy Institute research; the industry’s lobbying and hiring both
concentrate disproportionately on members of the armed-services and
defense-appropriations committees, the members with the most direct
influence over Pentagon budget decisions (Quincy Institute/Costs of
War Project, 2025). Chapter 9 examines the defense-contracting side of
this relationship in full.

Why the Revolving Door Persists Despite
Cooling-Off Laws
Congress has passed successive restrictions aimed at slowing the revolv-
ing door — a one-year “cooling-off” period before former senators may
lobby their former colleagues (two years for the House was proposed but
never fully adopted at that length; House members currently face a one-
year restriction as well, with senior executive-branch officials facing sep-
arate, generally shorter restrictions under executive-branch ethics rules)
—but researchers studying these laws find a consistent pattern: cooling-
off periods delay monetization of government relationships, they do not
eliminate it, and the underlying value of a former official’s expertise and
access tends to decay only gradually, if at all, over a one- or two-year
restriction period. An NBER working paper examining revolving-door
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laws across U.S. states found that longer cooling-off periods do measur-
ably reduce the rate at which former legislators are hired as lobbyists —
evidence the restrictions have real teeth— but also found evidence that
a substantial part of a revolving-door lobbyist’s premium value comes
specifically from personal relationships that persist regardless of a wait-
ing period, not just from up-to-the-minute institutional knowledge that
a cooling-off period could meaningfully stale out.

The Structural Question
The revolving door is legal in the overwhelming majority of its individ-
ual instances, and it is not, on its own, proof of corruption in any single
case—plenty of former officialsmove into private-sector roles that draw
legitimately on expertise built in public service, without any quid pro
quo, explicit or implicit, ever having existed. The structural concern doc-
umented across every study cited in this chapter is different and more
subtle: a public official who knows that regulatory generosity today can
translate into a lucrative private-sector position tomorrow faces an in-
centive that no formal conflict-of-interest rule fully neutralizes, because
the “payment” — the future job offer — is never made explicit, never
recorded as a bribe, and often never even consciously registered by the
official as a factor in a given decision. It does not require corrupt intent
to produce a corrupted incentive structure. It requires only that officials
be human, foresee their own career prospects, and operate inside a sys-
tem where the most lucrative next step is reliably available to those who
were generous, while in office, to the industries now offering the job.
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Regulatory Capture:
When the Watchdog
Works for the Wolf
On March 10, 2019, an Ethiopian Airlines Boeing 737 MAX crashed six
minutes after takeoff, killing all 157 people aboard. It was the second
fatal crash of the same aircraft model in five months, following a Lion
Air crash off the coast of Indonesia in October 2018 that killed 189 people.
Both crashes were later traced to the same cause: a flight-control system
called MCAS, designed to compensate for aerodynamic changes in the
737MAX’s redesigned engines, which repeatedly and erroneously forced
the aircraft’s nose downward based on faulty sensor data, overwhelming
pilots who had not been fully trained on the system’s existence.

What makes the 737 MAX disaster the textbook case study in Ameri-
can regulatory capture is not the engineering failure itself. It is how that
flight-control system came to be certified as safe in the first place.

Self-Certification, by Design
In 2005, the Federal Aviation Administration formalized a program —
the Organization Designation Authorization (ODA) — that delegated
substantial certification authority back to the aircraft manufacturers
themselves, allowing company employees, formally designated as FAA
representatives, to certify that their own company’s aircraft compo-
nents met federal safety standards, subject to FAA audit rather than
independent FAA testing of every component. The FAA’s own stated
rationale was efficiency: the agency estimated the delegation would
save the aviation industry roughly $25 billion between 2006 and 2015
(Department of Transportation Inspector General reporting). By 2018,

34



DARK STATE CHAPTER 7

FAA data showed that designated company representatives at the four
largest U.S. aircraft manufacturers— Boeing chief among them—were
approving roughly 94 percent of certification activities for their own
companies’ aircraft (DOT Office of Inspector General report, 2020). One
widely cited estimate, drawing on the National Transportation Safety
Board’s post-crash investigation, put Boeing’s share of the 737 MAX’s
own certification work, delegated back to Boeing employees under the
ODA program, as high as 96 percent.

This was not a secret backroom arrangement. It was public federal
policy, adopted openly, defended on cost-efficiency grounds, and ex-
panded over more than a decade with congressional acquiescence. That
is precisely what makes it a case study in regulatory capture rather than
conspiracy: no one hid what was happening. The system was simply
built, deliberately, in a way that structurally advantaged the industry it
was meant to police.

The results were measurable and troubling well before the crashes.
Internal surveys of Boeing’s own FAA-designated representatives found
that 39 percent perceived “undue pressure” from Boeing management
in their safety-certification role, and 29 percent feared retaliation for
raising safety concerns (findings referenced in post-crash technical and
regulatory analysis). When engineers did flag concerns about MCAS
during development, they were, according to subsequent congressional
and inspector-general investigations, repeatedly overruled by manage-
ment prioritizing Boeing’s production and delivery timeline — a time-
line driven by competitive pressure from Airbus’s rival A320neo aircraft.

The Revolving Door, Inside the SameCase
The 737 MAX story also illustrates how regulatory capture and the
revolving door (Chapter 6) reinforce each other in practice. Ali Bahrami
led the FAA office responsible for overseeing Boeing’s aircraft certifica-
tion, then left the agency in 2013 — early in the 737 MAX’s certification
process — to take a senior position at the Aerospace Industries Associa-
tion, a major aviation-industry lobbying group substantially funded by
Boeing and a vocal proponent of expanding the ODA self-certification
program. Bahrami later returned to the FAA as its top safety official
(Project On Government Oversight analysis, 2025). None of this required
any illegal act by Bahrami personally; it is a legal, disclosed career
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path that nonetheless places a former industry lobbyist for expanded
self-certification in charge of the agency’s safety oversight — precisely
the structural conflict Chapter 6 describes in general terms, visible here
in one specific, consequential case.

The FAA grounded the entire global 737MAX fleet inMarch 2019 and,
in response to the disaster, temporarily stripped Boeing of its authority
to issue final airworthiness certificates for new 737 MAX aircraft (ex-
tending the same restriction to the 787 Dreamliner in 2022 after separate
production-quality problems emerged). That restored, more hands-on
FAA oversight lasted several years. In July 2026, the FAA restored Boe-
ing’s authority to self-certify new 737 MAX and 787 aircraft, citing eight
months of parallel inspections that it said produced comparable quality
findings to FAA’s own direct review (FAA public statement, July 2026)
—meaning the self-certification arrangement at the center of this chap-
ter’s case study is, as of this book’s writing, back in place, with incremen-
tally increased FAA surveillance layered on top rather than a structural
change to the delegation model itself.

Regulatory Capture Is a General Pattern, Not a
Boeing-Specific Story
Political scientists and economists have studied regulatory capture as
a general phenomenon since at least the 1970s, when Nobel laureate
economist George Stigler formalizedwhat is now called “capture theory”:
the observation that regulatory agencies, over time, tend to be captured
by the industries they regulate, because the regulated industry has
concentrated, well-funded interests in influencing the agency, while
the diffuse public interest in good regulation is spread across millions
of people, none of whom has an individually strong enough incentive
to invest comparable resources in monitoring the regulator. This is a
structural prediction, not an accusation against any specific regulator’s
integrity, and it has been documented across sectors well beyond
aviation:

• Financial regulators before the 2008 financial crisis were widely
found, in the Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission’s official 2011
report, to have been insufficiently independent of the banks and
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institutions they supervised, with agencies competing for regulated
entities’ business by offering lighter-touch oversight.

• Pharmaceutical regulation has faced sustained scrutiny over the
FDA’s reliance on user fees paid directly by the drug companies
whose products it reviews (established under the Prescription Drug
User Fee Act of 1992 and its successors), which critics argue creates
a funding-based dependency even though the fees also substan-
tially sped up drug review timelines, a genuine public benefit the
program’s defenders point to.

• Energy and environmental regulators have faced comparable
revolving-door and industry-influence critiques across adminis-
trations of both parties, particularly around fossil-fuel permitting
and, more recently, the regulation of emerging technologies where
regulators often must hire directly from the industry simply to find
staff with the necessary technical expertise.

The Revolving Door’s Mirror Image: Hiring FROM
Industry to Regulate It
Regulatory capture runs in both directions along the same revolving
door. Chapter 6 covered officials leaving government for industry;
the reverse pattern — agencies hiring senior staff directly from the
industries they regulate, on the theory that only industry veterans have
the necessary technical expertise to regulate effectively — is equally
well documented and creates a parallel version of the same structural
conflict. An official who spent a career at a regulated company, and
who may return to that industry after a government tour, has the same
foreseeable-incentive problem described in Chapter 6, just running in
the opposite chronological direction.

WhyCapture Persists Despite BeingWell
Understood
Regulatory capture is one of the most thoroughly studied phenomena in
public administration and economics, not a fringe accusation — which
makes its persistence a genuine puzzle worth taking seriously rather
than waving away. Three structural reasons recur in the literature:
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Expertise asymmetry. Regulating a complex technical industry —
aviation engineering, pharmaceutical chemistry, financial derivatives
— requires deep subject-matter expertise that is disproportionately
concentrated inside the regulated industry itself, simply because that
is where the highest-paying, most technically advanced jobs in the field
exist. Agencies wanting genuinely expert staff face constant pressure to
recruit from, and eventually lose staff back to, the same industry.

Budgetary dependency. Congress has, inmultiple sectors, explicitly
funded regulatory review through fees paid by the regulated industry it-
self (the FDA’s user-feemodel is the clearest example), a design intended
to reduce the burden on general taxpayers but that inherently ties an
agency’s operating budget to the goodwill of the entities it oversees.

Diffuse costs, concentrated benefits. Stigler’s original insight
remains the core explanation: the costs of regulatory capture— slightly
less safe aircraft, slightly more expensive pharmaceuticals, slightly
higher systemic financial risk— are distributed across the entire public,
while the benefits of favorable regulation are concentrated in a specific
industry with every incentive to organize, lobby, and monitor the
regulatory process closely. This asymmetry does not require anyone to
act in bad faith. It simply means that, absent a countervailing structural
check, capture is the predictable equilibrium, not an aberration.

What Fixes Have Been Tried
Reform proposals generally target one of these three mechanisms
directly: independent (non-industry-funded) certification bodies
for high-risk technical review, mandatory cooling-off periods for
regulator-to-industry moves specifically (as opposed to the more gen-
eral congressional revolving door covered in Chapter 6), and stronger
statutory mandates requiring agencies to solicit and weigh public-
interest and consumer advocacy input, not just industry technical
comment, during rulemaking. Each of these has been tried, in some
form, in some sector, with mixed and generally partial success — which
is itself consistent with capture theory’s prediction that the same
concentrated-industry-interest dynamic that produces capture in the
first place will also tend to resist and dilute reforms aimed at reducing
it, because industry has as much incentive to lobby against structural
reform as it did to shape the original regulation.
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The 737 MAX case remains the clearest recent illustration available
precisely because it produced an outcome — 346 deaths across two
crashes — visible and undeniable enough to force a public reckoning
that most regulatory-capture failures never receive. Most captured
regulatory relationships never produce a plane crash. They produce,
instead, a steady accumulation of decisions that tilt slightly and repeat-
edly toward the regulated industry’s interest, each one individually
defensible, cumulatively enormous, and almost never dramatic enough
on its own to make the news.
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CHAPTER8

Eisenhower’s
Warning: The Speech
Everyone Quotes and
Few Read
Every book on this subject quotes the same eleven words: “the military-
industrial complex.” Almost none of them quote the sentences around
those words, and the surrounding context changes the meaning of the
phrase considerably. This chapter quotes it at length, because Dwight
Eisenhower’s actual argument was more specific, more structural, and
more self-implicating than the bumper-sticker versionmost people have
absorbed secondhand.

What Eisenhower Actually Said
Delivered as a televised farewell address on January 17, 1961, three days
before John F. Kennedy’s inauguration, Eisenhower’s speech built its
warning in careful stages. He began by acknowledging the necessity of
what he was about to criticize:

“Until the latest of our world conflicts, the United States had no ar-
maments industry. American makers of plowshares could, with time
and as required, make swords as well. But now we can no longer risk
emergency improvisation of national defense; we have been compelled
to create a permanent armaments industry of vast proportions. Added
to this, three and a half million men and women are directly engaged in
the defense establishment.”
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This is the crucial, often-skipped premise: Eisenhower was not ar-
guing that a standing defense industry was a mistake. He was arguing
that it was a genuine, permanent, and in his view unavoidable feature
of Cold War America — and precisely because it was unavoidable and
permanent, it required permanent vigilance rather than one-time con-
gressional debate. He continued:

“This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large
arms industry is new in the American experience. The total influence
— economic, political, even spiritual — is felt in every city, every state
house, every office of the federal government. We recognize the imper-
ative need for this development. Yet we must not fail to comprehend its
grave implications. Our toil, resources and livelihood are all involved; so
is the very structure of our society.”

And then the sentence everyone quotes, restored to its full form:
“In the councils of government, wemust guard against the acquisition

of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-
industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced
power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this com-
bination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. We should take
nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can com-
pel the propermeshing of the huge industrial andmilitarymachinery of
defensewith our peacefulmethods and goals, so that security and liberty
may prosper together.”

Eisenhower added a second, less quoted warning in the same
speech, about the parallel risk to independent scientific research
becoming financially dependent on federal contracts — what he called
the danger that “public policy could itself become the captive of a
scientific-technological elite.” That second warning anticipated, with
some precision, the concerns raised decades later about federal research
funding, contractor-funded think tanks (Chapter 13), and the difficulty
of getting independent technical assessments of defense programs from
experts who are not, in some way, financially connected to the industry
building those programs.
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Whya Five-Star GeneralWas the Right
Messenger
Eisenhower’s authority on this subject came directly fromhaving spent a
career inside the system he was warning about. As Supreme Allied Com-
mander in World War II and then as president for two terms, he had
overseen the buildup of exactly the “permanent armaments industry”
his speech described, and hewas not a peace activist or an outsider critic
—hewas, by his own account, themanmost responsible for building the
very apparatus he was now cautioning the country to watch closely. This
is precisely why the speech carries continued weight across the political
spectrum six decades later: it is not an outsider’s accusation but an in-
sider’s structural diagnosis, delivered by someonewith no obvious incen-
tive to exaggerate a threat he had spent his career helping construct.

What Changed Between 1961 and Today
The defense industry Eisenhower described in 1961 has changed shape
substantially, largely through consolidation. The Cold War-era defense
industrial base included dozens of major prime contractors competing
for Pentagon business. That changed abruptly after the Cold War ended:
in 1993, Deputy Defense Secretary William Perry hosted a dinner with
major defense-industry CEOs — an event defense-industry historians
now commonly call the “Last Supper” — at which Pentagon leadership
told the assembled executives that shrinking post-ColdWar defense bud-
gets meant the industry needed to consolidate, and that the government
would not bail out excess capacity. Waves of mergers followed through
the 1990s, reducing the roughly fifty major defense contractors of the
mid-1980s to what industry analysts now call the “Big Five” (or “Five
Primes”): LockheedMartin, RTX (the renamed Raytheon Technologies),
Boeing, General Dynamics, and Northrop Grumman.

That consolidation is the single most important structural change
Eisenhower did not, and could not, fully anticipate: a defense industrial
base concentrated enough that a small number of firms wield dispro-
portionate leverage in Pentagon budget negotiations, congressional
district politics (each major weapons system is deliberately structured,
through subcontracting, to spread manufacturing jobs across as many
congressional districts as possible, a practice defense analysts call
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“political engineering”), and the revolving-door labor market described
in Chapter 6. Chapter 9 examines exactly how concentrated this consoli-
dated industry has become in dollar terms, and how directly its lobbying
and hiring practices connect back to congressional decision-making.

The Speech’s Legacy Across the Political
Spectrum
It is worth noting, in the spirit of this book’s commitment to evenhanded
treatment of contested political territory, that Eisenhower’s farewell
address has been invoked approvingly by figures across virtually the
entire American political spectrum in the decades since— from antiwar
activists on the political left to fiscal conservatives concerned about
defense-budget waste on the right, from libertarian critics of foreign
intervention to national-security hawks who cite the speech’s other
warning (about maintaining sufficient defense capability) as evidence
Eisenhower was not a dove. This is not a coincidence or a sign that
the speech is vague enough to mean anything to anyone. It reflects
the fact that Eisenhower’s actual argument — that concentrated
economic interests embedded in a permanent, necessary institution
can distort democratic decision-making even without any individual
actor behaving corruptly — is a structural claim about incentives, not
a partisan claim about which policies are correct. Structural claims
about incentives tend to be durable across ideological lines in a way that
specific policy prescriptions rarely are, which is a significant part of
why this particular speech, out of thousands of presidential addresses
in American history, is still the reference point every serious treatment
of this subject returns to.

The remainder of Part Three follows that structural claim into the
present: what the military-industrial complex’s balance sheet actually
looks like in the 2020s, how the modern intelligence community is or-
ganized and funded, and how surveillance capability has spread from a
handful of government agencies into a much broader public-private ap-
paratus that did not fully exist in Eisenhower’s time.
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The Business of War:
Contractors,
Congress, and the
Iron Triangle
In fiscal year 2025, a single company — Lockheed Martin — received
$73.7 billion in federal contract obligations. That figure is worth sitting
with before moving to any comparison, because it is easy to read past a
number that large without registering its scale. It is more than double
what the second-largest federal contractor, General Dynamics, received
that same year ($35.9 billion). It exceeds, by a wide margin, the com-
bined annual budgets of the Department of Education, the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency, and NASA (Visual Capitalist analysis of federal
contracting data, 2025–2026). One company’s federal business, in other
words, now outstrips three cabinet-level federal agencies combined.

The Iron Triangle
Political scientists have a specific name for the structure that produces
numbers like this, and it predates the modern defense industry by
decades: the “iron triangle,” describing the durable, mutually reinforc-
ing relationship among three groups— a federal agency (the Pentagon),
the congressional committees that authorize and appropriate its budget
(the armed-services and defense-appropriations committees in the
House and Senate), and the industry that supplies the agency (defense
contractors). Each side of the triangle has a strong, stable incentive
to support the other two: the Pentagon wants larger budgets and
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more capable weapons systems; contractors want more contracts; and
committee members want the jobs and economic activity that defense
spending brings to their districts and states, along with the campaign
contributions and revolving-door opportunities (Chapter 6) that flow
from a good relationship with the industry.

The “iron” in iron triangle refers to the structure’s durability — un-
like more contested policy coalitions that shift with elections and public
opinion, the mutual interest binding these three groups together tends
to persist across administrations of both parties, because the underlying
incentives (bigger agency budgets, more contracts, more district jobs) do
not change based on which party holds power.

Political Engineering: Spreading theMoney on
Purpose
Major weapons programs are not built in one location. The F-35 Joint
Strike Fighter, the Pentagon’s most expensive weapons program in his-
tory with an estimated lifetime cost around $1.7 trillion, is deliberately
subcontracted across parts suppliers in a largemajority of U.S. states and
hundreds of congressional districts— a structure defense-industry ana-
lysts and critics alike refer to as “political engineering,” because its prac-
tical effect, whatever its origin, is to give the largest possible number of
members of Congress a direct constituent-jobs interest in continuing to
fund the program, regardless of that program’s performance, cost over-
runs, or strategic merit on its own terms. Canceling or substantially cut-
ting amajor weapons system, under this structure, means voting to elim-
inate jobs in one’s owndistrict or state—apowerful disincentive layered
on top of, and independent from, any assessment of the program’s actual
military value.

The Concentration of Pentagon Spending
Quincy Institute researchers William Hartung and Stephen Semler, pub-
lishing through the Costs of War Project at Brown University, tracked
Pentagon contract awards from 2020 through 2024 and found that the
top five contractors— LockheedMartin, RTX (formerly Raytheon), Boe-
ing, General Dynamics, and Northrop Grumman— received a combined
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$771 billion in that five-year window: Lockheed Martin alone with $313
billion, RTXwith $145 billion, General Dynamicswith $116 billion, Boeing
with $115 billion, and Northrop Grummanwith $81 billion (Quincy Insti-
tute/Costs of War Project, July 2025). For comparison, the researchers
noted, total U.S. spending on diplomacy, development, and humanitar-
ian aid over that same five-year period — explicitly excluding military
aid — was $356 billion: well under half of what flowed to just five de-
fense contractors.

That $771 billion also represented, by the same analysis, roughly
one-third of all Pentagon contract spending across every contractor
combined during that period — meaning five companies out of the
thousands that do business with the Department of Defense captured
about a third of its total contracting dollars.

Total U.S. military spending — the Pentagon budget plus military-
related spending administered by other agencies — grew from $531 bil-
lion in 2000 to $899 billion in 2025, measured in constant 2025 dollars
to control for inflation (Quincy Institute analysis). A reconciliation bill
passed in July 2025 added a further $156 billion, pushing annual U.S. mil-
itary spending past the $1 trillion mark for the first time.

Debt Financing andCorporate Interest
Payments
A December 2025 investigative report drawing on Stimson Center anal-
ysis found that major defense contractors carry substantial long-term
debt, and that a portion of federal contract revenue effectively flows
toward servicing that debt rather than toward weapons production:
Lockheed Martin reported $17.8 billion in outstanding interest pay-
ments, RTX reported $23.3 billion in future interest owed on long-term
debt, and Boeing reported $38.3 billion in long-term debt interest,
though Boeing’s figure spans its full commercial and defense business
rather than defense contracts alone (The Intercept, citing Stimson
Center analyst Julia Gledhill, December 2025). The reporting noted
congressional pushback on this dynamic came from members across
the political spectrum, with at least one lawmaker quoted arguing that
federal contract dollars should not effectively subsidize a contractor’s
corporate interest payments — an area of genuine bipartisan concern
rather than a partisan talking point.
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New Entrants: Silicon Valley Joins the Iron
Triangle
The traditional “Big Five” no longer stand alone. Technology companies
with roots outside the traditional defense-industrial base—most promi-
nently Palantir Technologies and Anduril Industries — have grown
rapidly as defense contractors over the past decade, building software,
AI-enabled targeting and surveillance systems, and autonomous systems
for the Pentagon and intelligence community. Their entry represents a
meaningful structural shift: unlike the traditional primes, these newer
entrants often built substantial commercial or venture-capital-funded
businesses before pursuing defense contracts, and they have brought
Silicon Valley’s lobbying and political-engagement playbook — includ-
ing direct executive involvement in politics — into a sector that had,
for decades, been dominated by the specialized government-relations
shops of the legacy primes. Whether this newer wave of contractors
will eventually replicate the revolving-door and political-engineering
dynamics documented for the traditional Big Five, or will operate on a
meaningfully different model, is an open empirical question that will
only be answerable with more time and data than currently exists.

Weapons Programs as Case Studies
The Pentagon’s ten largest weapons programs, ranked by dollar value
in its fiscal year 2025 budget request, illustrate how concentrated even
individual programs are among the same small set of primes: the F-35
Joint Strike Fighter ($12.43 billion in that year’s request alone, split be-
tween Lockheed Martin for the airframe and Pratt & Whitney, a sub-
sidiary of RTX, for the engine); the Columbia-class ballistic-missile sub-
marine ($9.87 billion, General Dynamics and Huntington Ingalls Indus-
tries); and the Virginia-class attack submarine ($8.20 billion, also Gen-
eral Dynamics), among others (U.S. Department of Defense budget doc-
umentation, cited in Quincy Institute analysis). The same handful of
companies recur across nearly every major program, which is itself a
structural consequence of decades of industry consolidation (Chapter 8)
rather than evidence that any individual contract award was improperly
influenced— though it does mean that the government’s practical set of
vendors capable of building themost advancedweapons systemshas nar-
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rowed to the point where genuine competitive bidding, the traditional
check against cost overruns and inflated pricing, is increasingly difficult
to sustain in many categories.

Not a Conspiracy—A StructureWithWinners
Nothing in this chapter alleges that Pentagon officials, defense contrac-
tors, or members of Congress are conspiring, in the criminal sense, to
defraud taxpayers. The overwhelming majority of individual contract
decisions follow lawful procurement processes, and cost overruns and
programdelays are frequently the product of genuine technical difficulty
in building cutting-edge weapons systems, not corruption. What this
chapter documents is a structure — concentrated industry, politically
engineered supply chains, revolving-door staffing, and a durable iron-
triangle coalition of institutional interests — that Eisenhower named
accurately in 1961 and that has, if anything, grown more concentrated
and more deeply embedded in congressional district politics in the six
decades since. Understanding that structure does not require imagining
a hidden hand. It requires reading a federal contracting database, which
— unlike the sources of dark money in Chapter 5 or the classified detail
in Chapter 3 — is, for the most part, entirely public.
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Inside the Intelligence
Community: Eighteen
Agencies, One Black
Budget
The phrase “the CIA” or “the intelligence community” often stands in,
in casual political conversation, for a single unified actor with a single
unified will. The reality is a federated system of eighteen separate orga-
nizations— some entire agencies, some intelligence divisions embedded
within larger departments — coordinated, imperfectly, by a single offi-
cial whose position did not exist before 2004.

The EighteenMembers
The U.S. Intelligence Community, as formally defined, consists of:

• The Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), the coordi-
nating body

• The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
• The National Security Agency (NSA)
• The Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)
• The National Reconnaissance Office (NRO), which builds and oper-
ates spy satellites

• The National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA)
• The intelligence elements of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps,
and Space Force

• The intelligence branch of the Federal Bureau of Investigation
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• The intelligence divisions of the Department of Homeland Security
(Office of Intelligence and Analysis) and the Coast Guard

• The intelligence divisions of the Department of State (Bureau of In-
telligence and Research), the Department of the Treasury (Office of
Intelligence and Analysis), the Department of Energy (Office of Intel-
ligence and Counterintelligence), and the Drug Enforcement Admin-
istration

Each of these components has its own budget, its own culture, its own
statutory authorities, and, frequently, its own institutional rivalries with
the others — a fragmentation that was itself identified as a central fail-
ure contributing to the September 11, 2001 attacks, when information
held by different agencies (most notably CIA knowledge of two of the hi-
jackers’ presence in the United States, not adequately shared with the
FBI) was not effectively connected across institutional boundaries.

How theModern SystemWas Built
The core of themodern intelligence apparatus dates to theNational Secu-
rity Act of 1947, passed as the ColdWar began, which created the CIA and
the National Security Council. The NSA followed in 1952, established not
by public legislation but by a classified presidential directive fromHarry
Truman—a founding secrecy that earned the agency its old joking nick-
name, “No Such Agency,” for the decades during which the government
declined to publicly acknowledge its existence at all.

The system’s most significant structural overhaul came sixty years
later, in direct response to the 9/11 Commission’s finding that no sin-
gle official was actually in charge of coordinating the sprawling intelli-
gence apparatus described above — the CIA Director had nominal lead-
ership status but no real budgetary authority over the other seventeen
components. The Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of
2004 created the Director of National Intelligence position specifically to
close that gap, establishing, for the first time, a single official with (theo-
retical) budgetary and coordinating authority across the entire commu-
nity. In practice, ODNI’s authority over the Defense Department’s intel-
ligence components—which control the majority of intelligence spend-
ing, since NSA, NRO, NGA, and DIA are all technically Defense Depart-
ment agencies — remains genuinely contested, and reform advocates
continue to debatewhether the 2004 restructuring adequately solved the
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coordination problem the 9/11 Commission identified or merely added a
new coordinating layer on top of an already fragmented system.

The Budget, AsMuch of It as the Public Gets to
See
Chapter 3 introduced the “black budget” concept; this section provides
the fuller picture specific to the intelligence community. The National
Intelligence Program (NIP)— covering the eighteen agencies’ collective
non-military-specific intelligence activity — had a disclosed appropri-
ated total of $73.3 billion for fiscal year 2025, itself a roughly 4 percent de-
crease from FY2024’s $76.5 billion (ODNI, October 2025 disclosure). The
separateMilitary Intelligence Program (MIP), coveringmilitary-specific
intelligence activity within the Defense Department, had a disclosed re-
quested total of $28.2 billion for FY2025. Combined requested funding
for both programs in FY2026 was $115.5 billion ($81.9 billion NIP, $33.6
billion MIP) — an increase of $8.5 billion and $5.4 billion respectively
over the prior year’s request (Congressional Research Service, November
2025).

This upward trajectory has been consistent for decades. The first-ever
declassified total intelligence budget figure, released only after Federa-
tion of American Scientists Freedom of Information Act litigation forced
disclosure, was $26.6 billion for fiscal year 1997. The topline has grown
roughly threefold in the nearly three decades since, a trend driven sub-
stantially, though not exclusively, by the post-9/11 expansion of countert-
errorism and signals-intelligence capability.

What remains undisclosed, by law, is everything beneath these two
topline aggregate numbers: how the $73.3 billion NIP figure is actually
divided among the CIA, NSA, NRO,NGA, and the other participating agen-
cies; which specific programs receive funding and at what level; and
how spending has shifted year to year among competing priorities like
human intelligence collection, signals intelligence, satellite reconnais-
sance, and covert action. Independent analysts have produced rough
public estimates of individual agency shares based on leaked documents
(most significantly the 2013 disclosures associated with NSA contractor
Edward Snowden, which included budget documents reported by The
Washington Post) and pattern analysis of public contracting and hiring
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data, but these remain estimates, not official disclosures, and the govern-
ment has never validated or corrected them.

What Eighteen Agencies Actually Do, In Rough
Terms
Understanding the intelligence community requires distinguishing its
core functions, because “spying” collapses several genuinely different ac-
tivities into one word:

Human intelligence (HUMINT)— recruiting and running human
sources — remains primarily a CIA function, historically the agency’s
founding mission and still central to its identity, even though it repre-
sents a comparatively small share of the total intelligence budget relative
to technical collection methods.

Signals intelligence (SIGINT)— intercepting electronic communi-
cations — is primarily the NSA’s domain, and it has grown enormously
in both capability and controversy since the 1970s, from the Church Com-
mittee’s discovery of warrantless domestic interception programs (Chap-
ter 2) through the 2013 Snowden disclosures, which revealed bulk tele-
phone metadata collection under a broad interpretation of the Patriot
Act’s Section 215, later found by a federal appeals court (ACLU v. Clap-
per, 2015) to have exceeded the statute’s actual authorization — a pro-
gram Congress subsequently narrowed through the USA FREEDOM Act
of 2015.

Geospatial and satellite intelligence is split between the NRO,
which builds and launches the satellites, and the NGA, which analyzes
the imagery and geographic data those satellites (and other sources)
produce — together representing a substantial and historically under-
discussed share of total intelligence spending, since satellite systems are
extraordinarily expensive to build, launch, and maintain.

Analysis — the function of actually synthesizing collected infor-
mation (from all the sources above, plus open-source material) into
assessments for policymakers — is distributed across nearly every
component, and is frequently identified, in post-mortems of intelligence
failures from Pearl Harbor through 9/11 to the flawed 2002–2003
assessment of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, as the community’s
most persistent weak point: the problem is rarely a total absence of
relevant information, and far more often a failure to correctly synthe-
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size, prioritize, or act on information the community already possessed
somewhere within its fragmented structure.

Oversight, Revisited
Chapter 3 described the structural limits of congressional intelligence
oversight in general terms. Applied specifically to this eighteen-agency
structure, the oversight challenge compounds: the House and Senate
Intelligence Committees must attempt to meaningfully oversee eighteen
separate organizational cultures, budgets, and operational tempos,
through a small cleared staff, working from classified budget docu-
ments that the agencies being overseen have themselves substantially
shaped in the drafting. Inspectors general exist within most individual
agencies (the CIA, NSA, and DIA each have one, alongside an overall
Intelligence Community Inspector General established by the same 2010
legislation that first mandated public disclosure of the NIP topline),
providing an additional internal check that operates independently
of the annual congressional budget cycle — filing reports on waste,
fraud, abuse, and, in some cases, legal or constitutional violations, that
can trigger congressional action even when the underlying programs
remain classified in their operational detail.

The Realistic Picture
None of this eighteen-agency, $115-billion-a-year apparatus operates as a
single coordinated actor with a unified political agenda, contrary to both
themost alarmist “deep state” framing and themost dismissive “nothing
to see here” framing. It operates as a large, genuinely fragmented fed-
eral bureaucracy — subject to all the institutional dynamics described
in Chapter 1, compounded by classification’s oversight-limiting effects
described in Chapter 3, and staffed in part through the same revolving-
door dynamics described in Chapter 6, since senior intelligence officials,
like senior defense officials, frequentlymove into private contracting and
consulting roles after government service. The honest description is nei-
ther “all-powerful hidden hand” nor “nothing to worry about.” It is: a
genuinely large, genuinely underscrutinized, genuinely fragmented set
of institutions, funded at a level most citizens significantly underesti-
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mate, whose internal coordination problems have contributed to real,
documented intelligence failures precisely because no single entity —
inside or outside government — actually has the complete picture the
“unified deep state” framing imagines already exists.
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Surveillance, Inc.: The
Public-Private Spying
Apparatus
Eisenhower’s 1961 warning concerned a military-industrial complex
built around physical hardware — tanks, aircraft, ships. Six decades
later, the same structural dynamic he described has produced a parallel
complex built around data, and it is, in important ways, harder to see,
because its core product is invisible by design and because a substantial
share of its infrastructure is owned by private companies whose primary
business is not government contracting at all.

The Fourth Amendment’s Third-Party Problem
The starting point for understanding modern surveillance is a legal
doctrine, not a piece of technology: the “third-party doctrine,” estab-
lished primarily through two Supreme Court cases, United States v.
Miller (1976) and Smith v. Maryland (1979), which held that individuals
generally have no reasonable expectation of privacy in information
voluntarily shared with a third party — a bank, in Miller’s case; a
phone company, in Smith’s. The government, under this doctrine,
can generally obtain records held by a third-party business without a
warrant, because the individual is deemed to have already surrendered
their privacy interest simply by sharing the information with that
business in the ordinary course of using its service.

This doctrine, developed in an era of bank records and phone com-
pany call logs, has taken on enormous new significance in an era when
“information voluntarily shared with a third party” describes an almost
unimaginably larger universe of data: every search engine query, ev-
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ery social media post and private message metadata record, every loca-
tion data point generated by a smartphone, every purchase made with
a credit or debit card, every website visited through an internet service
provider. The Supreme Court began narrowing the doctrine’s reach for
the specific case of historical cell-site location data in Carpenter v. United
States (2018), ruling that accessing an individual’s cumulative cell-phone
locationhistory over an extendedperiod does require awarrant given the
uniquely revealing nature of that particular data type— but the Court’s
decision was explicitly narrow, and left the third-party doctrine’s appli-
cation to most other categories of digital data unresolved.

BuyingWhat You Can’t Legally Compel
That legal ambiguity has produced a specific, well-documented govern-
ment practice: purchasing, from commercial data brokers, the same
kinds of location, browsing, and behavioral data that would likely
require a warrant to compel directly from a tech company. Multiple
government watchdog and journalism investigations — including
reporting confirmed by the Department of Homeland Security’s own
Privacy Office and by Government Accountability Office reviews —
have documented federal agencies including DHS components, the
Defense Department, and the IRS purchasing commercially available
smartphone location data from data brokers, rather than seeking a
warrant, on the legal theory that data already sold on the open com-
mercial market carries no reasonable expectation of privacy regardless
of its original source. Civil liberties organizations across the political
spectrum, along with a bipartisan group of members of Congress, have
argued this practice functions as a warrant requirement workaround
— government agencies obtaining, through a commercial purchase,
data they might not be able to obtain through the compelled-disclosure
process the Fourth Amendment and federal statute would otherwise
require. Legislative proposals to close this “data broker loophole” —
most notably the Fourth Amendment Is Not For Sale Act, introduced
repeatedly in Congress with bipartisan sponsorship — have been
reintroduced across multiple sessions without yet becoming law as of
this writing.
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The Private Surveillance Economy
The data-broker industry that makes this practice possible did not
develop to serve government purchasers. It developed primarily to
serve the advertising industry, which depends on granular behavioral
and location data to target advertising, and secondarily to serve a range
of other commercial purposes: credit scoring, insurance underwriting,
marketing analytics, and background-check services. This is the struc-
tural feature that most distinguishes modern surveillance capacity from
Eisenhower’s military-industrial complex: the underlying infrastruc-
ture — the data collection, aggregation, and analysis capability — was
built by and for the private advertising economy, not for government
surveillance, and government access is, in large part, a downstream
customer relationship layered on top of a commercial data market that
exists independently of any government interest in it.

This has a genuinely double-edged character worth stating fairly. On
one hand, it means the surveillance capacity available to government to-
day vastly exceeds anything available even to the most well-resourced
intelligence agency of the Church Committee era (Chapter 2), because it
did not have to be built with public money or public accountability at
all — it already existed, built by the private sector for commercial pur-
poses, and government merely had to become a customer. On the other
hand, itmeansmeaningful reform requires regulating an enormous, eco-
nomically important private industry (digital advertising and data bro-
kerage), not merely constraining a handful of government agencies — a
much harder political and legal project, since it implicates the business
model of a huge swath of the modern internet economy, not just a dis-
crete set of intelligence programs that can be reformed through the kind
of narrower legislative fix that followed the Church Committee.

Post-9/11 Surveillance Law, in Brief
The legal architecture governing government surveillance expanded
substantially after the September 11, 2001 attacks. The USA PATRIOT
Act, passed weeks after the attacks with overwhelming bipartisan
support, expanded the government’s authority to conduct various
forms of surveillance and information-sharing, including the provision
(Section 215) that the government later used to justify bulk telephone
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metadata collection, revealed publicly by the 2013 Snowden disclosures
and ultimately found by a federal appeals court to have exceeded the
statute’s actual text (Chapter 10). The USA FREEDOM Act of 2015 ended
the bulk metadata program specifically, replacing it with a narrower
system requiring telecommunications companies to retain records that
the government can query with case-specific court approval, rather
than the government itself holding a bulk database — a real, if partial,
reform.

Section 702 of the FISA Amendments Act of 2008, which authorizes
warrantless surveillance of non-U.S. persons located outside the United
States (but which can incidentally collect communications involving
U.S. persons in contact with foreign surveillance targets), remains a
subject of ongoing, genuinely contested reform debate, having been
reauthorized multiple times, most recently with modifications intended
to address civil-liberties concerns about the volume of incidentally col-
lected U.S. person communications and the FBI’s practice of separately
querying that incidentally collected data for domestic investigative
purposes — a practice civil liberties advocates across the political
spectrum have argued functions as a warrantless domestic search of
already-collected data, and that program defenders argue is a lawful,
minimally invasive, and operationally essential tool given how it has
been used to disrupt specific, documented terrorist plots and foreign
espionage operations.

Private Contractors Inside the Classified
System
A significant share of the intelligence community’s technical and ana-
lytical workforce operates not as direct government employees but as
contractors from a small number of large firms — Booz Allen Hamil-
ton, Leidos, SAIC, and CACI International prominent among them—that
hold security clearances and work inside classified facilities on classi-
fied programs, often alongside, and performing similar functions to, di-
rect government employees. Edward Snowden himself was not an NSA
employee but a Booz Allen Hamilton contractor working on an NSA con-
tract when he removed and disclosed classified material in 2013 — an
episode that, whatever view one takes of Snowden’s actions, illustrated
concretely how deeply integrated the private contracting workforce had
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become into core intelligence-community functions, to the point that
a contractor, rather than a direct government employee, had access to
some of the community’s most sensitive surveillance program documen-
tation. This contractor-dependency has its own revolving-door dynamic
layered on top of the one described in Chapter 6: contracting firms re-
cruit heavily from retiring intelligence and military officials, and gov-
ernment agencies rely on contracting firms partly because those firms
can offer compensation packages, particularly for specialized technical
skills, that federal civil-service pay scales cannot match.

What This Chapter Does and Doesn’t Claim
The surveillance apparatus described here is real, well documented
through congressional testimony, inspector general reports, court
rulings, and investigative journalism, and it represents a genuine
expansion of practical government information-gathering capacity
beyond anything available in the Church Committee era — achieved,
in significant part, by leveraging a private data economy that grew for
entirely separate commercial reasons. It is not evidence of a coordi-
nated plan to build a surveillance state, and the specific reforms and
court rulings discussed throughout this chapter — Carpenter, the USA
FREEDOM Act, ongoing Section 702 reform fights — are evidence of a
real, if slow and incomplete, ongoing struggle among courts, Congress,
civil liberties advocates, and the agencies themselves over where the
legal lines should sit as technology continues to outpace the statutory
and constitutional framework built for an earlier era. That struggle
is precisely the kind of documented, evidence-based political and
legal fight this book argues citizens should be paying attention to —
considerably more consequential, and considerably more actionable
through ordinary civic and legislative means, than any unfalsifiable
claim about a hidden global surveillance cabal could ever be.
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CHAPTER 12

Who Owns the News:
Media Consolidation
in the 21st Century
You will encounter, if you spend any time in this book’s subject area, a
specific statistic repeated so often it has become a kind of shorthand: “six
corporations control ninety percent of American media.” This chapter is
going to do something slightly unusual for a book in this genre. It is going
to tell youwhere that statistic actually comes from, why it is weaker than
its ubiquity suggests, and what a more defensible, more current picture
of media consolidation actually looks like. That more defensible picture,
as it turns out, does not need the exaggerated version to make its point.

Tracing the “Six Companies, Ninety Percent”
Claim
The statistic traces back to media scholar Ben Bagdikian’s research,
most associated with his book The Media Monopoly, first published in
1983, which documented that fifty corporations controlled the majority
of American media output — newspapers, magazines, television and
radio stations, books, and movies — at that time, down from many
more independent owners a generation earlier. Bagdikian updated
his count across subsequent editions as consolidation continued, and
by later editions the number of dominant firms had fallen further. A
widely circulated infographic, popularized by Business Insider and
other outlets beginning around 2012 and periodically recirculated since
(including in a still-influential 2018 chart), summarized the trend
as “fifty companies in 1983, six companies today,” naming AT&T (via
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its Time Warner acquisition), Comcast, Disney, News Corp, CBS, and
Viacom as the “Big Six.”

The problem, on close examination, is threefold. First, the specific
“ninety percent” figure attached to this claim is not derived from a
rigorous, methodologically transparent market-share calculation across
a clearly defined universe of “all American media” — no such single,
comprehensive, regularly updated academic dataset actually exists in
the form the statistic implies, and the figure functions more as a widely
repeated rhetorical shorthand than a citable, sourced measurement.
Second, the underlying corporate landscape it describes is already
substantially out of date: Time Warner and CBS have both since been
absorbed into different combinations (WarnerMedia merged with
Discovery to form Warner Bros. Discovery in 2022; CBS and Viacom,
having split in 2006, recombined as Paramount Global in 2019 be-
fore Paramount’s own 2025 merger activity), and 21st Century Fox’s
entertainment assets were acquired by Disney in 2019, with News
Corp continuing as a separate, smaller publishing-focused company.
Third, and most importantly, the “six companies” frame was built
around traditional broadcast, cable, and print media ownership, and it
entirely excludes the technology platforms — Google/Alphabet, Meta,
Amazon, Apple, and increasingly TikTok’s parent ByteDance — that
now mediate how the overwhelming majority of Americans actually
discover and consume news and information, regardless of which
legacy company originally produced it. A statistic built around 2011-era
cable-conglomerate ownership, still being cited as current in 2026, is
describing a media landscape that has been substantially reshaped by
forces the statistic was never designed to capture.

None of this means concentrated media ownership isn’t a real, seri-
ous concern. It means the specific, most commonly cited evidence for
that concern is weaker than its viral spread suggests— and amore care-
ful look at current, better-sourced data makes a comparably strong case
without relying on an overstated figure.

The Better-Documented Current Story: Local
News Consolidation
The most rigorously documented recent media-consolidation finding
concerns local television news, not the national cable-conglomerate
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landscape the “Big Six” statistic describes. A peer-reviewed study by
researchers from Stanford, the University of Bologna, the University of
Utah, and Germany’s Hertie School, published through the University
of Chicago’s Booth School of Business, found that the three largest
local-television broadcast groups — Gray Television, Nexstar Media
Group, and Sinclair Broadcast Group — now control roughly 40 percent
of all local television news stations in the United States, with each
company owning approximately one hundred stations affiliated with
ABC, CBS, Fox, or NBC, and their combined stations operating in more
than 80 percent of American media markets (Chicago Booth Review,
March 2025, summarizing the underlying academic study).

This is not a vague, dated statistic. It is a specific, current, peer-
reviewed finding with a clearly defined universe (local television news
stations) and a transparent methodology, and its policy significance is
arguably greater than the older cable-conglomerate story, because local
television news remains, for a large share of Americans, particularly
older Americans, one of the most trusted and most consumed news
sources — meaning consolidated ownership at the local level has a
more direct effect on the actual news diet of a large swath of the country
than consolidation among cable networks that a shrinking share of
Americans watch live at all.

The same research found that consolidation’s effects on content vary
meaningfully by owner, not uniformly: Sinclair-owned stations were
found to reduce local political coverage measurably after acquisition,
Nexstar-owned stations were found to expand it, and Gray-owned
stations showed little consistent change — a nuance regularly lost in
more alarmist treatments of media consolidation, which tend to assume
any given consolidation event produces uniform effects. The honest
finding is that ownership concentration creates the structural potential
for a small number of corporate decision-makers to shape local news
content at a national scale, and that different owners have, in practice,
exercised that potential differently — which is itself an argument
for why ownership concentration deserves scrutiny regardless of any
particular owner’s current editorial choices, since those choices can
change with a change in corporate leadership or strategy in a way that
a genuinely diverse, independently owned local media landscape would
not permit as easily.

64



DARK STATE CHAPTER 12

Telecommunications Act of 1996: The
Regulatory Turning Point
Nearly every serious account of Americanmedia consolidation identifies
the same regulatory hinge point: the Telecommunications Act of 1996,
which substantially loosened Federal Communications Commission caps
on howmany broadcast stations and newspaper properties a single com-
pany could own, both nationally and within a single market, and elim-
inated the previous cross-ownership restriction that had generally pre-
vented the same company from owning both a newspaper and a broad-
cast station in the same city. The Act’s stated purpose was to increase
competition by removing regulatory barriers to entry across telecom-
munications sectors broadly (not just media ownership specifically); its
practical effect on media ownership, documented extensively in the two
decades of scholarship and FCC rulemaking proceedings that followed,
was to accelerate consolidation substantially, as companies with access
to capital markets used the loosened caps to acquire competitors rather
than to enter new markets as independent players.

Subsequent FCC rulemaking attempts to further loosen ownership
caps — notably a 2003 proposal championed by then-FCC Chairman
Michael Powell — generated significant bipartisan public back-
lash, congressional pushback, and ultimately court challenges that
blocked or narrowed several of the proposed changes, illustrating that
media-ownership deregulation has never been a purely partisan issue:
opposition has come from media-reform advocates on the political
left concerned about corporate concentration and from conservative
commentators and religious broadcasters concerned about losing inde-
pendent, community-specific programming to nationally standardized
corporate content, among others.

What Concentration Changes, Concretely
Media-ownership concentration’s practical significance lies less in any
single company’s editorial bias— a claim this book takes no position on,
since assessing bias in specific coverage decisions is a different empirical
question than documenting ownership structure— andmore in several
structural effects documented across the media-economics literature:
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Reduced local reporting capacity. Consolidation is frequently
accompanied by cost-cutting, particularly reductions in local reporting
staff, as parent companies centralize functions (national political
coverage, some production functions) that can be produced once and
distributed across many local stations, reducing the marginal cost per
station but also reducing the number of journalists actually covering
any single local community’s specific news.

Centralized editorial direction. Sinclair Broadcast Group in partic-
ular has drawn sustained attention for a practice, documented through
leaked internal memos and subsequent journalism, of requiring its lo-
cally branded news stations to air centrally produced segments and, on
at least one well-documented occasion in 2018, an identical must-run
script read by local anchors at dozens of Sinclair stations nationwide
— a practice that generated significant public backlash specifically be-
cause it undercut the appearance of independent local news judgment
that each station’s local branding implied to viewers.

Barriers to independent and nonprofit journalism. As tradi-
tional advertising revenue has shifted overwhelmingly toward digital
platforms (Chapter 14), independent and nonprofit local news organiza-
tions have struggled to achieve the financial scale of consolidated chains,
contributing to what media researchers now widely document as “news
deserts” — counties and communities with sharply reduced or entirely
absent dedicated local news coverage, a trend running in parallel with,
and partly caused by, the same consolidation this chapter documents.

AMore Honest Bottom Line
Media consolidation is real, well documented by current, methodologi-
cally sound research, and consequential for what news Americans actu-
ally see— particularly at the local level, where the evidence is strongest
andmost current. It does not require an exaggerated, decade-stale statis-
tic to make that case, and readers who encounter the “six companies,
ninety percent” figure elsewhere should treat it the way this book treats
every claim that cannot be traced to a specific, checkable, current source:
as a widely repeated but poorly sourced simplification of a real underly-
ing trend, worth replacing with the more precise and more current data
this chapter provides wherever precision matters.
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The Think Tank
Machine:
Manufacturing Ideas
for Hire
A think tank occupies a peculiar position in American political life: it
presents itself, and is generally covered by the press, as an independent
research institution — a source of expert, nonpartisan (or at least in-
tellectually honest) policy analysis, distinct from a lobbying firm or a
political campaign. Washington’s think tank sector is large, influential,
and, for themost part, legitimately staffed by serious researchers produc-
ing serious work. It is also, in a well-documented and growing number
of specific cases, a funding and messaging vehicle for the same corpo-
rate, foreign-government, and ideological interests covered elsewhere in
this book—one that benefits from a credibility premium that registered
lobbyists and PACs do not enjoy, precisely because it is not regulated or
perceived the way lobbying and campaign spending are.

The Credibility Gap ThatMakes Think Tanks
Valuable
A study released by a registered lobbyist carries, in the eyes of most jour-
nalists, policymakers, and the public, an obvious interest-group taint
that readers are primed to discount. A study released by a “senior fellow”
at a think tankwith a respected-sounding name carries the presumption
of independent expertise — even when that fellow’s position is directly
or indirectly funded by an interest with a stake in the study’s conclu-
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sions, and even when the think tank itself receives substantial funding
from corporations, industry associations, or foreign governments with a
direct interest in the policy area the study addresses. This credibility gap
is precisely what makes think tank funding an attractive lever for inter-
ests seeking policy influence: a dollar spent funding a think tank report
can, in practice, buy more persuasive power in a congressional hearing
or a news article than the same dollar spent on direct lobbying, because
it arrives wrapped in the presumption of academic-style independence.

Foreign Government Funding: The Documented
Record
The clearest, most rigorously documented instance of this dynamic in-
volves foreign governments funding U.S. think tanks. A 2014 investiga-
tion by The New York Times — based on tax records, disclosure docu-
ments, and internal think tank correspondence obtained through public
records requests — found that at least a dozen major Washington think
tanks, including some of themost prestigious and frequently cited in the
policy world, had accepted tens of millions of dollars combined from for-
eign governments including Norway, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates,
and Japan, in arrangements that in several documented cases included
funding agreements specifying deliverables — reports, events, or advo-
cacy — aligned with the funding government’s policy interests. The
investigation found that some think tank scholars had, in specific in-
stances, taken positions in testimony or public commentary that aligned
with a foreign government funder’s interests without always fully dis-
closing that funding relationship to the audience receiving the analysis.

This finding prompted several think tanks to adopt more rigorous
donor-disclosure policies in the years following, and the practice of
foreign government funding of U.S. policy research institutions has
since drawn sustained attention from both journalists and members of
Congress across party lines, some of whom have proposed extending
Foreign Agents Registration Act-style disclosure requirements (Chapter
4) to think tank funding relationships specifically — proposals that
have not, as of this writing, become law, in part because of a genuine and
not-unreasonable concern, raised by think tanks themselves, that overly
broad disclosuremandates could chill legitimate academic collaboration
and research funding that has nothing to do with influence-buying.
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Corporate and Industry Funding: The Same
Dynamic, Domestically
The same basic mechanism operates with domestic corporate funding,
documented across think tanks spanning the ideological spectrum.
Energy companies have funded think tank research skeptical of spe-
cific climate regulations; pharmaceutical companies have funded
health-policy research favorable to drug-pricing positions the industry
supports; technology companies have funded research on antitrust and
platform-regulation questions directly relevant to their own regulatory
exposure. This is not, in itself, evidence that any specific piece of funded
research is intellectually dishonest — plenty of corporately funded re-
search meets rigorous academic standards and reaches conclusions the
funder may not have wanted. The structural concern, well documented
in academic studies of think tank funding transparency, is narrower
and more precise: funding relationships are inconsistently disclosed
across the sector, audiences (including journalists and congressional
staff who cite think tank research in hearings and articles) frequently
are not given the funding information needed to evaluate a study’s
potential interest-group orientation, and the sheer volume of think tank
output on any given policy question makes it easy for funded research
supporting a particular industry position to outnumber, and thereby
appear to outweigh, independently funded research reaching different
conclusions.

Think Tanks as a Government-in-Waiting
Beyond funding, think tanks serve a second, equally significant func-
tion documented across administrations of both parties: they function
as staging grounds and holding pens for incoming and outgoing admin-
istration officials, extending the revolving-door dynamic described in
Chapter 6 into an institution explicitly built around the production of pol-
icy ideas rather than direct advocacy. A new administration frequently
draws senior appointees directly fromallied think tanks—theCenter for
American Progress and Brookings Institution have historically supplied
numerous senior officials to Democratic administrations, while the Her-
itage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, and Hudson Institute
have played a comparable role for Republican administrations — and
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outgoing officials frequently land think tank fellowships between admin-
istrations or after leaving government permanently, continuing to shape
policy debates from outside government while awaiting, in many docu-
mented cases, a return to government service in a future administration
of the same party.

This “shadow cabinet” function is not secret or scandalous in itself —
it reflects a reasonable practical reality that policy expertise needs an in-
stitutional home between administrations, and think tanks fill that role
more effectively than any alternative that has been tried. It does mean,
however, that think tank policy output is frequently produced by people
who are simultaneously auditioning for, or waiting to return to, govern-
ment positions in the same policy area their “independent” research ad-
dresses — a dynamic worth understanding rather than either ignoring
or treating as automatically disqualifying.

The Federalist Society and Judicial Pipeline
A related but distinct mechanism operates in the specific area of judicial
appointments. The Federalist Society for Law and Public Policy Studies,
founded in 1982 as a network of conservative and libertarian law stu-
dents, lawyers, and judges, has grown into an extraordinarily influen-
tial pipeline for federal judicial nominations under Republican admin-
istrations — the organization’s own leadership and multiple indepen-
dent journalistic accounts documented that the large majority of Arti-
cle III federal judicial nominees under the first Trump administration
were current or former Federalist Society members, and the organiza-
tion’s then-executive vice president, Leonard Leo, played a documented,
publicly reported advisory role in judicial selection during that period.
TheAmerican Constitution Society, founded in 2001, serves a structurally
similar but historically less institutionally dominant role for Democratic-
aligned judicial nominees, reflecting a less centralized approach to judi-
cial selection on that side of the aisle to date. Both organizations operate
legally and openly; the structural point worth noting is that judicial se-
lection — nominally an executive-branch and Senate-confirmation pro-
cess governed by Article II and Article III of the Constitution — has,
in practice, been substantially shaped by the internal vetting and net-
working processes of ideologically aligned outside legal organizations, a
real and significant channel of influence over one of the three consti-
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tutional branches that operates almost entirely outside the campaign-
finance and lobbying disclosure frameworks covered in Chapters 4 and
5.

ALEC: Model Legislation for State Governments
A parallel, state-level version of the think-tank influencemodel operates
through the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), a nonprofit
founded in 1973 that brings together state legislators and corporatemem-
bers in task forces that draft “model legislation”— fully written bill text
on topics ranging from tax policy to criminal justice to energy regula-
tion — which member legislators then introduce in their home state
legislatures, in many documented cases with minimal or no modifica-
tion from ALEC’s original draft language. Investigative reporting and
the Center for Media and Democracy’s ALEC-tracking project have docu-
mented hundreds of instances of ALECmodel bills being introduced, and
in many cases passed, across state legislatures, effectively allowing cor-
porate task forcemembers—who fund the organization and participate
directly in drafting sessions alongside legislators — to shape state-level
legislation at a scale and efficiency that traditional state-level lobbying,
conducted bill-by-bill and state-by-state, could not achieve on its own.
ALEC has operated in a comparable capacity to the American Legisla-
tive and Issue Campaign Exchange and other, smaller, less influential
progressive-aligned state policy networks that have emerged partly in
explicit response to ALEC’s documented effectiveness — again illustrat-
ing that this specific influencemechanism, likemost documented in this
book, is a structural feature available to whichever interests are best or-
ganized to use it, not the exclusive property of one side of the political
spectrum.

What This Chapter Does Not Claim
None of the organizations named in this chapter are secret. The Federal-
ist Society, ALEC, Brookings, Heritage, and every other think tank and
legal network discussed here operate openly, publish their work pub-
licly, and in most cases disclose at least some funding information, how-
ever incompletely. The concern this chapter documents is not conceal-
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ment but a mismatch between public perception (independent expert
research, arrived at through disinterested scholarship) and documented
practice (research and legal networking substantially shaped, in specific
and traceable instances, by the funding and career interests of the peo-
ple and institutions producing it) — a mismatch that matters precisely
because think tank output carries more persuasive weight in the policy
process, dollar for dollar, than the openly interest-driven lobbying and
campaign spending covered in Chapters 4 and 5, for the simple reason
that it does not present itself as interest-driven at all.
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Platforms and Power:
Big Tech as the New
Gatekeeper
Chapter 12 documented media consolidation among the companies that
produce news. This chapter addresses a structurally different, more re-
cent form of gatekeeping power: the small number of technology plat-
forms that now determine howmost Americans discover, encounter, and
share information, regardless of which outlet originally produced it. A
story’s reach today depends less on which newspaper or network pub-
lished it than on how a handful of ranking and recommendation algo-
rithms— owned by a handful of companies — decide to distribute it.

The Legal Foundation: Section 230
Much of the modern platform economy rests on a single, 26-word pro-
vision of the Communications Decency Act of 1996: Section 230, which
states that “no provider or user of an interactive computer service shall
be treated as the publisher or speaker of any information provided by an-
other information content provider.” In practice, this shields platforms
frommost civil liability for content their users post, while also— in a sec-
ond, less-discussed provision — protecting platforms’ ability to moder-
ate and remove content in good faith without losing that liability shield.

Section 230 is one of the rare subjects in this book where the reform
debate runs in genuinely different directions depending on ideological
starting point, and evenhanded treatment requires stating both critiques
on their own terms rather than favoring one. Critics on the political left
have generally argued Section 230 lets platforms profit fromuser engage-
mentwith harmful content—misinformation, hate speech, content that
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contributes to real-world harm — without bearing the liability a tradi-
tional publisher would face for comparable material, and have proposed
narrowing the shield to create accountability incentives for platform de-
sign andmoderation choices. Critics on the political right have generally
argued that Section 230’s liability shield should not extend to platforms
that engage in politically selective content moderation — arguing that
a platform choosing to suppress or de-emphasize particular viewpoints
is behaving like a publisher exercising editorial judgment, and should
not simultaneously claim the legal immunity designed for a neutral con-
duit. Platforms and many technology-policy scholars across the spec-
trum counter that removing or narrowing Section 230 protections would
likely push platforms toward far more aggressive, automated content re-
moval — to minimize legal exposure — rather than toward the more
open or more careful moderation either set of critics actually wants. No
major Section 230 reform has passed Congress as of this writing, despite
bills addressing it being introduced in nearly every recent congressional
session with sponsors from both parties.

Antitrust: The Government’s Current Case
Against Big Tech
After roughly two decades of relatively light antitrust enforcement
against major technology platforms, the Department of Justice and
Federal Trade Commission each filed major monopolization cases
against multiple large technology companies beginning in the early
2020s — the most significant coordinated antitrust push against a
single industry since the Microsoft antitrust case of the late 1990s.

The Justice Department’s case against Google over its search business,
filed in 2020, resulted in a landmark August 2024 ruling by U.S. District
Judge Amit Mehta, who found that Google had acted illegally to main-
tain its monopoly in general internet search, including through exclu-
sive default-placement agreements paying billions of dollars annually to
device makers and browser developers (most significantly Apple) to re-
main the default search engine. That liability finding was followed by a
separate remedies phase, still working through further proceedings and
likely appeal as of this writing, to determine what structural or behav-
ioral changes the court will actually order. A second Justice Department
case, targeting Google’s advertising-technology business specifically, and
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separate Federal Trade Commission cases against Meta (alleging its ac-
quisitions of Instagram in 2012 andWhatsApp in 2014 constituted illegal
monopoly maintenance in personal social networking) and Amazon (al-
leging illegalmonopolymaintenance in online retail throughpricing and
seller practices), and a Justice Department case against Apple (alleging il-
legal monopoly maintenance of the smartphone market through restric-
tions on third-party app and hardware interoperability), were all filed
in the 2020–2024 period and were, as of this writing, at various stages of
litigation.

These cases are worth naming specifically because they demonstrate,
concretely, that “Big Tech” is not treated by the federal government as an
untouchable fourth branch of its own — it is, like the defense industry
(Chapter 9) and the pharmaceutical industry (Chapter 7), subject
to ordinary federal enforcement action, brought under decades-old
antitrust statutes (principally the Sherman Act of 1890 and the Clayton
Act of 1914), when regulators and prosecutors conclude the law has
been violated. The European Union has moved in a broadly parallel
direction through its Digital Markets Act, which took effect in 2022
and began imposing compliance obligations in 2024 on companies it
designates as “gatekeepers” — Google, Apple, Meta, Amazon, Microsoft,
and ByteDance (TikTok’s parent company) among them — illustrating
that concern about concentrated platform power is not a uniquely
American or uniquely partisan phenomenon.

Government Requests to Platforms: A
Documented, Contested Case Study
No subject in this chapter sits closer to this book’s central theme than the
documented record of direct communication between federal officials
and social media platforms regarding specific content moderation deci-
sions — a case study worth handling with unusual precision, because it
is exactly the kind of claim where sloppy treatment on either side (dis-
missing it entirely, or overstating it into “the government secretly con-
trolled all speech”) does real damage.

The verified facts: following Elon Musk’s acquisition of Twitter in
2022, the company released internal communications — publicized as
the “Twitter Files” through a small group of journalists granted access
— showing that FBI officials and other government agencies had, on
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multiple documented occasions, flagged specific accounts, posts, or
narratives to Twitter’s trust-and-safety team, and that the company’s
October 2020 decision to temporarily restrict sharing of a New York
Post story concerning Hunter Biden’s laptop was made internally, by
Twitter’s own staff, citing the company’s hacked-materials policy — a
decision the company’s own former executives later said, in congres-
sional testimony, they came to regard as a mistake, without establishing
that the decision was made at the government’s direct instruction.
Separately, a group of states sued the Biden administration inMurthy v.
Missouri, alleging that White House and federal health-agency officials
had unconstitutionally coerced platforms into removing COVID-19 and
election-related content through a pattern of pressure that went beyond
ordinary government communication into effective compulsion. The
Supreme Court, in its June 2024 ruling, held 6–3 that the plaintiffs
lacked legal standing to bring the case — a procedural dismissal that
resolved the lawsuit without the Court reaching, let alone rejecting
or endorsing, the underlying constitutional question of whether the
specific government-platform communications at issue crossed the line
from permissible persuasion into unconstitutional coercion.

The honest summary, consistent with this book’s method through-
out: government officials communicating with platforms about specific
content, including flagging posts they believed violated platform policy
or spread dangerous misinformation, is well documented and, within
limits, both legal and arguably a reasonable exercise of government’s
own speech (officials are permitted to publicly criticize and privately
flag content, the same way any citizen or organization can). Whether
any specific documented instance crossed frompermissible flagging into
unconstitutional coercion of a private platform’s editorial decisions is
a genuinely contested legal and factual question that the courts, as of
this writing, have not definitively resolved on the merits — and readers
should be skeptical of confident claims in either direction: that nothing
improper occurred, or that the full picture has already been proven to
amount to government-directed mass censorship. Both claims currently
outrun what the public record actually establishes.
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The Advertising Economy Behind the Gate
Chapter 11 described how the commercial data-broker economy built for
advertising purposes became, secondarily, a government surveillance
resource. The same underlying advertising economy also explains
platform companies’ core business incentives in ways directly relevant
to this chapter: platforms are, in large part, attention-and-data busi-
nesses whose revenue depends on maximizing user engagement, and a
substantial body of research — including internal company research
made public through congressional testimony, litigation discovery, and
whistleblower disclosures (most notably former Facebook employee
Frances Haugen’s 2021 disclosures to the SEC and Congress) — has
documented that engagement-maximizing recommendation algorithms
can, as a structural byproduct rather than a deliberate design goal,
amplify emotionally activating content, including misinformation and
polarizing material, because such content reliably generates more
engagement than more measured alternatives. This is a structural,
incentive-driven dynamic of the kind this book has traced throughout
— not evidence of a coordinated plan to spread misinformation, but
evidence that the business model itself creates a predictable pull in that
direction absent deliberate, costly countermeasures.

Tech’s OwnWashington Operation
The platform companies discussed throughout this chapter have,
unsurprisingly, built substantial Washington influence operations of
their own, participating fully in the systems documented in Parts One
and Two of this book: Meta, Amazon, Google/Alphabet, and Apple each
maintain large registered lobbying operations, spending tens of millions
of dollars annually and regularly ranking among the largest individual
corporate lobbying spenders tracked by OpenSecrets; each has hired
extensively from government antitrust, communications, and policy
agencies (and, in the reverse direction, has sent former executives into
senior government technology-policy roles), participating in the same
revolving-door dynamic documented in Chapter 6; and each funds
or supports think tanks and academic research centers addressing
platform-regulation questions, participating in the same funding
dynamic documented in Chapter 13. Big Tech, in other words, is not a
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challenger to the structures described throughout this book. It is the
newest and, by some measures, best-resourced participant in all of
them.

Where This Leaves the Reader
The platform economy did not exist in any form Eisenhower could have
imagined in 1961, and it does not fit neatly into the military-industrial-
complex frame his warning established. But the underlying structural
concern is the same one this book has traced across every institution ex-
amined so far: enormous, consequential power, concentrated in a small
number of organizations, operating throughmechanisms—algorithmic
curation, targeted lobbying, revolving-door hiring, funded research —
that are mostly legal, mostly disclosed in at least some form, and mostly
under-scrutinized relative to their actual influence over what a function-
ing democratic public actually knows. Part Five turns fromdocumenting
that influence to the specific, related problem of what fills the gap when
citizens sense this concentration of power but reach for the wrong expla-
nation of how it works.
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CHAPTER 15

The Conspiracy
Theory Trap: Why
False Explanations
Spread
Every claim documented in Parts One through Four of this book is true,
and every one of them was, at some point, initially dismissed by some-
one as paranoid exaggeration before subsequent investigation proved it
out. That history—real hidden abuses, eventually exposed— is not inci-
dental to why conspiracy theories about hidden power are so durable. It
is the single best piece of evidence conspiracy theories have, and under-
standing exactly how that evidence gets misused is the purpose of this
chapter.

The Grain of Truth Is the Trap
COINTELPROwas real. MKULTRAwas real. The CIA did develop assassi-
nation capabilities. The NSA did intercept Americans’ communications
without warrants. The government did tell the public one story about
Vietnamwhile internal assessments told another. Iran-Contrawas a gen-
uine shadow foreign policy run to evade a law Congress had passed. Reg-
ulatory capture did let Boeing certify its own airplane’s safety before two
crashes killed 346 people. This is not a list conspiracy theorists invented.
It is the documented record this book has walked through, chapter by
chapter, with named sources.

That record creates a real and understandable problem: once some-
one learns that official denials of hidden coordination have, in specific
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documented cases, turned out to be false, the rational update is not “offi-
cial denials are always false.” It is “official denials deserve scrutiny, and
some hidden coordination is real, so the right response is to investigate
specific claims on their specific evidence.” But that measured update is
cognitively harder, and less emotionally satisfying, than the simpler and
more totalizing conclusionmany people actually draw: if they lied about
MKULTRA, whywould I believe anything they say about anything? That
question feels like sound skepticism. It is actually a logical leap — from
“some specific denials were false” to “therefore any denial about any-
thing is probably false” — that abandons the case-by-case evidentiary
standard this entire book has tried to model, at exactly the moment that
standard matters most.

Why the Human Brain Prefers a Conspiracy to a
Mess
Psychological researchers who study conspiracy belief — a substantial
and growing academic field — have identified several recurring drivers
that operate regardless of a person’s education level, political orientation,
or general intelligence, because they are features of ordinary human cog-
nition, not defects specific to people who believe unusual things.

Proportionality bias. Large, consequential events feel like they de-
mand large, intentional causes. A president’s assassination, a financial
crisis, a pandemic— the sheer scale of the consequence creates a psycho-
logical pull toward an explanation of comparable scale and intentional-
ity, because “a lone, disturbed individual” or “an accumulation of ordi-
nary bureaucratic failures, market dynamics, and bad luck” feels dispro-
portionately small next to the outcome. A coordinated hidden plot, iron-
ically, can feel more comforting than a chaotic, undirected explanation,
because a plot at least implies someone is in control, even if that some-
one is malevolent — which is psychologically easier to sit with than the
idea that enormous consequences can flow from nobody being fully in
control at all.

Pattern recognition running without a brake. Human cognition
is built to find patterns, because pattern recognition was, across evolu-
tionary history, generally more survival-useful when it produced occa-
sional false positives (seeing a predator that wasn’t there) than when
it produced false negatives (missing a predator that was). Applied to
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social and political information, that same pattern-seeking machinery
readily finds connections between unrelated events, organizations, and
people— connections that feel discovered rather than invented, because
the brain doing the connecting is not aware of its own selection process,
the countless non-connections it silently ignored to produce the pattern
that did jump out.

Distrust with real historical grounding. Chapter 2 documented
the Tuskegee syphilis study is not covered in this book directly, but be-
longs in the same category as the abuses this book does document: a
forty-year U.S. Public Health Service study (1932–1972) that withheld ef-
fective treatment from Black men with syphilis without their informed
consent, specifically to observe the disease’s untreated progression. Com-
bined with COINTELPRO, MKULTRA, and the Iraq War’s false weapons-
of-mass-destruction rationale, American institutions have handed suc-
cessive generations entirely legitimate reasons for structural distrust —
distrust that is not irrational, and that conspiracy theories exploit pre-
cisely because they offer a totalizing explanation for that justified dis-
trust rather than the harder, more accurate account of specific, bounded,
eventually-exposed institutional failures.

Identity and belonging. Conspiracy belief is rarely just a factual
claim held in isolation; it frequently functions as a social identity, offer-
ing membership in a community of people who see what others don’t,
a sense of being awake to a truth the compliant majority misses, and —
thismatters asmuch as the intellectual content— real social bondswith
other believers. Disconfirming evidence, under this dynamic, threatens
not just a factual claim but a social identity and a community, which is
part of why it tends to be rejected or reinterpreted rather than accepted,
regardless of its quality.

Monetization. A modern and increasingly significant driver: con-
spiracy content generates engagement, and engagement generates rev-
enue, whether through platform advertising (Chapter 14 documented
how engagement-maximizing algorithms structurally favor emotionally
activating content), direct subscription and merchandise sales, or the
sale of unrelated products — supplements, survival gear, financial prod-
ucts— to an audience cultivated through conspiracy content andprimed
to distrust mainstream alternatives to whatever the content creator is
selling. This is not a claim that every person who believes a conspir-
acy theory is being cynically exploited; it is a claim that a real commer-

82



DARK STATE CHAPTER 15

cial ecosystem has grown up around producing conspiracy content, with
financial incentives that are indifferent to, and sometimes actively op-
posed to, the content’s accuracy.

The Unfalsifiability Engine
Chapter 2 introduced this concept in passing; it deserves fuller treatment
here, because it is the single most important structural feature separat-
ing a real investigation from a conspiracy theory, and it is worth stating
as cleanly as possible.

A real investigative claim makes a specific, bounded assertion — the
FBI ran a covert program against specific organizations between specific
dates, using specific documented tactics — that can, in principle, be dis-
proven. If the Church Committee’s investigators had subpoenaed FBI
records and found no evidence of COINTELPRO, thatwould have counted
as real evidence against the claim, and the claim would have had to be
abandoned or revised. This is what “falsifiable” means, and it is not a
pedantic technical requirement; it is the entire mechanism by which an
investigation can conclude anything at all.

A cabal-style conspiracy theory, by contrast, is typically structured
so that no possible evidence counts against it. An absence of proof be-
comes evidence of the cabal’s skill at concealment, not evidence the ca-
bal doesn’t exist. A debunking becomes evidence the debunker is either
part of the cabal or unwittingly controlled by it. A contradiction within
the theory becomes evidence of deliberate disinformation planted to dis-
credit the “real” truth. This structure is not an incidental flaw that a
more careful version of the theory could fix — it is functionally load-
bearing, because it is precisely what allows the theory to survive contact
with the mountain of disconfirming evidence that decades of investiga-
tion, journalism, and archival research have actually produced against
its specific historical claims.

Real Secrecy Doesn’t Need This Structure
Here is the tell, and it is the one this entire book has tried to demon-
strate by example rather than merely assert: every real, documented
instance of hidden institutional wrongdoing examined in this book —
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COINTELPRO, MKULTRA, Iran-Contra, the 737 MAX certification fail-
ure, the dark-money donor-disclosure loophole—was eventually estab-
lished through ordinary, falsifiable investigative methods: subpoenaed
documents, court testimony, inspector-general reports, FOIA litigation,
and journalism working from primary sources. None of it required an
unfalsifiable framework to uncover. It required patience, legal authority,
and a free press — all of which exist, imperfectly but genuinely, and all
of which have produced verifiable results repeatedly across the decades
this book has surveyed.

That is the deepest problem with treating the cabal hypothesis
as merely a more extreme version of the same skepticism this book
has applied throughout. It isn’t a more extreme version of the same
method. It is a different method— one that cannot produce the kind of
checkable, falsifiable finding that every real chapter in this book rests
on — dressed in the same vocabulary of “questioning the official story”
that legitimate investigation also uses. The vocabulary is shared. The
epistemology is not.

Chapter 16 traceswhere themost consequential, most durable version
of this specific pattern actually came from, and why its history matters
for recognizing its descendants today.
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Case Study in
Disinformation: The
Protocols of the
Elders of Zion and Its
Descendants
Every chapter so far has traced a documented structure using primary
sources: statutes, court cases, disclosure filings, government reports.
This chapter traces something different — not a structure of power,
but a structure of falsehood, because understanding this one specific
document’s history is, in a very concrete sense, necessary equipment for
reading everything else in this book correctly. If you take nothing else
from this chapter, take this: the single most influential “hidden global
cabal” story of the last 150 years is a proven forgery, manufactured for
a specific political purpose, and tracing exactly how it was made and
why it survived is the clearest possible illustration of the unfalsifiability
mechanism Chapter 15 described in the abstract.

What the Document Claimed
The Protocols of the Elders of Zion first appeared in print in 1903, serial-
ized in the Russian newspaper Znamya, published by Pavel Krushevan.
It presented itself as the leaked minutes of a secret meeting of Jewish
leaders plotting, through control of banking, media, and secret societies,
to engineer wars and revolutions and ultimately achieve world domina-
tion. This book will not restate the document’s specific claims in further
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detail, because doing so serves no protective or educational purpose be-
yondwhat is already established here: it is fake, and reproducing its con-
tent — even to criticize it — has historically served mainly to keep it in
circulation.

Proven, Repeatedly, to Be a Forgery
The Protocols is not a disputed document with competing interpreta-
tions. It is a forgery with a documented paper trail showing exactly how
it was made.

Large sections were plagiarized, nearly word for word in places,
from an 1864 French political satire, The Dialogue in Hell Between
Machiavelli and Montesquieu, written by Maurice Joly — a work that
had nothing to do with Jewish people at all; it was a critique of Emperor
Napoleon III’s authoritarianism, structured as an imagined dialogue.
Additional material was drawn from an 1868 German novel, Biarritz,
by Hermann Goedsche, which included a fictional scene invented for
dramatic effect. Historians examining the text’s construction, including
the scholar Michael Hagemeister, have documented this plagiarism in
detail, tracing which passages of the Protocols correspond, sometimes
almost verbatim, to Joly’s satire with only the targets swapped out.

The forgery’s most likely origin, based on historical investigation,
lies with the Okhrana, the czarist Russian secret police, operating in
a period when the imperial government found it politically useful to
blame Jews for revolutionary unrest and to justify violent pogroms
against Jewish communities. The individuals involved in the text’s
publication and early circulation, including Krushevan, gave shift-
ing and self-contradictory accounts of the document’s origin in the
years that followed — the kind of inconsistency that, unlike the
constantly-adapting “explanations” conspiracy theories generate to
survive disconfirmation (Chapter 15), is itself treated by historians as
evidence of fabrication, because it reflects people covering for a lie
rather than a document industry converging, over time, on a consistent
and corroborated account.

The definitive public exposure came in 1921, when Philip Graves, a cor-
respondent for The Times of London, published a series of articles demon-
strating the Protocols’ direct textual dependence on Joly’s 1864 satire, lay-
ing the plagiarized passages side by side. American journalist Herman
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Bernstein and German journalist Benjamin Segel published their own
independent, book-length exposures shortly after. The U.S. Senate Judi-
ciary Committee formally affirmed the document’s status as a fabrica-
tion in 1964. No credible historian, archive, or investigative body has, in
over a century since, found evidence contradicting the forgery finding.
This is, in the terms Chapter 15 established, about as thoroughly falsified
as a historical claim can be — and, tellingly, its continued circulation
has never depended on rebutting that evidence. It has depended on audi-
ences never encountering it, or dismissing it as part of the very cover-up
the theory claims to expose.

HowaDebunked Forgery Became aWeapon
The Protocols’ real-world impact did not require it to be true. It required
influential people to promote it as true, and several did, with conse-
quences that place this chapter’s subject in a different category from
every other topic in this book — not a documented abuse of power to
be reformed, but a documented atrocity-enabling lie to be named and
refused.

American industrialist Henry Ford republished and promoted the Pro-
tocols’ claims extensively through his newspaper, the Dearborn Indepen-
dent, in a series later compiled as The International Jew, between 1920
and 1922, giving the forgery a prominent American platform and reader-
ship. Facing a libel lawsuit brought by Aaron Sapiro, a Jewish-American
attorney and agricultural cooperative organizer whom Ford’s paper had
targeted, Ford issued a public apology in 1927, retracting the claims and
ceasing further publication — a retraction historians treat as a signifi-
cant, if incomplete and legally motivated, acknowledgment of the mate-
rial’s falsity from one of its most influential American promoters.

The consequences in Europewere far graver. Alfred Rosenberg, a lead-
ing Nazi Party ideologue, introduced the Protocols to Adolf Hitler in the
early 1920s, and the document’s central claims were absorbed directly
into Nazi ideology, cited in Mein Kampf, and used extensively in Nazi
propaganda to justify escalating persecution that culminated in theHolo-
caust — the systematic murder of six million Jews. This is the specific,
documented, historically established causal chain connecting a forged
document to genocide: not a metaphorical or exaggerated claim, but the
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assessment of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and the
overwhelming consensus of Holocaust historians.

The Descendants: Same Structure, NewNames
The Protocols itself continues to circulate today, more than a century
after its exposure — but its more common modern form is not the
original document. It is a family of descendant claims that preserve
the same underlying structure (a small, secretive, immensely powerful
group covertly directing world events through finance andmedia) while
dropping or obscuring the explicit original framing. Recognizing this
family resemblance matters, because it is how a thoroughly discredited
claim keeps finding new audiences who have never heard of the original
forgery.

The Rothschild banking conspiracy. The Rothschild family
were real, historically prominent European bankers, active from the
late eighteenth century onward, whose banking house was genuinely
influential in nineteenth-century European finance. The persistent
modern claim that the Rothschild family, today, secretly controls the
world’s central banks and global finance from behind the scenes is not
supported by any credible evidence — the family’s contemporary bank-
ing operations are a small, unremarkable fraction of the global financial
system, thoroughly outsized by institutions with no connection to the
family at all — and this specific claim is understood by historians and
organizations that track antisemitism, including the Anti-Defamation
League and Holocaust-education institutions, as a direct structural
descendant of Protocols-style mythology: a real Jewish family’s histor-
ical prominence repurposed as the face of the same “hidden Jewish
financial control” narrative the forgery originally manufactured. This
is true whether or not an individual repeating the claim consciously
intends it as antisemitic; the claim’s specific content and structure carry
that history regardless of the speaker’s intent, which is precisely why
serious researchers avoid it rather than treating it as a merely edgy but
potentially valid line of inquiry.

“Globalist” and “New World Order” framings. Not every use of
words like “globalist” or “New World Order” is a coded reference to this
history — “globalist” is also used, unremarkably, as a straightforward
descriptive term in debates about trade policy and international institu-
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tions, and “New World Order” has been used by American presidents of
both parties, entirely openly, to describe the post-ColdWar international
order in conventional foreign-policy terms. Context matters, and this
book is not accusing every user of these general terms of antisemitism.
What deserves specific caution is the version of these terms embedded in
a claim about a small, secret, coordinating elite covertly running world
governments and finance for its own hidden purposes — the structure
of that specific claim is the Protocols’ structure with the explicit ethnic
identification sometimes present and sometimes stripped out, and re-
searcherswho study extremismhave documentedhow readily audiences
move between the “de-ethnicized” version and the explicitly antisemitic
original, because the underlying conspiratorial architecture is identical
and the coded version often functions as a recruitment on-ramp to the
explicit one.

Real organizations, mischaracterized. Some institutions gen-
uinely swept into this narrative are simply real, disclosed organizations
doing far less dramatic things than the mythology claims. The Bilder-
berg Group, for instance, is a real annual conference, established in 1954,
bringing together invited political, business, and media figures from
Europe and North America for off-the-record discussion— its existence,
general purpose, and (with some delay) attendee lists are publicly
documented, which is precisely why it does not fit the definition of
a secret world-controlling council; a conference whose existence and
rough guest list are published is not secret, whatever one thinks of the
wisdom or propriety of unelected elites holding off-the-record discus-
sions at all. Treating a real, disclosed, off-the-record policy conference
as proof of the Protocols’ central claim is exactly the evidence-free
pattern-matching Chapter 15 described— finding a data point that feels
consistent with a predetermined conclusion, without asking whether
that data point actually supports the specific, extraordinary claim being
made.

The Body Count Is the Reason This Chapter
Exists
This is not merely an academic point about sourcing standards. Conspir-
acy theories descended from this specific tradition have been directly
cited, in writing, by perpetrators of real, recent, fatal antisemitic vio-
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lence— including the gunmen responsible for the 2018 Pittsburgh syna-
gogue shooting and the 2019 Poway synagogue shooting near San Diego,
both ofwhom invoked conspiratorial claims about Jewish people secretly
orchestrating demographic or political change consistent with this lin-
eage. This is the clearest possible demonstration that the distinction this
book insists on — between documented institutional power (Parts One
through Four) and an unfalsifiable cabal myth (this chapter) — is not
a pedantic academic exercise. The first kind of claim, pursued through
subpoenas, court cases, and journalism, produces reform: FISA, the in-
telligence oversight committees, the USA FREEDOM Act, antitrust cases.
The second kind of claim, pursued through pattern-matching and social
contagion, has produced pogroms, provided ideological fuel for the Holo-
caust, and continues to motivate mass-casualty violence today.

The Point of This Chapter, Restated
A book with this title and subject matter will attract readers who arrive
expecting confirmation of this specific narrative, in one of its many dis-
guised forms. This chapter exists to say, as plainly as the historical record
allows: that narrative is not an undiscovered truth this bookwas too cau-
tious to include. It is the single most thoroughly investigated and most
thoroughly discredited claim in the entire genre, with a known forger’s
toolkit, a known publication history, a known trail of propaganda use,
and a known body count. Everything else in this book — the lobby-
ing data, the contracting figures, the classification statistics, the media-
ownership research—was included because it could be checked against
a primary source and would hold up. This chapter’s subject is included
for the opposite reason: because it has been checked, exhaustively, for
over a hundred years, and it does not hold up. Recognizing the differ-
ence is the whole point of Chapter 17.

90



CHAPTER 17

Real Corruption
vs. Imagined Cabals:
A Field Guide to
Telling Them Apart
This chapter converts the preceding two into a practical tool: a working
checklist for evaluating any specific “hiddenpower” claimyou encounter
after finishing this book, whether it appears in a news investigation, a
documentary, a podcast, or a viral social media thread. None of these
tests is, by itself, perfectly conclusive — but a claim that fails most of
them is doing something other than investigation, whatever vocabulary
it borrows.

Test 1: Can It Be Falsified?
Ask what specific evidence, if it turned up, would cause the claim’s pro-
ponents to abandon it. A real investigative claim has an answer to this
question — the Church Committee’s COINTELPRO findings would have
been abandoned if subpoenaed FBI records had shown no such program.
If the honest answer is “nothing could disprove this, because any dis-
proof would just be more evidence of the cover-up,” you are looking at
an unfalsifiable structure, not a claim under investigation. This is, as
Chapter 15 explained, the single most reliable diagnostic available, and it
is worth applying first, before any of the tests below.
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Test 2: Does It Rest on Primary Sources or on
SecondhandAmplification?
Real findings in this book trace to specific, checkable primary sources: a
Senate committee report with a document number, a court ruling with a
case citation, a federal disclosure database entry, an inspector general’s
published report. A claim that instead rests on “researchers have found,”
“insiders say,” or a chain of social media posts each citing the previous
one without any of them naming an original, checkable source is not
equivalent to a footnote. Ask: if I wanted to verify this myself, is there an
actual document, database entry, or named, accountable source I could
go check? If the answer is no — if the trail dead-ends in an anonymous
account or an uncited “documentary” — treat the claim as unverified,
not as verified-but-suppressed.

Test 3: Does the Required Coordination Scale
Pass a Basic Plausibility Check?
Chapters 1 through 14 documented real coordination problems — but
note their actual scale. Iran-Contra involved a small number of named
officials, operating for a defined period, eventually exposed through tes-
timony and documents. The 737 MAX certification failure involved a
specific company and a specific regulatory program, exposed within a
few years by two crashes and their investigations. Real hidden coordina-
tion, once you look at documented cases, tends to be narrower, shorter-
lived, and leakier than popular imagination assumes—because keeping
any secret perfectly, across a large number of people, for a long period
of time, is genuinely difficult, and every documented case in this book
was eventually exposed at least partly because someone within the ar-
rangement eventually talked, resigned, sued, or left a paper trail. A claim
requiring flawless, permanent secrecy across thousands of coordinated
participants—multiple governments, multiple industries, multiple gen-
erations — over decades or centuries, without a single credible defector
ever producing a document that survived scrutiny, is asking you to be-
lieve in a scale and durability of human secret-keeping that has no prece-
dent among the real cases this book has documented, every one of which
eventually cracked.
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Test 4: Who Profits FromYour Belief,
Specifically?
Chapter 15 discussed the monetization dynamic; applied practically, ask
whether the person or platform presenting a given claim has a direct fi-
nancial stake in your continued engagement or purchase — a subscrip-
tion, a product, a donation appeal, an advertising-driven platform opti-
mized for the claim’s most alarming framing. This is not a claim that
financial interest automatically makes a claim false — plenty of legiti-
mate journalism is also commercially funded. It is a claim that financial
interest should raise your evidentiary bar, the same way you’d want a
higher bar for a stock tip from someone who profits when you buy the
stock.

Test 5: Does the Claim Target a Specific Ethnic,
Religious, or National Group as the “Real”
Power Behind Generic Institutions?
This is the most important test this chapter can offer, directly informed
by Chapter 16. When a claim about “hidden power” behind banks,
media, or governments turns out, on close reading, to specifically or
primarily identify a single ethnic or religious group — Jewish people,
above all, given the history traced in Chapter 16, but the same structural
test applies to any group-based “hidden controller” claim — treat that
as a decisive red flag, not a coincidental detail. Legitimate documented
power structures in this book (defense contractors, media conglomer-
ates, lobbying firms, intelligence agencies) are identified by their actual,
disclosed corporate or institutional names and ownership structures,
not by the ethnicity or religion of the people who happen to work there.
A claim that swaps a specific company name or agency name for an
ethnic or religious category is not a more honest version of legitimate
institutional criticism. It is a different claim, with a documented,
hundred-year track record of being false and a documented track record
of motivating real violence.
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Test 6: Does New, Contradicting Information
Change Anyone’sMind?
Track, over time, what happens within a specific claim’s community
when a predicted event fails to occur, or when a named document turns
out to be fabricated or misattributed. Real investigative communities —
journalists, historians, congressional investigators — revise or retract
in response to disconfirmation; that is what the Times of London did in
1921, what the Church Committee’s own findings did to prior assump-
tions about intelligence-agency restraint, and what this book itself has
done in Chapter 12 by walking back an overstated media-ownership
statistic in favor of better data. Communities organized around un-
falsifiable claims characteristically do not revise; they reinterpret the
disconfirmation as further proof, or shift the prediction’s timeline
forward, or declare the disconfirming source compromised. Watching
how a claim’s community handles being wrong is one of the most
reliable long-run signals available, precisely because it is difficult to
fake over an extended period.

Test 7: Would the Claim Survive Being
Investigated by Someone Hostile to It, With
Subpoena Power?
Every documented finding in Parts One through Four of this book
survived exactly this test: hostile scrutiny, from political opponents,
from courts, from journalists actively trying to find holes in it, backed
by actual subpoena or discovery power. COINTELPRO’s existence did
not depend on the Church Committee’s members already believing in it
— the committee was investigating, not assuming, and its Republican
and Democratic members alike ultimately endorsed findings based on
the subpoenaed evidence in front of them. Ask, of any claim, whether it
has ever been tested by an adversarial process with real legal power to
compel documents and testimony, and if so, what that process actually
found. A claim that has never been adversarially tested is not thereby
false — but it has not yet earned the confidence that a claim which has
survived hostile, evidence-compelled scrutiny has earned.
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Using the Field Guide
Applied to this book’s own contents, these seven tests are exactly why
Parts One through Four read the way they do— falsifiable, source-cited,
appropriately scaled, unconcerned with any group’s ethnicity, revised
where the evidence called for revision (Chapter 12), and grounded in
findings that survived hostile, legally empowered investigation. Applied
to the cabal hypothesis described in Chapters 2, 15, and 16, these same
seven tests fail uniformly, which is not a coincidence — it is the whole
reason this book treats the two categories of claim so differently, and it is
the tool this chapter leaves you to keep applying long after you’ve closed
the book.
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CHAPTER 18

Taking Back the
Republic: Reforms,
Transparency, and
Citizen Power
Seventeen chapters have documented a consistent pattern: real, struc-
tural, mostly legal concentrations of unelected influence, each one
enabled by specific, identifiable design choices — a civil-service system
built for stability rather than accountability, a tax-code loophole that
launders donor identity, a certification program that delegates safety
review to the entity being certified, a classification system with no cost
for over-secrecy. Design choices, unlike hidden conspiracies, can be
redesigned. This closing chapter gathers the reform threads running
through every prior chapter into a single agenda, and then turns from
policy to practice: what an individual reader can actually do with
everything this book has covered.

The ReformAgenda, Chapter by Chapter
Civil service and the permanent state (Chapter 1). The core tension
— durability and expertise versus democratic accountability — has no
clean resolution, but narrower reforms have real support across the
political spectrum: strengthening, rather than weakening, indepen-
dent inspector general offices; clarifying, through statute rather than
executive order alone, which positions are legitimately policy-making
(and thus reasonably more accountable to elected leadership) versus
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genuinely technical and expertise-dependent (and thus reasonably
insulated from political turnover).

Classification (Chapter 3). The Moynihan Commission’s core rec-
ommendations remain, decades later, substantially unimplemented: re-
quiring cost-benefit justification for classification decisions, funding de-
classification review at a level that actually clears the backlog, and nar-
rowing classification authority to a smaller number of accountable offi-
cials rather than the broad delegation currently in place across agencies.

Lobbying and dark money (Chapters 4 and 5). The DISCLOSE
Act’s core provision — requiring organizations engaged in substantial
political spending to disclose their donors — remains the most direct,
narrowly tailored fix consistent with existing First Amendment doctrine,
addressing the 501(c)(4) donor-disclosure loophole without reopening
the spending-limits question Citizens United settled. Extending Lobby-
ing Disclosure Act-style reporting requirements to the “shadow lobby-
ing” practice of avoiding formal registration by staying just under the 20-
percent-of-time threshold would close a second, well-documented gap.

The revolving door (Chapter 6). Extending cooling-off periods —
and, more importantly, closing the gap where “strategic consulting” and
trade-association leadership roles function identically to lobbying with-
out triggering registration requirements — would address the broader-
than-currently-regulated influence industry the data in Chapter 6 actu-
ally describes.

Regulatory capture (Chapter 7). The FAA’s own post-737 MAX
reforms (increased direct inspection, tightened requirements for en-
gineers’ independent judgment to reach agency leadership without
being overridden by production-timeline pressure) offer a template
other captured or capture-prone agencies could adapt, alongside
more fundamental structural changes — like separating a technical
agency’s certification funding from direct industry fees — where
budget dependency is part of the capture mechanism, as it is in FDA
drug review.

The military-industrial complex (Chapters 8 and 9). Inde-
pendent, non-contractor-affiliated cost-assessment capacity for major
weapons programs (partially restoring a function the now-defunct Of-
fice of Technology Assessment once served) and genuine consideration
of the “political engineering” dynamic — subcontracting spread delib-
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erately across congressional districts specifically to entrench political
support — in how major program decisions get made and reviewed.

Intelligence oversight (Chapters 10 and 11). Codifying and
strengthening the “Fourth Amendment Is Not For Sale Act” approach
to the data-broker loophole, continued narrowing of Section 702 to
reduce incidental collection and warrantless domestic querying of
that incidentally collected data, and sustained funding for the intelli-
gence community inspectors general who provide oversight capacity
independent of the annual congressional budget calendar.

Media and platforms (Chapters 12 and 14). Restoring meaningful
local-ownership caps sized to the actual current market (rather than
caps written for a pre-internet broadcast landscape), paired with
algorithmic-transparency requirements that would let independent
researchers, rather than only the platforms themselves, study how
recommendation systems actually distribute political and news content.

Think tanks (Chapter 13). Extending funding-disclosure norms —
already adopted voluntarily by some institutions after the 2014 foreign-
funding revelations — into a more consistent, sector-wide standard,
without going so far as to chill legitimate academic collaboration and
research funding untethered to any influence motive.

None of these reforms is radical. Each has been proposed, in some
form, by officials, researchers, or advocacy organizations across the po-
litical spectrum, and each targets a specific, named mechanism docu-
mented earlier in this book rather than gesturing at a vague and unfalsi-
fiable “the system is rigged.”

What Citizens Can Actually Do
Reform legislationmoves slowly and requires sustained public attention
this book cannotmanufacture on its own. What follows is a shorter-term,
individually actionable toolkit — the specific, checkable resources this
book itself drew on throughout, made available to any reader with an
internet connection.

Track lobbying and money. OpenSecrets.org lets any visitor search
lobbying disclosures and campaign contributions by company, industry,
member of Congress, or bill— the same underlying Lobbying Disclosure
Act and FEC data cited throughout Chapters 4 and 5. The Senate’s own
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Lobbying Disclosure Act database (lda.senate.gov) provides the primary-
source filings directly.

Read the actual bill. Congress.gov provides full text, sponsor infor-
mation, and committee assignments for every federal bill, along with
a plain-language summary from the Congressional Research Service —
the same nonpartisan analytical body cited repeatedly throughout this
book.

File a FOIA request. The Freedom of Information Act gives any citi-
zen the legal right to request specific government records, and FOIA.gov
provides a standardized portal for submitting requests to any federal
agency; nonprofit organizations like MuckRock provide free tools and
guidance for structuring an effective request and tracking its progress,
including publishing other users’ successful requests and the documents
they yielded as a searchable public archive.

Check ownership. The Federal Communications Commission
publishes station-ownership data; the Federal Communications Com-
mission’s public inspection file requirements (imperfectly enforced,
but real) require broadcast stations to disclose political-advertising
purchases, including the purchasing committee’s name, which is often
the first visible thread connecting a specific ad campaign back to the
dark-money structures documented in Chapter 5.

Read the primary source, not the summary. Court opinions
(available free through sites like CourtListener), inspector-general
reports (published directly on each agency’s own OIG website), and the
Congressional Record itself are all more accessible than most citizens
assume, and reading even the summary and conclusion sections of a
primary document — rather than only a secondhand characterization
of it — is, per Chapter 17’s Test 2, one of the single highest-value habits
a citizen concerned about hidden power can build.

Support the institutions that do this work. Nonpartisan watch-
dog and disclosure organizations — OpenSecrets, the Brennan Center
for Justice, the Project On Government Oversight, MuckRock, and
dozens of local and state-level counterparts — perform, as a matter of
daily practice, the exact falsifiable, source-documented investigative
work this book has modeled chapter by chapter. Their work is generally
nonprofit-funded and chronically under-resourced relative to the scale
of what they’re tracking, which is itself one more instance of Chapter
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4’s asymmetric-resources problem, playing out in the ecosystem of
accountability itself.

The Choice Restated
Chapter 15 explained why an unfalsifiable cabal story can feel, emotion-
ally, more satisfying than the messier documented reality: it offers a vil-
lain, a scale of explanation proportionate to how consequential theworld
feels, and a community of people who already agree with you. The docu-
mented reality this book has spent seventeen chapters laying out offers
none of that comfort. It offers something narrower and, this book has
argued throughout, considerably more useful: a specific mechanism, a
specific statute or regulation that created or could fix it, a specific dataset
where you can check the claim yourself, and a specific, achievable next
step available to an ordinary citizen willing to read past a headline.

Eisenhower closed his own warning by placing the responsibility ex-
actly there: “Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the
propermeshing of the huge industrial andmilitarymachinery of defense
with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may
prosper together.” He did not say only a suspicious citizenry, or only an
outraged one. He said alert and knowledgeable — a citizenry that reads
the disclosure filing, checks the primary source, and can tell the differ-
ence between a documented structure and anunfalsifiable storywearing
its vocabulary. That is a harder habit to build than sharing an alarming
headline. It is also the only version of vigilance that has ever actually
produced a Church Committee, a FISA law, a grounded fleet of aircraft,
or a DISCLOSE Act. The permanent power this book has documented did
not hide from that kind of scrutiny. It has, across every chapter, been
sitting in the public record the entire time, waiting for someone to read
the paperwork.
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Glossary
501(c)(4). A tax-code category for “socialwelfare” nonprofits, permitted
to engage in political activity that is not their “primary purpose” without
disclosing donors— the principal legal vehicle for dark money (Chapter
5).

ALEC (American Legislative Exchange Council). A nonprofit
founded in 1973 that drafts “model legislation” in task forces combining
state legislators and corporate members, for introduction in state
legislatures (Chapter 13).

Black budget. Informal term for government spending disclosed
only as an aggregate topline figure, with underlying program-level detail
classified (Chapter 3).

Church Committee. The U.S. Senate Select Committee to Study Gov-
ernmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities, chaired by
Senator Frank Church, which investigated intelligence-agency abuses in
1975–76 and led to FISA and the congressional intelligence committees
(Chapter 2).

Citizens United v. FEC. The 2010 Supreme Court decision holding
that the First Amendment protects independent political expenditures
by corporations and unions from government restriction (Chapter 5).

Civil service. The system, established by the Pendleton Act of 1883,
ofmerit-based federal hiring insulated frompolitical patronage (Chapter
1).

COINTELPRO. An FBI covert-action program (1956–1971) targeting
civil rights leaders, antiwar organizers, and other domestic political
groups, documented by the Church Committee (Chapter 2).

Darkmoney. Political spending by organizations not required to dis-
close the identity of their donors, primarily channeled through 501(c)(4)
nonprofits (Chapter 5).

Deep state. A term of contested meaning, originally describing
Turkey’s documented military-intelligence-organized-crime shadow
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apparatus (derin devlet); used in American discourse to describe at least
three distinct claims, from the mundane (career bureaucracy) to the
unfalsifiable (a secret ruling cabal) (Chapters 1–2).

FARA (Foreign Agents Registration Act). A 1938 law, originally
passed to counter pre-WWII Nazi propaganda, requiring disclosure of
lobbying conducted on behalf of foreign governments (Chapter 4).

Falsifiability. The property of a claim that specifies what evidence, if
found, would disprove it — the central test this book uses to distinguish
investigation from conspiracy theory (Chapters 15–17).

FISA (Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act). A 1978 law, passed
in response to the Church Committee’s findings, creating a specialized
court to oversee foreign-intelligence surveillance requests (Chapter 3).

Iron triangle. The durable, mutually reinforcing relationship among
a federal agency, its congressional oversight/appropriations committees,
and the industry it regulates or contracts with (Chapter 9).

K Street. Shorthand for the Washington, D.C. lobbying industry,
named for a downtown street historically home to major lobbying firms
(Chapter 4).

Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA). The 1995 law (amended 2007)
requiring registration and periodic public disclosure by paid lobbyists
meeting specified activity thresholds (Chapter 4).

MKULTRA. A CIA program testing mind-altering drugs, including on
unwitting subjects, documented by the Church Committee (Chapter 2).

National Intelligence Program (NIP) / Military Intelligence
Program (MIP). The two components of the U.S. intelligence budget;
their aggregate topline figures are publicly disclosed annually, while
underlying program detail remains classified (Chapters 3, 10).

ODA (Organization Designation Authorization). The FAA
program, formalized in 2005, delegating aircraft-certification author-
ity to manufacturer employees — central to the Boeing 737 MAX
regulatory-capture case study (Chapter 7).

Protocols of the Elders of Zion. A forged document first published
in 1903, falsely purporting to reveal a secret Jewish plot for world domi-
nation; conclusively proven fabricated and plagiarized, and historically
central to Nazi propaganda justifying the Holocaust (Chapter 16).

Regulatory capture. The tendency of regulatory agencies to be in-
fluenced, over time, toward serving the interests of the industries they
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regulate rather than the diffuse public interest, formalized as “capture
theory” by economist George Stigler (Chapter 7).

Revolving door. The movement of individuals between government
positions and private-sector roles (lobbying, consulting, industry
employment) in the same policy area, in either direction (Chapter 6).

Section 230. The provision of the Communications Decency Act of
1996 shielding online platforms from liability for user-generated content
(Chapter 14).

Section 702. The provision of the FISA Amendments Act of 2008
authorizing warrantless surveillance of non-U.S. persons abroad, with
contested rules governing incidentally collected U.S. person communica-
tions (Chapters 10–11).

Senior Executive Service (SES). The layer of roughly 7,000 career
federal officials, created by the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978, who run
agency operations below the level of political appointees (Chapter 1).

Super PAC. A political committee that may raise and spend unlim-
ited funds on independent (non-candidate-coordinated) political expen-
ditures, enabled by Citizens United and SpeechNow.org v. FEC (Chapter
5).

Third-party doctrine. The legal principle, from United States v.
Miller (1976) and Smith v. Maryland (1979), that individuals generally
lack a reasonable expectation of privacy in records voluntarily shared
with a third-party business (Chapter 11).
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Timeline of Key
Events
1883 — The Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act creates a merit-based
federal civil service, ending the patronage-based “spoils system.” (Chap-
ter 1)

1903— The Protocols of the Elders of Zion is first published in Russia,
a forgery fabricated to justify anti-Jewish persecution. (Chapter 16)

1913— The Federal Reserve Act creates the Federal Reserve System
as a hybrid public-private central bank, with a presidentially appointed,
Senate-confirmed Board of Governors and mandated public reporting
to Congress — a structure frequently mischaracterized in banking-
conspiracy narratives descended from the mythology addressed in
Chapter 16, but one whose governance and public accountability
structure is a matter of statute and public record, not secrecy.

1921— The Times of London publishes Philip Graves’s investigation
proving the Protocols was plagiarized from an 1864 French satire; the
forgery is exposed. (Chapter 16)

1933–1945—Nazi Germany incorporates the Protocols into state pro-
paganda justifying the persecution andmurder of European Jews. (Chap-
ter 16)

1938 — The Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) is passed to
counter pre-war Nazi propaganda efforts in the United States. (Chapter
4)

1946— The Federal Regulation of Lobbying Act establishes the first
federal lobbying disclosure requirements. (Chapter 4)

1947 — The National Security Act creates the CIA and the National
Security Council. (Chapter 10)

1952—TheNational Security Agency is established by classified pres-
idential directive. (Chapter 10)
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1958 — NAACP v. Alabama establishes constitutional protec-
tion for anonymous political association, later cited in debates over
donor-disclosure requirements. (Chapter 5)

1961 — President Eisenhower’s farewell address warns of the
“military-industrial complex.” (Chapter 8)

1964—TheU.S. Senate Judiciary Committee formally affirms the Pro-
tocols is a fabrication. (Chapter 16)

1971—Publication of the Pentagon Papers and New York Times Co. v.
United States test the limits of government secrecy claims. (Chapter 3)

1975–1976 — The Church Committee investigates and documents
COINTELPRO, MKULTRA, and warrantless surveillance programs.
(Chapter 2)

1978—FISA and the Civil Service Reform Act (creating the Senior Ex-
ecutive Service) are both passed, the former in direct response to Church
Committee findings. (Chapters 1, 3)

1982—The Federalist Society is founded. (Chapter 13)
1983—Ben Bagdikian’s The Media Monopoly documents fifty corpo-

rations controlling most American media. (Chapter 12)
1985–1987 — The Iran-Contra affair: senior officials secretly sell

arms to Iran and divert proceeds to Nicaraguan Contras in violation of
the Boland Amendment. (Chapter 2)

1992 — The Prescription Drug User Fee Act establishes industry-
funded FDA drug review. (Chapter 7)

1993 — The “Last Supper”: Pentagon leadership tells defense-
industry CEOs to consolidate amid shrinking post-Cold War budgets.
(Chapter 8)

1995—TheLobbyingDisclosureActmodernizes federal lobbying reg-
istration and reporting. (Chapter 4)

1996— The Telecommunications Act loosens FCC media-ownership
caps, accelerating industry consolidation. (Chapter 12)

1997— The Moynihan Commission’s Secrecy report documents sys-
temic overclassification; the first declassified total intelligence budget
figure ($26.6 billion, FY1997) is released under FOIA litigation. (Chapter
3)

2001 — The September 11 attacks; the USA PATRIOT Act is passed
weeks later, expanding surveillance authority. (Chapters 10–11)
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2001 (2006 split) — CBS and Viacom split, later recombining as
Paramount Global in 2019, illustrating ongoing media-conglomerate
restructuring. (Chapter 12)

2004 — The Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act cre-
ates theDirector ofNational Intelligence position following the 9/11 Com-
mission’s findings. (Chapter 10)

2005—The FAA formalizes the Organization Designation Authoriza-
tion (ODA) program, delegating aircraft self-certification to manufactur-
ers. (Chapter 7)

2007 — The Honest Leadership and Open Government Act tightens
lobbying rules after the Jack Abramoff scandal; a separate 2007 law
first mandates public disclosure of the National Intelligence Program’s
topline budget. (Chapters 3–4)

2008 — The FISA Amendments Act adds Section 702, authorizing
surveillance of non-U.S. persons abroad. (Chapter 11)

2010 — Citizens United v. FEC and SpeechNow.org v. FEC create the
modern super PAC and dark-money financing landscape. (Chapter 5)

2013—NSA contractor Edward Snowden discloses classified surveil-
lance program details, including bulk telephone metadata collection.
(Chapters 10–11)

2014— The New York Times documents foreign-government funding
of major U.S. think tanks; McCutcheon v. FEC strikes down aggregate
individual campaign-contribution limits. (Chapters 5, 13)

2015—TheUSA FREEDOMAct ends bulk telephonemetadata collec-
tion following the ACLU v. Clapper ruling. (Chapter 11)

2018—Federal appeals court finds NSA bulk metadata collection ex-
ceeded statutory authority; the Pittsburgh synagogue shooting is com-
mitted by a gunman citing conspiratorial antisemitic claims. (Chapters
11, 16)

2018–2019— Two Boeing 737 MAX crashes (Lion Air, October 2018;
Ethiopian Airlines, March 2019) kill 346 people combined; the global
fleet is grounded. (Chapter 7)

2018 — Carpenter v. United States requires a warrant for extended
cell-site location data access. (Chapter 11)

2019—The Poway, California synagogue shooting is committed by a
gunman citing similar conspiratorial claims. (Chapter 16)

2020–2024 — The Justice Department and FTC file major antitrust
cases against Google, Meta, Amazon, and Apple. (Chapter 14)

106



DARK STATE

2021 — Facebook whistleblower Frances Haugen discloses internal
research on platform design and content amplification. (Chapter 14)

2022— Elon Musk acquires Twitter; internal communications later
published as the “Twitter Files” document specific content-moderation
episodes. The European Union’s Digital Markets Act takes effect. (Chap-
ter 14)

2024 — The Supreme Court dismisses Murthy v. Missouri on stand-
ing grounds without ruling on the underlying government-platform co-
ercion claims; a federal court finds Google liable for illegal search-market
monopoly maintenance. (Chapter 14)

2025 — Federal lobbying spending sets a new record above $5 bil-
lion; U.S. annualmilitary spending surpasses $1 trillion for the first time;
dark-money spending in the 2024 cycle is confirmed at a record $1.9 bil-
lion. (Chapters 4, 5, 9)

2026 — The FAA restores Boeing’s authority to self-certify new 737
MAX and 787 aircraft. (Chapter 7)
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tion Security Oversight Office annual reports to the President; New York
Times Co. v. United States, 403 U.S. 713 (1971); Office of the Director of Na-
tional Intelligence, budget disclosure press releases, 2024–2025; Congres-
sional Research Service, “Defense Primer: Budgeting for National and
Defense Intelligence,” 2025.

Chapter 4: Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995, as amended by the Hon-
est Leadership and Open Government Act of 2007; OpenSecrets (Center

108



DARK STATE

for Responsive Politics), federal lobbying data, 2023–2025; Bloomberg
Government, annual lobbying analysis, 2025; Foreign Agents Registra-
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Responsible Statecraft, defense-lobbyist workforce data, 2025.

Chapter 7: George J. Stigler, “The Theory of Economic Regulation,”
Bell Journal of Economics and Management Science, 1971; U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation Office of Inspector General, “Weaknesses in
FAA’s Certification and Delegation Processes,” 2021; National Trans-
portation Safety Board, 737MAX accident investigation findings; Project
On Government Oversight, “Corrupted Oversight: The FAA, Boeing, and
the 737 Max,” 2025; Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission, Final Report,
2011; FAA public statement on Boeing airworthiness certification
authority, July 2026.

Chapter 9: William D. Hartung and Stephen Semler, “Profits of
War: Top Beneficiaries of Pentagon Spending, 2020–2024,” Quincy Insti-
tute/Costs of War Project, Brown University, July 2025; U.S. Department
of Defense, Program Acquisition Cost by Weapon System, Fiscal Year
2025 Budget Request; Visual Capitalist, federal contractor rankings,
FY2025; The Intercept, defense-contractor debt reporting citing Stimson
Center analysis, December 2025.

Chapter 10: National Security Act of 1947; Intelligence Reform and
Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004; Office of the Director of National In-
telligence, National Intelligence Programbudget disclosures, 2024–2025;
Federation of American Scientists, Intelligence Budget Project records;
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ACLU v. Clapper, 785 F.3d 787 (2d Cir. 2015); USA FREEDOM Act of 2015;
9/11 Commission, Final Report, 2004.

Chapter 11: United States v. Miller, 425 U.S. 435 (1976); Smith v. Mary-
land, 442 U.S. 735 (1979); Carpenter v. United States, 585 U.S. 296 (2018);
FISA Amendments Act of 2008; Department of Homeland Security Pri-
vacy Office reporting on commercial data purchases; Government Ac-
countability Office reviews of agency data-broker purchases.

Chapter 12: BenH. Bagdikian, TheMediaMonopoly, various editions,
1983–2004; Telecommunications Act of 1996; Gregory J. Martin, Nicola
Mastrorocco, Joshua McCrain, and Arianna Ornaghi, local news consoli-
dation study, summarized in Chicago Booth Review, March 2025.

Chapter 13: Eric Lipton, Brooke Williams, and Nicholas Confessore,
“Foreign Powers Buy Influence at Think Tanks,” The New York Times,
September 6, 2014; Center for Media and Democracy, ALEC Exposed
project records; Federalist Society public statements on judicial nominee
affiliation, 2017–2020.

Chapter 14: Communications Decency Act of 1996 (Section 230);
United States v. Google LLC, opinion of Judge Amit Mehta, U.S. District
Court for the District of Columbia, August 2024; Federal Trade Commis-
sion v. Meta Platforms and Federal Trade Commission v. Amazon.com,
case filings; United States v. Apple Inc., case filing, March 2024;
European Union Digital Markets Act, 2022; Murthy v. Missouri, 603 U.S.
___ (2024); congressional testimony regarding Twitter internal commu-
nications, 2023; Frances Haugen, SEC and congressional disclosures,
2021.

Chapters 15–17: Academic literature on conspiracy-belief psychol-
ogy (proportionality bias, pattern recognition, motivated reasoning) as
synthesized in peer-reviewed social-psychology research; Karl Popper,
The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1959), on falsifiability as a criterion dis-
tinguishing scientific from non-scientific claims.

Chapter 16: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Holocaust
Encyclopedia entry, “An Antisemitic Conspiracy: The Protocols of the
Elders of Zion”; Michael Hagemeister, scholarly research on the Proto-
cols’ textual origins and plagiarism fromMaurice Joly’s 1864 Dialogue in
Hell Between Machiavelli and Montesquieu; Philip Graves, investigative
series, The Times (London), August 1921; Herman Bernstein, The History
of a Lie: The Protocols of the Wise Men of Zion, 1921; Benjamin Segel, The
Protocols of the Elders of Zion, Critically Illuminated, 1924 (English pref-
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ace); U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee, 1964 statement affirming the Pro-
tocols as fabricated; Anti-Defamation League, research on Rothschild-
conspiracy mythology and its antisemitic lineage.

Every figure in this book tied to a specific year is drawn from the
source listed for its chapter above. Where two credible sources reported
different figures for a related but distinctmeasurement (for example, dif-
fering federal lobbying totals from OpenSecrets versus Bloomberg Gov-
ernment, reflecting different methodologies), both figures are presented
in the textwith their respective source and year rather than resolved into
a single, falsely precise number.
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