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Public Policy and the Election Cycle: Extending House Terms
Purpose: There is no year in the United States when there is not a major statewide
election. Representatives in the House are up for reelection every two years as
mandated by the Constitution. As history has progressed the election cycle has gotten
shorter and shorter so that a representative must start his/her reelection campaign upon
his/her inauguration into office. This lesson introduces students to the election cycle and
asks them to analyze the effects of the election cycle on the development of public policy.
Objectives:
1. Students will participate in a board game simulation in order to draw conclusions
about the ability of congressional representatives to fulfill their obligations
according to the Constitution.
2. Students will examine arguments for lengthening the House term in order to
discuss the need for Constitutional reform of House elections.
Materials:
1. Teacher transparency, Congress’ Job Approval. (CBS News/MTV/New York Times:
Maybe Dubya Should Make an Appearance on MTV Jams. National Journal; June 27,
2007.)
2. Teacher transparency, Common Cents. (King, Anthony. Running Scared. Annual
editions: American Government 200405. McGrawHill/Dushkin: Indiana, 2005. pp.142
51

3. Simulation, Congressional Life.
4. Student resources, Running Scared (Versions A and B)
5. Student resource, Public Service Announcement: House Terms.
Key Terms:
Electioneering
Symbolic Politics

Incumbent

Mandate

Procedure:
1. Warm Up/Motivation.
Display the teacher transparency, Congress’ Job
Approval. Direct students to analyze the information found in the chart by
answering the following questions:
v What information is this graph conveying?
v What statements can we make about Congress based on this graph?
v Do you think this poll accurately measures young people’s opinions about the
effectiveness of Congress? Why or why not?
v If this information is accurate, what might account for the fact that a majority
of young American’s do not approve of the job Congress is doing?

2. Display the teacher transparency, Common Cents. Read the quote found on the
transparency and discuss how the graph and the quote are related. The following
questions will help to guide the discussion.
v What is Mr. Penny saying about the role of a congressman in this quote?
v Does this contradict what we said about the role of congressmen in the
previous discussion?
v If the author is correct, what kind of legislation should a representative
support if he/she wants to be reelected?
v Is this necessarily good for the nation as a whole?
v What kind of legislation should he/she avoid supporting?
v How does this kind of decision making affect the passage of effective public
policy?
3. Run the simulation, Congressional Life to demonstrate the effects of the election
cycle on the ability of representatives to pass legislation that would have positive
effects on the future of the nation. Students should begin to realize that the short
election cycle means that they must negotiate between constituents’ desires,
special interest groups and national party when deciding what legislation to
support. Debrief the activity by having the students discuss the following
questions:
v What challenges did you face as a representative trying to support an issue in
Congress?
v How did constituent issues affect your effectiveness in passing legislation?
v How did special interest groups affect your ability to make good policy?
v How did the length of your term affect your ability to make policy that would
benefit the entire nation?
v What would make it easier for a representative to make good national policy?
v Does this simulation prove Mr. Penny’s point about being a congressional
representative? Why or why not?
4. Distribute student resource, Running Scared. Two versions are provided to
differentiate for reading level. As students are reading they should be looking for
evidence to answer the following questions.
v According to the author, why are representatives scared of their constituents?
v What is the effect of this fear on the nation?
v Should citizens put pressure on their representatives to vote in their interest?
Why or why not
v What suggestions does the author make to correct this problem?
Version B provides vocabulary development as well as Directed Reading
Activities to help students identify main themes. It is chunked into smaller
reading sections and has been shortened to highlight the key themes of the
articles.

5. Based on your experiences during the simulation and evidence from this article
do you support lengthening the term for a representative in Congress to three
years? Why or why not? To assess student understanding of the concepts
presented in this lesson ask them to create a 30 second Public Service
Announcement either for or against the extension of House terms to three years.
Use the student resource, Public Service Announcement: House Terms to guide
students in preparing their PSA’s. If time permits students can perform or display
their PSA’s to the class.
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CBS News/MTV/New York Times Poll: Released June 26, 2007.
Conducted June 1523, 2007
Surveyed 659 individuals between the ages of 1729
Margin of error +/ 4%
(http: nationaljournal.com/pubs/hotline/h070627.htm)
v What information is this graph conveying?
v What statements can we make about Congress based on this graph?
v Do you think this poll accurately measures young people’s opinions about the
effectiveness of Congress? Why or why not?
v If this information is accurate, what might account for the fact that a majority of
young American’s do not approve of the job Congress is doing?
v What do citizens expect of their congressional representatives?
* Draw a cartoon or graphic organizer that illustrates the information in the chart.

Teacher Transparency

Common Cents, 1995

Voters routinely punish lawmakers who try to do unpopular things,
who challenge them to face unpleasant truths about the budget, crime,
Social Security, or tax policy. Similarly, voters reward politicians for
giving them what they want more spending for popular programs even
if it means wounding the nation in the long run by creating more debt.
 Timothy J. Penny, Democratic representative who
left the House of Representatives in 1994.
(Common Cents, 1995.)

v What is Mr. Penny saying about the role of a congressman in this
v
v
v
v

quote?
Does this contradict what we said about the role of congressmen in the
previous discussion?
If the author is correct, what kind of legislation should a
representative support if he/she wants to be reelected?
What kind of legislation should he/she avoid supporting?
How does this kind of decision making affect the passage of effective
public policy?

Simulation

Congressional LIFE
Rules of the Game
Getting Started
· Equipment: Board, Game Pieces (6), Die (1), Issue Cards (10), Constituent Cards
(24), and Special Interest Cards(24)
· Each player picks a game piece.
· All players start on the Declare Candidacy space.
· Each player takes a turn rolling a single die and moving correct number of spaces.
The player must follow any directions listed on the game space.
· The goal of the game is to get elected to Congress and get your bill made into law
before all the other players.
Important Spaces
· You’re Elected
o All players must stop on the You’re Elected space.
o Once there, the player must pick 3 Issue Cards without looking at the
cards. After the player picks the 3 cards, he/she may look at them and
pick which piece of legislation he/she will adopt for the rest of the race.
o The cards the player rejects go back in the Issue Cards pile for the next
player who reaches the You’re Elected space to pick.
o After the player has picked his/her issue, he/she moves to the Swearing In
space and wait for their next turn.
· Constituent Card
o The player picks a card labeled Constituent Card and follows the
direction on the card.
o If the player follows the directions on the card and lands on a space with
additional directions, the player follows those directions in the same turn.
The player continues his/her turn until he/she ends up on a blank space.
· Special Interest Card
o The player picks a card labeled Special Interest and follows the direction
on the card.
o If the player follows the directions on the card and lands on a space with
additional directions, the player follows those directions in the same turn.
The player continues his/her turn until he/she ends up on a blank space.
· Committee/Floor Vote
o All players must stop at both the Committee Vote space and the Floor Vote
space.
o Once there, the player must roll the die again. Rolling an odd number (1,
3, or 5) means the bill passed and the player may move forward the
number of spaces he/she rolled. Rolling an even number (2, 4, or 6)

means the bill did not pass. The player must then wait until their next turn
to roll again and must continue to do so until he/she roles an odd number.

·

·

Term Limit
o All players must stop at the Term Limit space.
o Once there, the player must role the die again. If the player rolls an odd
number (1, 3, or 5), the players congressional term is not up and the player
may move forward the number of spaces that they rolled. If the play rolls
an even number (2, 4, or 6), the player must “run for reelection.”
§ “Running for reelection” means the player must move their game
piece back to the Declare Candidacy space.
§ Starting with their next turn, the player roles the dice to get
through the “election” portion of the board (the star shaped
spaces).
§ Once the player reaches the You’re Elected space, the player may,
in the same turn, move their game piece to the Term Limit space.
§ On the players next turn, he/she may role the die and moves the
number of spaces he/she rolls no matter what number he/she rolls.
Presidential Approval
o All players must stop on the final space, Presidential Approval.
o The player must roll the die again.
§ Bill signed: If the player rolls a 1 or 2, the bill is signed into law
and the player wins the game!
§ Bill vetoed: If the player rolls a 3 or 4, the bill is vetoed. The
player must the go back to the Floor Vote space. On there next
turn, the player follows the directions for the Floor Vote space and
proceeds until they reach the Presidential Approval space again.
§ Override the veto: If the player rolls a 5 or 6, the bill is vetoed,
but the player has a chance to override the veto. The player roles
the die again.
· If he/she rolls a 1 or a 2, Congress overrides the veto and
the player wins the game!
· If he/she rolls a 3, 4, 5, or 6, the veto stands and the player
must follow the directions for Bill Vetoed
o Players may choose to end the game when one player gets his/her bill
passed or continue playing until all the players pass their bills.

Congressional LIFE
Game Board Assembly
· Cut out game board pieces (4) and title along the thick black borders
· Assemble pieces and title as shown in the diagram below by gluing the pieces to a file folder, piece of
poster board, or other sturdy surface of your choice.
· Cut out game pieces, Constituent Cards, and Special Interest Cards. If possible, print the three types of
cards on different colored printer paper. Laminate the cards or game pieces, if desired, to allow for longer
classroom use.
Game Board Diagram

Title

Piece 1

Piece 2

Piece 3

Piece 4

Angry antiwar constituent camps out in
your congressional office and scares away
your important appointments for the day.

Spend three hours talking to a constituent
about soybean farming instead of meeting with
a fellow member of Congress.

Spend a day at the county fair listening to
constituent concerns and miss committee
meeting.

Lose a turn.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 2 spaces.

Get $2000 from constituent who loves the
idea for your new bill.

Interns spend two days entering petition
signatures into the mail database instead of
calling to get cosponsors for your bill.

Constituents write positive letters to the
editor of your local paper about you and
your bill.

Move ahead 2 spaces.

Lose a turn.

Move ahead 1 space.

Staff spends whole day giving constituent
tours of the Capitol instead of working on
bill.

Speaking tour pays off! You receive positive
constituent calls and a 5 point bump in the
polls.

Famous friend from your college days
throws a huge fundraiser with your
wealthiest constituents.

Move back 1 space.

Move ahead 2 spaces.

Move ahead 1 space.

Intern accidentally transfers an angry
constituent call to your office phone
making you late for a subcommittee
meeting about your bill.

Break your leg in a skiing accident.
Constituents sympathize.

Staff gets stuck sorting get well cards after
your skiing accident instead of working on
your bill.

Move back 1 space.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move back 1 space.

While fishing in your district, you dive in the
lake to save a little girl whose canoe
flipped over. You are a hero who cares
about the children.

Microphone is left on back stage at a speaking
event in your district letting the whole audience
hear you complain about having to “dumb down
your speech.” Outrage ensues.
Lose a turn

Rival Congressman’s smear campaign
against you backfires when you expose that
he has been stealing taxpayer money and
cheating on his wife.

Move ahead 2 spaces.
Time picks you as Person of the Year. You
follow up with stellar interviews on 20/20,
The Today Show, and The Colbert Report.
Constituents love you

Move ahead 1 space.
You buy a Toyota Prius and the press takes a
picture of you recycling your cans.
Constituents praise your ecofriendly lifestyle.

A constituent call campaign about election
reform ties up your office phones for an
entire day.

Move ahead 2 spaces.
Roll again.

Move back 1 space.

Your constituents start a letter writing
campaign against your bill due to an
amendment you negotiated to get more
votes for the bill.

You’re youngest child leaves for college and
your older constituents sympathize with your
new “empty nester” status.

Lose a turn.

Move ahead 1 space.

You decline to speak at a high school
graduation in order to see your bill voted on
in committee. Your constituents think you
care more about your bill than the
community.
Move back 1 space.

Newsweek does a profile on you and your
bill. More constituents start to understand
the work you are doing and the positive
changes you want to make.

You’re office is unable to get White House
tours for a large group of elementary school
students. Staff spends day trying to apologize
to angry parents.

You come down with the flu and are unable
to make it to several meetings with high
profile constituents. They do not
sympathize with your illness.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 1 space.
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Healthcare
·

Healthcare

A bill to completely privatize the
healthcare industry.

A bill to provide national health
insurance for all children and
government subsidies for uninsured
workers and smallbusiness owners.

·

Environment
·

A resolution encouraging, but not
requiring, businesses to purchase
carbon credits.

Environment
A bill placing much stricter emissions
and fuel efficiency standards on the
entire auto industry.

·

Education
· A bill allowing students in low
performing public schools to purchase
vouchers to attend better private
schools.

Education
A bill increasing government provided
student loans and grants for college.

·

Foreign Policy
A bill to end U.S. affiliation with the UN,
World Trade Organization (WTO), and
North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA).

·

Foreign Policy
·

Immigration
·

A bill to remove all illegal immigrants
from the country and provide additional
funds for building a wall along the
Mexican/U.S. border.

A bill to increase foreign aid for the
victims of the Darfur genocide in
Africa.
Immigration

·

A bill making children who are illegal
immigrants eligible for government
funded health care and public
schooling.

Issue Card

Issue Card
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A major labor union asks you to support a
new bill restricting pay freezes in exchange
for promising to hold major fundraisers for
your reelection campaign.

The National Organization for Women (NOW)
ranks you as #3 on their annual list of “top
supporters of women’s rights”.

Animal activists love your “no testing on
animals” policy. They donate money to your
campaign.

Move ahead 3 spaces.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move ahead 1 space.

You donate money to an international
AIDS relief fund and promise to get more
funds allocated to AIDS relief if you win the
election.

In an interview, you mention that you do not
recycle. Environmental activists dump a ton of
aluminum cans on your driveway.

You spend an entire day meeting with
Strawberry Farmers of America instead of
strategizing with cosponsors of your bill.

Move ahead 1 space.
You tell a reporter that you really aren’t a
fan of hamburgers. The cattle ranchers’
association is furious and lobbies other
members of Congress to vote against your
bill.

Move back 1 space.
You mention that your grandmother died of
breast cancer and that you want to find a cure.
You gain sympathy and the support of the
Breast Cancer Research Foundation.

Move back 1 space.
Insurance industry lobbyists convince a
ranking member of committee to vote in
favor of your bill without adding any
amendments.

Lose a turn.
Move ahead 1 space.
Voters find out about a lunch you had with
Lobbyists for the teachers’ union refuse to
tobacco lobbyists. You spend the next
leave your office unless you add a controversial
week trying to explain that you are still anti
amendment to your bill.
big tobacco.

Move ahead 2 spaces.
The national police workers’ association
calls you “soft on crime”, which takes away
focus from the pending vote on your bill.
Move back 2 spaces.

Move back 1 space.
You call for more sobriety checkpoints on
highways. You gain the support of Mothers
Against Drunk Driving (MADD).

Lose a turn.
You make a trip to Africa with Bono and a
fellow Congressman. You end up with great
press, but you miss an important vote on your
bill.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move back 2 spaces.

You encourage the adoption of children
from third world countries. Angelina Jolie is
now a big supporter, meeting special
interests on your behalf and saving you
valuable time.
Move ahead 2 spaces.

A source reports that you have never
donated money to the international AIDS
relief fund, like you promised. You are
accused of being a liar.

You spend an evening at a fundraising dinner
held for you by the National Architects’
Association instead of securing votes for your
bill.

A vocal supporter of your bill gets in a well
publicized feud with the Steel Workers of
America. Now no one wants to support
anything he did, including your bill.

Move back 2 spaces.

Move back 1 space.

Lose a turn.

You appear at an Operation Smile
fundraiser with Jessica Simpson. You gain
the support of Dentists of America and all
of their teenage children.

One of your interns hangs up the phone on the
Chair of the Egg Farmers’ Association of
America. You spend the next 2 days trying to
convince him it was an accident.
Move back 1 space.

Your assistant forgets to book your trip to
South Korea. The Korean Embassy claims
that you cost them thousands of dollars in
tourism revenue.

Move ahead 1 space.
A picture is published of you eating a
Swiss chocolate bar. Hershey’s Chocolate
refuses to hold the fundraiser for you that
they had promised.

You don’t neuter your dog. The SPCA runs
newspaper ads featuring Bob Barker
denouncing you and your bill.

Lose a turn.
You refuse to meet with the Coal Workers’
Union. They claim you are “against the
working man”.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 1 space.
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Declare
Candidacy
Start!

Special
Interest Card

Special
Interest Card

Hold
debate and rise in polls.
Move ahead
2 spaces.

Receive 1st major
endorsement.
Move ahead
1 space.

Bad
press
for running a “negative”
campaign. Go back
2 spaces.

Cut Along the Outside Line

YOU’RE
ELECTED!
STOP!

Piece 1

Hire top notch staff.
Move ahead 1
space.

Special Interest Card

Swearing
In
START!

Constituent Card

Finish 1st
draft of
bill. Roll
again.

Constituent Card

Report bill to
Committee.
Move ahead 1 space.

Bill gets
bogged
down in
Committee.
Lose a turn.

Constituent Card

Special Interest Card

Special Interest Card

Constituent
Card

Committee Vote
STOP!

Cut Along the Outside Line

Piece 2

Constituent Card

Special Interest
Card

Gain additional cosponsors
for your bill.

Move ahead 2
spaces.
The Washington Post
writes a glowing article
about your bill.
Move ahead 1 space.

Constituent Card

The New York Times
publishes a harsh oped
about you.
Go back 2 spaces.
Constituent Card

Porkbarrel
amendments are
tacked onto your bill.
Move back 2 spaces.

Presidential
Approval

Special
Interest
Card

Cut Along the Outside Line

Special
Interest Card

Constituent Card

Constituent Card

Constituent
Card

Constituent Card

Special Interest Card

District Work Period
Lose a turn.

Special
Interest
Card

Constituent Card

Term Limit
STOP!

Special Interest Card

You’re appointed Chairman for
government ethics hearings leaving
no time to promote your bill.

Lose a turn

Special Interest Card

FLOOR VOTE
STOP!
Cut Along the Outside Line

Constituent
Card

Piece 4

Game Pieces

Title

Congressional LIFE

A major labor union asks you to support a
new bill restricting pay freezes in exchange
for promising to hold major fundraisers for
your reelection campaign.

The National Organization for Women (NOW)
ranks you as #3 on their annual list of “top
supporters of women’s rights”.

Animal activists love your “no testing on
animals” policy. They donate money to your
campaign.

Move ahead 3 spaces.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move ahead 1 space.

You donate money to an international
AIDS relief fund and promise to get more
funds allocated to AIDS relief if you win the
election.

In an interview, you mention that you do not
recycle. Environmental activists dump a ton of
aluminum cans on your driveway.

You spend an entire day meeting with
Strawberry Farmers of America instead of
strategizing with cosponsors of your bill.

Move ahead 1 space.
You tell a reporter that you really aren’t a
fan of hamburgers. The cattle ranchers’
association is furious and lobbies other
members of Congress to vote against your
bill.

Move back 1 space.
You mention that your grandmother died of
breast cancer and that you want to find a cure.
You gain sympathy and the support of the
Breast Cancer Research Foundation.

Move back 1 space.
Insurance industry lobbyists convince a
ranking member of committee to vote in
favor of your bill without adding any
amendments.

Lose a turn.
Move ahead 1 space.
Voters find out about a lunch you had with
Lobbyists for the teachers’ union refuse to
tobacco lobbyists. You spend the next
leave your office unless you add a controversial
week trying to explain that you are still anti
amendment to your bill.
big tobacco.

Move ahead 2 spaces.
The national police workers’ association
calls you “soft on crime”, which takes away
focus from the pending vote on your bill.
Move back 2 spaces.

Move back 1 space.
You call for more sobriety checkpoints on
highways. You gain the support of Mothers
Against Drunk Driving (MADD).

Lose a turn.
You make a trip to Africa with Bono and a
fellow Congressman. You end up with great
press, but you miss an important vote on your
bill.

Move ahead 1 space.

Move back 2 spaces.

You encourage the adoption of children
from third world countries. Angelina Jolie is
now a big supporter, meeting special
interests on your behalf and saving you
valuable time.
Move ahead 2 spaces.

A source reports that you have never
donated money to the international AIDS
relief fund, like you promised. You are
accused of being a liar.

You spend an evening at a fundraising dinner
held for you by the National Architects’
Association instead of securing votes for your
bill.

A vocal supporter of your bill gets in a well
publicized feud with the Steel Workers of
America. Now no one wants to support
anything he did, including your bill.

Move back 2 spaces.

Move back 1 space.

Lose a turn.

You appear at an Operation Smile
fundraiser with Jessica Simpson. You gain
the support of Dentists of America and all
of their teenage children.

One of your interns hangs up the phone on the
Chair of the Egg Farmers’ Association of
America. You spend the next 2 days trying to
convince him it was an accident.
Move back 1 space.

Your assistant forgets to book your trip to
South Korea. The Korean Embassy claims
that you cost them thousands of dollars in
tourism revenue.

Move ahead 1 space.
A picture is published of you eating a
Swiss chocolate bar. Hershey’s Chocolate
refuses to hold the fundraiser for you that
they had promised.

You don’t neuter your dog. The SPCA runs
newspaper ads featuring Bob Barker
denouncing you and your bill.

Lose a turn.
You refuse to meet with the Coal Workers’
Union. They claim you are “against the
working man”.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 1 space.

Move back 1 space.
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Student Resource

Version A
Running Scared
Painfully often the legislation our politicians pass is designed less to solve problems
than to protect the politicians from defeat in our neverending election campaigns. They are, in short,
too frightened of us to govern.
By Anthony King
To an extent that astonishes a foreigner; modern America is about the holding of elections. Americans
do not merely have elections on the first Tuesday after the first Monday of November in every year
divisible by four. They have elections on the first Tuesday after the first Monday of November in
every year divisible by two. In addition, five states have elections in oddnumbered years. Indeed,
there is no year in the United States ever when a major statewide election is not being held
somewhere. To this catalogue of general elections has of course to be added an equally long catalogue
of primary elections (for example, fortythree presidential primaries in the 2004 cycle). Moreover, not
only do elections occur very frequently in the United States but the number of jobs legally required to
be filled by them is enormous from the presidency of the United States to the post of local consumer
advocate in New York. It has been estimated that no fewer than half a million elective offices are
filled or waiting to be filled in the United States today.
Americans take the existence of their neverending election campaign for granted. Some like it some
dislike it, and most are simply bored by it. But they are all conscious of it, in the same way that they
are conscious of Mobil, McDonald’s, Larry King Live, Oprah Winfry, the Dallas Cowboys, the Ford
Motor Company, and all other symbols and institutions that make up the rich tapestry of American life.
To a visitor to America’s shores, however, the neverending campaign presents a largely unfamiliar
spectacle. In other countries election campaigns have both beginnings and ends, and there are even
periods, often prolonged periods, when no campaigns take place at all. Other features of American
elections are also unfamiliar. In few countries do elections and campaigns cost as much as they do in
the United States. In no other country is the role of organized political parties so limited.
America’s permanent election campaign, together with other aspects of American electoral politics,
has one crucial consequence, little noticed but vitally important for the functioning of American
democracy. Quite simply, the American electoral system places politicians in a highly vulnerable
position. Individually and collectively they are more vulnerable, more of the time, to the vicissitudes
of electoral politics than are the politicians of any other democratic country. Because they are more
vulnerable, they donate more of their time to electioneering, and their conduct in office is more
continuously governed by electoral considerations. I will argue that American politicians’ constant
and unremitting electoral preoccupations have deleterious consequences for the functioning of the
American system. They consume time and scarce resources. Worse, they make it harder than it would
be otherwise be for the system as a whole to deal with some of America’s most pressing problems.
Americans often complain that their system is not sufficiently democratic. I will argue that, on the
contrary, there is a sense in which the system is too democratic and ought to be made less so.
FEAR AND TREMBLING

Politics and government in the United States are marked by the fact that U.S. elected officials in many
cases have very short terms of office and face the prospect of being defeated in primary elections and
have to run for office more as individuals than as standardbearers for their party and have continually
to raise large sums of money in order to finance their own election campaigns. Some of these factors
operate in other countries. There is no other country, however, in which all of them operate and
operate simultaneously. The cumulative consequences, as we shall see are both pervasive and
profound.
The U.S. Constitution sets out in one of its very first sentences that “the House of Representatives shall
be composed of members chosen every second year by the people of the several states.” When the
Founding Fathers decided on such a short term of office for House members, they were setting a
precedent that has been followed by no other major democratic country. In Great Britain, France,
Italy, and Canada the constitutional or legal maximum for the duration of the lower house of the
national legislature is five years. In Germany and Japan the equivalent term is four years. Only in
Australia and New Zealand, whose institutions are in some limited respects modeled on those of the
United States, are the legal maximums as short as three years. In having twoyear terms the United
States stands alone.
Members of the Senate are, of course, in a quite different position. Their constitutionally prescribed
term of office, six years, is long by anyone’s standards. But senators’ sixyear terms are not all they
seem. In the first place, so pervasive is the electioneering atmosphere that even newly elected senators
begin almost at once to lay plans for their reelection campaigns. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, of
New York, recalls that when he first came to the Senate, in 1977, his colleagues when they met over
lunch or a drink usually talked about politics and policy. Now they talk about almost nothing but the
latest opinion polls. In the second place, the fact that under the Constitution the terms of a third of the
Senate end every two years means that even if individual senators do not feel themselves to be under
continuing electoral pressure, the Senate as a whole does. Despite the Founders’ intentions, the
Senate’s collective electoral sensibilities increasingly resemble those of the House.
Most Americans seem unaware of the fact, but the direct primary a governmentorganized popular
election to nominate candidates for public officeis, for better or worse, an institution peculiar to the
United States. Neither primary elections nor their functional equivalents exist anywhere else in the
democratic world. It goes without saying that their effect is to add a further dimension of uncertainty
and unpredictability to the world of American elective politicians.
In most other countries the individual holder of public office, so long as he or she is reasonably
conscientious and does not gratuitously offend local or regional party opinion, has no real need to
worry about renomination. To be sure, cases of parties refusing to renominate incumbent legislators
are no unknown in countries such as France, Germany and Canada, but they are relatively rare and
tend to occur under unusual circumstances. The victims are for the most part old, idle, or alcoholic.
The contrast between the rest of the world and the United States could hardly be more striking. In
1978 no fewer than 104 of the 382 incumbent members of the House of Representatives who sought
reelection faced primary opposition. In the following three elections the figures were ninetythree out
of 398 (1980), ninetyeight out of 393 (1982), and 130 out of 409 (1984). More recently, in 1994,
nearly a third of all House incumbents seeking reelection, 121 out of 386, had to face primary
opposition, and in the Senate the proportion was even higher: eleven out of twentysix. Even those
incumbents who did not face opposition could seldom be certain in advance that they were not going

to. The influenceand the possibility of primaries is pervasive. As we shall see, the fact that
incumbents usually win is neither here nor there.
To frequent elections and primary elections must be added another factor that contributes powerfully to
increasing the electoral vulnerability of U.S. politicians: the relative lack of what we might call “party
cover.” In most democratic countries the fate of most politicians depends not primarily on their own
endeavors but on the fatelocally, regionally, or nationally of their party. If their party does well in an
election, so do they. If not, not. The individual politician’s interest and those of his party are bound
together.
In contrast, American’s elective politicians are on their own not only in relation t politicians in most
other countries but also in absolute terms. Party is still a factor in U.S. electoral politics, but it is less
so than anywhere else in the democratic world. As a result, American legislators seeking reelection
are forced to raise their own profiles, to make their own records, and to fight their own reelection
campaigns.
If politicians are so vulnerable electorally, it may be protested, why aren’t more of them defeated? In
particular, why aren’t more incumbent congressmen and senators defeated? The analysis here would
seem to imply a very high rate of turnover in Congress, but in fact the rateat least among incumbents
seeking reelection is notoriously low. How can this argument and the facts of congressional
incumbents’ electoral success be reconciled?
This objection has to be taken seriously, because the facts on which it is based are substantially correct.
The number of incumbent congressmen and senators defeated in either primary or general elections is
low. But to say that because incumbent members of Congress are seldom defeated, they are not really
vulnerable electorally is to miss two crucial points. The first is that precisely because they are
vulnerable, they go to prodigious lengths to protect themselves. Like workers in nuclearpower
stations, they take the most extreme safety precautions ,and the fact that the precautions are almost
entirely successful does not make them any less necessary.
Second, congressmen and senators go to inordinate lengths to secure reelection because, although they
may objectively be safe (in the view of journalists and academic political scientists), they do not know
they are safe and even if they think they are, the price of being wrong is enormous. The probability
that anything will go seriously wrong with a nuclearpower station may approach zero, but the stations
tend nevertheless to be built away from the centers of large cities. A congressman or a senator may
believe that he reasonably safe, but if he wants to be reelected, he would be a fool to act on that belief.
HOW THEY CAME TO BE VULNERABLE
American politicians run scaredand are right to do so. And they run more scared than t he politicians
of any other democratic countryagain rightly. How did this come to be so?
The short answer is that the American people like it that way. They are, and have been for a very long
time, the Western world’s hyperdemocrats. They are keener on democracy than almost anyone else
and are more determined that democratic norms and practices should pervade every aspect of national
life. To explore the implications of this central fact about the Untied States, and to see how it came to
be, we need to examine tow different interpretations of the term “democracy.” Both have been
discussed from time to time by political philosophers, but they have never been codified and they
certainly cannot be found written down in a constitution or any other formal statement of political

principles. Nevertheless, one or the other underpins the political practice of every democratic country
even if, inevitably, the abstract conception and the daytoday practice are never perfectly matched.
One of these interpretations might be labeled “division of labor.” In this view, there are in any
democracy two classes of people the governors and the governed. The function of the governors is to
take decisions on the basis of what they believe to be in the country’s best interests and to act on those
decisions. If public opinion broadly supports the decisions, that is a welcome bonus. If not, too bad.
The views of the people at large are merely one datum among a large number of data that need to be
considered. They are not accorded any special status. Politicians in countries that operate within this
view can frequently be heard using phrases like “the need for strong leadership” and “the need to take
tough decisions.” They often take a certain pride in doing what they believe to be right even if the
opinion of the majority is opposed to it.
The function of the governed in such as system, if it is a genuine democracy, is very important but
strictly limited. It is not to determine public policy or to decide what is the right thing to do. Rather, it
is to go to the polls from time to time to choose those who will determine public policy and decide
what the right think is: namely, the governors. The deciding of issues by the electorate is secondary to
the election of the individuals who are to do the deciding. The analogy is with choosing a doctor. The
patient certainly chooses which doctor to see but does not normally decide on the detailed course of
treatment. The division of labor is informal but clearly understood.
It is probably fair to say that most of the world’s major democraciesGreat Britain, France, Germany,
Japan operate on this basis. The voters go to the polls every few years, and in between times it is up
to the government of the day to get on with governing. Electing a government and governing are two
different businesses. Electioneering is, if anything, to be deplored if it gets in the way of governing.
This is a simplified picture, of course. Democratically elected politicians are ultimately dependent on
the electorate, and if at the end of the day the electorate does not like what they are doing, they are
dead. Nevertheless, the central point remains. The existing division of labor is broadly accepted.
The other interpretation of democracy, the one dominant in America, might be called the “agency”
view, and it wholly different. According to this view, those who govern a country should function as
no more than agents of the people. The job of the governors is not to act independently and to take
whatever decisions they believe to be in the national interest but, rather, to reflect in all their actions
the views of the majority of the people, whatever those views may be. Governors are not really
governors at all; they are representatives, in the very narrow sense of being in office solely to represent
the views of those who sent them there.
In the agency view, representative government of the kind common throughout the democratic world
can only be secondbest. The ideal system would be one in which there were no politicians or
middlemen of any kind and the people governed themselves directly; the political system would take
the form of more of less continuous town meetings or referenda, perhaps conducted by means of
interactive television. Most Americans, at bottom, would still like to see their country governed by a
town meeting.
WHY THEIR VULNERABILITY MATTERS
In this political ethos, finding themselves inhabiting a turbulent and torrid electoral environment, most
American elective officials respond as might be expected; in an almost Darwinian way. They adapt

their behaviortheir rollcall votes, their introduction of bills, their committee assignments, their phone
calls, their directmail letters, their speeches, their press releases, their sound bites, whom they see,
how they spend their time, their trips abroad, their trips back home, and frequently their private and
family lives to their environment: that is, to their primary and overriding need for electoral survival.
The effects are felt not only in the lives of individual officeholders and their staffs but also in
America’s political institutions as a whole and the shape and contend of U.S. public policy.
It all begins with officeholders’ immediate physical environment: with bricks, mortar, leather, and
wood paneling. The number of congressional buildings and the size of congressional staffs have
ballooned in recent decades. At the start of the 1960’s most members of the House of Representatives
contented themselves with a small inner office and an outer office; senators’ office suites were not
significantly larger. Apart from the Capitol itself, Congress was reasonably comfortably housed in four
buildings, known to Washington taxi drivers as the Old and New House and Senate Office Buildings.
The designations Old and New cannot be used any longer, however, because there are now so many
even newer congressional buildings.
Congressional staffs have grown at roughly the same rate, the new buildings having been built mainly
to house the staffs. In 1957 the total number of people employed by members of the House and Senate
as personal staff was 3,556. By 1991 the figure had grown to 11,572 a more than threefold increase
within the political lifetime of many longserving members. Last year the total number of people
employed by Congress in all capacities, including committee staffs and the staffs of support agencies
like the Congressional Research Service, was 32,820 making Congress by far the most heavily staffed
legislative branch in the world.
Much of the growth of staff in recent decades has been in response to the growth of national
government, to Congress’s insistence on strengthening its policymaking role in the aftermath of
Vietnam and Watergate, and to decentralization within Congress, which has led subcommittee
chairmen and the subcommittees themselves to acquire their own staffs. But there is no doubt that the
increase is also in response to congressional incumbents’ everincreasing electoral exposure. Congress
itself has become an integral part of America’s veritable “elections industry.”
One useful measure of the changes that have taken place and also an important consequence of the
changes is the increased proportion of staff and staff time devoted to constituent service. As recently
as 1972 only 1,189 House employees 22.5 percent of House members’ personal staffs were based in
homedistrict offices. By 1992 the number had more than doubled, to 42.1 percent. On the Senate side
there were only 303 statebased staffers in 1972, making up 12.5 percent of senators’ personal staffs,
but the number had more than quadrupled by 1992 to 1,368 for fully 31.6 percent of the total. Since a
significant proportion of the time of Washingtonbased congressional staffs is also devoted to
constituent service, it is a fair guess that more than half of the time of all congressional staffs is now
given over to nursing the district or state rather than to legislation and policymaking.
Much constituent service is undoubtedly altruistic, inspired by politicians’ sense of duty (and
constituents’ understandable frustration with an unresponsive bureaucracy); but at the same time
nobody doubts that a large proportion of it is aimed at securing reelection. The statistics on the
outgoing mail of members of Congress and their use of the franking privilege point in that direction
too. Congressional mailings grew enormously in volume from some 100 million pieces a year in the
early 1960s to more than 900 million in 1984 nearly five pieces of congressional mail for every adult
American. New restrictions on franking introduced in the 1990s have made substantial inroads into

that figure, but not surprisingly the volume of mail emanating from both houses of Congress is still
invariably higher in election years.
The monetary costs of these increases in voteroriented congressional activities are high: in addition to
being the most heavily staffed legislative branch in the world, Congress is also the most expensive.
But there is another, nonmonetary cost: the staffs themselves become one of the congressman’s or
senator’s constituencies, requiring management, taking up time, and always being tempted to go into
business for themselves. American scholars who have studies the burgeoning of congressional staffs
express concern about their cumulative impact on Congress as a deliberative body in which faceto
face communication between members, and between members and their constituents, facilitates both
mutual understanding and an understanding of the issues. Largely in response to the requirements of
electioneering, more and more congressional business is conducted through dense networks of staffers.
One familiar effect of American politicians’ vulnerability is the power it accords to lobbyists and
specialinterest groups, especially those that can muster large numbers of votes or have large amounts
of money to spend on campaigns. Members of Congress walk the electoral world alone. They can be
picked off one by one, they know it, and they adjust their behavior accordingly. The power of the
American Association of Retired Persons, the National Rifle Association, the banking industry, and the
various veterans’ lobbies is well known. It derives partly from their routine contributions to campaign
funds and the quality of their lobbying activities in Washington, but far more from the votes that the
organizations may be able to deliver and from the congressmen’s and senator’s calculations of how the
positions they take n the present may; affect their chances of reelection in the future a future that
rarely is distant. Might a future challenger be able to use that speech against me? Might I be targeted
for defeat by one of the powerful lobbying groups?
A second effect is that American politicians are even more likely than those in other countries to
engage in symbolic politics: to use words masquerading as deeds, to take actions that purport to be
instrumental but are in fact purely rhetorical. A problem exist; the people demand that it be solved; the
politicians cannot solve it and know so; they engage in an elaborate pretense of trying to solve it
nevertheless, often at great expense to the taxpayers and almost invariably at a high cost in terms of
both the truth and the politicians’ own reputations for integrity and effectiveness. The politicians lie in
most cases not because they are liars or approve of lying but because the potential electoral costs of not
lying are too great.
At one extreme, symbolic politics consists of speechmaking and public positiontaking in the absence
of any real action or any intention of taking action; casting the right vote is more important than
achieving the right outcome. At the other extreme, symbolic politics consists of whole government
programs that are ostensibly designed to achieve one set of objectives but are actually designed to
achieve other objectives (in some cases simply the reelection of the politicians who can claim credit
for them).
Take as an example the crime bills passed by Congress in the 1980s and 1990s, with their mandatory
minimum sentences, their threestrikesandyou’reout provisions, and their extension of the federal
death penalty to fifty new crimes. The antidrug and anticrime legislation, by the testimony of judges
and legal scholars, ahs been at best useless and at worst wholly pernicious in its effects, in that it has
filled prison cells not with violent criminals but with drug users and lowlevel drug pushers. As for the
death penalty, a simple measure of its sheer irrelevance to the federal government’s war on crime is
easily provided. The last federal offender to be put to death, Victor . Geguer, a convicted kidnapper,
was hanged in March of 1963. By the end of 1995 no federal offender had been executed for more

than thirty years, and hardly and offenders were awaiting execution on death row. The ferocious
seeming federal statutes were almost entirely for show.
The way in which the wars on drugs and crime were fought cannot be understood without taking into
account the incessant pressure that elected officeholders felt they were under from the electorate. As
one former congressman puts it, “Voters were afraid of criminals, and politicians were afraid of
voters.” This fear reached panic proportions in election years. Seven of the years from 1981 to 1994
were election years nationwide; seven were not. During those fourteen years Congress passed no
fewer than seven major crime bills. Of those seven, six were passed in election years (usually late in
the year). That is, there was only one election year in which a major crime bill was not passed, and
only one nonelection year in which a major crime bill was passed.
Another effect of the extreme vulnerability of American politicians is that it is even harder for them
than for democratically elect3ed politicians in other countries to take tough decisions: to court
unpopularity, to ask for sacrifices, to impose losses, to fly in the face of conventional wisdomin short,
to act in what they believe to be their constituents’ interest and the national interest rather than in their
own interest. Timothy J. Penny, a Democrat who left the House of Representatives in 1994, put the
point starkly, perhaps even too harshly, in Common Cents (1995).
Voters routinely punish lawmakers who try to do unpopular things, who challenge
to face unpleasant truths about the budget, crime, Social Security or tax
policy. Similarly, voters reward politicians for giving them what they want
more spending for popular programs even if it means wounding the nation in
the long run by creating more debt.

them

America’s enduring budget deficit offers a vivid, almost textbook illustration. For nearly a generation
ever since the early 1980s American politicians have bemoaned the deficit and exhorted themselves to
do something about it. However, they have never done nearly enough, even in their own eyes. Why?
Part of the answer undoubtedly lies in genuine ideological differences that make it hard for
conservatives and liberals to compromise; but much of the answer also lies in the brute fact that every
year in the United States is either an election year of a preelection year, with primaries and threatened
primaries intensifying politician’s electoral concerns. In 1985 Senator Warren Rudman, of New
Hampshire, reckoned that he and other senators who had voted for a bold deficitreduction package
had flown a “kamikaze mission.” One of his colleagues said they had “jumped off a cliff.” Twelve
years later, not surprisingly, the federal budget remains in a deficit.
MORE DEMOCRACY, MORE DISSATISFACTION
Numerous opinion polls show that millions of Americans are profoundly dissatisfied with the
functioning of their political system. Consequently, there is a widespread disposition in the United
States at all levels of society, from the grass roots to the editorial conference and the company
boardroomto want to make American democracy “work better,” and concrete proposals abound for
achieving this goal.
The proposed reforms can be grouped loosely under four headings. First come those that if
implemented would amount to the creation of electronic town meetings, taking advantage of
technological developments such as CDTOM, interactive cable systems, electronic mail, and the
Internet. The Wall Street Journal referred in this general connection to “arranging a marriage of de
Tocqueville and technology.”

Second, and related, are proposals for promoting democratic deliberation and citizen participation.
The Kettering Foundation and the Public Agenda Foundation already organize National Issues Forums
that embrace some 3,000 educational and civic groups across America. David Mathews, the president
of the Kettering Foundation, considers these modern forums to be directly linked to America’s ancient
“town meeting tradition.” Benjamin R. Barber, a political philosopher at Rutger’s University, would
go further and create a nationwide network of neighborhood assemblies that could take actual
decisions on strictly local matters and also debate and lobby on broader national questions. James S.
Fishkin, a political scientist at the University of Texas, likewise seeks to leaps the modern barriers to
facttoface democracy by means of what he calls “deliberative opinion polls” (which have been tried,
with considerable success, in England).
The third group of proposed reforms is equally radical but more oldfashioned. This group seeks to
complete the work of Progressive Era reformers by extending to the federal level the characteristic
statelevel reforms that were introduced in that period: the referendum, the initiative, and the recall.
The political analyst Kevin Phillips, for example, suggests that the “United States should propose and
ratify an amendment to the Constitution setting up a mechanism for holding nationwide referendums to
permit the citizenry to supplant Congress and the president in making certain categories of national
decisions.” He would also like to see congressmen and senators be subject to popular recall once they
have been in office for a year. Certainly proposals of this kind have broad public support. Depending
on the precise wording of the question, more than 50 percent of Americans support the idea of national
referenda and more than 80 percent support both the initiative and the recall.
Finally, many commentators and the majority of the American public strongly back the newest and
most fashionable item on the “making democracy work better” agenda: the imposition of term limits
on both state and federal elected officials, notably members of Congress. But the great majority of
those who favor term limits, true to the American democratic tradition, are less concerned with good
government and the public interest as such than with the present generation of politicians’ alleged lack
of responsiveness to the mass of ordinary people. At the center for this argument is the idea the United
States is now governed by an unresponsive, selfperpetuating, and increasingly remote class of
professional politicians, a class that ought to be replaced as soon as possible by “citizen legislators”
men and women who will serve the people simple because they are the people. As one advocate of
term limits puts it, ordinary people the proposed citizen legislators of the future “know things about
life in America that people who have lived as very selfimportant figures in Washington for thirty
years have no way of knowing or have forgotten.”
Some of the items on this fourpart shopping list of reforms are intrinsically attractive, or at least a
good case can be made for them. Nevertheless, taken as a whole, the mainstream reformist agenda,
with its traditional American emphasis on agency democracy and its view of politicians as mere
servants of the people’s will, rests on extremely tenuous conceptual foundations and, more important,
is almost certainly inappropriate as a response to the practical needs of turnofthecentury America.
America’s problem of governance is not insufficient responsiveness on the part of its elected leaders.
On the contrary, America’s problem is their hyperresponsiveness. Politicians do not need to be tied
down still further, to be subjected to even more external pressures than they are already. Rather, they
need to be given just a little more political leeway, just a little more room for policy maneuver.
Reforms should seek to strengthen divisionoflabor democracy, not to create a still purer form of
Americanstyle agency democracy.
THE USUAL SUSPECTS

If the reformist prescriptions are bad ones, there may be something wrong with the reformist
diagnoses on which they are based. What are the principal sources of dissatisfaction with the current
state of American democracy?
Many commentators have gotten into the habit of blaming Americans’ dissatisfaction, in an almost
kneejerk fashion, on the “the Vietnam War and Watergate.” It is certainly the case that evidence of
widespread dissatisfaction began to appear during and shortly after Vietnam and Watergate. Post hoc,
ergo propter hoc? Maybe. But in the first place, Vietnam and Watergate led to a flowering of idealism
as well as cynicism (and to the election, in 1974 of the “Watergate Babies,” one of the most idealistic
and publicspirited cohorts ever to be elected to Congress). And in the second place, it seems strange
to attribute the dissatisfactions of the 1990s to events that took place in the 1960s and early 1970s.
That distance in time is roughly that between the two world war; most of today’s college students were
not yet born when President Nixon resigned. To be sure, subsequent scandals have undoubtedly (and
deservedly) damaged the reputations of the White House and Congress, but at least some of the sleaze
of recent years has come about because politicians need such enormous funds to finance their re
election campaigns.
Two other hypotheses can be dismissed, or at least assigned little importance. One is that politicians
today are a poor lot compared with the intellectual and moral giants of the past. It probably is the case
that having to run scared all the time has tended to drive some able people out of politics and to
discourage others from coming in. But the phenomenon is a relatively recent one, and for the time
being there is no reason to think that the average congressman or senator is in any way inferior to his
or her predecessors. The quality of America’s existing political class is at most a small part of the
problem.
The same is almost certainly true of the idea that divided government in which one party controls one
or both houses of Congress while the other controls the presidency is to be preferred. Divided
government has characterized America for most of the past thirty years, and it has been associated with
some of the more spectacular political and policy failures of the period the Irancontra scandal of the
1980s(which arose out of a Republican Administration’s desire to circumvent a Democratic Congress),
and successive shutdowns of parts of the government as Presidents and Congress have failed to agree
on timely taxing and spending measures. Other things being equal, divided government is probably to
be regretted.
All the same, it is hard to credit the idea that American’s disillusionment with politics would be
significantly less today if party control had been mainly undivided over the past thirty years. On the
one hand, recent periods in which the government has not been divided (the Carter years, 197780, and
the first two Clinton Years,199394) were not notably successful (Carter never surmounted the energy
crisis, and Clinton failed to reform America’s healthcare system even tho8ugh that reform had figured
prominently in his campaign promises.). On the other hand, as David R. Mayhew, a political scientist
at Yale University, has shown, periods of divided government have often been extremely productive in
legislative terms. On balance, divided government appears to be more of a nuisance and a distraction
than a root cause of either the government’s difficulties or the public’s disillusionment.
The ideas that the system suffers from the excessive power of interest groups, however, needs to be
taken seriously. Jonathan Rauch, in his recent book Demosclerosis, argues persuasively that
America’s interest groups have become larger, more numerous, and more powerful over the past three
decades, to the p0oint that they now have the capacity to prevent t he government from doing almost

anything that would disadvantage or offend any of the clients that they represent taking in, as it
happens, virtually the whole American population.
Rauch is probably right; but one needs to go on to ask, as he himself does, what the power of these
pullulating and allencompassing lobby groups is based on. The answer is straightforward: their power
depends ultimately on their money, on their capacity to make trouble for elected officials, on the votes
of their members (the AARP has more than 30 million members), and on elective politicians’ fear of
not being reelected. The groups’ power, in other words, depends on politicians’ electoral
vulnerability; and America’s interest groups are peculiarly powerful in large measure because
America’s elective politicians are peculiarly vulnerable. It is not quite as simple as thatbut almost.
It is also important to note the precise timing of the developments described by Rauch and by almost
everyone else who has written on this subject. Nearly all these developments date, almost uncannily,
from the part thirty years: the rise in the number of interest groups, the growth in their membership and
power, the decline in the public’s trust in government officials, and the increased sense among voters
that who they are what they think do not matter to politicians and officials in Washington. In other
words, the origins of the present era of democratic discontent can be traced to the end of the 1960s and
the beginning of the 1970s. It was then that people began to think something was wrong not with this
or that aspect of the system but with the system itself.
What happened at that time? It is hard to escape the conclusion that the crucial developments, largely
provoked by the Vietnam War and Watergate, were the attempts from 1968 onward to open up the
American system, to make it more transparent, to make it more accessible, to make it, in a word, more
“democratic.” These attempts led to an increase in the number of primary elections, to a further
weakening of America’s already weak political parties, to increases in the already high costs of
electoral politics, and to the increasing isolation, in an increasingly hostile environment, of elective
officials. In short, the postVietnam, PostWatergate reforms led, as they were meant to lead, to
increased vulnerability to their electorates on the part of individual American officeholders.
The paradox that has resulted is obvious and easily stated. Recent history suggests that when large
numbers of Americans become dissatisfied with the workings of their government they call for more
democracy. The more they call for more democracy, the more of it they get. The more of it they get,
the more dissatisfied they become with the workings of their government. The more they become
dissatisfied with the workings of their government, the more they call for more democracy. The cycle
endlessly repeats itself.
WHAT, IF ANYTHING, MIGHT BE DONE?
Precisely because American politicians are so exposed electorally, they probably have to displayand
do displaymore political courage more often than the politicians of any other democratic country. The
number of political saints and martyrs in the United States in unusually large.
There is, however, no special virtue in a political system that requires large numbers of politicians to
run the risk of martyrdom in order to ensure that tough decisions can be taken in a timely manner in the
national interest. The number of such decisions that need to be taken is always likely to be large;
human nature being what it is, the supply of wouldbe martyrs is always likely to be small. On balance
it would seem better not to try to eliminate the electoral risks (it can never be done in a democracy) but
to reduce somewhat their scale and intensity. There is no reason why the risks run by American

politicians should be so much greater than the risks run by elective politicians in other democratic
countries.
How, then, might the risks be reduced? What can be done: A number of reforms to the existing
system suggest themselves. It may be that none of them is politically feasible Americans hold tight to
the idea of agency democracy but in principle there should be no bar to any of them. One of the
simplest would also be the most radical: to lengthen the terms of members of the House of
Representatives from two years to either three or four. The proposal is by no means a new one: at least
123 resolutions bearing on the subject were introduced in Congress in the eighty years from 1885 to
1965, and President Lyndon B. Johnson advocated the change in his State of the Union address in
January of 1966.
A congressman participating in a Brookings Institution round table held at about the time of Johnson’s
message supported the change, saying, “I think that the longer term would help you to be a braver
congressman, and I think what you need is bravery. I think you need courage.” Another congressman
on the same occasion cited the example of another bill that he believed had the support of a majority in
the House. “That bill is not going to come up this year. You know why it is not coming up?...Because
four hundred and thirtyfive of us have to face election… If we had a longer term, I am as confident as
I can be that the bill would have come to the floor and passed.”
A similar case could be made for extending the term of senators to eight years, with half the Senate
retiring or running for reelection every four years. If the terms of members of both houses were thus
extended and made to coincide, the effect in reducing America’s neverending election campaign
would be dramatic.
There is much to be said, too, for all the reasons mentioned so far, for scaling down the number of
primary elections. They absorb extravagant amounts of time, energy, and money; they serve little
democratic purpose; few people bother to voter in them; and they place additional and unnecessary
pressure on incumbent officeholders. Since the main disadvantage of primaries is the adverse effect
they have on incumbents, any reforms ought to be concerned with protecting incumbents’ interests.
At the moment, the primary laws make no distinction between situations in which a seat in the House
or the Senate is already occupied and situations in which the incumbent is, for whatever reason,
standing down. The currently laws provide for a primary to be held in either case. An incumbent is
therefore treated as though the seat in questions were open and he or she were merely one of the
candidates for it. A relatively simple reform would be to distinguish between the two situations. If a
seat was open, primaries would be held in both parties, as now; but if the incumbent announced that
he or she intended to run for reelection, then a primary in his or her party would be held only if large
numbers of party supporters were determined to have one that is, were determined that the incumbent
should be ousted. The obvious way to ascertain whether such determination existed would be by
means of a petition supervised by the relevant state government and requiring a considerable number
of signatures. The possibility of a primary would thus be left open, but those who wanted one would
have to show that they were both numerous and serious. A primary would not be held simply because
an ambitious, possibly demented, possibly wealthy individual decided to throw his or her hat into the
ring.
Any steps to strengthen the parties as institutions would be desirable on the same grounds. Lack of
party cover in the United States means that elective office holders find it hard to take tough decisions
partly because they lack safety in numbers. They can seldom if ever, say to an aggrieved constituent or

a political action committee out for revenge, “I had to vote that way because my party told me to,” or
even “I had to vote that way because we in my party all agreed that we would.” Lack of party
cohesion, together with American voters’ disposition to vote for the individual rather than the party,
means that congressmen and senators are always in danger of being picked off one by one.
BALLOT FATIGUE
What might be done to give both parties more backbone? Clearly, the parties would be strengthened
and elective officeholders would not need to raise so much money for their own campaigns if each
party organization became a major source of campaign funding. In the unlikely event (against the
background of chronic budget deficits) that Congress ever gets around to authorizing the federal
funding of congressional election campaigns, a strong case could be3 made for channeling as much of
the money as possible through the parties, and setting aside some of it to over their administrative and
other ongoing costs.
The party organizations and the nexus between parties and their candidates would also be strengthened
if it were made easier for ordinary citizens to give money to the parties and for the parties to give
money to their candidates. Until 1986, when the program was abolished, tax credits were available for
taxpayers who contributed small sums to the political parties. These credits could be restored. Larry
J. Sabato, a political scientist at the University of Virginia, has similarly suggested that citizens entitled
to a tax refund could be allowed to divert a small part of their refund to the party of their choice. Such
measures would not, however, reduce candidates’ dependence on donations from wealthy individuals
and PACs unless they were accompanied by measures enabling the parties to contribute more
generously to their candidates’ campaigns. At the moment there are strict legal limits on the amount of
money that national or state party organizations can contribute to the campaigns of individual
candidates. The limits should be raised (and indexed to inflation).
All that said, there is an even more straightforward way of reducing incumbents’ dependence on
campaign contributors. At present incumbents have to spend so much time raising funds because the
campaigns themselves are so expensive. They could be made cheaper. This, of course, would be one
of the effects of making U.S. elections less numerous and less frequent than they are now. Another
way to lower the cost of elections would be to provide candidates and parties with free air time on
television and radio.
THE CASE FOR SWANS
Clearly, the idea of term limits also needs to be taken seriously. After all, if American politicians are
excessively vulnerable at the moment, one way of rendering them invulnerable would be to prevent
them from running for reelectionno impending election contest, no need to worry overmuch about the
voters.
As is evident, much of the actual campaigning in favor of term limits takes the form of rantingagainst
big government, against Washington, against “them,” against taxes, against the deficit. Much of the
rhetoric of termlimiters is sulfurous, and their principal motive often seems to be revenge. They claim
that members of Congress are insufficiently responsive to their constituents, when the evidence
suggests that, on the contrary, they are far too responsive. The termlimits movement is of a piece with
previous outbursts of frustrated American populism, including the KnowNothing movement of the
1850s an essay, as one historian has put it, in “the politics of impatience.”

Nevertheless, there is an alternate case for term limits, based not on American politicians’ alleged lack
of responsiveness to the voters but on their alleged overresponsiveness to the voters and interest
groups in order to secure their own reelection. The most persuasive and subtle advocate of this line of
argument is the political commentator George F. Will. His goal, Will says partway through his book
Restoration (1992), “is deliberative democracy through representatives who function at a constitutional
distance from the people.” He reiterates the points about distance in his final paragraphs: “Americans
must be less demanding of government. They must give to government more constitutional space in
which to think, more social distance to facilitate deliberation about the future.”
The case for giving American politicians more space and distance in undoubtedly a strong one, but
assuming these objectives are desirable, it is till not clear that term limits are a suitable means for
achieving them. Three questions arise. Would term limits achieve the desired objectives? Would they
do so at an acceptable cost in terms of other American goals and values? Might the desired objectives
not be better achieved by other means? The first question is strictly empirical. The other two mix the
empirical and the moral.
One way in which the term limits might promote deliberation is by causing some incumbent
legislatorsnamely those serving out their final term under term limits to think, speak, and vote
differently from the way they would have thought, spoken, and voted if they had been eligible and
running for reelection. In addition, for term limits to affect the behavior not just of certain individuals
but of Congress as a whole, it would be necessary for any given Congress to contain a significant
number of these finalterm members. In other words, congressional lame ducks would have to quack
differently from other ducks, and there would have to be a fair number of them on the pond.
It is impossible to be sure, but it seems unlikely that term limits would have significant effects along
these lines. In the first place, existing research (along with most human experience) suggests that a
finalterm congressman or senator, after eleven or twelve years on Capitol Hill, would be unlikely to
alter his pattern of behavior in any radical way. He might send out fewer pieces of franked mail and
make fewer trips back home, but he would probably not execute many Uturns in the way he spoke and
voted. In the second place, although the proportion of senators who would be in their final term under
term limits would normally be large (possible half if senators were restricted to two terms), the
proportion of lameduck congressmen would normally be much smaller (an average of sixty to seventy
out of 435 if House members were limited to six terms). The cumulative impact of the lame ducks
would thus be much greater in the Senate than in the House, and in both houses it would probably be
felt mainly at the margins (though of course the margins can, on occasion, be important).
But those who advocate term limits in fact build very little of their case on the expected future
behavior of lame ducks. Rather, they are seeking to create a wholly new class of elected
representatives. George Will holds out the prospect that mandatory term limits would have the effect
of replacing today’s political careerists with noncareeristsin other words, of replacing today’s ducks
with creatures more closely resembling swans. The new legislators, because they were not careerists,
would not be driven by the need to secure reelection, and for that reason they would be more likely to
concern themselves with the national interest. Also because they were not political careerists, they
would be more likely to have some personal, handson understanding of America and its real concerns.
The prospect in undoubtedly attractive. But is it realistic? Would term limits in fact diminish the
number of careerists and produce legislators who were more nationalminded and disinterested?

The most important difficulties with Will’s hypothesis are twofold. One is that modern politics at all
levels, local and state as well as national, is an immensely timeconsuming, energyconsuming activity
that demands enormous commitment from those who are attracted to it. Legislative sessions are long,
constituents’ demands are exigent, and policy problems are increasingly complicated. As a result,
politics all over the world, not just in the United States, is becoming professionalized. Men and
women in all countries increasingly choose a political career at an early age and then stick with it. It
seems likely that even under term limits the great majority of congressmen and senators would be
drawn from this professional political class, which has not only the commitment to politics but also the
requisite patience, skills, and contacts. To be sure, people’s political careers would take a different
shape; but they would still be political careers.
The other difficulty is the reverse of the first. Just as politics is becoming more professionalized, so is
almost every other occupation. As many women in particular know to their cost, it is becoming harder
and harder to take career breaks those who jump off the ladder in any profession find it increasingly
hard to jump back event to the level they were on when they left, let along eh level they would have
attained had they stayed. For this reason it is hard to imagine that many upwardly mobile corporate
executives or successful professionals or smallbusiness owners would take time off to serve in
Congress on a citizenlegislator basis. The citizens who sought to serve on this basis would probably
be largely the rich and the old.
VOTER PROOFING
Despite their differences, term limits and the proposals offered here have in common the fact that they
seek major changes in America’s political institutions in some cases involving an amendment to the
constitution. But of course America’s politicians are free to alter the way they behave in the context of
the country’s existing institutions. They can try to find alternative ways of insulating at least some
aspects of policymaking from the intense campaigning and electioneering pressures they are now
under.
Short of taking difficult issues out of electoral politics altogether, there are tactics that could be
employed. Most of them are out of keeping with the contemporary American preferences for direct
democracy, high levels of political participation, and the maximum exposure of all political processes
to the public gaze; but that is precisely their strength. Bismarck is reputed to have said that there are
two things one should never watch being made: sausages and laws. Both should be judged more by
the end result than by precise circumstances of their manufacture.
One available tactic might be called “the collusion of the elites.” There may be occasions on which the
great majority of America’s politicians, in both the executive and legislative branches, are able to agree
that an issue is of such overriding importance to the nation that it must be dealt with at almost any
cost; that the politicians involved must therefore be prepared to set aside their ideological and other
differences in the interests of finding a workable solution; and that having found a solution, they must
stick together in presenting it to what may well be a disgruntled or even hostile electorate. In order to
be successful, the collusionofelites tactic requires not only a substantial degree of bipartisanship (or,
better still, nonpartisanship) but also unusually small teams of negotiators, complete secrecy (not a
single ray of “sunshine” must penetrate the proceedings), and the presentation to Congress and the
public of a comprehensive, allornothing, takeitorleaveit proposal.
The number of occasions on which politicians will be prepared to set aside their ideological differences
and pool their political risks in this fashion will inevitably be small. There were no signs that such a

spirit might prevail when President Clinton and the Republican majorities in Congress wrangled over
how to cut the budget deficit last winter. But there have been instances of the successful collusion of
elites, even in relatively recent times.
One of them occurred in 1983, when representatives of President Reagan and the two party leaderships
on Capitol Hill colluded to save the Social Security system, which at that time was in imminent danger
of bankruptcy. Paul Light’s classic account of the 1983 Social Security reform, Artful Work (1985), is
in effect a case study of how conduct collusionofelites politics and of the circumstances in which it
may succeed. The socalled Gang of Seventeen that was originally put together to hammer out a deal
(and was later reduced to a Gang of Nine) excluded all the moreextreme ideologues and met in
circumstances of great secrecy, even using, according to one participant, “unmarked limos.”
Of the Gang of Seventeen’s activities, Light writes.
The meetings seemed to inaugurate a new form of presidentialcongressional
government. The meetings were secret. There were no minutes or transcripts.
All conversations were strictly off the record. The gang was free to discuss all
of the options without fear of political retaliation. It…existed completely
outside of the constitutional system.
Ultimately, as Light relates, the “secret gang build a compromise, wrapped it in a bipartisan flag, and
rammed it through Congress. There was no other way to move. It was government by fait accompli.”
It was also successful government and none of the participants suffered electoral damage.
Another possible tactic, with many similarities to the collusion of elites, might be called “putting it into
commission.” If taking tough decisions is too risky politically, then get someone else to take them. If
someone else cannot be found to take them, then make someone else appear to take them. The
someone else need not be but usually will be a bipartisan or nonpartisan commission of some kind.
Such a commission, the National Commission on Social Security Reform, played a role in the passage
of the 1983 act, but an even better example was the procedure adopted by Congress in 1990 for closing
redundant military bases. Earlier practice had been almost a caricature of Congress’s traditional
decisionmaking process. The Secretary of Defense would propose a program of base closures.
Senators and congressmen would immediately leap to the defense of targeted bases in their home states
or districts. Almost never did anyone manage to close any bases.
Realizing that the process was absurd and that huge sums of taxpayers’ money were being wasted in
keeping redundant bases open, Congress decided to protect itself from itself. It established the
Defense Base Closure and Realignment Commission, which employed an extraordinarily simple
formula. The Defense Secretary every two years published a list of the bases he proposed to close,
together with a statement of criteria he had used in compiling his list. The commission then examined
the list in light of the criteria, held public hearings, and recommended a modified list (with additions as
well as deletions) to the President. The President was obliged to accept the commission’s list as whole
or reject it as w whole. If, as invariable happened, he accepted it, Congress could intervene only if
within fortfive legislative days it passed a bill overriding the President’s decision and rejecting the
whole list. This it never did.
The formula was a near miracle of voterproofing. Members of Congress were left free to protest the
closure of bases in their home districts or states, but the decision was ultimately taken by the President,
who could nonetheless ascribe all blame to the commission, and all Congress had to do for the

President’s decision to take effect was to do nothing. In the event, hundreds of bases were closed and
millions of dollars saved, but no member of Congress ever had to vote and be seen by his constituents
to be voting in favor of closing a base near home. Beyond any question the results were in America’s
national interest.
It is not wholly fantastic to suppose that the President in oddnumbered years might, on the basis of
advice received from a bipartisan commission, announce a list of “program eliminations,” which
Congress could countermand only by voting to reject the list as a whole. Presidents would probably
prefer to put forward such lists at the beginning of their first term in office or at any time during their
second termwhen they, at least, were not up for reelection.
A final tactic, which could also be adopted without major institutional change, might be described as
“thinking big.” Proposals that are put forward on a piecemeal basis can also be opposed, and in all
probability defeated, on a piecemeal basis. In contrast, largescale, broadbased proposals may have a
better chance of success simply by virtue of their comprehensiveness. They can provide something for
everyoneconservatives as well as liberals, deficit cutters as well as program defenders, residents of the
Sun Belt as well as of the Rust Belt. Gains as well as losses can be broadcast widely. The 1983 Social
Security reform and the 1986 tax reform were certainly “bit thoughts” of this general type. So, in its
way, was the recent baseclosure program.
Tactics like these the collusion of elites, putting issues into commission, and thinking big all have
their virtues, but they also suffer from being tactics in the pejorative as well at the descriptive sense.
At bottom they are somewhat cynical devices for getting around the real difficulty, which is the hyper
responsiveness of American politicians that is induced by their having to run scared so much of the
time. Although it would be harder, it would be better over the long term to confront this problem
directly and try to bring about at least some of the fundamental institutional changes proposed here.
The American people cannot govern themselves. They therefore need to find appropriate means of
choosing representatives who can do a decent job of governing on their behalf, and that means giving
the people’s representatives space, time and freedom in which to take decisions, knowing that if they
are wrong, they will be punished by the voters. In twentiethcentury America the airy myths of agency
democracy are precisely that: myths. What America needs today, though it does not seem to know it,
is a more realistic and downtoearth form of division of labor democracy.
Anthony King, a political scientist who teaches at the University of Essex, and elections analyst for the British
Broadcasting Corporation, is a regular contributor to the Economist.
From: The Atlantic Monthly, January 1997, pp 4161.

Summary Questions:
v Based on your understanding of the article, what does the phrase “running scared”mean?
v What is the effect of “running scared” on the development of public policy or the passing of
bills?
v What suggestions does the author offer for solving the problem of the neverending election
cycle?
v Which suggestions do you feel would be most successful? Least successful?
v Do you think the country would be better off if politicians didn’t “run scared”? Why or
why not?

Version B
Running Scared
Often the legislation passed in Congress is designed more to guarantee the reelection of legislators
than to solve the nation’s problems. In a cycle of neverending campaigns legislators are too
frightened of us to govern.
Section 1. The American Electoral System
Americans hold more elections than any other country in the world. Americans have elections of the
first Tuesday after the first Monday of November in every even numbered year. In addition, five states
have elections in oddnumbered years. There is no year in the United States where a major statewide
election is not being held.
Americans take the existence of neverending election campaigns for granted. Some like it, some
dislike it, and most are simply bored by it. But they are all conscious of it, in the same way that they
are aware of Mobil, McDonald’s, Oprah Winfry and the Dallas Cowboys. It is another symbol of
American life.
America’s neverending election campaigns place politicians in a highly vulnerable position. Because
another election is always “just around the corner” politicians must always pay attention to opinion
polls when considering legislation or risk losing their offices. This means that they must donate more
of their time to electioneering or running for office which means the decisions they make are governed
by electoral considerations. This has serious consequences for the functioning of American
government. Time and resources that could be dedicated to creating public policy are often wasted
appealing to both special interest groups and constituents at home in the representative’s district.
Little time is left to devote to solving some of America’s most pressing problems.
This means that they must donate more of their time to electioneering…
In this sentence electioneering can best be defined by which statement below?
a. Supporting a candidate for office
b. Running for political office
c. Voting for an elected office
d. Selecting a candidate for office
The BEST definition of the term constituents would be:
a. Members of a political party
b. People belonging to a specific action group
c. Voters in a representatives district
d. Supporters of a candidate’s reelection
Things to think about:
v What is the main idea of this reading?
v Why does the United States have so many elections?
v What does the author cite as a consequence of so many elections?
v If you had to give this reading a title what would it be?

Section 2. Fear and Trembling
The U.S. Constitution sets out in one of its very first sentences that “the House of Representatives
shall be composed of members chosen every second year by the people of the several states.”
(Article 1) When the Founding Fathers decided on such a short term of office for House members,
they were setting a precedent that has been followed by no other major democratic country. In
Great Britain, France, Italy and Canada the constitutional or legal maximum for the duration of the
lower house of the national legislature is five years. In Germany and Japan the equivalent term is
four years. Only in Australia and New Zealand, whose institutions are in part modeled on the
United States, the legal maximums are as short as three years. In having twoyear terms the United
States stands alone.
The consequence of such short terms means that every other year a large number of congressmen
are running for reelection and focusing their efforts on getting out the vote. In addition to general
elections the congressmen must also plan for primary elections. This means a lot less time for
focusing on policy issues. To prove this point consider the following statistics. In 1994, nearly a
third of all House incumbents seeking reelection, 121 out of 386, had to face primary opposition,
and in the Senate the proportion was even higher; eleven out of twentysix. Even those
incumbents who did not face opposition could seldom be certain that they wouldn’t face a
challenger in the future.
Since the congressmen are so vulnerable electorally they go to great lengths to protect themselves.
Like workers in nuclear power stations, they take the most extreme safety precautions to protect
themselves. Like workers in nuclearpower stations, they take the most extreme safety precautions,
and the fact that the precautions are almost entirely successful does not make them any less
necessary. Even though incumbents most always win reelection most congressmen do not feel
safe because the price of being wrong is enormous. The probability that anything will go seriously
wrong with a nuclearpower station may approach zero, but the stations tend nevertheless to be
built away from the centers of large cities. A congressman may believe that he/she is reasonably
safe, but if he/she wants to be reelected he/she would be a fool to act on that belief.
In paragraph 1, the best definition for the word precedent is…
A. A rule or decision that others will follow in the future
B. The leading ruler of a legislature
C. A path that others will follow.
D. The opening argument of a court case.

An incumbent is …
A. A legislator who is retiring from office
B. A candidate seeking election for the first time.
C. The leader of a political party.
D. An elected official seeking to serve another term.
Things to think about:
v Why do you think the Founding Fathers made House terms so short?
v Why do you think other countries haven’t followed suit?
v Why might running for office prevent a representative from addressing issues
important to the country?

Section 3. How They Came To Be Vulnerable
American politicians run scared and are right to do so. This is because the American
public likes it this way. They are, and have been for a very long time, the Western
world’s hyperdemocrats. Americans have a passion for democracy and use it every
chance they can get.
In countries like Japan, Great Britain and France voters go to the polls every few years
and in between times it is up to the government of the day to get on with governing.
Citizens in those countries believe that the role of a democracy is to elect governors
who will make decisions on their behalf and in the best interest of the country and its
future. This view of democracy is referred to as the “division of labor.” In this view,
there are two classes of people the governors and the governed. In this view of
democracy public opinion and the will of the voters is only one of many considerations
when addressing a problem. Politicians in countries such as this can be heard using
phrases like “the need for strong leadership” and “the need to take tough decisions.”
They often take pride in doing what they believe to be right even if the opinion of the
majority is against it.
In the United States the dominant view of government can be called the “agency” view.
In American politics those who govern a country should have no more power than the
average person. The job of those who govern is to make actions that reflect the will of a
majority of the people whatever those views might be. Representatives are to vote the
will of the people regardless of the effect for the nation at large. Voters expect that their
representatives will speak for them when debating bills or supporting policy decisions.
They do not reelect politicians who vote independently from their will.
As you would expect, American politicians adapt their behavior to rollcall votes,
introduction of bills, committee assignments, phone calls, direct mailings, speeches,
press releases, whom they see, how they spend their time, their many trips home and
abroad, to their primary need to win reelection. The effects are not only on the
officeholder but also on the creation of public policy which often reflects the desires of
the voters instead of the welfare of the nation.

They are, and have been for a very long time, the Western world’s hyperdemocrats.
Americans have a passion for democracy and use it every chance they can get.
In this context, the term hyperdemocrats is best described as
v People who are suspicious of democracy.
v Citizens who spread democracy to other countries.
v People who are enthusiastic and committed to democratic ideals.
v Citizens who are very liberal in their ideology.
Things to think about:
v What are the advantages/disadvantages of having representatives that are not up for
reelection every two years?
v What are the advantages/disadvantages of having representatives who vote the
interests of the people in their districts?

Section 4. Vulnerability and Special Interests
Because candidates are concerned about reelection they are susceptible to the influence of
lobbyists and special interest groups. These groups have large numbers of members and lots of
money to spend on campaigns. Candidates, knowing that they are at risk, adjust their behavior
accordingly. All decisions that an elected official makes are guided by their calculations of how
the positions they take in the present will affect their chances of reelection in the future. Might a
challenger use that speech against me? Might I be targeted for defeat by one of the powerful
lobbying groups if I vote against certain legislation?
Fear of offending voters and interest groups often leads to what political scientists call symbolic
politics. This is when a politician uses words to make it seem as though he/she is working on
solving a problem but actually the problem doesn’t get solved. A problem exists; the people
demand that it be solved; the politicians cannot solve it and know it so they engage in an elaborate
pretense of trying to solve it nevertheless, often at great expense to the taxpayers. The politicians
lie in most cases not because they are liars or approve of lying but because the costs of not lying
are too great.
It is very difficult for American politicians to make decisions without considering the needs of their
constituents and special interests over the needs of the nation. Timothy J. Penny, a Democrat who
left the House of Representatives in 1994, put the point starkly, perhaps even too harshly, in
Common Cents (1995).
Voters routinely punish lawmakers who try to do unpopular things, who
Challenge then to face unpleasant truths about the budget, crime, Social
Security or tax policy. Similarly, voters reward politicians for giving them
What they want more spending for popular programs even if it means
Wounding the nation in the long run by creating more debt.
Americans are constantly complaining about the amount of the budget deficit or national debt.
American politicians can often be heard complaining about it and promising to do something about
it. However, they have never done nearly enough, even in their own eyes. Why? Much of the
answer lies in the fact that every year in the United States is either an election year or preelection
year and the politicians are worried about being reelected. In 1985 Senator Rudman, of New
Hampshire, reckoned he and other senators who had voted for a bold deficitreduction plan had
flown a “kamikaze mission.” Not surprisingly the federal budget remains in a deficit.
Lobbyist is …
A. A person who works for a congressman
B. A group organized to support a specific issue.
C. A person who works on behalf of a special interest to convince legislators to support
specific policy
D. An elected official
Symbolic politics can best be described as…
A. Saying one thing but doing another
B. Promising to solve a problem that can’t be solved
C. Taking actions to solve a problem even if it won’t work

D. All of the above
Things to think about:
v Why do politicians promise things they can’t deliver?
v Why would representatives who voted for unpopular legislation consider themselves on a
“kamikaze mission?”
Section 5. What If Anything Might Be Done?
Because American politicians are so exposed electorally, they probably have to display more
political courage than the politicians of any other democratic country. The number of political
saints and martyrs in the United States is unusually large.
What can be done to limit the risks to politicians so that they might be better able to support
changes that would benefit the nation as a whole? The first is very simple lengthen the terms
of members of the House of Representatives from two to either three or four years. The
proposal is not new: at least 123 resolutions bearing on the subject were introduced in Congress
between 1885 and 1965.
A congressman participating in a Brookings Institution round table supported the change,
saying, “I think that the longer term would help you to be a braver congressman, and I think
what you need is bravery. I think you need courage.” Another congressman on the same
occasion cited the example of another bill he believed had the support of a majority in the
House. “That bill is not going to come up this year. You know why it isn’t coming up?...
Because four hundred and thirtyfive of us have to face election… If we had a longer term, I
am as confident as I can be that the bill would have come to the floor and passed.”
A similar case could be made for extending the term of senators to eight years, with half the
Senate retiring or running for reelection every four years. If the terms of members of both
houses were thus extended and made to coincide, the effect in reducing America’s never
ending election campaign would be dramatic.
It would also be advised that the number of primary elections be reduced. They absorb
extravagant amounts of time, energy, and money; they serve little democratic purpose; few
people bother to vote in them; and the place additional and unnecessary pressure on
incumbents.
Strengthening the party system in the United States would provide political cover for
politicians acting in the interest of the country. They could answer constituent or special
interest complaints by stating that the party “made them do it.” Because of a lack of party
support, office holders find it hard to take tough decisions because they lack safety in numbers.
Lack of party cohesion, together with American voters’ disposition to vote for the individual
rather than the party, means that congressmen and senators are always in danger of being
picked off one by one.
Instituting term limits would also be another way of empowering representatives to vote in the
nation’s best interest. One way of making politicians invulnerable to the electorate is to
prevent them from running for reelection thus they no longer have to worry overmuch about

voters. Not running for reelection will allow policymakers to have some distance from their
constituencies and thus freedom to make decisions.
The most persuasive and subtle advocate of this line of argument is the political commentator
George F. Will. His goal, Will says “is deliberative democracy through representatives who
function at a constitutional distance from the people. Americans must be less demanding of
government. They must give to government more constitutional space in which to think, more
social distance to facilitate deliberation about the future.”
These changes would involve altering the Constitution in one way or another. The term limits
and proposals in this article seek major changes in America’s political organizations and in
some cases involve an amendment to the Constitution.
The American people cannot govern themselves. They therefore need to find appropriate
means of choosing representatives who can do a decent job on their behalf, and that means
giving the people’s representatives space, time and freedom in which to take decisions and
consider the nation as a whole. In twentyfirst century America the airy myths of democracy
are just that: myths. What America needs today, though it does not seem to know it, is a more
realistic and downtoearth form of division of labor democracy.
Anthony King, a political scientist who teaches at the University of Essex, and elections
analyst for the British Broadcasting Corporation, is a regular contributor to the Economist.
Adapted From: The Atlantic Monthly, January 1997, pp 4161.

The number of political saints and martyrs in the United States in unusually large.
Which of the following phrases best defines the term martyrs in the sentence?
A. A person who sacrifices himself/herself for a specific cause.
B. A person who is perfect in implementation of policy.
C. A person who believes in democracy.
D. A particularly religious person.
Lack of party cohesion, together with American voters’ disposition to vote for the
individual rather than the party…
In this phrase the author is trying to say:
A. That party members always work together as a unit
B. That party members are not in agreement
C. That a political party is not a single voting unit.
D. None of the above.
Summary Questions:
v Based on your understanding of the article, what does the phrase “running scared”mean?
v What is the effect of “running scared” on the development of public policy or the passing of
bills?
v What suggestions does the author offer for solving the problem of the neverending election
cycle?
v Which suggestions do you feel would be most successful? Least successful?
v Do you think the country would be better off if politicians didn’t “run scared”? Why or
why not?

Student Resource

Public Service Announcement: House Terms

Are you in favor of lengthening house terms? Keeping them the same? Instituting term limits?
Imagine that you have been give thirty seconds of prime time to get your message about house terms
out to the public. You have only thirty seconds to grab their attention and get them to consider why
your ideas about changing the Constitution or leaving it alone are valid. It is up to you to use that time
to get them interested, present reasons for or against Constitutional reform, and convince them to voice
their opinion. Create a thirty second PSA or public service announcement that will convince voters to
support your side of the issue.
Criteria:

Possible Points

PSA clearly expresses an opinion on
House terms (ie/ to lengthen, retain or limit)

5

PSA provides ample evidence to support
The opinion expressed in the PSA

10

PSA communicates the need for or against
Revision of the Constitution
PSA has an exciting message that will
Encourage civic engagement by viewers
Deals with the possible consequences of
changing the Constitution in this manner

Comments:

Overall Score:

7

5
5

Points Earned

