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Introduction to democracy, performance, and the public sphere 

Late August in downtown San Diego. The temperature, about 75 degrees. The sky, 

perfectly sunny. By the harbor, people began to gather. 

Dozens upon dozens of people swelled into a larger and 

larger mass. A few moments later, over one hundred 

people had congregated in the grassy area that runs parallel 

to the myriad sailboats and other nautical crafts marking 

the end of the bay and the beginning of the city. Twenty 

minutes later, several hundred people crowd the grass.  

At some point during this congregation I, with a 

few friends, joined the fray. Mostly, we came to support 

the crowd, but I found I was also drawn to the spectacularity of the event. People wore themed 

t-shirts, most held signs. Organizers carried 

loudspeakers, and even a handful of folks brought 

colored dye that they sprayed into the sky casting an 

array of color. It was a very passionate bunch.While we 

waited, the organizers shouted out the game plan: We 

were going to march around the streets to bring 

awareness to the cause. Ten minutes later, the hundreds 

of people gathered began to march into the streets of 

downtown. Chants and colored dye. Singing and 



dancing. Signs and shirts and mantras. For two hours the gathering of mostly unacquainted 

parties of three to five friends and/or family diligently crossed through the streets, squeezed 

between the skyscrapers and passed across the grassy knolls of downtown San Diego with vim 

and vigor and order. 

This was democracy in action. Passionate voters attempting to communicate a policy 

preference to others. This was also a performance. Emotion and control. Colors and chants. 

Songs and dance. This was the intersection. A group of people putting on a performance, using 

the city as the stage and the unassuming bypassers as the audience. Their goal was to spread a 

political message underscored by the emotion and weight of hundreds of passionate people. I do 

not know for sure, but I think it was successful.  

The gathering was one of the few political marches I have attended. Those kinds of 

events typically don’t suit my personality, as I am very reserved among crowds. But I had some 

friends who wanted to attend, and I did support the cause. I found the experience quite fun and 

stimulating. The dyes were colorful and the chants were pleasantly rhythmic. The most 

interesting part was the reception. People came out to their balconies to watch. Bikers stopped. 

Traffic stopped. It felt like the whole city paused what it was doing to watch the controlled 

gathering chant and hold signs and spray dye into the air. I often wonder how many people began 

to reconsider their thoughts after watching and listening to the march. I suppose I will never 

know. But what was undoubtedly true, was that the march was an act of democratic practice.  

 

 

 



Eight months later in late April, bored out of my mind amidst statewide shelter and place, 

I decided to drive down to downtown San Diego again. The temperature was a tad over 70 

degrees. There was not a cloud in the sky. This time, 

though, the city looked different: while the streets were not 

completely empty, vacant parking spaces and open grass 

areas seemed to subsume the normally vibrant downtown. 

There were still a few people outside walking in small, 

family groups. There were still cars, albeit much less than a 

normal day. 

Almost everyone 

outside had 

masks on. There 

was no trace of 

strangers interacting. There was certainly no trace of 

political activity. No one who was outside for the few 

hours that I was there was engaging in anything 

politically expressive. The scene raised the question: how would democracy be different if space 

commonly occupied by the public was not available to the public? 

Fast forward to two weeks later—now on the first of May—and people were at it again. 

The scene was completely changed: hundreds of people had flocked to the city to protest the stay 

at home orders. People held signs that proclaimed “freedom is essential.” They called Governor 



Gavin Newsom a “tyrant” and maintained the constant plea to open San Diego. Even in a time of 

public shutdown, these ardent masses were able to proclaim: protests will not fade.  
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Even on a normal day in San Diego—a day without a massive march scheduled or a 

government imposed shutdown in place—there is far, far more public activity than what I 

witnessed in late April. Typically, on every Saturday there is a large farmers market and food 

fair. During the spring and summer the Padres—San Diego’s professional baseball team—draw 

massive crowds. Year round there  are concerts, clubs, beaches, bars, restaurants, conventions, 

shops, theaters, museums, resorts and other hotels. Within ten miles of downtown there is the 

world famous San Diego Zoo, the venerable Balboa Park, San Diego City Community College, 

the University of San Diego, San Diego State University, the San Diego Gulls, the San Diego 

Sockers, SeaWorld, the San Diego international airport, and many, many neighborhoods. Suffice 



to say, San Diego is a busy and bustling place. Street artists, activist groups, and corporate 

advertisements all crowd large audiences daily. Public discourse consisting of stranger to 

stranger interactions are commonplace and political messages are part and parcel of this 

experience. All of this, plus the vast array of information technology (phones, computers, the 

internet, television, software etc.) constructs the public sphere. 

This natural ebb and flow of political activity in the city will serve as a backdrop for this 

essay. The first part of the essay will discuss the issues with the US’s current campaign finance 

laws and investigate one promising proposal: democracy vouchers. The second part of the essay 

will expand on the idea of democracy vouchers and dream on various ways publicly funded 

grants could reinvigorate and strengthen American democracy. Within the background of each of 

these topics remains a keen interest in politics, performance, and their interactions within a city. 

Campaign Finance and Democracy Vouchers 

In an ideal democracy it is imperative that each individual comprising the demos—the 

voting body of a state—can participate equally in self governance. In the United States today, 

however, certain individuals, as well as corporations, have much more political power than 

others by way of their ability to donate large amounts of money to affect campaigns. Even with  
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public marches—like the one I participated in in San Diego—and protests and other political 

performances taking place, the average person has very little political power compared to those 

that can largely contribute to campaigns. Each person has a single vote. But each individual has a 

vastly different ability to donate to campaigns. As I will dive into later in the essay, campaign 

finance is not the only factor contributing to electoral success, but it is indisputably extremely 

important, especially in national primary elections. The current system of campaign finance, by 

privileging some individuals and entities over others, is antithetical to ideal democracy. Because 

of this fundamental inequality, considering radical solutions to restore the integrity of American 

democracy is necessary and this project attempts to do just that.  

One radical proposal along this vein is known as democracy vouchers—a system in 

which a publicly funded grant is given to every American voter to be used on political campaign 

donations exclusively (if not used, the money is returned to the government). This kind of system 

was first articulated in a 2011 Op-Ed in the New York Times by Harvard Professor of Law 

Lawrence Lessig.3 A system of democracy vouchers has since been implemented in Seattle for 
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local elections4 and was recently championed on the national stage by former Democratic 

presidential candidate Andrew Yang (he called it Democracy Dollars).6 This system of campaign 



finance does not call for eliminating private campaign donations entirely. Instead, the driving 

goal of the system is to increase political efficacy and allow people traditionally excluded from 

being able to contribute money to campaigns to be able to donate. The publicly funded donations 

will, by sheer population, wash out wealthy donor influence. In the math analysis section I will 

assess the math behind that claim.  

Ideally, the federal government would allocate the appropriate, population-based 

vouchers to the states, and the states would supply the vouchers—each with their own, unique 

code—to any voter-eligible person who applies. The application process would only be in place 

to track the vouchers and avoid needless over-dissemination. From there, one version of 

administration—my prefered way—would be to have the campaigns cash in the vouchers that 

they receive from donors to the federal government, either through mail or online. This version 

of administration appears to be relatively efficient and prevents individuals from misusing the 

vouchers since the vouchers are worthless without being cashed in by a campaign. 

Democracy vouchers are likely most crucial for national primary elections. Because the 

general Presidential elections—elections that traditionally comprise the democratic nominee 

versus the republican nominee are already far overfunded, having a system of democracy 

vouchers would not be that consequential. While a system of democracy vouchers appears to be 

promising for local elections as well, I will focus this essay on national elections, specifically the 

primaries where campaign finance is paramount. 

An interesting augment to a democracy voucher system would be to render all other 

contributions to a campaign illegal, essentially equalizing each individual's ability to donate at 

some level, say $100. The only discrepancy in individual donations, then, would necessarily be 



due to interest/care. In theory, this proposal would revive equal political power per individual. It 

also has the theoretical capacity to spur political engagement and public discourse. This is 

because people who have traditionally been unable to contribute to campaigns due to lack of 

disposable income will have a newfound political power: their humanitarian care. If every 

individual they influence or have the potential to impact is attached to $100 of political power, 

all of a sudden new incentives to attract every person possible emerges. To achieve this end, the 

ideal result would be increased public performance and societal/community discourse that leads 

to an unprecedented activation of American democracy and civil engagement.  

Scholars such as Noam Chomsky have argued that democracy and capitalism are 

fundamentally opposed. In an interview published by the YouTube channel Ekonomisk 

Demokrati, Chomsky says that “if we mean by democracy that citizens have an equal share in 

participating in determining decisions that affect the society, then capitalism in any form is 

inconsistent with democracy,” likely referring to the income inequality capitalism produces and 

the power money has to alter political policy under the current American system.7 US Senator 

Bernie Sanders has accurately noted that drug and insurance companies have spent $4.5 billion 

over the last twenty years in lobbying and campaign contributions, suggesting that they use their 

power and influence to control policy in their favor.8 Estimates contend that only 10-15% of 

American adults donate to political campaigns. Of all of the democratic candidates still in the 

race after February 1, 2020, the candidate with the highest percentage of total fundraising 

coming from small dollar donations—donations of $200 or less—only saw 56% of their total 

fundraising amount come from small dollar donations, meaning that 44% of their cash on hand 

came from donations that were over $200 each. 
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Having a strongly financed campaign allows candidates to pay for ads on television and 

across the internet to achieve name recognition and to get prospective voters to check out their 

platform. It also allows candidates to set up public rallies and events. With ample funds, 

candidates are able control their narrative and image through advertisement. In the 2020 

Democratic primary race, the party saw two billionaires assert themselves into the top 8 

contenders on campaigns nearly exclusively funded by themselves, while other candidates with 

over 400,000 individual donors had to forfeit the race in large part due to lack of funds.10 
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If democracy is intended to provide equal political power to each citizen, wealthy 

individuals being able to donate millions per year to campaigns—while people with less 

resources are unable to find the disposable income necessary to donate at all—unequivocally 

smears the driving goals behind democracy. Is it true, then, that capitalism and true democracy 

are fundamentally opposed as Chomsky asserts? Under the current conditions in the United 

States, as I have described, there is a clear and convincing argument to answer yes. Even 

working to overturn the results of Citizens United vs FEC—which effectively granted 

corporations the ability to spend unlimited resources in support of campaigns—would still not 

affect the powerful influence of individual wealthy donors. Individual donors can currently 

donate up to $2,800 per candidate per election, but there is no total limit for individuals’ 

donations to campaigns, PACs and party committees combined.12 Perhaps, however, with radical 

and progressive change to campaign finance rules such as with the implementation of a 

democracy voucher system, democracy and capitalism can coexist. 



The next two sections will look to evaluate democracy vouchers in contrast to the current 

system of campaign finance. Through these sections, I will argue that democracy vouchers are an 

affordable option to finance campaigns and have the potential to increase public political 

performance and political efficacy, two essential components of effective democracy. I will also 

contend that a system of democracy vouchers in place for national primary elections will 

massively equalize people’s opportunity to effect political change, all while increasing political 

engagement and interest.  

I will begin with a quick pause to assess the finances behind setting up a system of 

democracy vouchers to finance campaigns in national primary elections: 

Math Interlude 

During the 2016 election there were 245,273,438 people who were 18 years old or 

older.13 The primary election in 2016, in which both parties ran candidates, saw 57.6 million 

people vote.14 According to the Pew Research Center, roughly 12% of people donated to 

campaigns in 2016.15 People who donated over $200 to campaigns created 0.52% of individual 

donors, but their combined donations comprised 67.8% of total funds donated to campaigns.16 If 

a program like democracy vouchers would cause more people to donate—a near assured 

response to government funded vouchers that can only be used to finance campaigns—and 

eliminate the ability for individuals to contribute without limit to campaigns, PACs, and party 

committees combined, the currently uneven ability to donate between individuals would be 

killed. The New York Times calculated that $1,377,400,000 had been spent on campaigns by 

June 20th in 2016, very close to the end of the primaries for both parties.17  



If all 56.6 million people who voted in the primaries that season spent all of their 100 

democracy dollars—meaning that 23% of the population donated their democracy 

vouchers—and no other contributions were allowed, $5,760,000,000 would be contributed to 

campaigns. If half of that voting population donated their democracy dollars without any other 

contributions being allowed, $2,880,000,000 would be contributed. Lastly, if just 25% of the 

people who voted in the primaries gave all of their democracy dollars, $1,440,000,000 would 

have been spent on campaigns during the primary, a number that is still larger than the total spent 

by June 20th.  

Considering that democracy vouchers could only be used to finance campaigns and 

nothing else, I would be overwhelmingly surprised if just 25% of voters decided to donate all of 

their democracy vouchers. I would expect the number of donors to be much higher. Even if a 

much larger number of donors did donate all of their democracy vouchers, the national cost 

would not be that expensive. If all 57.6 million people who voted in the 2016 primaries spent all 

of their democracy vouchers, the total cost would be $5,760,000,000. For perspective, that total 

would be about 0.15% of the total $3.8 trillion US budget, and it would only be spent every 8 

years when neither party has an incumbent, with an additional half of that usually being spent at 

the 4 year mark, when one party holds a primary. If by some miracle half of the total US voting 

population decided to spend all of their democracy dollars, the cost would be $24,527,343,800. 

That total would comprise just 0.65% of the total US budget and would, again, only occur every 

8 years. Spread out annually, the cost would be about 0.08% of the total US budget per year.  

 Clearly, the monetary cost of having primary elections funded by a system of democracy 

vouchers alone—with no private donations allowed—is quite cheap and would fully fund 



campaigns. If private donations were still allowed, they would not be nearly as significant. If just 

23% of the voting age population that does not normally contribute to campaigns donates their 

democracy vouchers, their donations alone would outweigh private donations at the current rate 

by a factor of 5 to 1. 

Due to the low cost of implementing democracy vouchers, I would also advocate 

adopting the same policy to conduct Congressional elections. It is currently very difficult for 

common members of the community and even moderately financially successful people to build 

the funds necessary to challenge Congressional incumbents. A system of democracy vouchers 

would be cheap and galvanize much needed interest into Congressional elections. Local elections 

could be impacted similarly, as well.  

Democracy Vouchers vs. Current Campaign Finance Laws: Elections 

According to the Pew Research Center, 74% 

of Americans think that—on a “very,” to “not at all” 

scale—it is “very” important that big donors do not 

have more political influence than others. Only 26% 

of that same group thinks that big donors do not have 

influence over others.18 Clearly, judging by this poll, 

most Americans believe the current campaign 

finance laws are not ideal.           19 

Critical scholarship has supported the popular 

intuition that campaign finance is crucial to election outcomes. Political scientist Adam Bonica 

published a study in 2016 titled “Professional Networks, Early Fundraising, and Electoral 



Success” where he concludes that -quote- “fundraising is easily the most reliable indicator of 

success in primary elections.”20 Bonica also argues that campaign donations are the most crucial 

in the early stages of an election. These findings demonstrate that ability to donate in primary 

elections is a key component of electoral impact. 

 

Graph from “Professional Networks, Early Fundraising, and Electoral Success” by Adam 
Bonica21 

 

Bonica’s sentiments are backed up by Darrell West—the vice president and director of 

governance studies at the Brookings Institution—who, according to fivethiryeight.com, notes 

that early advertising is critical for lesser known candidates to achieve attention and name 

recognition.22 Economist Rainer Schwabe also echoes these ideas, writing in his article titled 

“Super Tuesday: campaign finance and the dynamics of sequential elections” that in primary 

elections, “contenders typically know they have lost the nomination when they can no longer 

raise enough funds to continue campaigning.”23 



In addition, there has been significant study on the undemocratic effects of the current 

campaign finance system. Notably, scholars Andrew Hooch and Gregory A. Huber argue that 

due to donor norms candidates must perform in a manner that is neither extreme nor bipartisan in 

order to achieve the most donations. Instead, they must reflect the party norm in terms of 

policy.24 This suggests that a change in who donates will change the population candidates are 

incentivized to perform and create policy towards. If campaign contribution power was equalized 

through democracy vouchers, pandering to the expectation of party elites and wealthy donors 

would no longer create an electoral advantage.  

Critical research has addressed the inequalities behind who is able to donate to 

campaigns, including scholarship that contends that the current campaign finance laws allow 

wealthy elites to hold massive political power. Scholars Alexander Hertel-Fernandez, Theda 

Skocpol and Jason Sclar contend that US politics on the right and left are fundamentally 

organized by powerful donor collectives.25 These findings add to the urgency in searching for 

campaign finance alternatives that allows for private individuals to have equal opportunity to 

affect the political process. Otherwise, as the article theorizes—and I would argue many people 

intuitively know—policy is controlled by a set of wealthy elite.  

Deep racial inequalities concerning who is able to contribute to campaigns abound, as 

well. Political scientist Jacob M. Grumbach and political science Phd. candidate Alexander Sahn 

find that black and Latinx rates of contributions fall below what should be expected based on 

their population.26 The low rates of donations in these racial/ethnic groups are likely due to the 

sharp wealth gap between whites and people of color. Equalizing the opportunity to contribute to 

campaigns should result in a more racially inclusive political process. This change should also 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Alexander%20Hertel-Fernandez&eventCode=SE-AU
https://www.cambridge.org/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Theda%20Skocpol&eventCode=SE-AU
https://www.cambridge.org/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Theda%20Skocpol&eventCode=SE-AU
https://www.cambridge.org/core/search?filters%5BauthorTerms%5D=Jason%20Sclar&eventCode=SE-AU


spur the electoral success of candidates of color, as they are currently underrepresented in elected 

office and will likely see an improvement in performance with an increased rate of donations 

coming from people of color.  

Similarly, as the well-documented gender pay gap demonstrates, women make, on 

average, less than men. Grumbach and Sahn, along with Political Scientist Sarah Staszak, find 

that women, especially women of color, also donate to campaigns at a lower rate than men.27 

While gender and racial income gaps are separate issues that need to be addressed, democracy 

vouchers would allow women and racial minorities to contribute to campaigns at an equal level 

as white men, an ability deeply missing as a consequence of the current campaign finance laws. 

In addition to providing newfound political power to people who have been traditionally 

unable to donate to campaigns, democracy vouchers would elevate the purpose of political 

performances in the public sphere. Political performances like the march I attended in downtown 

San Diego, as well as all other means of public discourse such as street art and town halls, are 

hopeful in nature. The discourse hopes to sway public opinion and ultimately attempts to 

convince people to vote or at least think in a new way. At the very least, performers seek to add 

to the cultural consciousness or spark a series of conversations rarely had. If a political 

performance resulted in an increase of donations to a candidate who represents the performers’ 

policy goals, the performance would be a massive success. With democracy dollars in place, 

every person moved by a political performance has $100 of campaign contribution money to 

spend. Smart activist organizations will see this incentive to increase outreach and information 

sharing. Public events such as rallies, protests, and town halls will adopt a growing importance: 

events that can sway the financing of campaigns. 



Implicit to this discussion is the notion that democracy is improved by increased public 

performance. I argue that the spread of information and the exchange of ideas, whether these 

ideas are inherently good or bad or neither, is essential to democracy. Public performances 

engage onlookers who might not care about politics, or might be unaware of the topic or the 

candidate being promoted by the performers. The energy and passion able to be communicated 

in a performance is part and parcel of the democratic experience. In all, increased public 

discourse through marches and rallies and street art and town halls and whatever else leads to a 

more knowledgeable, passionate, and aware public.  

Each of these ideas and pieces of scholarship supports the assertion that democracy 

vouchers applied to national primary elections would vastly equalize the opportunity for people 

traditionally underrepresented in campaign finance to impact elections, and would 

simultaneously eliminate unwanted big donor influence. This change would make Presidential 

elections, as a whole, a stronger reflection of public will, and will allow underrepresented 

candidates and voters to achieve newfound political importance and value. 

Transition 

Democracy vouchers have been proposed as a mechanism to improve campaign finance 

laws in order to reinvigorate democractic participation and equalize people’s opportunity to 

donate to campaigns. I have argued that this vision has reason for optimism. The concept of 

publicly funded grants doled out to spark and stir democratic action, however, could, in theory, 

be applied to a much wider sector than campaign finance. It is very difficult, unfortunately, to 

imagine effective ways to administer this kind of publicly funded grant to streamline democratic 

action outside of campaign finance. Nevertheless, these next sections will look to dissect the 



public sphere and work to imagine the effect that both publicly funded grants universally 

available and earmarked for democratic action—somewhat similar to existing government 

grants—and democracy vouchers tied to campaign contributions could have on public spaces. 

 We know politicians consistently perform to wealthy elites during private fundraising 

events. They use speeches and debate moments to curtail or massage their appeal to a certain 

kind of voter. It only makes sense that the candidates who tout policies and rhetoric that will 

benefit populations who can contribute to campaigns are more successful in primary elections 

than candidates who either are inherently or choose not to be as politically savvy. In this essay, I 

have established that with a system of democracy vouchers in place, the composition of who 

makes up that private fundraiser room no longer matters. No individuals nor particular 

demographic groups such as white men have undue privilege over others. However, the broader 

public sphere—best defined as space open to the public where ideas are spread and deliberation 

occurs—can still be marred, or limited, by harmful inequities. A system of publicly funded 

grants—let’s say $25 for each voting age person—given specifically for the purpose of 

democratic organizing should change the landscape of the public sphere while not creating any 

freedom inhibiting or otherwise regressive government action. Imagining a perfect way to 

administer this kind of grant, however, is very difficult and administrative options easily run into 

massive inefficiency problems spawned by the need to impose heavy regulation, and the massive 

potential for misuse of funds. Before attempting to parse out these different potentials and 

difficulties, I want to evaluate the current state of the public sphere. 

A Glance at the Public Sphere 



Many scholars have convincingly argued that the traditional public sphere lacks gender 

and racial freedom. Scholar Nancy Fraser, who outlines the public sphere as a place for political 

deliberation and discourse to take place, for example, notes that “social inequality taints 

deliberation within publics in late capitalist societies” and creates sections of the public that are 

“differentially empowered or segmented.”28 Fraser argues that the public sphere has traditionally 

been occupied by bourgeois and masculinist ideologies and perspectives. Fraser’s observations 

point to a public in which some ideas and types of perspectives are privileged over than others. 

The United States’ form of capitalism, Fraser argues, necessitates these social inequalities to 

exist: people with lower income and/or lower social status are less able to effect or be part of the 

public sphere.  

The onset of COVID-19 has fundamentally changed the public sphere for the moment. 

Only those willing to disobey the stay at home order are occupying the political potential in the 

physical public sphere. Powerful but brief counter protests such as silent stand ins by nurses do 

occur but are much less visible. For the most part, during the government imposed COVID-19 

shutdown, only a select group of people are acting in the physical public sphere for political 

purposes. 

The public sphere, of course, is not limited to physical spaces in the twenty-first century. 

With the dawn of the internet over the last few decades, the public sphere has been shifting to a 

format that is more and more online heavy. The online portion of the public sphere has only 

become increasingly potent due to the COVID-19 pandemic. With the vast array of reddit 

threads, YouTube videos, video chats, news outlets administered through social media and other 

online platforms, and online research capabilities available, the internet has formed its own 



public space and political dynamic. Many people create YouTube channels dedicated to political 

discussions and/or interviews of candidates or political commentators. Independent journalists 

cover public opinion by asking strangers questions on camera and posting the videos online. 

Many popular podcasts touch on topics including politics, political related culture, and upcoming 

elections. Every presidential candidate directs listeners to their website. Candidates across the 

board are appearing more regularly on popular podcasts and YouTube channels. Political 

candidates and other politicians have been using television as a platform for decades and are now 

ever-increasingly using internet outlets to further their outreach and messaging. A large portion 

of campaign funds have been traditionally used to purchase television ads and are now ever more 

commonly being used to purchase online advertisements. These are just a small collection of 

examples that illustrate that the internet has become a behemoth of political discourse much like 

television did as it became more popular and common.  

Social media, as an entity within the wider internet, holds an immense amount of political 

power. Academic Thérèse F. Tierney dives into the intersection of social media and public space 

in her book titled The Public Space of Social Media: Connected Cultures of the Network Society. 

In this book, she notes that during the Arab Spring social media played a massive role in political 

activism and liberation. At the same time, she notes that social media and internet conversation 

in general often fails to live up to proper public discourse. She notes that anonymity and 

corporate oversight can restrict social media from functioning like a true public arena. Tierney 

also notes that social media platforms are constantly invading privacy and engaging in data 

mining. The exploitative nature of the platforms makes it more of a “privately-held commercial 



space” than a “public space,” she argues, making social media a difficult platform for uncensored 

or raw democratic action or discusion to take place.29  

Academics Jean Camp and Y.T. Chien contend that the internet breaks the norms of 

public space because it also serves as both a private sector space and a personal space. The 

internet appears much more “free” than public space because of the wealth of information and 

potential for anonymous communication, but it is also controlled by either governments and/or 

businesses like Google and Facebook and is oftentimes censored. Unlike physical space, the 

internet facilitates global and trans-lingual connections. And unlike physical space, the contents 

of the internet are ubiquitous, ever present.30 These norm breaking modes of the internet offer 

both benefits and challenges for political discourse.  

The information storing and sharing potential of the internet is fantastic for the creation 

of political memes, videos, message boards, and so on. However, the potential for 

censorship—either from a government or a private business—causes deep concern over freedom 

of expression. Similarly, social stigmas run just as strong in the realm of the internet and social 

media as they do in physical space. Peer commentary, however, travels much faster and exists on 

a much larger scale within the internet than in physical space. In addition, anonymity and 

unfamiliarity between users creates barriers to empathy. These factors create an interweb public 

sphere that is hostile and unforgiving. Despite these reasons for concern, the internet still 

functions as a powerful tool for information sharing and political deliberation. 

Just as I contend that democracy vouchers would increase public political performances 

in physical space due to the realization that every viewer is attached to $100 of election changing 

potential, I argue that increased political performances would occur on social media and the rest 



of the internet. Performances online include, for example, choreographed videos that use song 

and catchy intros or outros to captivate viewers, memes, and online talk shows/podcasts. In the 

case of the latter, independent podcast or talk show studios form the stage while hosts and their 

guests become the performers.  

It is true, political content on the internet has already been on the rise as we have moved 

through the 2020 primaries and towards the general election in November. Many activists have 

created videos to support their candidates of choice and have even conducted their own 

fundraisers where the proceeds are fully donated to their candidate-of-chocie’s campaign. If 

everyone was able to donate to campaigns evenly, as would be the case with democracy 

vouchers in place, the effectiveness of these behaviors—which I believe are fantastic for an ideal 

democracy—would skyrocket. 

While the internet is clearly a significant part of the public sphere, I contend that physical 

public spaces are still the most paramount spaces of the public sphere. In-person experiences 

retain a more heightened sense of the visceral and fervent nature of  political performance. The 

mainstream news media covers in person events with more frequency than online events. The 

anti-government shutdown rallies during the COVID-19 period, for example, only hold their 

power due to their existence in physical spaces. Public protests that are physical are more 

shocking and disruptive to the public sphere than traditional online modes of interaction. While 

Twitter arguments can become viral, they do not  hold nearly as much emotional or sociological 

weight as large-scale protests in physical space. In addition, these public performances are 

almost always captured and spread online, allowing them to conquer both the physical space they 

inhabited and the online realm. While a select number of well-known people see their tweets 



reflected in the news media, groups of unknowns who are not afforded that luxury—or curse 

depending on your view—can get their message heard with performances in physical space.  

Dreaming about an expanded Democracy Vouchers System in relation to the Public Sphere 

In order to overcome the fundamental inequities in the public sphere that Fraser points 

out and many others resonate with, an expanded version of “democracy vouchers,” or publicly 

funded grants for political/social organization, could greatly diversify and liberate access to 

public spaces. Imagining exactly how this kind of operation could be administered, however, is 

quite a challenge. Issues include the potential for misuse of grant money on one side of the 

spectrum, and needing to implement exceedingly costly and invasive oversight on the other. 

One potential avenue for implementation would be to have the grants of up to $25 be 

filtered from the national government to city governments. City governments could then—like 

the state governments in my prefered administrative version of the democracy vouchers 

dedicated to campaign finance—administer the funds to only those who apply. Ideally, the 

application process would only be a formality in order to reduce over-dissemination and allow 

for a more intimate understanding of how the vouchers are being used.  

It would still be very difficult to safeguard against misuse because these grants would be 

more than single-use vouchers; they, ideally, could be used for projects such as purchasing signs 

and paint and colored dye. In many cities, obtaining a permit to protest is free and those who 

cannot afford a fee will be able to receive a waiver. Nevertheless, organizing, obtaining 

equipment, and being able to spend money on a tenuous hope is difficult. For this reason, an 

expanded form of democracy vouchers to help encourage political participation seems deeply 

consequential and, at the very least, worth considering. However, it must be recognized that 



signs and dye and whatever else could be sold after public purchase. While that could obviously 

be made illegal, oversight and enforcement seems impossible and non-desirable.  

A better approach would be to have the grants coincide with a city permit issued for the 

purpose of occupying city land. That way, there is a specific reason and tangible goal that can be 

attended by a city official to make sure that the grant is being used properly. Similar to the 

traditional democracy vouchers associated with campaign finance, these vouchers would be 

relatively cheap and potentially quite consequential. In this imagined system, I would argue that 

the small universal grants earmarked for political organizing would be highly consequential to 

democratizing the space of the public sphere. The move should allow for more grassroots 

political activity and continue to chip away at the deeply restraining aristocratic state of US 

politics. These vouchers would allow those who have been traditionally disenfranchised in the 

public sphere to gain the means necessary to express their democratic voice. 

To me, democracy vouchers associated with campaign finance are much more 

consequential and practical than this version of vouchers. But there is still a clear lack of public 

political performance and a lack of true political deliberation in the physical public sphere. The 

current locations for political discourse seem very limited and often regulated to online spaces. 

In addition, public spaces are often occupied by harmful inequities. This kind of expanded 

democracy voucher program could help to alter that tide. The driving goal is once again to create 

more equality of opportunity and, therefore, a stronger, healthier democracy. 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I have targeted a problem: the current rules of campaign finance; defined a 

solution: democracy vouchers; and analyzed democracy vouchers’ cost and potential impact on 



democracy and public discourse. In all, I have found that democracy vouchers are affordable; 

that relevant scholarship indicates strong reason to believe that democracy vouchers would 

equalize people’s opportunity to affect election outcomes—a move deeply needed for women 

and people of color; and I make the case that democracy vouchers would provide incentive to 

increase the quality and quantity of public political performances in the public sphere—acts I 

argue are essential to democracy.  

In addition, I called attention to the idea of an expanded democracy voucher program, in 

which small, publicly funded grants would be offered in association with city permits for 

assembly to voter-eligible people in order to stir democracy and galvanize democratic action. 

People without the proper means to organize and campaign for traditional democracy vouchers 

could use these extended grants in a pool to advertise the launch of grassroots campaigns or 

otherwise express their democratic voice that is often marginalized and unable to be heard.  

In all, I have tried to hold each of these thoughts and ideas—democracy vouchers 

associated with campaign finance, and expanded vouchers that function outside of campaign 

finance alike—in the context of both an ever-evolving public sphere and a democracy that 

desperately needs to be fortified. Further dreaming and discussion of the factors affecting our 

democracy are necessary in an academic setting in order to maintain the spirit and goal of finding 

a more perfect style of democracy. The discussion around democracy vouchers, the failings of 

the current American system of campaign finance, and the socio-economic inequalities baked 

into the public sphere does just that and, hopefully, will continue to blossom through time. 
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