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Norm Ornstein, a political scientist with the conservative American Enterprise Institute, led off the 2011 Westminster Forum “Voices of Conscience” lecture series on September 15,  a cool, sunny, early autumn day in Minneapolis.  Ornstein’s talk was titled “Broken Government:  where do we go from here?”  He was a fitting speaker for two reasons:  he is a conscientious thinker about American and he is a Minnesotan, having grown up in St. Louis Park.

He’s also a more-than-adequate comedian.  After reading Sarah Palin’s best-selling autobiography, “Going Rogue,” he decided to cash in with his own memoir to be called “Going Rogaine,” which he later decided to change to “Going Several Times a Night” …but “like Sarah, I got halfway through the writing process and quit.”  He suggested Dick Cheney call his memoir “The Angina Monologs,” but “the Vice President never takes my advice.”  Reading Cheney’s book was “not exactly torture, more like enhanced interrogation.”

President Obama’s speech on job creation was moved to the same night as the opening of the National Football League season. Ornstein: “that explains why Joe Biden dumped Gatorade on him at the end.”  Commenting on the recent Republican debates Ornstein noted that Texas governor Perry opposed most of Mitt Romney’s positions -- “but then so does Romney.”  Perry seems to be proud of his low grades at college, boasting that he went to Texas A&M while George Bush went to Yale.  “I’m not sure what this means.  Maybe Perry is claiming that he’s qualified to run for president because he’s dumber than Bush.”  What happened to Tim Pawlenty?  “I don’t want to say he’s boring, but he just introduced his own cologne. It’s called ‘Unscented.’ “

As the yucks died down, Ornstein said that laughter was important because his comments would be “going downhill from here.”  Our institutions of government -- at all levels -- are not functioning well enough to meet the “enormous challenges” we are now facing.  The global economic crisis caused by the financial crisis at the end of the Bush administration has left us in “an economic ditch” and we’re probably not getting out of it anytime soon.  This kind of crisis produces debt -- at personal, corporate and government levels -- and the first thing we need to do is “de-leverage,” but that process is “inimical to what it takes to bring an economy back.”

The key is to walk a very fine line, taking on extra near-term debt in order to stimulate economic growth, but then being ready to “pivot quickly” in order to avoid a “debt death spiral.”  The worsening European bank situation is very “worrisome” because, among other things, 45% of the assets of money market funds have “exposure” to those banks... and U.S. banks hold $1.2 trillion investments in European banks.

We need to do whatever we can to “jumpstart the economy now.”  The persistent unemployment is hurting both ends of the age spectrum -- older employees who have been unemployed for more than six months have an increasingly difficult time getting a job and younger employees who get “pushed off the ladder” never fully recover their career potential.  This leads to a “deeply damaged workforce.”

Obama’s $447 billion jobs plan seems like a lot but it’s only enough to keep us “out of the chasm” not enough to “dig us out of the economic ditch.” But at least it’s a smart program that could help balance short term economic relief with longer term debt and deficit reduction.

By contrast the Republican plan to cut government programs across the board is a recipe for disaster.  One example:  if the Republican plans were in place, enough of the Food and Drug Administration would have been cut to permit an extra million pounds of tainted meat on the shelves every year.  Further reductions in the Federal Aviation Administration would make a failing transportation system even worse.  The FAA is struggling to “get us into the 20th century, let alone the 21st.”

The “ridiculous fandango” of the debt ceiling debate was another sign of Congressional ineptitude.  We’re one of only two advanced countries who even bother with this process, and we’ve voted to raise the debt ceiling 78 times since the 1960s.  It doesn’t increase or decrease the national debt because it’s just paying for previously approved spending.  But it does allow for bursts of “political hypocrisy” and “risks damaging our most important national asset:  the full faith and credit of the United States.”

The debate led to the downgrade of U.S. bonds by Standard & Poors -- “hardly a gold standard” after their evaluations of mortgage-backed bonds... “there’s more poor than standard” -- but S&P did have a point:  They are worried about persistent signs of “profound dysfunction” in U.S. governance.

Ornstein says this is the deepest dysfunction he’s seen in his 42 years in Washington.  “Secular trends” in society account for part of it.  By the late 1960s Democrats had controlled Congress for 40 years.  Their coalition was a mix of deeply conservative Southerners and mostly liberal Democrats in the rest of the country. Republicans, on the other hand, were mostly centrists and based mainly in the Northeast and West Coast.  This arrangement had a lot of overlap and allowed for “coalitions in the middle.”

When the Civil Rights Act was passed in 1965, Lyndon Johnson said “this will cost Democrats the South for generations.”  He was right. Now the Northeast and the West Coast are “all Democrat” and mostly liberal, while the Republicans are concentrated in the South and West. Both parties have become “more cohesive and homogeneous,” the Republicans especially. Migration patterns have added to the split. The widespread availability of air conditioning, for instance, made it more feasible for senior citizens to relocate in warmer states.

“Structural problems” also contribute to the growing political split.  The rise of primaries has coincided with the decline in power of elites.  This means that activists who represent narrow, highly energized bases, have more control over who gets on the ballot.  The re-districting process has been taken over by those with strong political agendas creating more “safe districts,” which means that the only real contest is in the primaries and those are dominated by the out-spoken, focused few.

The most “deeply destructive” blow to bringing politics back to the center, however, may have been the Supreme Court’s Citizens United decision which allowed unlimited and anonymous contributions to political races by wealthy individuals and corporations and “amplified the corrosion” in our political process.

Changes in media also have worked against re-building a middle ground.  America has always had “partisan media” but it used to take a while to “spread the word.”  Now, with Cable TV, talk radio, Facebook and Twitter, there are literally millions of competitors trying to get the attention of voters.  This means that blatantly false statements get distributed before they can be challenged and “the shouters, the screamers and the liars are not met with responses of ‘shame on you,’ but are showered with money, get their own TV shows and can even become credible Presidential candidates.”

In the old days, back when there was a center and government in Washington worked (more or less), politicians across the aisle were known as adversaries who might become allies.  Now they’re seen as “the enemy.”  Republican Senate leader Mitch McConnell, for instance, has said dozens of times that “my number one goal is to make sure that Obama is a one-term president.”  Given the country’s current situation, this is incredible.  The top Republican’s top goal is NOT jobs, NOT education, NOT fixing deep economic problems, NOT enemies abroad, but defeating a political “enemy.”  McConnell is quoted as saying “of course we didn’t work with Obama” on the debt limit because that “might have helped him.”

When Obama appointed a “Gang of Six” to review economic solutions -- a balance of conservatives and liberals -- getting on the panel was seen as “a death sentence” by Republicans.  The view was that if Obama was for it, they would automatically be against it. Ornstein thinks that the root of our dysfunctional government is seeing everything through the “political prism” of who wins and who loses rather than what problems can be solved.

So what can we do?    One thing that WON’T work is trying to build a third party.  Our system is set up in such a way that a true third party candidate cannot win and even if he or she did, it would be without any meaningful support in the legislature.  Splitting votes also opens the door to extremist minority candidates.

We could begin by reforming the redistricting process so that political boundaries are not gerrymandered to fit the preferences of parties in power.  Another move would be to insist on open primaries to reduce the outsized power of extremist activists. We could also  “contribute to a retirement fund” for one or two conservative Supreme Court Justices to remove the “fringe-like” stance of the Court.  The radical power given to corporations and wealthy individuals by Citizens United means that “candidates are not serious players in their own campaigns.”

Ornstein thinks that some kind of variation on the Australian voting system might help.  If you don’t vote in Australia, you’re fined $15.  It’s not much, but it works, with over 95% of voters regularly going to the polls.

But the key to closing the political divide is changing our political culture.  We need to bring back “cool, reasonable discourse” and act “not as tribes at war but as respectful adversaries.”  We need to reinvent “the public square” where open, public debate is possible and where a political center can be re-established.  If we don’t act -- and soon -- the “mismatch between the enormous problems we are facing and the dysfunction of the political system” will lead to catastrophe.

In the Q&A session, Ornstein was asked what he thought about the difference between “rhetoric and substantive ideas.”  He said the “yelling and shouting” was discouraging, especially since there really is a lot of common ground in key areas.  Most of the Obama health care plan, for instance, had been proposed by conservative Republicans.  Same thing with many aspects of Obama’s Jobs plan.  But the substance gets lost in “tribal rhetoric.” “In the era of the permanent campaign, it’s not whether the ideas are good or bad, but about who wins and who loses.”  

Would term limits help?  Ornstein doesn’t think so.  For one thing they create an automatic lame-duck situation in the final term.  They also cause a loss of interest in maintaining the institution -- the goal becomes to make a short-term splash and “who cares what happens later?” Your successor will have to clean up your mess. With term limits the staff and the lobbyists who know them become more and more powerful, not the people elected.

Ornstein’s colleague and sometime competitor, David Brooks, has said it may take a national bankruptcy to get Congress to act responsibly. “I’d say that’s the most optimistic thing I’ve heard today.”  We’ve suffered through deeply divisive periods in the past -- continuing the draft after WW2 for instance, or the Civil Rights debates of the 50s and 60s.  After 9/11 we came together again, with every member of Congress standing together on the Capital steps and singing God Bless America.  But now the divide is so strident that even if there were another 9/11 Ornstein thinks some members of Congress would stay away from the steps just because other members were there.

Would government financing of campaigns help?  Ornstein thinks some public financing would be a good idea, but not totally.  He suggests using tax breaks and incentives to get more small donors into the game as a way to “tilt the playing field away from the wealthy and corporations.”  Right now we don’t have any regulation.  Big money has made it impossible for Federal regulation of the election process to be effective.

What role should religion play in all this?  Ornstein thinks that when religion is used as a cover for political agendas, or to hold others to rigid moral standards, that is an illegitimate use of “the pulpit.”  But it would be a good thing if religion were used to remind us of our “humanistic values.”  

The current unemployment rate is doing great harm across the country and across most economic groups.  In the 1950s, CBC broadcast a “shattering” documentary called “Hunger in America.”  We thought hunger was something that only happened in third world countries, but that documentary showed how widespread the problem was here.  Now it could be broadcast again and be even more appropriate.  Food banks have been hit by a “triple whammy” -- because of joblessness and low-paying jobs, more people need food, but because of the economy, contributions are down and because of the rise of ethanol, food production -- and food surpluses -- are down.  

We need to get beyond just shouting “tough!” or “go get a job!” and get back to our core values.  Religion can remind us “what we are as a community and what we need to be as a society.”

Are both parties equally to blame for the dysfunction in Washington?  Ornstein rejects “a false equivalency.”  While both parties have faults and radical fringes, he thinks the “lunatic fringe on the right” is driving more of the problem. He cited a recently retired, long time Republican staffer who said, “Both parties stink in so many ways, but my party has gone completely off the rails.”

Are there any hopeful signs?  “Well... the jokes are easier. They just come to me, I don’t have to go out looking for them.”  But seriously folks...  Most Americans aren’t really participating in this tribal warfare.  We’re still a good society from the bottom up, we still have an instinct to help others, we still believe we can get through this.  This is “less a cultural problem at the core than a pathology at the top.”

But there are worrisome signs.  In Europe, for instance, vicious, nationalist populism -- often incorporating anti-Semitic strains -- is on the rise.  We need to be vigilant about ensuring the legitimacy of our political process or things can unravel quickly.

Comment:  Ornstein’s a bright, engaged speaker.  Once he gets through his comedy shtick and gets into his message he sort of lights up.  He’s known for being quiet and unruffled, but when he talked about McConnell’s Obama-is-the-enemy approach he came close to shouting.

I expected a more conservative approach, closer to what the American Enterprise Institute usually spews. Ornstein considers himself a centrist.  It’s significant that even a right-leaning centrist can see through the political chicanery on the right and place the blame for a dysfunctional government where it belongs.  

The current crisis is NOT a matter of both parties being at fault and to blame them equally truly is a “false equivalency.”  Bush/Cheney and their cronies created the mess -- from blowing the unity America achieved right after 9/11 with arrogance, arbitrary violations of the law and two poorly-managed wars, to economic policies that led to the economic crash, failures in the housing market and continued unemployment.  Then they added conservative votes to the Supreme Court. They made the mess and now Obama is under attack for trying to clean it up.

(Just a note:  we are now old enough to remember this is NOT the first time this has happened.  Good arguments have been made that the “great recession” has its roots in the Reagan administration’s efforts to de-regulate everything -- from banking to air travel.  And remember that Clinton’s administration was saddled with the economic downturn at the end of Bush I.)

Ornstein’s comments were well considered and well expressed, but his tone and insights were more than a little depressing.  We are in a time, as Yeats put it, when “things fall apart; the center cannot hold... The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.”  Some of Ornstein’s suggestions have merit, but even he seemed lukewarm about their chances for success.  His talk was heavily tilted to “broken government.”  Not so much about “where do we go from here.”

I thought the comments about religion were most interesting.  We usually think of the extremists -- pulpit bangers abusing their freedom of speech to mix their narrow-minded absolutist beliefs with political action.  As Ornstein implied, we are becoming as “tribal” as the Middle East and our “Christian” fundamentalists are every bit as dangerous as Islamic ones.  

But there is a chance of redemption here.  If we can live up to the humanistic (and Christian) social values we claim on Sundays (before the games begin) -- a duty to help others, for instance, and a responsibility to work together for the greater good -- then maybe there’s a chance. Or at least a prayer.  Last Sunday I participated in a commemoration of the tenth anniversary of 9/11.  Several thousand people were in the audience. Some of the proceedings were hokey but all of them were heartfelt, and, for at least a couple hours, we all felt like Americans… and were proud of that.


