
 

Reinventing McCain: A maverick is born  
Nowicki, Dan; Muller, Bill . Arizona Republic ; Phoenix, Ariz. [Phoenix, Ariz]29 Aug 2018: M.3. 
 

ProQuest document link
 

  
 
FULL TEXT 
"Money does buy access in Washington, and access increases influence that often results in benefiting the few at

the expense of the many." 

John McCain 

"Worth the Fighting For" 

Sen. John McCain, held up to national scorn as a member of the Keating Five just a few years before, reinvented

himself in the 1990s as a leading critic of money's corrupting influence on U.S. politics.In doing so, he created rifts

with deep-pocketed special interests on the right and the left and helped set the stage for an insurgent 2000

presidential campaign.Detractors called McCain's newfound passion for reform high-handed, especially coming

from a politician who accepted $112,000 in campaign contributions from Charlie Keating and his pals. 

They also pointed out that McCain's stand on campaign-finance reform had not prevented him from working

Washington, D.C., for campaign cash or accepting tens of thousands of dollars from corporations under the

oversight of the Senate Commerce Committee, which McCain formerly ran. 

The panel held sway over a number of key industries, overseeing issues such as cable and satellite television rules,

airline deregulation and access to telephone long-distance markets. 

McCain admitted that the Keating embarrassment had motivated him to take a hard look at the way congressional

candidates finance their campaigns. If nothing else, politicians who grovel for special-interest money tend to

disgust the public, he said. 

In his 2002 memoir, "Worth the Fighting For," McCain wrote that "by the time I became a leading advocate of

campaign finance reform, I had come to appreciate that the public's suspicions were not always mistaken. Money

does buy access in Washington, and access increases influence that often results in benefiting the few at the

expense of the many." 

Jousting with the status quo 

Even before he made campaign-finance reform his signature issue, McCain had cocked an eye at some practices

viewed as business as usual on Capitol Hill. 

He was a longtime foe of pork-barrel spending and government waste. 

"Pork" is the term for parochial federally funded projects, defense contracts or tax-code loopholes of dubious

national value that are directed to the home districts or states of influential representatives and senators. 

To some Washington politicians, it was a time-honored practice essential to their continued re-election. 

The use of earmarks to direct taxpayer money to projects and causes in individual lawmakers' congressional

districts dramatically increased between the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and Barack Obama, mostly thanks to

GOP-controlled Congresses of the 1990s. A 2009 spending bill included 8,570 earmarks worth $7.7 billion. McCain

and other reformers eventually got the practice stopped, at least temporarily, though resourceful Capitol Hill

porkers found other ways to get their pet priorities funded. 

"We ought to devote ourselves to promoting those things that promote the national interest, allocating resources

equitably to serve the progress of the whole society, and not fostering greater social divisions by squabbling

among ourselves over who gets the bigger piece of the federal pie to the exclusion of national needs," McCain said

in his memoir. 
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To combat overspending, McCain helped push through a presidential line-item veto in 1995, but the courts ruled it

unconstitutional. The line-item veto would have allowed a president to strike specific spending items in a bill while

allowing the rest of the appropriations to become law. It was McCain's first big Senate victory, though ultimately it

did not work out. 

In April 1994, McCain riled his colleagues with an amendment that would have eliminated free VIP parking at two

Washington-area airports and opened the lots to the public as "a small gesture of respect for popular sovereignty."

The Senate rejected it, with some members sneering at McCain for trying to score political points by portraying

them in a bad light and fueling public cynicism. 

It was not the last time McCain would rankle his fellow senators. Nor the first. 

In 1983, as a member of the House, he voted against President Ronald Reagan's effort to keep Marines in Lebanon. 

In 1986, while still in the House, McCain voted with a two-thirds majority to override Reagan's veto of sanctions

against South Africa. 

The next year, his first in the Senate, he helped stop the administration's attempt to funnel $28 million from a

poverty food program into a pay raise for Department of Agriculture employees. 

A 1993 Washington Post story described McCain as "a conservative with maverick instincts." But it would take his

dogged pursuit of campaign-finance reform for his independent streak to fully assert itself. 

Meet Russ Feingold 

Campaign-finance reform picked up steam in late 1994, after McCain reached out to a liberal Democrat from

Wisconsin, freshman Sen. Russell Feingold. 

McCain and Feingold were a study in contrasts. "He is polite, patient, self-effacing, studious, lawyerly and self-

controlled, adjectives rarely applied to me," McCain would observe later. But McCain had detected in Feingold

flashes of independence similar to his own. 

Together they worked on legislation related to earmarks and lobbyists. They had some quick success in restricting

the gifts lawmakers could accept from lobbyists and figured rewriting campaign-finance laws would not be any

more difficult. 

They were wrong. 

Politicians, Democrats and Republicans alike, take their incumbency seriously. The Senate duo's battle to enact

the new restrictions on political parties' so-called "soft money" would take seven years. Feingold would become so

identified with their McCain-Feingold bill that he would joke people thought his first name was "McCain." 

"Soft money" was the insider term for the limitless contributions that special interests such as corporations, labor

unions or independently wealthy individuals donated to the political parties. Party officials, in turn, often used the

money to bankroll attack ads on each other's candidates. Although candidates had to abide by "hard money"

restrictions on contributions, the political parties did not. 

This was the source of big dollars at the time. Eventually, in part due to unintended consequences of McCain and

Feingold's 2002 campaign-finance-reform law, less-accountable independent "dark money" groups, which aren't

required to disclose their donors, filled the void left by the weakened national political parties. 

But back then, McCain and Feingold had their work cut out for them. Most of the political establishment opposed,

either explicitly or quietly, their crusade to clean up elections. 

However, they had one big ally: the media. 

Whether it was out of sympathy to the cause or simply a fascination with the David vs. Goliath struggle, McCain

and Feingold became national media mainstays. Some conservatives nursed grudges against him for years over

the positive coverage McCain received during this period. Some became suspicious of his motives. 

Wall Street Journal columnist Paul Gigot derisively dubbed him "John McCain (R., Media)." 

McCain countered that "only public opinion can force change, and the only way to arouse public opinion is through

the media." 

Conservative antipathy toward the media was connected to the right's resistance to campaign-finance reform,

according to McCain. Some GOP activists felt they needed easy access to money to bankroll advertising to



counter what they perceive as the media's liberal bias. 

McCain never let go of McCain-Feingold, even as he geared up for a possible 2000 presidential race. McCain, then

the Commerce Committee chairman, collected campaign contributions from business interests, an irony not lost

on some reform foes. 

"When you're out there raising money right and left and then you're talking about how you need to reform the

system, it rings a little hollow," then-Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, R-Miss., told reporters in summer 1999. 

During a Dec. 5, 1999, appearance on NBC's "Meet the Press," host Tim Russert threw Lott's quote in McCain's

face. 

"Literally every business in America falls under the Commerce Committee," McCain said on the Sunday-morning

program. "And I'm very pleased that I get support from many corporations and companies around America. And I

restrict those contributions to $1,000. ... 

"It's not, Tim, the $1,000 contribution that has corrupted our work here in Washington. It's the huge, uncontrolled,

now-multibillion dollars in campaign contributions." 

McCain promised to carry on because he believed the public was demanding reform. The backdrop of Clinton-era

political scandals helped him make his case. 

"Most Americans care very much that it is now legal for a subsidiary of a corporation owned by the Chinese army

to give unlimited amounts of money to American political campaigns," McCain said at one point. 

"Most Americans care very much that the Lincoln Bedroom has become a Motel 6, where the president of the

United States serves as the bellhop," he added, referencing controversy over then-President Bill Clinton repeatedly

allowing big Democratic Party donors to stay overnight at the White House. 

Eye on the White House 

In 1995, McCain also targeted Big Tobacco, seeking to raise taxes on cigarettes to finance an anti-smoking

advertising campaign, support health research and help states pay their smoking-related health care costs. 

Special-interest money flexed its muscle here, too. The tobacco industry mounted a $40 million national

advertising campaign to defeat McCain's anti-tobacco bill. 

"The losers are the children of America," McCain said after the bill went down. 

McCain's reform efforts had yet to bear fruit. But he had made a name for himself, and his increasingly rebellious,

anti-establishment demeanor won fans across the political spectrum, particularly among independents fed up with

both parties. 

In his 1998 Senate race against virtual unknown Democrat Ed Ranger, McCain swore off "soft money" in the race,

but still compiled a war chest worth more than $4.4 million. To some, the large amount of money seemed like

overkill against a political newcomer such as Ranger and a couple of Libertarian and Reform Party candidates. 

McCain explained to The Arizona Republic that he needed the cash just in case one of the special interests he had

rattled in Washington decided to take him on at home. 

"I'm sure that all citizens of Arizona noticed that tobacco companies spent several millions on direct attacks on

me," McCain said. "I don't know when the tobacco companies are going to go back at me again. I have to be able to

respond." 

Ranger's campaign barely registered with the public. Mostly, he repeatedly warned Arizona voters that McCain was

preoccupied with presidential ambitions. 

He was right. 

"Money does buy access in Washington, and access increases influence that often results in benefiting the few at

the expense of the many." 

John McCain 

"Worth the Fighting For" 
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