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INTRODUCTION

Over two centuries, corporations and wealthy elites have refined a playbook
meant to hijack the tools of democracy and suppress any efforts to rein in their
abuses. Time and again, communities have made powerful advances towards
greater racial and economic equity, inclusion, and shared prosperity in the face of
corporate greed. And some of the most innovative experiments in participatory,
multiracial democracy have happened at the local level. In response, corporations,
wealthy elites, and their political allies have responded by buying, bullying, and
bamboozling lawmakers and the American public to block those advances.

This memo focuses on two key aspects of the larger corporate strategy to
amass political influence while dismantling regulations on their power and
profit: 1) forging strategic alliances with conservative Christian institutions and
leaders to build a political base committed to unregulated capitalism and anti-
regulatory sentiment; and 2) pushing laws, policies, and structural changes that
increasingly enshrine the interests of corporations at the center of the American
political system.

Within a political landscape profoundly shaped by their influence, corporations
use state government — and state bans — to continue extracting from our
communities without limit. And in their fervent quest to resist regulation and
increase their profits, corporations have created the power structure, the
playbook, and the social and economic conditions that have fueled the rise of
authoritarians today.

WHAT ARE STATE BANS?

State laws — often pushed by corporations, their industry groups, and lobbyists — that prevent local
communities from passing policies that create essential protections for working people in one or more
issue area. Referred to as “preemption” in some spaces, state bans have become a tried and true strategy of
the corporate deregulation agenda by dismantling existing local policies that check their power and profit
— like local minimum wage ordinances — and blocking future ones from taking effect. Bans may either 1)
block communities from setting local standards that go beyond state law on a specific issue; 2) put strict
limitations on how communities can set standards on a specific issue, or which aspects of the issue they can
regulate at the local level; or 3) block communities from setting local standards on a specific issue, even
when no state standard exists — thus shutting communities out of protections entirely (beyond the bare
minimum of what is required by federal law).

State bans now exist in all 50 states, including some form of affordable housing or workers’ rights related
ban.! We define these bans as:

Affordable housing bans: any state bans that constrain communities’ ability to pass
local policies that support access to affordable housing — like rent stabilization,
just cause eviction protections, and incentives for affordable housing.

Workers’ rights bans: any state bans that constrain local communities’ ability
to pass policies that set baseline standards for working people — like minimum
wage ordinances, paid leave requirements, and fair scheduling policies.
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Key Terms

Throughout this memo, we use a number of terms to describe the different
tactics, ideologies and groups that corporations have engaged in their efforts to
amass political power. While some of these have overlapping meanings, we use
these terms as defined below:

® White Supremacist: The actors, policies, and systems that advance
white supremacy — an ideology that emerged in the colonial United States
by European settlers who created the concept of whiteness, a hierarchy of
racialized value, and the belief in the inherent superiority of white people
over all other groups.? This ideology was invented to ensure white wealth,
power, and control across American society. Individuals and groups who
subscribe to white supremacist ideology have inflicted brutal levels of
violence on communities of color throughout US history. They also created
the political, economic, and social systems that have enabled and maintained
white dominance and exploitation of communities of color, starting with
the foundational project of slavery and continuing through unregulated
capitalism today.® White supremacy intersects with and is reinforced by
other systems of oppression like class oppression, gender oppression,
heterosexism, and ableism — and is a foundational ideology within many
other exclusivist ideologies in the US like White Christian Nationalism.*

©® Christian conservatives: The broad set of Christian groups and individuals
who have been politicized over time to influence law, policy, and elections in
line with an overlapping set of socially and politically conservative beliefs®
In this report, we reference calculated efforts by corporate and Christian
leaders beginning in the mid 20th century to organize Christian communities
around defending racially segregated religious schools, opposing abortion,
and resisting government regulation and taxation. Christian conservatives
span different denominations (including Protestant, evangelical and Catholic)
and have influenced both Democratic and Republican parties. While not
all Christian conservatives are white, Christian conservatives have often
been mobilized to uphold and defend white supremacist systems and
policies in the US. Christian conservatives include those who have been
politicized around increasingly aggressive forms of racism, ethnic and
religious exclusion, and anti-democratic ideals, including White Christian
Nationalism. Broadly speaking, Christian conservatives tend to emphasize
individual salvation and moral order, which stands in contrast to Christian
progressive values emphasizing collective action and social justice.®

©® White Christian Nationalist (WCN): The actors and policies that
advance the ideology of White Christian Nationalism. This ideology dates
back to the 1600s and is based on a belief that the United States was
formed as — and should remain — a Christian nation reserved for white
inhabitants.” According to this ideology, the presence and power of any
groups that stray from the narrow set of identities held by the “founding
fathers” — including people of color, non-white immigrants, non-Christians,
and LGBTQ+ people — are seen as a threat. White Christian Nationalists
inherently espouse white supremacy, oppose pluralism, and they also
believe in gender hierarchy and heteronormative family structures.®
While not all Christian conservatives embrace White Christian Nationalist
ideology, there is a high degree of overlap in beliefs, particularly among
white evangelical Protestants.® And while Christian conservatives have
often sought to advance their views within the existing rules of a democratic
republic, White Christian Nationalists seek to build a Christian theocracy
that reshapes our political system entirely to merge the state with
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their particular brand of Christianity.'° This project thereby requires the
subjugation, displacement, and/or eradication of individuals and communities
that do not fit within their vision of who belongs in American society.

New Right: The voter base — and associated political views — mobilized
by conservative political operatives like Paul Weyrich!! in the 1960s and
1970s that emerged in response to the perceived “moral decay” of liberalism
and progressive social movements of the time.!? The New Right merged
socially conservative views (including opposition to homosexuality, the
Equal Rights Amendment, and abortion) with explicitly populist, anti-
government sentiment that resisted taxation and regulation of corporations.?
Demographically, the New Right was predominantly comprised of white,
suburban, middle class, Christians, as well as business leaders and

strong believers in unregulated capitalism.** Christian conservatives were
especially influential in the formation of the New Right, becoming an
enduring political force that many now refer to as the Christian Right.*®
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THE CORPORATE
PLAYBOOK: BUY, BULLY,
BAMBOOZLE

THE TACTICS CORPORATIONS USE TO PUSH STATE BANS FALL INTO THREE PRIMARY
BUCKETS. OFTEN, CORPORATIONS USE A COMBINATION OF ALL THREE:

BUY

Corporations pour funds into amassing political power
over lawmakers and voters — like writing campaign checks
and hiring pricey lobbyists — and leverage this influence
to ban policies that protect community wellbeing.
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BULLY

Corporations use legal, economic, and other threats
— like lawsuits, raising prices, or leaving town — to
pressure elected officials and community members
into banning policies that hold them accountable.

BAMBOOZLE

Corporations push misleading information — like political
ads and talking points about how tenant protections hurt
working people — to sway lawmakers and community
members against policies that check corporate power.
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COMMUNITY PROGRESS &
CORPORATE BACKLASH:
LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS

FOR STATE BANS

Exclusion as the Rule: Minority
Rule, State’s Rights, and the
White Supremacist Roots of
State Bans

Corporate and wealthy elite attempts to squash local community power and
regulation of corporate profit have their roots in an overtly white supremacist
history and ideology — starting in the antebellum, slavery-era South.

Early efforts to block regulation of corporations and wealthy business operators
by asserting state government authority emerged from the political ideas of
John Calhoun, a prominent pro-slavery politician and political theorist®* who
also served as Vice President of the US. During the 1820s, the ongoing abolition
and anti-enslavement movements pushed for federal regulations on Southern
plantation operators that limited (but did not eliminate) their participation in
slavery as a foundation of their business operations.” In response, Calhoun (a
plantation operator and enslaver himself) pushed for minority rule — or the
quest for elite power over the masses in response to the perceived threat that
progressive social and policy gains posed to plantation owners’ profit and a white
supremacist status quo. In his view, the elite minority was being “oppressed” by
the collective action of the majority that was restricting the wealthy class’ ability
to continue to amass profit through the ongoing enslavement of Black people.®

Calhoun saw the solution to this perceived oppression of elites as organizing
around “state’s rights”!® — an idea that dates back to the 10th Amendment and
has consistently been mobilized to defend slavery and segregation and resist
progress towards a more multiracial democracy.? Followers of this idea believed
that states have the right to refuse to implement federal policy with which they
disagreed or found to be an “overreach.” Calhoun and his counterparts saw the
federal government swaying to the will of the majority, and (correctly) believed
that local governments could be even more easily influenced by collective activity
from voters and citizens.?* So he and his allies pushed for a weak, small federal
government while also attempting to shift the authority of local government to
the state.??

Southern white elites and plantation operators drew repeatedly on this strategy
of using state government to block or limit local governing power in order to
protect their ability to profit off exploited labor and the enslavement of Black
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people. Inthe post-CivilWar Reconstruction Era of the mid 1860s and early 1870s,
for example, newly enfranchised Black (male) citizens began experimenting with
communitarian “township” efforts at the local level in the South as a means to
advance greater racial equality and a more inclusive, accountable democracy.?
The newly expanded rights and voting power of Black men and the promise of a
more participatory local governance model posed a threat to white wealth and
dominance. Southern white elites responded with a concerted effort to weaken
local power, including through state bills that stripped local governments of
their authority on issues like taxation.?* Reconstruction era efforts to block
multiracial governing power at the local level thus created the blueprint for the

state bans we are witnessing on a variety of issues today.

The Corporate-
Christian Alliance

Intheir larger quest to block regulations on their profit
and operations, corporations and wealthy business
leaders have repeatedly partnered with Christian
conservative leaders to develop a powerful political
base loyal to corporate interests while advancing
anti-regulatory sentiment across American society.

THE CRUSADE FOR UNREGULATED
CAPITALISM AGAINST THE "NEW
DEAL STATE"

A key milestone in the emergence of this alliance
happened in response to the New Deal policies of
the mid 20th century — which included numerous
first-of-their-kind checks on corporate excess like
an undistributed profits tax on corporations,*® while
also creating a robust set of public goods and
services for working people. The New Deal created
much of what we now consider to be foundational
safety net programs that use public revenue to
provide support and safeguards to working families,
while protecting the most economically precarious
segments of society during economic crises. These
include programs like Social Security, unemployment
insurance, and regulatory bodies like the National
Labor Relations Board (NLRB).3*

To push back on the threats these New Deal-
related policy and structural changes posed to their
bottom lines, business leaders initially attempted
to persuade the American public on the benefits of
“free” (or unregulated) enterprise via new corporate-
led political organizations such as the American
Liberty League, which was sponsored by industry
juggernauts like General Motors, Sun Oil, DuPont,
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and the National
Association of Manufacturers.® But the Great
Depression had left in its wake a widespread distrust
of businesses, banks, and financial institutions by
exposing high-profile corruption scandals and the

THE SHIFTING BATTLEGROUNDS OF
CORPORATE POWER

Pushing state bans that suppress local governing power
has been a recurring strategy for corporate and white
supremacist power grabs intended to restrict the rights,
freedoms, and authority of everyday people in the face of
inequality and corporate greed.?® However, as scholars
have noted, corporate executives, wealthy elites and their
political allies have focused on state government less out of
a consistent ideological allegiance to state government per
se, but rather based on their relative ability to manipulate
this level of government towards their aims.?® And
importantly, this focus has shifted over time in response
to evolving political conditions. For example, before the
more participatory local governance experiments emerged
in the Reconstruction-era South, wealthy white plantation
operators held substantial power through the county
government system and were proponents of “local control”
as a way to uphold slavery and a white supremacist social
and political order.?’ And today, we are witnessing an
unprecedented concentration of corporate and executive
power at the federal level under the second Trump regime
alongside a massive campaign of deregulation,?® while overt
White Christian Nationalist aligned leaders are using the
tools of the federal government to advance their agenda.?

Thus, the only consistent allegiance of corporate and
wealthy actors seeking to suppress regulation has been
to maintain their profit and power via whichever level of
government they can best control. This shifting approach
has been accompanied by an inconsistent narrative. We
can see this today in contemporary corporate lobbyists
who oppose local worker protection policies by proclaiming
their belief in uniform statewide standards — and then
later oppose people-powered efforts to establish higher
statewide standards on the same issue, as discussed in the
adjacent Missouri case study. Rather than an actual concern
for establishing standards, the corporate push for state bans
has repeatedly focused on establishing ceilings or limits on
everyday people’s wages, rights, and the basic protections
they can expect.
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reality that unregulated capitalism primarily serves the ultra-wealthy few.®
After this effort to re-ignite American faith in unregulated capitalism failed,
corporate actors regrouped to identify a more trusted messenger for spreading
free market fervor.3* In 1938, they decided to approach Christian conservative
leaders about using their existing church platforms to move their agenda. By
1947, industrialists like Howard J. Pew Jr., president of Sun Oil, and leaders from
General Motors, Chrysler, Standard QOil, Firestone Tire and Rubber, National
Steel, Colgate-Palmolive-Peet, and others were making the maximum allowable
donations to James Fifield’s Spiritual Mobilization organization to spread the
gospel of capitalism via tens of thousands of Christian ministers across the
country.3®

Over the following 10 years, this alliance successfully recruited almost 17,000
ministers to preach the gospel of unregulated capitalism in congregations across
the country. Collectively, they preached that the New Deal was “a manifestation
of creeping socialism” threatening the American way of life, and that the path
to defend against it was to “rally around... and make common cause” with
business leaders.?® The shared logic of these business and religious leaders
was one of meritocracy and “the salvation of the individual.”¥” In their view, if a
person is “good,” not only do they go to heaven, but they are also rewarded with
money and success under capitalism. The flip side of each, relatively speaking,
is hell, failure, and by extension poverty. Within this paradigm, the New Deal
— which this alliance perceived as penalizing the wealthy — was immoral and
un-Christian.®® Thus began the proliferation of the idea that the Bible supports
free will, free markets, and unregulated capitalism as a holy economic system
(now known as Christian Libertarianism.)3® Christian Libertarianism has deeply
influenced the beliefs and voting tendencies of modern Christians in the Christian
Right and New Right.

This was a defining moment of the corporate playbook. By buying off Christian
conservative leaders to orchestrate a mass bamboozle in the interests of
corporations and capital, business leaders sparked the emergence of an enduring
and impactful alliance that reshaped and continues to define the American
political landscape.

RACISM, SEXISM, AND ANTI-GOVERNMENT
SENTIMENT: FORGING A NEW RIGHT

This alliance was further solidified in response to the progressive social and
political gains of the Civil Rights and other social movements of the 1960s. At
the time, campaigns to end Jim Crow and uphold the rights and political power of
Black people were successfully pushing the federal government to pass policies
attempting to block racial discrimination in civic and political life. These included
desegregation mandates for public schools, workplaces, and businesses serving
the public, as well as landmark policies like the Voting Rights Act intended to
intervene in racially discriminatory voting practices.*°

Evangelical and Catholic conservatives found common cause with conservative
political operatives and leaders as they worked to defend the interests of
corporations, segregated religious institutions, and “traditional” (gender-
hierarchical and heteronormative) family structures that were being upended
by social movements of the time. In particular, the Brown v. Board of Education
ruling in 1954 activated Virginia’s governing elite (including groups like the
Byrd Organization)to take up a fight protecting their social and cultural order.
In the years following this ruling, they began backing and building a network
of whites-only private religious schools. Meanwhile, these same conservative
leaders in Virginia rallied to end public education altogether as a way to thwart
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desegregation efforts.*

In response to these efforts, in 1971 the IRS prohibited private, segregated
schools from evading taxation and required organizations seeking tax exempt
status to go through a thorough review process to ensure the absence of racially-
discriminatory practices.*? At the same time, the federal government attempted
to regulate financial donations made to Christian television and radio programs.*3
These two examples of federal taxation and regulation of majority white,
segregated Christian institutions galvanized conservative evangelical Christian
leaders into politics — with anti-government sentiment as a core feature of their
rhetoric and ideology.** They argued that “the state was advancing norms and
policies that contradicted true Christian values,” and that “Christians needed
to organize to resist government power.”*> With the additional ruling from the
Supreme Court on Roe v. Wade in 1973, conservative political leaders like Paul
Weyrich were able to politicize abortion in ways that further activated racist
and sexist beliefs within the emerging New Right voter base, along with the
perceived overreach of the federal government.*®

These fights against federal regulation cemented the bonds between Christian
conservative and business leaders — an alliance that was essential to the rise of
neoliberalism and Ronald Reagan in the following years.”’
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The Corporate Capture of
American Politics

Building on the newly cemented political base of the New Right, corporations
and their political allies continued their quest to avoid government regulation
through a swath of policy and structural interventions in the late 20th century.
Cumulatively, these efforts advanced the influence of corporations across state
and federal legislatures and elections at a massive scale. By blurring the lines
between public and private, lawmaker and lobbyist, citizen and corporation,
corporate interests were able to massively restructure American politics in the
interests of big business.

THE POWELL MEMO

The Powell Memo was perhaps the most influential political document and
comprehensive reflection of the multi-decade corporate strategy to amass power
and influence across American society.®® In the 1970s, Lewis F. Powell, Jr, just
prior to his nomination to the Supreme Court, mailed a confidential memorandum
to a committee chair at the US Chamber of Commerce. Powell (a corporate
lawyer from Virginia who, prior to his appointment to the Supreme Court, sat
on the boards of companies like Philip Morris) believed American capitalism
was in an existential crisis. Consumers were pushing back on corporate abuse
through the legal and legislative systems and winning regulations on business,
including through the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency and the
Occupational Safety & Health Administration.*®

Powell's secret memo (which was later leaked to a syndicated columnist and
published in 1972)%° outlined various ways businesses should defend and
counterattack against greater oversight of corporations. The memo advocated
for the Chamber positioning itself as a mainstream source of information
and education for the public through infiltration of the media, universities,
legislatures, and courts. Among many recommendations, it laid out a plan for
corporate executives to reform the public and higher education systems in
service of “free enterprise” and ideas for how to consolidate corporate power
in the media to move a corporate message and agenda. Powell also called on
corporate executives to be more aggressive in their tactics to hijack politics
rather than remaining neutral on political issues.* The Powell Memo is now
seen as a blueprint for the neoliberal capture of our democratic institutions by
multinational corporations.5?

AMERICAN LEGISLATIVE EXCHANGE COUNCIL
(ALEC)

Shortly after the Powell Memo was released, the American Legislative Exchange
Council (ALEC) was formed in 1973 as a closed-door forum for corporate
stakeholders to work with (decidedly conservative leaning) legislators on
creating “model bills” and using these bills to lobby state lawmakers across
the country. ALEC was co-founded by Paul Weyrich and launched as a critical
vehicle for advancing the political agenda of the New Right.>* Since its formation,
ALEC has been a pivotal force in the proliferation of state bans as a cornerstone
of the corporate deregulation strategy. ALEC acts as both a clearinghouse for
corporate-lawmaker exchanges and an efficient avenue for corporations to push
their agenda across multiple states at once.>* As the American Prospect notes,
“ALEC’s agenda extends to almost every area of public policy, as lawmakers
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take these model bills written by powerful special-interest and far-right groups
—including the tobacco, gun, oil, pharmaceutical, and telecom industries — back
to their statehouses and introduce them as their own.” A 2019 investigation
by USA Today and The Arizona Republic found that “bills based on ALEC models
were introduced nearly 2,900 times, in all 50 states and the U.S. Congress, from
2010 through 2018, with more than 600 becoming law.”>¢ ALEC has provided the
template for numerous state bans,*” such as bans on local minimum wage and
rent stabilization ordinances, as well as bans on local discrimination protections,
gun control, and public health protections.® Notably, lawmakers pay only
$200 per year in ALEC dues, accounting for less than 1% of its revenue. Its
corporate members, on the other hand, pay thousands each year to buy access
to legislators and drive ALEC’s agenda through seats on the policy task forces
that draft model bills.>®

The organization’s annual meetings provide the forum for developing and sharing
model legislation and strategizing to get ALEC’s priority bills implemented.
As one example, in May 2011, Wisconsin’s Republican Governor Scott Walker
approved Senate Bill 23, banning municipalities from passing paid sick leave
ordinances. That summer, copies of the bill were distributed at the annual ALEC
meeting, along with a map created by the National Restaurant Association
showing where similar laws were enacted, anticipated or defeated. Over the
next five years, at least 11 states adopted versions of Wisconsin's law.®°

ALEC'’s right-wing legacy has included opposing divestment during the anti-
apartheid movement under the Reagan years,®' and developing model “stand
your ground” (also known as “shoot first”) laws — which proliferated in the
years after the murder of Trayvon Martin.®? More recently ALEC has been active
in combatting corporate DEI efforts as well as promoting legislation attacking
LGBTQ+ rights, shutting down discussion of racial and gender diversity in public
schools, and advancing discriminatory voter ID laws.®

THE REVOLVING DOOR BETWEEN CORPORATIONS & CONGRESS

Building on their expanded relationships with lawmakers and growing power over legislation and American public
opinion, corporate lobbyists began increasingly running for office throughout the late 20th century, while former
members of Congress began taking jobs with Fortune 500 companies. One egregious example of Washington’s
revolving door problem came in 2004, when Representative Billy Tauzin announced he was leaving Congress to
accept a position as head of PhRMA — the pharmaceutical industry’s main lobbying organization — along with
a $2 million a year salary. Tauzin had previously been chief architect of the 2003 legislation that prohibited the
federal Medicare program from negotiating lower drug prices. Tauzin left PARMA in 2010; that same year he
earned more than $11 million as PhARMA President and CEO.%* In 2011, former US Senator Chris Dodd, co-author
of the Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, also known as the Dodd-Frank Bill, became the CEO of
the Motion Picture Association of America, and thereby Hollywood's chief — unregistered® — lobbyist.%®

These trends are mirrored at the state level today: at least 27 states allow corporations to make direct
contributions to political candidates,®”” and state lawmakers regularly take jobs with companies or organizations
actively lobbying their statehouses after retiring.®® Recent research suggests that representatives often become
more moderate and corporate-leaning just before leaving office to take positions in the private sector, revealing
the profound influence of this revolving door phenomenon on American legislation.®® And as the adjacent case
studies highlight, there are multiple instances where state lawmakers serve concurrently as industry lobbyists,
unapologetically legislating in the corporate interest.
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CITIZENS UNITED

The power of corporations to access lawmakers and shape policy was later
exponentially expanded by the Supreme Court’s 2010 ruling in Citizens United
v. Federal Election Commission, which reversed century-old campaign finance
restrictions and enabled corporations to spend unlimited money on elections
by declaring this spending a form of free speech, likening corporations to
individuals with inherent rights.”® The rise of super PACs and dark money —
election-related spending whose donors are kept secret from voters — also
surged in the wake of Citizens United. While the Federal Election Commission
(FEC) regulates political ads within 30 days of a primary or 60 days of a general
election, the vast majority of dark money is spent outside of these FEC reporting
windows.”* Citizens United and subsequent decisions such as SpeechNOW vs.
the FEC”? resulted in “a fusion of private wealth and political power unseen since
the late 19th century,””® which has radically reshaped American electoral politics
in the interests of corporations.
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THE RISE & SCOPE
OF STATE BANS
OVER TIME

In a political landscape profoundly shaped by their influence, corporations —
working through ALEC and industry groups — have turned to state bans as a
means to efficiently block local regulation on a growing range of issues since
the 1970s.

The 1970s: Banning local
taxing authority

Starting in the 1970s, corporate interests pushed a wave of state laws banning or
limiting local taxing authority. The passage of California’s infamous Proposition
13 in 1978 — driven by wealthy businessman Howard Jarvis — has severely
constrained the ability of both the state and local governments to collect tax
revenue from homeowners and commercial property owners ever since, by
capping tax rates based on the year of purchase rather than market value.”* This
law added fuel to what some refer to as a period of “tax revolt” in states across
the country. This movement mobilized (predominantly white) homeowners and
business owners along with members of the New Right, including evangelical
Christians for whom taxes represented an intrusion into their private religious
life — and their ability to operate segregated schooling’® as discussed previously.
While businesses were split on Prop 13 at the time, its success built on the
foundation of anti-tax fervor they had created, and business groups seized the
opportunity to push bans in other states since.”® Between 1969 and 1989, the
number of state-imposed property tax limitations almost doubled.”” These laws
included state-mandated caps on local property taxes and broader tax and
spending constraints on local governments. These bans sharply eroded local
communities’ ability to raise adequate revenues and, in turn, starved their ability
to support good schools, housing, health care, and pass other critical protections
for public health and safety.”® Laws like Prop 13 have predominantly benefited
white wealthy homeowners over homeowners of color,” while making it more
difficult to fund needed public services for working people.

Multiple community-led attempts to overturn Proposition 13 have since been
squashed by corporate buys and bamboozles. The most recent example was
Proposition 15 in 2020, which aimed to repeal the tax cap specifically for the
largest commercial property owners. The commercial property tax cap from
Proposition 13 has resulted in billions of dollars in tax breaks for corporations
every year — funds that are sorely needed for local schools and community
services.®” Meanwhile, the full roster of industry groups in California lined up
to oppose Proposition 15 — including the state Chamber of Commerce, the
California Business Roundtable, and the California Restaurant Association.
And, despite the fact that the measure would only affect corporations owning
property worth more than $3 million,®! the National Federation of Independent
Business (which calls itself the “voice of small business”)®? also joined the effort
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to protect this mega-corporate tax loophole.®3

The anti-Prop 15 campaign relied on extensive fear-mongering driven by
corporate ads and talking points that declared Proposition 15 would hurt
homeowners and increase taxes for everyone, even though it excluded residential
property owners and small commercial property owners. The campaign’s official
opposition statement was so misleading, a California judge ordered that it must
be rewritten.8* The corporate campaign to oppose Proposition 15, along with
4 other corporate-led ballot measure campaigns, collectively paid the political
consulting firm of Alice Huffman — the CA NAACP President at the time —
$1.7 million to work on the initiatives.t> The CA NAACP officially endorsed the
No on Proposition 15 campaign, splitting Black voters across the state on the
issue.®* Huffman resigned from her position following the election amid backlash
from progressive Black leaders who felt those corporate-led ballot measure
campaigns had disingenuously used a message of racial justice to mobilize
voters in support of measures that would actually harm Black communities
across the state.®”

The 1980s and 1990s: Banning
environmental and public
health protections

This era saw a push to establish more robust local public health protections
by environmental and public health movements across the country. These wins
in turn prompted a backlash of state bans driven by corporations and industry
groups intent on protecting their ability to profit off and pollute the communities
where they operated. In 1979, for example, after Mendocino County, CA
became one of the first municipalities in the country to prohibit aerial spraying
of dangerous pesticides, the chemical lobby pushed state legislatures across
the country to ban cities from regulating the use of agricultural toxins. In 1991,
agricultural and pesticide corporations came together to form the “Coalition
for Sensible Pesticide Policy,”®® which descended upon states.®® Using model
legislation supported and promoted by ALEC, the coalition and other pesticide
corporations pushed nearly identical state bans in a majority of states preventing
cities and counties from regulating hazardous pesticide use.*®

The pesticide industry’s approach to pushing model state bans laid the path for
other industries to follow suit. In the 1980s, in response to public health efforts
to establish smoke-free zones and otherwise regulate the public health harms of
smoking, the tobacco industry — led by corporate giants like Philip Morris— used
similar tactics to push state bans across the country to block local regulations
on smoking and tobacco use.®® A notorious bamboozler, Philip Morris has utilized
numerous advertisement techniques over the decades to capitalize on cultural
and political trends — including stoking anti-government sentiment — to push
smoking among young people and sway voters against smoking regulations.®?
And the gun lobby — led by the National Rifle Association — likewise pushed a
wave of state bans in response to local gun control efforts intended to address
rising gun violence in the 1990s.%
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The 2010s: Banning affordable
housing and wage standards

This period saw a powerful movement of community and labor organizing that
led to new city-level wins on worker and tenant protection policies — including
numerous cities raising the minimum wage across the country. Before 2012,
only 5 localities had minimum wage laws; now, 69 counties and cities do.** In
response to this community-labor organizing momentum, corporations began
aggressively pushing state bans — in both red and blue states — on local
policies to improve wage, workplace, and housing standards.®®

Directed by their national parent organizations and aided by ALEC, industry
groups have used their control over state legislatures to shut down local
oversight of housing and wages, driving state bans on minimum wage laws at
an especially broad scale over the last 15 years.®® And today, 25 states ban local
minimum wage ordinances that set wages higher than state or federal law.*”
The National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB) and the US Chamber
of Commerce and its state affiliates have been consistent drivers of minimum
wage bans over the last two decades. Both groups have been funded and led
by representatives from some of the country’s largest corporations,®® despite
the former claiming to be the voice of small businesses.®® In 2013, for example,
the NFIB received $1.5 million from Freedom Partners Chamber of Commerce,
a conservative advocacy group with close ties to the Koch brothers.’® As
discussed in the adjacent case study, the NFIB backed Missouri’'s 2015 minimum
wage ban!® - sponsored by then-State Senator Mike Kehoe,°? an ALEC alum.%3
And as discussed in the Tennessee case study, Senator Ferrell Haile — who
joined ALEC in 2017%*%* — sponsored multiple state bans on local policies aimed
at spurring affordable housing in new residential development.t®® Haile openly
admitted to working with industry groups to craft the 2018 ban on Nashville’s
voluntary inclusionary housing policy!®® — including the Tennessee Apartment
Association, the Tennessee Chamber of Commerce (whose board includes
representatives from Caterpillar Inc., John Deere, Nissan, FedEx, Amazon, and
Coca-Cola'”) and the National Federation of Independent Businesses.

2015 and beyond: Killing local
governing authority through
“Death Star" Bans

Over the last decade, corporate interests have become even more brazen in their
efforts to dismantle local governing power through bans on cities’ ability to self-
govern on a broad range of issues affecting people’s daily lives and safety.% In
2015, Michigan’s legislature passed Public Act 105, nicknamed the “Death Star”
bill for its complete destruction of localities’ power to enact nearly any policy that
could benefit working people — ranging from minimum wage increases to fair
scheduling laws, paid leave, and a host of other standards.'® These “Death Star”
bills are a newer type of model policy pushed by ALEC to efficiently block local
regulation on a wide range of issues.’'® An even broader “Death Star” bill was
later passed in Texas,'! as discussed in the accompanying case study. Texas’s
sweeping “Death Star” bill was sponsored by Representative Dustin Burrows,
now Speaker of the House, and Senator Brandon Creighton,*?> both ALEC
members.!'3 Texas’ Death Star ban was pushed by right-wing think tank Texas
Public Policy Foundation, a group whose corporate donors include Exxon Mobil,
ConocoPhillips, and the conglomerate Koch Industries.'** TPPF's Vice Chair Tim
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Dunn'?® is an oil and gas billionaire who has pushed policies and funded groups
aligned with White Christian Nationalism at the state and federal level.}'6

The State of State Bans Today

As of 2026, corporations and industry groups have pushed state bans through
legislatures in all 50 states, including some form of affordable housing or
workers’ rights related ban.'” As discussed previously, state bans on local
policymaking have very often been pushed by corporations concurrently working
to block states from setting meaningful standards for working people. Rather
than a battle between state and local government, corporate-driven state bans
instead serve as a means to block regulation — and the raising of standards for
working people — altogether.

4 Half of US states ban local communities from passing local
minimum wage laws. 16 of these states have no state minimum
wage,® trapping low-wage workers at the federal minimum
of $7.25/hour (which has not been raised since 2009).1%°

4 Many states have banned local workplace protection policies
like paid sick laws (25 states), fair scheduling laws (13 states),'?
and local fair hiring, “Ban the Box” laws (7 states).'?*

4 More than 30 states ban local communities from enacting laws
protecting people’s access to affordable housing, including rent
stabilization.’?? Meanwhile, 19 of these states are home to residents
facing higher than average rates of rent burden — with rental
housing costs eating up over a third to a half of their income.*?3
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AN UNHOLY ALLIANCE:
CORPORATIONS, WHITE
CHRISTIAN NATIONALISTS,
AND AUTHORITARIANS

The latest chapter of the corporate-Christian alliance has seen corporations,
White Christian Nationalists, and authoritarian actors emboldening and enabling
each other in increasingly brazen ways. These actors are using the same
corporate playbook — and the strategy of state bans — to advance legislation
unabashedly targeting LGBTQ+ people, immigrants, and communities of color in
ever-more oppressive ways. While this report is focused on state bans blocking
affordable housing and workers’ rights protections, it's no coincidence that state
bans have become a tried and true tactic for advancing racist, transphobic, and
xenophobic laws.'** And ALEC has remained a critical entity for moving the
parallel goals of corporate deregulation and increasingly overt White Christian
Nationalist aligned policies through state legislatures.t?®

While some corporate executives and billionaires like Tim Dunn and Farris and
Dan Wilks'?*® may hold beliefs that are closely aligned with White Christian
Nationalism, other corporate actors may not hold these beliefs but are willing
to bankroll state bans and their authors as a convenient means to maintain their
power and profit. Much like the business leaders who partnered with Christian
preachers as a convenient means to evangelize a corporate agenda in the mid
20th century, corporate executives today may donate to ideologically-driven
politicians because of their business friendly, anti-regulatory tendencies — even
when these politicians’ viewpoints run counter to their public-facing corporate
values.

For example, even before the second Trump regime came into power, Amazon
was among many corporations that donated to politicians authoring anti-
trans legislation, despite being a recurring sponsor of numerous cities’ pride
parades.’? In particular, Amazon donated $25,400 to Tennessee Governor Bill
Lee between 2019-2022, while simultaneously being a corporate sponsor of
Nashville’s pride celebrations.*?® During this same period, Governor Lee signed
multiple anti-trans bills into law and turned Tennessee into the state with the
most laws targeting trans youth on the books.'?® In other cases, corporations
may see the clear economic benefits of backing lawmakers who scapegoat
specific communities as a distraction from their actions. The result of this
corporate alliance with White Christian Nationalist and authoritarian forces is
a deeply intertwined network, where “true believer” politicians and billionaires
work hand-in-hand with corporate executives and billionaires who are along for
the profitable ride.
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The Corporate-Christian
Assault on Trans People

Among other issues, this alliance has been notably effective at proliferating anti-
trans bans in recent years. Corporate and billionaire donors behind anti-trans
bans have varied motivations, including their own deeply held beliefs on gender,
an interest in undermining teachers and health care unions,'® or the mass
distraction that scapegoating trans people offers by diverting attention away
from corporations responsible for climate devastation.’3! Despite (or perhaps
because of) these varied motivations, anti-trans bans have been richly funded.
And these laws have expanded immensely in the 2020s, partly in response to
advances in LGBTQ+ protections at the local level'®? as well as the concerted
effort by conservative political forces to mobilize evangelical Christians (who
vote in disproportionately high numbers) around gender essentialism and
transphobia.’®® As of July 2025, 29 states have some form of anti-trans ban on
the books,** including:

4 Bans on gender-affirming care for transgender youth (27 states).135

4 Bans on youth participation in sports teams that align
with their gender identity (27 states).!3¢

4 Bans on transgender youth using bathrooms and other
facilities consistent with their gender identity (25).1%”

4 Bans on the discussion of LGBTQ+ people or
issues in school curricula (19 states).'3®

Other recent anti-trans laws include policies that require teachers and school
staff to “out” transgender youth to their families (6 states) — a devastating
policy for youth with unsupportive family members.’*®* And during the 2026
legislative session alone, a whopping 793 anti-trans bills were introduced and
55 passed in states across the country.*® Many anti-trans laws not only directly
block trans and gender nonconforming people (including and especially youth)
from accessing basic needs and care; they also often penalize local governments
and school boards for creating policies protecting trans people.*

Fossil fuel companies in particular have powered anti-trans bans at notable
levels. Recent analysis of the funders behind anti-trans advocacy groups found
that 80% received donations from fossil fuel companies or billionaires.**? Alliance
Defending Freedom (ADF), a Project 2025 adviser that is funded by numerous
corporate donors including fossil fuel corporations like Shell, has been a major
driver of anti-trans laws. ADF has authored numerous “model bills” targeting
trans people for statehouses and school boards across the country,**® including
bills that force trans people to use bathrooms that align with their assigned
sex at birth.'** Among other corporate donors, Shell USA Company Foundation
donated $58,002 to ADF between 2013 and 2022.1%% Denver-based billionaire
Phil Anschutz, who built his wealth in part on fossil fuels, also donated $110,000
to ADF between 2011 and 2013. %46

In Tennessee, it was actually a state ban blocking protections for LGBTQ+
communities that paved the way to a host of other economic state bansrestricting
local wage and workplace protections. In 2011, the state legislature passed a
ban on local nondiscrimination ordinances, in response to Nashville attempting
to better protect LGBTQ+ people at work.'*” Codifying this language in 2012,'48
Tennessee became the first state!*° to prohibit local governments from adopting

foepowaq efiH 03 100] e se sueg 21e1S JO dsiy dY | :SS21601d AHUNWWO)) “SA 19MOd d3e10d10D)

970¢ Jswwng



or enforcing stronger antidiscrimination standards than those recognized by
state law.'® The Tennessee Chamber of Commerce supported the law, arguing
that employment standards “should be consistent across the state and should
not create an additional burden on companies,”*5! the same argument corporate
lobbyists use over and over to push state bans on minimum wage and workplace
protections. This refusal to allow Nashville to recognize LGBTQ+ rights in 2012
thus became a portal to bans on numerous labor rights. In the following years,
Tennessee lawmakers have since banned local minimum wage, fair scheduling,
prevailing wage, paid leave, and gig economy policies.?>?

Mutual Gains: The Reinforcing
Loop of Corporate-
Authoritarian Power

The increasingly ideological nature of state bans in recent years reflects the
foundations of this strategy as a tool to protect the wealth and power of an elite
few while suppressing the rights and power of the many. It also offers a window
into a larger truth: that the corporate agenda to amass power while blocking
regulations has in many ways fostered the perfect conditions for authoritarians
to take power.

The two-century effort to enshrine corporate interests across American
democracy not only led to the expansion of state bans at a massive scale. It
also created the power structure and playbook through which corporations have
been able to dominate legislation and elections in the interests of billionaires
and big business against working people. This rise in corporate power has
driven profound levels of wealth inequality across the country (and the globe).*53
And the alliances formed between corporate and Christian leaders in the 20th
century grew an enduring political base that holds loyalty to corporate interests
alongside a belief in moral order, conformity, and an increasingly exclusive vision
of who belongs in American society based on race, gender, sexual orientation,
and religion. The combination of these political, social, and economic conditions
have created the exact conditions that scholars have noted make countries more
susceptible to authoritarian power grabs.*>*

Today, corporations are able to exploit the conditions they created to fast-track
their deregulatory agenda, while fueling ideologically-driven billionaires and
politicians to consolidate their power and advance numerous attacks on our
communities. Many of our country’s largest corporations have powered and
profited from Trump’s mass surveillance and deportation agenda. For example,
Palantir signed a $30 million contract with ICE in 2025 to provide surveillance
technology to assist in targeting immigrants and carrying out raids — including
mapping out locations where immigrants are likely to live or work.'*> And
corporate lobbyists are recycling the same arguments they’ve used to push state
bans in ways that are now unleashing dangerous new levels of surveillance and
concentration of executive power at the federal level. For example, major tech
corporations have poured millions into federal lobbying efforts and used the
classic “patchwork of regulation” talking points to push the Trump regime to
block state level regulations on the development of Al. Intent on protecting their
ability to profit and compete internationally, these corporations have gambled
with our collective safety in the face of Al's myriad dangers and unknown risks
when it comes to communities, workers, and the environment!*® — and the overt
ways that Al is being used to further authoritarian repression.
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The second Trump regime in turn has given corporations and White Christian
Nationalists unprecedented access to the federal levers of power, leading to
increasingly dangerous uses of government authority to advance both agendas.
In addition to placing billionaires with industry ties at the head of agencies
intended to regulate those same sectors,'™ federal bans on state and local
policies protecting communities from discrimination, pollution, and exploitation
have been a cornerstone of the Trump regime’s authoritarian strategy. Using
executive orders, Trump has attempted to ban everything from sanctuary city
policies to DEI programs to financial and environmental protections against
corporate greed.'® Meanwhile, the second Trump regime has created an open
season for ideologically driven legislation at the state level as well — opening
the floodgates to state bans on sanctuary city policies, DEI programs, discussion
of racism and LGBTQ+ communities in public education, and public health
regulations of all kinds.'®® Since the second Trump regime came into power, the
Tennessee legislature introduced a slew of anti-immigrant policies in 2025 and
2026 crafted in close partnership with Stephen Miller, Trump’s Deputy Chief
of Staff for Policy and Homeland Security advisor, as just one example. This
sweeping package of laws penalizes local officials who adopt sanctuary policies
and requires clinics to report the status of undocumented individuals seeking
care to the state’s immigration enforcement agency, among other measures.*®
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CONCLUSION

State bans have become a tried-and-true strategy for corporations, industry
lobbyists, and billionaires to expand and maintain corporate profits and
power at the expense of local communities’ freedoms. State government
has been a repeated stronghold for these actors in their quest to avoid both
federal and local regulation. The white supremacist roots of corporate and
elite attempts to block regulation and progress towards a more participatory,
multiracial democracy through state bans is resurfacing in the White Christian
Nationalist attacks and authoritarian power grabs we are witnessing today. And
corporations’ two-century effort to enshrine the interests of big business across
American democracy has been essential to creating nearly every pre-condition
for authoritarianism.

The accompanying case studies in this project illuminate the way corporations
have pushed state bans to suppress worker and housing rights — and local
governing power more broadly — in five key states. Working across both red and
blue state legislatures, we can see how the same corporate and industry players
replicate and adapt their tactics and talking points to block local communities
from gaining even modest protections for affordable housing, livable wages, and
safe and humane working conditions. Meanwhile, the same power structure and
playbook that corporations have used to push housing and wage bans in each of
these states have enabled the growth of ideologically driven attacks — including
bans targeting immigrants, LGBTQ+ communities, and communities of color at
both the state and federal levels.

Collectively, we must expose the corporate actors, playbook and power structure
thathave plundered our lives and banned our freedom for too long. Understanding
the covert ways corporations have sought to advance their power on the backs
of the many is essential for our collective capacity to fight back against the
corporate-backed authoritarianism endangering us all. Corporations developed
their strategies and advanced their plays in direct response to the power and
progress of everyday people. Yet we have seen that when communities organize
across race, class, gender, and geography to defy corporate greed and confront
their toxic tactics, we can push corporations to end their complicity in attacks on
our communities and reverse the march towards autocracy. Together, we can
make their playbook a losing game and build an economy and democracy that
truly serves the people and our needs, not corporations and their greed.
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