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allowing them to spend unlimited sums for their candidates, raised in unlim-
ited amounts from any source, in conjunction with state parties under the trans-
parent fiction that the spending was exclusively for “party building” and “voter 
mobilization.” When BCRA closed this so-called “soft money” spigot, the par-
ties responded by ramping up their take of “hard money,” funds raised under the 
FECA’s contribution limits.26 The parties took to using first the soft and then the 
hard money for independent campaigns supporting their candidates—indepen-
dent because they are not supposed to be coordinated in any way with the can-
didates’ own campaigns. This option was encouraged by a 1996 Supreme Court 
decision rejecting any limits on independent party spending on First Amendment 
grounds27 and a 2003 decision striking down a provision in BCRA compelling 
parties to choose between making coordinated and independent expenditures.28 

Independent spending is now the dominant form of party involvement 
in campaign finance, accounting for about 90 percent of the parties’ campaign 
investments (Figure 5-13). The formal “independence” requirement forbids 
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Figure 5-13  Party Spending in House and Senate Elections, 1990–2010

Source: Compiled by author from Federal Election Commission Data.


