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The Fourth Branch 

America circa 1920: As the world continues to advance through technological and 

industrial revolutions, the secret fourth branch of the government is unveiled to the public. 

Under the Warren G.Harding Administration, oversight of naval oil reserves were transferred 

to the Department of Interior. Interior Secretary Albert Fall granted Mammoth Oil company 

secret access to these oil reserves, and the Pan American Oil Company received exclusive, 

shadowy access to the Elk Hills Reserve. Shortly after the confidential exchanges, the Senate 

brought light to the fact that Fall had mysteriously received $200,000 in bonds and a shady 

$100,000 “loan repayment” (Ydstie 1). Further investigation revealed that Mammoth Oil and 

Elk Hills had shuttled the money through auxiliary companies into Fall’s Bank accounts (Bellio 

18). More startling than this illegal and fraudulent exchange was the dramatic unveiling of 

America’s secret fourth branch of government: the blood bond between oil and national 

leadership. The Teapot Dome Scandal was the formal reveal of how politics, money, and oil 

all fused together in one of the most tightly knit and effective manifestations of monetary 

influence, and often ownership on government.  

The close relationship between big oil and government results in strong legislative 

influence, control over many aspects of American life, and suppression of the clean energy 

industry. This, in essence, gives it the power of a fourth branch of government. The thought 

of a partnership may seem infuriatingly corrupt, however there are many aspects of this 
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relationship that are beneficial to Americans. Being aware of this relationship’s existence, 

however, is the best way to figure out what must be fixed for the progression of America and 

the planet, rather than just money.  

Oil’s place is the government illustrates itself through the leaders and legislation. 

Recent election results have landed Rex Tillerson, CEO of ExxonMobil, at a top place in the 

government as Secretary of State. As Secretary of State, Tillerson will be in charge of foreign 

policy. Tillerson’s policy will be based around how America’s energy will become a player in 

the global economy, and how other countries can benefit our hunger for oil. Previously, 

American oil was not up for export, but this has the potential to change. Tillerson is 

extremely adamant on taking advantage of offshore drilling opportunities, which often 

require congressional approval (Ydstie 4). Also, the EPA head Scott Pruitt intends on rolling 

back regulations that impede oil development and movement (Ydstie 4). This can be seen in 

the Trump administration’s pipeline approvals, including the controversial Dakota Access and 

Keystone XL. The appointment of oil tycoons into the government puts the agenda of oil 

before other issues, which is seen by many as corrupt government that caters only to the 

elite.This is not the only administration that has catered to the needs of oil. Oil companies 

have lots of money to donate to campaigns of leaders, especially presidents, how support 

their agendas. George Bush received millions in campaign donations for from ExxonMobil 

and Shell. In turn, these companies received billions of dollars in tax cuts and subsidies and 

reparation for their support (Christensen 3).  

 Laws for protected oil development and revenue are pushed especially in states with 

low income. Many states in the U.S. lack the urban centers and suburban population 
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concentrations to produce growing economies with startups and white collar jobs. These 

rural areas survive nearly entirely off the energy sector, and this means that legislation 

against oil and environmental regulations take a huge economic toll on these regions. These 

populations tend to vote for representatives, senators, and presidents that are 

pro-energy-development (Yakabuski 1). The government relationship with oil aids these 

populations by sustaining their way of life. For example, a major campaign promise of the 

last two Republican presidents, George W. Bush and Donald J. Trump, has been to revive 

American jobs in areas that get outsourced. This includes oil development.  

For example, the Texas oil sector has been in sharp decline for the last eight years, 

with the loss of tens of thousands of jobs (Yakabuski 3). At one point, there were only 200 

active rigs in action (Steefy 1). There was an active outcry from Texans that the elite coast 

states, with their pro-environment agenda, were undermining their economy, decreasing the 

influence of the state and the livelihood of its residents. Now, the Trump administration 

gives these areas new hope for job resurgence, especially with the stabilization of the price 

of oil (Yakabuski 3). This begins an ethics debate about creating jobs for Americans and 

protecting the larger agenda of the planet.  

Another example of pro-energy legislation is that Congress came very close to 

granting drilling and pit mining rights on the Rocky Mountain Front in Montana (Steefy 4). 

This would have placed millions of acres of iconic American wilderness in the hands of 

energy development. The prospects of oil extraction sites, shale wells, and hundreds of miles 

of roads to access these sites was too much for the local population, regardless of their 

income level. The plan was shut down because of massive outcry from the people of 
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Montana, but it showed just how powerful the oil industry is on influencing decisions made 

in the government. 

Congress also takes initiative to restrict the nearly unchecked power of big oil. The 

Senate took an initiative in the S. 2204 legislation to be break down the government 

relationship with oil (Congressional Digest 144). This issue was raised for several reasons. 

Gas prices were approaching 4 dollars a gallon and were straining rural areas (145). Also, the 

US was developing energy dependence on other countries. To solve this problems, the 

Senate called for an end to subsidies for big oil to promote them to work toward shoving 

prices down. Also, the Senate is looking to untangle US foreign policy by creating energy 

independence in America and begin building a bridge with clean energy companies. This 

initiative was supported by several companies. This would help America create independent 

and renewable energy production, greatly driving down the budget and leaving more money 

for programs in the homeland (150).  

This combination of money and policy influence key factors of the global economy. 

For example, the automotive and aeronautical industry are completely reliant on petroleum 

fuels, and policy helps shape these industries. The clean energy sector struggles as a result of 

big oil and politics. Big oil companies like Exxon make enormous campaign contributions and 

interest groups donations. This buys the support of the politician upon their victory. Top 

lobbyists put even more pressure on politicians to satisfy the oil companies. Tax breaks and 

unlimited access to politicians are two of the biggest resources the oil companies have at 

their disposal. Companies that rely on petroleum products are just as active. Lobbyists for 

companies like Ford, Lockheed Martin, Boeing, and Toyota also must also comply with big oil 
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desires so their products can have fuel. These companies also receive most of their money 

from the government and military contracts, meaning big oil is inherently necessary to their 

funding and construction. To have sustainable growth in their fields, there must be close 

cooperation with big oil (Bellio 5). This exerts a massive amount of control on American daily 

life because nearly all forms of transportation require petroleum products. All business that 

ship resources, receive resources, or move resources around must cooperate with oil prices 

because they have no other choice. Increased cost of production and distribution drives up 

prices for the consumer. 

The oil industry is lucratively profitable, one of the many reasons for its close 

cooperations with the government. A negative side effect of this is the suppression of the 

clean oil industry. Currently, oil is hard to pass up. Despite the negative impact of fossil fuels 

on the environment, the price is getting driven down and using previously purchased 

petroleum-run products is much cheaper than the new investment of clean energy (Bellio D) 

. This makes it difficult to promote because large investments are risky, and the chance for a 

hefty return isn’t always there. In times of job insecurity, it's challenging to make a bet  on 

clean energy. This creates the vicious cycle of big oil hauling in more money while clean 

energy struggles to find a market. The problem with cheap oil is that it's economically 

unfeasible to make the clean energy investment (Turnbell 3). The initial payment for new 

technology is distractingly large, even though the total savings over the course of time will be 

substantial.  

Outfitting a home with a solar panel roofing can be as expensive as $50,000 (Bellio 

12). This is many years worth of petroleum fuel, so only an elite class of people can afford to 
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support this environmental lifestyle. As solar power slowly gets footing, the price goes down. 

However, the future of big oil is not in solar power, so keeping their own industry secure 

means suppressing clean energy. The price of solar and wind projects remain high because 

governments refuse to pay for extensive clean energy projects, like wave energy and wind 

farms, because of the sheer cost factor (15). It is cheaper for the government to continue 

with petroleum projects. As for the average American, the cost of solar energy and other 

types simply remains too high for economic return feasibility.  

There are several potential solutions to this issue. Government budgets have the 

potential to grant millions of dollars into large scale clean energy projects, like wind farms or 

extensive solar plants in areas that receive lots of solar radiation and cannot support an 

agricultural or industrial economy. This would give rural areas major economic value as they 

could become a major power source for America. Increasing clean energy projects would 

also sharply decrease need for oil. America could take big strides in the direction of energy 

independence. Energy independence would relieve America economic stress from the 

control of OPEC and other oil-distributing countries (Turnbell 3). This would also provide for 

the creation of hundreds of thousands of jobs to build these plants and retrofit the power 

grid for clean energy inclusion. This would help check the power of the fourth branch of 

government because oil would no longer have unlimited, monopolistic access to money. 

There would be competition between energy, and competition is the heart of a successful 

capitalist economic system (5). There would be an increase of different energy sectors in 

lobbying as well. This would benefit American politics by undoing the monopolized influence 

on the government.  
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In conclusion, the oil industry has emerged as an unexpected fourth branch to the 

United States government. It exerts serious influence over politics in the U.S., with a large 

handle on legislation. Also, oil lobbyists have nearly unlimited access to politicians. Oil 

companies also control major factors of American life. Their deals with with government and 

other nations greatly affect the price of oil in the U.S.. This affects transportation as well as 

business. When the cost of production goes up, so do prices for consumers. Finally, big oil 

suppresses the clean energy movement, which may hold the keys to energy independence, 

creating a better America and modeling for a better world.  
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