
My First Caucus
-- Doug Wilhide

I’m not sure if the caucus I attended on Tuesday night, February 7, 2012, was really the first such political gathering I’ve been to, but I think it is.  Mostly this is due to a long-standing aversion to mixing disciplines:  I always believed that English majors should be wary of getting involved in the nitty gritty of what Political Science majors say is important.  I still feel that way -- I’m more comfortable with poetry than politics.

Nonetheless I was coaxed into attending by the lovely Jean.  Both of us have vowed to be more politically active this year and to :try new things” (God!  We really ARE retired!).  This is why we found ourselves in the dark wandering around a sprawling elementary school building on a chilly Minnesota winter evening looking for the right door to enter.  We started at door #3 and finally found the right one at #13.

We spotted a couple of neighbors and followed them across a large common area and downstairs to a converted basketball court/dining area. We checked in.  Jean and our daughter were already on the caucus lists.  I was not. We were asked to vote for either A) Obama or B) Other.

Things began pretty much on time with an amiable local guy leading the group of about 30 people through a script put out by the Minnesota DFL party that outlined the necessary tasks for the evening.   It seemed to be his first time, though there were more experienced heads in the group to help him.   We were not a very diverse group:  caucasian, mostly 50s and 60s, several retired or nearing retirement couples like us, more females than males. The experience (and power) seemed to lie with a group of half a dozen 60+ women who live near each other a few blocks from where we live. Midway through introducing ourselves it became apparent that two of our number belonged in a different caucus (up the stairs and to the right).

The proceedings were interrupted by our local city council member who asked to speak early because she had to attend other caucuses that evening, though “her heart was with this one.”  She asked to be nominated to attend the next series of caucuses, said a few words about her general philosophy and highlighted her main cause this election year:  to defeat an anti-gay Constitutional amendment put forward by Republicans.

We were all with her on that one, but someone asked about another onerous Republican amendment to destroy unions.  She noted that all these attempts have nice  sounding names -- the anti-gay one is called the “Family and Marriage” amendment; the anti-union one is called “Right to Work.”  But the names are purposefully deceptive.  Minnesota Republicans know that these divisive and (probably) illegal efforts would be vetoed if they reached our governor so they’re trying to throw multiple Constitutional amendments out for a vote and hope that some of them stick.  “I hate to sound like them, but this year -- if it’s a Constitutional amendment -- just say no,”  she suggested.

She left and we resumed the orders of business.  There would be no problem electing delegates to the next level of caucuses:  we were allowed up to 50 representatives and there were only about 30 people present.  “You all can go!” said our gleeful leader.  

Just as we were moving on to the next level we were interrupted by our state legislator.  He said that the old hands among us were probably getting tired of hearing things like “this is the most important election in recent memory”... but that it was true.  Again.  He urged our support for himself and his colleague in the state senate (they work, more or less, as a team), for Amy Klobuchar, our Senator, who is up for re-election, and for President Obama.  Then he dashed off with his campaign manager, an attractive young woman about the same age as my daughter.

Confusion reared its expected head when we tried to figure out how to vote for delegates to the next tier of caucuses after the one where we could send 50 people.  At one level we had 3 positions, at another we could send 13.  No one could quite get the dates straight or what would happen at the city level versus the county level.  Someone whispered, “Im betting the Republicans don’t have this kind of confusion!”

Things bumbled along for a while but finally got sorted out.  We listened to a brief talk by an earnest young man who was running for school board.  He’s a lawyer and economist with degrees from the Universities of Michigan and Chicago.  He seems dedicated enough, but his comments were vaporous generalities.  Someone asked a question:  she had seen well-meaning people come and go to the Board without making meaningful change.  What made him think he could navigate the complexities of a powerful but Byzantine city school board?  Our prospective candidate blathered on for few minutes without saying anything meaningful.  It’s early days yet and maybe he’ll become more informed at some point.  He’s 27.

I was more than ready to leave -- we hadn’t had dinner yet.  I had agreed to 8PM.  It was 10 minutes past.  A flurry of last minute votes took care of the remaining business:  our leader was re-elected as caucus chair for two more years.  An experienced woman who had been chair, co-chair and everything else in the past agreed to be elected co-chair again.  A couple people agreed to serve on committees.  The votes for president were counted and announced:  Obama 31.  Other 1.

----

Meanwhile, Republicans were holding their own meetings around the state.  They overwhelmingly approved the proposed state Constitutional amendments.  “It’s just common sense,” one person was quoted about a voting ID plan that would, she claimed, eliminate voting fraud.  There is virtually no evidence of this in Minnesota, but there are dozens of studies that show these kinds of voter ID rules throwing up voting obstacles for seniors, college students and low income people.

The Republicans also were to choose from among leading presidential candidates:

* Newt Gingrich -- “The problem isn’t too little money for political campaigns, but not enough;”  “(on how to respond after police shot a homeless man near the White House) “Give the police more ammo;” (After divorcing his first wife... in the hospital after she had had surgery for cancer) “She isn’t young enough or pretty enough to be a President’s wife.”  He finished fourth.

* Mitt Romney --  “Corporations are people, my friend;”  “I don’t worry about the very poor.” (With an income of over $300,000 and assets of more than $200 million) “I am a member of the Great American Middle Class.”  He finished third.

* Ron Paul -- “Let’s get rid of the Department of Education and the Department of Agriculture;”  “(Martin Luther King Day) should be renamed ‘Hate Whitey Day;”  “We can safely assume that 95% of the black males (in Washington, D.C.) are semi-criminal or entirely criminal.”  He finished second.

*Rick Santorum -- “There are no Palestinians.  All the people who live on the West Bank are Israelis;”  “I will talk about... the dangers of contraception.  It’s not okay.  It’s a license to do things in the sexual realm that is counter to how things are supposed to be;”  “I support the Ryan budget plan... I support what he wants to do with Medicare and Medicaid. I can’t say I’ve read it..;”  “Americans should be furious (at President Obama) for walking around taking credit for getting Osama Bin Laden.  He didn’t get Osama bin Laden!”  “A third of the young people in America are not in America today because of abortion.”   He won.


