
    I don't care for mushrooms, so when I go out to eat, I don't order them.
    That's pretty simple, right?
    But neither do I care for certain government programs.  (YOU know the ones I'm talking 
about.  Or maybe you don't.  Just assume I hate the same egregious pieces of boondoggle 
spending that you do.)  Nevertheless, I pay for them.  My taxes are collected with exacting 
precision after I spend hours filling out forms so complicated that I have to hire an expert to 
interpret them for me.
    Nowhere on those tax forms is a check box for "I do not care to have my money spent on 
___________."  You wouldn't think that would be such a difficult thing to add, would you?

# # #

    What is this 'democracy' thing anyway?  Government of/by/for the people, okay, I get that.  I 
go to the voting booth and choose between candidate A and B, only not really, because I don't 
know A and B.  I know what their ads and web sites say, I know what the newspapers say, I know 
their voting records if they're standing for re-election.  I don't know THEM.  My choices are 
constrained and by necessity, imperfectly informed.  
    That's tough, but narrowing down the choices keeps the system manageable and it's not like 
candidates aren't bending over backwards to get their ideas noticed.  The communication is there.  
We get press conferences and blogs and interviews and analysis shows.  They have plenty of 
avenues with which to tell us things.
    We, in turn, get to vote every two years.  We get to contribute a tiny fragment to a collective 
expression every 730 days.
    Given that democracy is supposed to be all about doing the people's will, that seems a little 
one-sided.  I mean, that was fine back in the days of Chester A. Arthur, but we've undergone a 
communications revolution in which a guy in South Africa is waiting for this article because I 
mentioned it in passing on Twitter in between shoveling snow and eating my oatmeal.  I have to 
believe there are better ways for us to directly and officially communicate with the government 
we purportedly control.  But so far the options seem to be (1) vote, which I do, (2) write letters to 
the editor, which I do, and which get published about one time in ten, (3) go to mass 
demonstrations that get less articulate as they grow and (4) vote with our Neilsen ratings by 
watching this or that pundit, though of course only the weak-willed agree with any particular 
talking head 100% of the time since they're hired for entertainment and shock value.  (Don't 
believe me?  Quick, name five middle-of-the-road pundits!)  
    Democracy is built on communication and we are using an 18th century system in the 21st.

# # #

    Okay, here's my modest proposal: We kill and eat the Irish.  Wait, no, that was someone else's 
modest proposal.  Mine's this.  We add a page to the tax forms.
    Come back, come back!  This is a FUN page!  It's the page that lets you control democracy!  I 
think tax forms need a menu.
    Let's stick "US Government Spending by Category" into Google and see what comes up.  
Right, here's from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.

Defense 21%



Social Security 21%
Safety Net Programs 11%
Interest on Debt 8%
Medicare, Medicaid and CHIP: 20%
Benefits for Federal Retirees and Veterans: 6%
Scientific and Medical Research: 3%
Transportation Infrastructure: 3%
Education: 2%
Non-security International: 1%
All Other: 5%

    Okay.  So there are some fairly broad trends there, three big slabs of pie for Social Security, 
guns & ammo, and medical care.  Now imagine that your tax form came with a menu saying, 
"How do you want your tax dollars spent?  Allocate by percentage, must add up to exactly 
100%"  Following that you have the categories listed above.  Would you put in ten times as much 
for defense as for education?  Is "non-security international" really so unimportant?  I bet I'd 
have to knock a lot of doors before I heard "I wish I was paying MORE for interest on 
government debt!"
    So in addition to using the IRS' vast mathematical and analytical infrastructure for figuring 
how much you should pay, we also apply it to aggregating how people want their taxes spent.  If 
you want to give peace a chance, none of your money needs to go to the DOD.  If you have no 
offspring and resent other people's kids, you can set your personal education contribution at zero.  
If you love the poor, you can crank your payment there to a whopping 50% of your tax outlay.  
    People hate paying taxes and they whine, whine, whine.  Would we whine less if we had 
control of what we were buying with them?
    After the money's gathered and the various piles sorted, Congress has its parameters for the 
next budget.  Indeed, all this idea really does is take a single monolithic budget and turn it into a 
series of sub-budgets that people fund because they want to.

# # #

    This is far too crazy to ever happen, of course.  Giving what would amount to a discretionary 
budget veto to the voters is an absurd thought in an American democracy.  This plan cannot be 
implemented because Congress would never surrender an iota of control over money, even if the 
outcome was giving the people what they want.  My cynical side says, especially not with that 
outcome.  
    Democrats would, I reckon, argue that this is unjust because it puts far too much power in the 
hands of the rich.  After all, if Bill Gates puts down that he wants 100% of his income tax to go 
to, I dunno, transportation infrastructure, it's going to take thousands of us mere mortals shorting 
that category to balance it out, which we won't do because (1) we won't know he did it unless he 
tells us and (2) when asked to picture government spending, I imagine the interstate shortly after 
a tank and a national monument.
    As for the Republicans, I'd expect plenty of whining about how the liberal elites in densely 
populated cities on the coasts would use this to gouge the hard-workin' middle of America.  
    I don't think either of these arguments holds much water.  Despite the growing percentage of 
ownership drifting into the upper echelons of wealth, actual income as taxed is far more broadly 



distributed.  It's just common sense that if you really need money, you tax lots of people, not just 
the wealthy few.  As for the geography issue, that really only matters if the spending categories 
are geographical.
    When I look at this system for flaws, the ones that strike me are how much power they put in 
the hands of the people who decide exactly where the budget categories go.  Is "Defense" one big 
category, or is it split into Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, TSA, CIA, Coast Guard, and Black 
Bag Jobs It's Better You Not Know About?  Do we get to weigh "treatment for wounded war 
vets" against "programs for obese children," or is it all just "Health"?
    The other issue is, you'd get endless commercials from special interest groups lobbying for 
greater percentages to their categories.  The military would run awesomely terrifying TV spots 
suggesting that defense spending is the only reason Osama hasn't personally killed your mommy 
yet, while charitable foundations would flood the radio waves with desperate sounding lisping 
children asking for "hewp pwease."
    But you know, even weighing the pros against the cons, I think this would be worth it just to 
create a concrete avenue of feedback between the people and the government.  
    Isn't it time we got to put our mouth where our money is?

-G.


