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2007 - FEDERALISM IN THE BALANCE

E

very 100 years, Americans have risen up
through governments "close to home" to
rescue a republic under siege. In 1787, they
sent delegates to Philadelphia to dissolve the
Continental Congress and create "a more
perfect union." In 1860, their regiments
marched to Antietam and Gettysburg to
test that union and whether a house divided
between the "land of the free" and black slavery
could endure.
For well over a century, the people have
watched as Washington has greatly expanded
its size and reach. The national government
has rewarded their confidence, having fought
and won two world wars, stirred an economy
that has grown 40-fold in the last half-century,
and legitimized a social revolution that
has toppled established stereotypes and
prejudices.
But the storm clouds gathering over
Washington do not bode well for the changes
Americans asked for in November. Beneath the
Republicans’ stoic faces, will a silenced minority
circle the wagons to protect an intransigent
leader still committed to “victory" in Iraq?
Although Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s “100 hours
agenda” promises a fresh start, can senior
Democrats ignore the perks of office they’ve
been denied for a decade? "New Congress,
Old Gridlock" takes a closer look at the winds
gusting inside the beltway.
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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Our Federalism
Federalism is one of the Republic's enduring
political principles. Madison and the other
delegates at the Convention recognized that
effective self-government rests on a dynamic
partnership between a "General Government"
and "subordinate governments [who] retain
their due authority and activity." The successful
transformation of a largely agrarian and rural
society
into
an industrial
metropolis; and
its evolution
from a collection
of local communities to a
unified national
society—set within a global community—
reflects the wisdom of their design.
The difference between the two kinds of
government, the one national, the other local,
lay in the tasks assigned to each. William Pound,
the executive director of the National
Conference of State Legislatures, discusses this
partnership in this week's Q&A.
Historically, state governments have been at
their best resolving issues related to education,
criminal justice, and human services. The
national government has taken to overseeing
defense, foreign relations, and interstate

commerce and services. Federalism has also
encouraged local government units to become
laboratories for political experimentation. The
states have increasingly proved their mettle in
legislation covering areas such as universal
healthcare, minimum wage, and the
environment. California, for example, is
mounting a charge on all three fronts.
Yet, as political power and financial clout have
gravitated to Washington, important policies
relating to energy, immigration, and job creation
have been held hostage to partisan majorities
and special interests. This disequilibria has
fueled a decline in legislative ethics, a militaryindustrial complex that has stoked a $9 trillion
national debt, entitlements that have long-since
breached their original intent, and a professional
political class locked in a permanent campaign
cycle, beholden to those who fund it.
As Pound notes, "checks and balances" are
usually thought of in terms of the three
branches of government. But as our history
suggests, federalism plays a much larger role
in the self-correcting model that the Framers
created. It represents a reservoir of political
authority, at the ready, to restore a troubled
political partnership.
Time will tell whether Washington can deliver
on its promises. And, what role the states will
play if they don't.
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PRESIDENT GERALD R. FORD

THE GREAT SOCIETY

(July 14, 1913 - December 26, 2006)

January 4, 1965

Perhaps best known as the only president
never to have won a national election, Gerald
Ford nonetheless occupied the Oval Office
at a pivotal point in American History. With
public trust in the presidency at an all-time
low following Richard Nixon's downfall, Ford's straight-talk
and likeable demeanor offered the nation a warm glass of
milk after the double martini of the Watergate years.

In his annual State of the Union Address, President Lyndon
Johnson outlined the goals of his "Great Society." First coined in
a speech at the University of Michigan in May, 1964, Johnson
told the graduating class, "your imagination, your initiative, and
your indignation will determine whether we build a society where
progress is the servant of our needs, or a society where old values
and new visions are buried under unbridled growth. For in your
time we have the opportunity to move not only toward the rich
society and the powerful society, but upward to the Great Society."

Even as he assumed the most powerful political post in
America, Ford remained humble and grounded:
“My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over.
Our Constitution works. Our great republic is a government
of laws and not of men. Here, the people rule.”

THE EMANCIPATION PROCLAMATION
January 1, 1863
Few policy documents have spurred as much
debate as Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation
of 1863. With the nation mired in the third
year of a bloody civil war, Lincoln issued his
decree that "all persons held as slaves" within
the rebellious states "are, and henceforward shall be free."
Lincoln had gradually come to understand that the war was
about more than preserving the Union. He had awaited a
Union victory, which came of sorts after Antietam; and, the
1862 Congressional elections.
The Emancipation Proclamation turned what had been a
nominally military campaign into a moral crusade as well,
energizing the North but equally commiting the South to what
was truly at stake in America's most costly war.
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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In his speech to Congress, the President set out a broad national agenda, calling for a "doubling
of the war against poverty, a massive effort to save the countryside, an immigration law based
on the work a man can do and not where he was born or how he spells his name," and many
other domestic programs.
Johnson focused his energies on enacting one of the greatest social welfare programs in
American history, at the expense of ignoring what was happening with the war in South Vietnam.
That ultimately proved his undoing, leading to another of his memorable speeches on March
31, 1968: I have concluded that I should not permit the Presidency to become involved in the
partisan divisions that are developing in this political year. . . Accordingly, I shall not seek, and
I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President."

AMERICA GOES DRY
The federal government's powers were intended to be
"few and defined," according to James Madison, but that
didn't stop the ratification of the 18th Amendment on
January 16, 1919. The legislation prohibited the
"manufacture, sale or transportation of intoxicating
liquors for beverage purposes." Congress would later
override Democratic President Woodrow Wilson's veto
to pass the Volstead Act, enforcing Prohibition and
beginning a span of 24 ostensibly "dry" years for America.
POLICY TODAY | January 18, 2007
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"EVERY NOW AND THEN,WE NEED A
'SORTING OUT PROCESS' AROUND HERE."
PT talks with William Pound, Executive
Director of the National Conference of State
Legislatures, about the role of federalism
in our contemporary political structure.
PT: Federalism represents one of the core principles
of American government. Would you describe it
best as "a general government and sovereign states"
or more of a "partnership?"
Pound: I agree that it's a partnership in governing.
It has become very difficult to define spheres of
exclusive responsibility.
PT: While the federal government has focused on
defense, foreign relations, and overseeing interstate
commerce, what responsibilities have the states
performed best?
Pound: The states are doing a good job in several
areas including education and human services.
Or, take transportation, for example. There's a lot
of innovation in the way it's being financed. There
is federal money, but the states are taking the
lead. A lot of these areas are also becoming codependent with the federal government.
PT: You recently spent some time with Secretary
of Education Spellings. Education is one area
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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where the borders between federal and state
responsibilities have become blurred.
Pound: Clearly, you have the federal government's
role in NCLB in K-12. But, higher education is
frequently overlooked. State schools are funded
better in good times, much less in worse times.
Higher education is very much related to the
country's economic competitiveness, but our
graduation rate is declining compared to the rest
of the world—our students are taking a longer
time to graduate.
The states are not thinking in a strategic way
about higher education, and we need to
encourage the legislatures to get more involved.
Also, there needs to be more accountability in
terms of the types of education that state colleges
are providing. What do students know when they
graduate?
A shift back to the states?
PT: Structurally, how have the contours of
federalism evolved over the past 220 years?
Pound: From independence through World War
I, we went through a period of state-dominated
federalism. The New Deal and World War II
brought more balance, when government became
more Washington-centric.

NCSL Executive Director William Pound

Since the Reagan Era, it's become a little more
balanced. We see much more policy innovation
at the state level. For example, take education
reform. As a policy maker, the ability to be
innovative is much greater at state level.
PT: Why do you think that shift back to the states
has occurred?
Pound: Washington has not had the resources.
Congress just didn't have the wherewithal to
finance many of the necessary programs.
PT: But doesn't the federal government have far
greater resources than the states—isn't this more
a question of how the president and Congress have
decided to use those resources?
POLICY TODAY | January 18, 2007
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Pound: Yes, the federal government has more
potential revenue-generating power than the
states. For national government, it's a question
of priorities. You could say that every now and
then, we need a sorting out process around here.
Take health care. While health care is virtually
entirely delivered at the local level, ultimately,
there should be a federal solution. States are
experimenting, but it will ultimately have to be
funded at the federal level. Or immigration, where
the states can prod and put band-aids on it, but
only the federal government can solve it.
Likewise, the federal government has spent
resources on projects that the states could have
handled. Take roads, where the United States
built the interstate system. The states could have
dealt with that. Or look at earmarks: Why is the
federal government building a sidewalk in Santa
Rosa? Law enforcement is traditionally local, but
now the federal government is getting involved.
Clearly, Washington has moved to set certain
standards in education, but the states finance
roughly 50% of the education system.

"Our federal system allows a lot of
venue shopping."
PT: If our Constitution calls for a partnership, the
states have been accused of being laggards in the
past. Has that situation reversed itself over the past
several decades?
Pound: In the New Deal, yes, too often the states
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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weren't holding up their end
of the bargain. Today,
however, the states would
argue that the federal
government has not upheld
its end. For example,
Congress never adequately
funded the commitment to
special education. You could
argue that in several areas.
PT: At NCSL's Fall Forum in
San Antonio last year, the
Town Meeting evoked an
unexpectedly vocal reaction
to the Real ID. You could
almost call it "aggressive?"
Pound: "Aggressive" is the There's a lot going on in state houses across the country, even if Washington
right word to describe it. The gets all the press.
federal government is effectively commandeering
Legislatures magazine, you seem to suggest that
the driver's license for another purpose. Not that
the federal government has increasingly
it hasn't been done by others, but Congress is
overstepped its authority in certain areas. Would
then asking the states to meet standards that are
you expand on that point?
still not named and to pay for it. . The deadline is
Pound: To a certain extent, you could say that.
next year, and there's no sign of anything
The Real ID is one example. In the education area,
happening.
they've been far too prescriptive in not allowing
The privacy aspect has been totally overlooked.
the states to approach the goals in different ways.
We've never had a debate on whether we should
PT: Why—what do you see as the reasons behind
have a national ID. Will the new Congress be
this?
willing to revisit it? I don't know.
Reservoirs of political authority
PT: In an article published in the July 2006 State

Pound: It goes back to politics. And, it's not only
individuals, but our federal system allows a lot
of venue shopping. Interest group politics have
POLICY TODAY | January 18, 2007
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become even more pronounced. Someone who
can't get their way in California, will bring their
case to Washington.
PT: You mention "individuals." What happens to
civic-minded, well-intentioned politicians when
they go to Sacramento or Washington?

"Everyone wants to make policy. Everyone
wants to be sheriff. "
Pound: Everyone wants to make policy. Everyone
wants to be sheriff. There's a desire for everybody
to be a hero, to do good, to satisfy the people.
PT: One of our mayors in California told us,
"because we call them 'legislator,' they think their
job is to create more laws. They don't spend nearly
enough time on oversight of [government]
agencies." Any thoughts?
Pound: The political payoff is much less from
oversight than from legislation. Also, legislatures
do not do oversight well: there are some
exceptions, but it's particularly true of Congress.
We'll see if that changes under the new
Democratic majority.
PT: One last question. Aside from what the states
can accomplish locally, do they serve as reservoir
of broad political authority at the national level—
part of the Constitution's "checks and balances"
model?
Pound: Checks and balances are usually thought
of in terms of the three branches of government,
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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but the answer is "yes." The states can be more
aggressive. State legislation increases the pressure
on the feds, if nothing else, because industry then
comes to the Feds and says, "help!" States' attorneys
general have forced governmental action-take Bill
Lockyer in California and Eliot Spitzer in New York
for example.
PT: Bill, thank you very much for your time.
About William Pound
William Pound is the Executive Director of the
National Council of State Legislatures.

Why Federalism?
The
principal
purposes to be
answered by Union
are
these—the
common defence of
the members—the
preservation of the
public peace as well
against internal convulsions as external
attacks—the regulation of commerce with
other nations and between the States—
the superintendence of our intercourse,
political and commercial, with foreign
countries.
Alexander Hamilton, Federalist No. 23,
December 18, 1787
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NEW CONGRESS,
OLD GRIDLOCK
Reducing politics to ideology and
personalities is the stock-in-trade of the
television punditocracy, but the biggest
impediments to change are still structural.
By Howard M. Unger
Although the Democrats won control of Capitol Hill
on Election Day by promising a new era in
government, experts and former lawmakers
wonder if anything will change in the new Congress
but the furniture.
For the first time in 12 years, Democrats run the
agenda in the House of Representatives. Across
the Rotunda, their colleagues in the Senate will
command a two-vote majority, assuming Senator
Tim Johnson recovers fully from his recent surgery.
The Democrats have worked with a slim majority
before, the last time in 2001 when Jim Jeffords
bolted from the Republican Party and began
caucusing with the Democrats as an Independent.
But with a divisive figure in the White House and
lawmakers from both sides of the aisle with their
eyes on the 2008 presidential election, the new
Congress could prove all-too similar to the old one
when it comes to legislative accomplishments.
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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Even when the public “throws the bums out,” institutional obstacles to change remain.

For those who yearned for a new era of
bipartisanship and principled decision-making in
the wake of the recent elections, the early returns
aren't encouraging. The Democrats wasted no time
in quarreling. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi already
sports a shiner from her efforts to install Jack
Murtha as Majority Leader. And it's business as
usual in the GOP, with Trent Lott winning the
number two leadership position as minority whip.

Demonstrating his respect for the new majority in
Congress, the President only reluctantly withdrew
his controversial judicial nominees after it became
clear they were "DOA" with the new Democratic
majority.
Institutional hurdles
Although reducing politics to ideology and
personalities is the stock-in-trade of the television
POLICY TODAY | January 18, 2007
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punditocracy, some of the most formidable
impediments to true change are structural. The
rules regarding committee chairs and campaign
finance are particularly important concerns.

"The most formidable impediments to
true change are structural."
Pollster Peter Brown says that a Democratic
Congress will not be much more effective in
addressing major
policy decisions than
the one controlled by
the Republicans. The
only exception, says
the Assistant Director
of the Quinnipiac
University Polling
Institute, may be
immigration reform.
"There are institutional impediments to
change.
In
the
Pollster Peter Brown
Senate, to effectively
get anything done that is not a matter of consensus,
you need to get 60 votes. Just because it's the
Democrats who need 60 votes instead of the
Republicans does not mean anything else is going
to get done. If the Democrats win the White House
in 2008, maybe it would be different, but we still
have two more years of this Congress."
Whether or not you liked the Republicans in charge,
says Brown, their post-Republican Revolution
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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decision to place term limits on committee chairs
was good for public policy. After taking power in
1994, the new GOP majority imposed a three-term
limit on House committee chairmen, thus limiting
the long-term influence of chairmanships. "It is
going to be an interesting question as to whether
the Democrats will keep that tradition," he says.
How Democrats deal with the influence of money
on politics will be another question, Brown says.
"There are abuses that we know about where
lobbyists have had a hand in legislation. But they
also provide information that congressmen likely
need because they don't have the staff to deal with
some of the issues," he says. The question,
therefore, is not whether lobbyists are good or bad,
but what kind of restrictions will Congress place
on them. "Will the Democratic Congress be less
beholden to lobbyists than the Republicans? We'll
see," Brown says.

"Any strictly partisan legislation is
basically dead in the water."
One former congressman says the Democrats'
slight majorities in both houses will require them
to work with Republicans if any major legislation is
expected to be passed by the next Congress.
"Irrespective of Senators vying for the White House,
the narrow margins in the House and especially in
the Senate virtually guarantee that for any legislation
to pass, it is going to require bipartisan support,"
says former Representative Daniel A. Mica (DFlorida). "Traditional opponents and antagonists
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are going to have to
find a way to work
together if they want
to see something
done. Any strictly
partisan legislation is
basically dead in
the water."
One issue that Mica
is looking forward to
seeing debated is
ethics reform. "We'll
be watching with
interest to see how Former Congressman
this is handled," says Daniel Mica
Mica, who now heads the Credit Union
National Association.
"There needs to be more cooperation between the
two parties. I believe that was one of the strongest
messages sent by the American people on
November 7," says Mica, who believes that
Congressional leaders have received that message.
Key to reform will be independents
Former Senator Rudy Boschwitz (I/R-Minnesota)
says that although the Democratic leadership will
now "call the tune," the key to passing major
legislation will be the strength of independent
voices from both sides of the aisle. The former
"Independent/Republican" says he's looking
forward to seeing how his friend, "Independent/
Democrat" Senator Joe Lieberman (Connecticut),
operates in a Democratic-controlled Senate.
POLICY TODAY | January 18, 2007
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"I told Joe, 'They
[the Democratic
leadership]
are
going to have to
make you a part of
every deal,' and that
suits
me
fine
because Joe really is
a centrist who has a
good balance when
it comes to policy,"
says Boschwitz, who
served from 1978
Former Senator Rudy
to 1991. "When it
Boschwitz
comes to passing legislation, there is going to have
to be a good deal of bipartisanship."
Now the American Ambassador to the United
Nations Commission on Human Rights, the former
senator says that while the passage of major bills
will require political compromise, nothing can
prevent Democrats from politicizing issues core to
their party. "It's more than votes," he says. "They
will have the power to issue subpoenas and hold
hearings."

"When it comes to passing legislation,
there is going to have to be a good deal
of bipartisanship."
Nevertheless, he says, some senators may be more
cautious than others to take controversial stands
on certain issues. Says Boschwitz, "People who are
running for president are always more cautious.
The analysis can almost be made ever two years.
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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I was born abroad (in Germany), so I couldn't run
for president. The Republican leader, Bob Dole,
would always joke that I was the only senator he
could trust because all of the others were running
for president. It's not clear to me that the situation
is more different now than at other times."
With the 2008 election only two years away, some
experts think that the race for the White House
will likely wash away any recent civility and
bipartisanship on Capitol Hill.

"The odds of passing major legislation
are minimal."
Democrats may hold Congress, but with a
Republican still in the White House, major
legislation should not be expected to come out of
Washington, predicts Vanderbilt political science
professor Bruce Oppenheimer. He says that
President George W. Bush's role as a polarizing
figure will hinder opportunities for bipartisan policymaking.
The White House 2008
While Democrats may control the agenda, the
question of who controls the White House in 2008
will also be on many people's minds, he says.
"During the last two years of the Administration,
both parties may feel that they would be better
to wait until after the 2008 election to push
certain issues," Oppenheimer says. Nevertheless,
he predicts that Democrats may call for votes on
legislation that they think will be useful for the
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2008 campaign, including
votes on the minimum
wage and prescription
drug benefits.
Oppenheimer says that
House Democrats will likely
push the Democratic
agenda while Democrats
in the Senate will not push
issues without broad,
bipartisan support. "Don't Professor Bruce
expect major reform on Oppenheimer
Social Security or other sorts of entitlements to go
on," he says. "We're two years away from a new
President that is not a current incumbent. While
it doesn't mean that nothing will get done, it does
mean that the odds of passing major legislation
are minimal."
So, if voters are looking for ethics reform or a quick
exit in Iraq, likely the two issues that drove the
election results, take a number. Not to mention
campaign finance, legislative earmarking, health
care, education, minimum wage, defense
spending, energy, national security and the global
environment.They'll all be featured on the
marquee—whether they actually screen is another
issue.
About Howard M. Unger
Howard Unger earned his master's degree from
the University of Maryland's School of Public
Policy. He is currently a freelance journalist in
New York City. To e-mail him, click here.
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THE AMERICAN
CHARACTER
What does it mean to be "American" in 2007?
by Erik Aker

A

merican history—and its politics—is replete
with references to the country's "national
character." The Framers themselves hoped that
America's pluralistic society would evolve into a
shared political and social destiny, ultimately
serving as a counterweight to the country's cultural
diversity. But what of the "American character"
today? The concept, however important to our
shared destiny, continues to challenge those who
wish to define it.
The list of observers is a long one: DeTocqueville,
Frederic Jackson Turner, Margaret Mead, William
Whyte and Gordon Allport have all tried their hand
at explaining just what it is that makes American's
who they are. Depending upon whom you ask,
Americans are great joiners or rugged
individualists, optimists possessed by the pioneer
spirit or "organization men" bent on conformity;
decadent party animals or dedicated to puritan
moral values, materialism and abundance.
Whatever it actually is, it has always been—and
continues to be—a political rallying cry. "I think
that an effective politician has no problem talking
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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about national
character," argues
political science
Professor Anne
Norton of the
University
of
Pe n n s y l v a n i a .
"There is a moment
in representation
where you are
supposed to represent something.
You really are a
symbol, and part of
your job is to
Professor Anne Norton
represent not only
a set of people, but also a set of policy positions
and qualities. They need to do that. They need to
talk about national character."
In other words, whether or not we have a clear
sense of who we are, successful politicians must
try to tell us. When pressed for examples, Norton
offers a few: "Two early examples leap to mind:
Jefferson and the shaping of agrarian democracy
in the United States, and Jackson's turn to a mass
politics, in which the politician himself embodies
a kind of ordinary guy demeanor and is egalitarian
in his practices and his daily life." According to
Norton, Jackson's, "gestures like opening up the
White House to working men: that was a real
moment of change in the national character, where
the national character becomes attached to a
notion of America as fundamentally inhabited by
ordinary people who are like one another."
Vo l / 4| N o / 1
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Ordinary people
This "ordinary people" idea is common and
powerful, and it appears in interesting ways. "When
you think about it," Professor Norton argues, "that
has an enormously profound and pervasive effect.
Very wealthy people in the United States, when
they build a house, they build a gigantic ranch
house." This ranch house, Norton believes, is
symbolic of the ordinariness that even the ultrawealthy aspire to. "The desire to mark yourself out
and develop refined tastes that set you off from
the rest of the polity," she thinks "is still anathema
in the United States."
At the very least, among politicians, appeals to
ordinariness sound pretty familiar. How many
public officials work harder than their opponents
every election season to present themselves as just
like everyone else? In 2004, for instance, John
Kerry wind-surfed, snowboarded and rode Boston

"We are becoming more, not less, alike."
ferries in a struggle to craft himself as an ordinary
guy. This, in response to George Bush's powerfully
crafted persona of the wood-chopping, brushclearing, pickup truck-driving rancher. The legacy
of this "ordinary people" idea, then, is that it has
become one of the most important for crafting our
sense of the American character, and we want our
leaders to be ordinary as well. This sense of the
national character extends not only to elected
officials but also to their policies, as well. For an
example, consider the subject of food.

Congressman Brian Baird

American attitudes toward food are currently
undergoing dramatic changes: Wal-Mart is selling
organic produce and milk, and fast food
restaurants are struggling to redefine themselves.
Policies like this, Professor Norton thinks "are really
driven by the agrarian myth." In other words, it
comes out of the celebration of the farmer as the
most ordinar y type of people we can be.
Consequently, Norton argues, "We think something
is deeply wrong if we're a nation of agribusinesses.
We don't mind being a nation of small farms, but
we don't want to be a nation of agribusinesses,
and of course we are."
The divisions of ideology
Of course, the idea of Americans as a nation of
ordinary people stands in direct contrast not only
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to the realities of our pluralism, but also to a more
popular recent interpretation of the national
character: Americans bitterly divided by ideological
differences. Indeed, a new study in American
Psychologist by John T. Jost, a professor of
Psychology at NYU, may lend some psychological
credence to the ever-widening divisions between
liberal and conservative voters.
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Jost argues that the red-blue divide is a powerful
ideological construction that can be discerned in
everything from the self-identification of political
attitudes to the way in which people organize their
bedrooms (conservatives are neat, while liberals
are messy). Jost uses data from the American
National Election Studies (ANES) as well as data
from the recent studies of other psychologists. His
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own research looks at
things like attitudes
towards new experiences or fears of
death (not to mention the bedroom
sur veys). In ever y
instance, Jost concludes, ideological
association
with
liberal or conservative
values can be easily Strategist Matthew Dowd
predicted and runs much deeper than we would
probably like to admit.
"My colleagues and I discovered, for example," Jost
writes, "that the bedrooms of conservatives were
significantly more likely to contain organizational
supplies such as calendars, postage stamps, and
laundry baskets, whereas the bedrooms of liberals

"People would actually like to be united."

Credit: Pew Research Center – Global Attitudes Project
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were more likely to contain art supplies, books,
CDs, maps, and travel documents. Results such
as these imply that left-right ideological differences
permeate nearly every aspect of our public and
private lives." In short, the red-blue difference runs
so deep that there are distinct personality types
corresponding to the different ideologies. Jost
further concludes from this research that, "As a
general rule, liberals are more open-minded in
their pursuit of creativity, novelty, and diversity,
whereas conservatives tend to pursue lives
that are more orderly, conventional, and better
organized."
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American convergence
Still, there are quite a few opponents to Jost's idea
of the competing red-state and blue-state
characters. Barack Obama argues in his new book
The Audacity of Hope, which takes its name from
his 2004 speech, "We are becoming more, not
less, alike. Most Republican strongholds are 40
percent Democrat, and vice versa. The political
labels of liberal and conservative rarely track
people's personal attributes."
Congressman Brian Baird of Washington agrees.
"My experience has been, we do these red-to-blue
things and there's a tendency to polarize. My
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experience has been that most of the voters I talk
to, the majority in the middle, are actually quite
tired of the parties bickering at each other and
Democrats and Republicans fighting for party
superiority."
Baird sees an example of this moderation in the
uproar over the open primary in Washington.

“The way we conduct our politics shapes
the national character and in turn our
perceptions of the national character
shape the way we conduct politics”

Senator Barack Obama

In 2003, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals decided
that Washington's open primar y was
unconstitutional on the basis that it violated the
political parties' right of free association. What
followed was unanticipated backlash on the part
of the electorate. "We lost that and it has been a
very contentious issue in our state," argues Baird.
"The fact that it is so contentious says to me that
people like being able to vote for the person more
than the party."
Congressman Baird gives a further example in the
form of President Bush. "The fact that he ran as a
uniter and was elected on that platform suggests
that people would actually like to be united."

Credit: Pew Research Center – Global Attitudes Project
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Matthew Dowd, lead strategist for Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger's successful re-election
campaign, argues a similar point to Senator Obama
and Congressman Baird. In a recent interview with
BBC News, Dowd argued, "Americans hate this
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partisan bitterness, they hate extremes. They feel
more comfortable with leadership from the center."
Dowd worked on Schwarzenegger's re-election
campaign, but in 2004, he helped President Bush
get re-elected. He would probably be hardpressed to argue that Bush presented himself as
a leader from the center.
What may make more sense, then, is not talking
about the fuzzy center of the political spectrum,
but the power of a national character. The above
examples all return to the ordinary people
narrative, and show the ordinary desire to pick
and choose candidates not based on ideology, but
with a kind of agrarian common sense.
Senator Obama's opposition to these red-blue
differences is probably most vocalized in his speech
at the Democratic National Committee Convention
in 2004. "There are those who are preparing to
divide us," he said to the conventioneers, "the spin
masters and negative ad peddlers who embrace
the politics of anything goes. Well, I say to them
tonight, there's not a liberal America and a
conservative America - there's the United States
of America. There's not a black America and white
America and Latino America and Asian America;
there's the United States of America."
Yet, the vision of the United States that Obama is
resisting is so pervasive that almost a hundred
books have been lightheartedly and seriously
dedicated to the subject since the 2000 election.
If Americans are united around a national
conception, what divides them into these two
ideological camps?
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In Congressman Baird's opinion, negative
campaign advertising in part enforces the
differences. "When you look at the ads that are
run, those ads can do nothing but foster distrust
and disrespect," he notes. Beyond that, Baird
thinks, if we expect voters to be easily divided into
two camps, we will be deluded by a self-fulfilling
prophecy.
"It's the verbal equivalent of WWF," argues Baird,
"and while WWF may be a popular spectator sport,
people like to leave that in the ring. People expect
these guys to smash each other over the head with
chairs when they're in the wrestling ring, but they
would like to see something better in politics and
the problem is that consultants and candidates
themselves tend to mistrust the voters." Worse than
that, argues Baird, "They tend to appeal to only
the lowest common denominator instead of our
highest, most positive aspirations and ideals. This
is self-reinforcing because to the extent that you
do that, it lowers the standard."
In other words, sums up Baird, "The way we
conduct our politics shapes the national character
and in turn our perceptions of the national
character shape the way we conduct politics." At
the very least, the idea of a national character gives
some hope that a unified populace is still possible,
while preserving the strengths of a pluralistic and
diverse society.
__________
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