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In This Corner...The Challenger

Real transparency means being able
to sift through the political rhetoric
and get a true view of where your
elected officials stand on the impor-
tant policy issues of the day. Unfortu-
nately, for several years now, we have
slid further down the slippery slope
of the politics of 4" grade insults.

The “I know you are...but what am
1?7 school yard retort to childish
taunts. Civility is essential to reasoned
debates and we are losing all sense

of decorum in our public rhetoric,
from the withering and unrelenting
personal attacks on President Bush, to
recent instances of shows of disre-
spect to President Obama, things have
deteriorated.

Now, just when you thought that
politics could not get any stranger,
Linda McMahon, Chief Executive
Officer of World Wrestling Enter-
tainment, Inc. and wife of long time
professional wrestling icon Vince Mc-
Mabhon has entered the political arena.
Their entertainment productions
include live events and the “Raw”
and “Smackdown” television shows.
This is not an environment in which
you are going to find lowa Olympic
wrestling legend Dan Gable.

Ms. McMahon recently announced
that she is running for the U.S. Sen-
ate seat currently held by Democrat
Christopher Dodd of Connecticut.

She becomes the fourth to join the
Republican primary field. Mr. Dodd
is considered vulnerable and the race
is expected to be very competitive.!
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Ms. McMahon has previously been
somewhat involved in GOP politics
and has hired a professional campaign
staff, so this does not appear to be a
publicity stunt.

Of course in the event of a tie, the
four Republican candidates can al-
ways appear in a four-person elimina-
tion match, with the last one in the
ring standing, winning the nomina-
tion. Anyone who would dismiss her
should remember Minnesota Gover-
nor Jesse Ventura. He was the only
Governor to have been pictured in a
feather boa (at least intentionally),
from his earlier days as Jesse “The
Body” Ventura, professional
wrestling champion.

Actually, adding the CEO of the
WWE to the political equation can
only bring more civility and respect-
ability to the political process. Based
on recent events, there could hardly
be less. Our former President Jimmy
Carter, serving for one very, very
long term from 1976 to 1980, recently
made a distasteful accusation. He was
commenting on the outburst by Con-
gressman Joe Wilson (R-SC), during
President Obama’s health care speech
before Congress. The outburst was
clearly inappropriate and embarrass-
ing and the Congressman promptly
apologized. The House went on to
vote a “resolution of disapproval”
for his actions. It is not clear what
purpose was served by the resolution,
given that Congressman Wilson had
already apologized to the President

and had his apology accepted. The
resolution may have been partisan
posturing, but the Congressman did
make an obvious mistake in judg-
ment.

What seems to be even poorer judg-
ment are the comments by former
President Carter. The Associated
Press reported: “Former President
Jimmy Carter says Congressman Joe
Wilson’s outburst to President Barack
Obama last week was an act ‘based
on racism.’ Carter called Wilson’s
comment ‘dastardly’ and part of an
‘inherent feeling’ held by some in this
country who feel that a black man
should not be president.”

Dick Harpootlian, a former leader
of the South Carolina Democratic
Party issued a statement taking issue
with the former President. He said
the Congressman’s outburst “was
asinine, but not racist.”®> Former
President Carter’s resort to racism as
a reason that many Americans oppose
President Obama’s policy initiatives
is both disingenuous and distasteful.
It is an apparent tactic to discourage
and disparage Americans who do not
share the President’s policy agenda.
Polls show that many of those who
are upset with the current health care
initiatives voted for President Obama
in November. Is President Carter sug-
gesting they “became” racists since
the election?

This is the same President Jimmy
Carter who on July 2, 1979, had a
job DISAPPROVAL rating of 59%,*
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who blamed the American people

for the bad economy because of the
malaise they were suffering from, and
managed to make the Presidency of
Gerald Ford, who preceded him into
office, look like the “good old days.”
I suppose President Carter would sug-
gest that his disapproval ratings...far
lower than the current falling ratings
of President Obama...were the result
of the American people’s distrust of
southern peanut farmers, rather than
having any reflection on the fact that
he was doing a very poor job and
most Americans disagreed with his
policies? President Carter’s failed
Presidency ended after one term,
when only 41% of Americans voted
for him in the 1980 Presidential elec-
tion.’

President Carter’s comments are
particularly damaging because they
have been picked up by the foreign
press. Americans can judge the irre-
sponsible comments based on actually
being here and knowing that while
there are certainly still some racists
in America, they have nothing to do
with the millions of Americans who
are frustrated and dismayed by the
Administration’s policy agenda. To
suggest otherwise should be beneath
the dignity of a former President of
the United States, whom I would hope
would hold himself to an even higher
standard of conduct than that of the
Congressman whom he chooses to
disparage.

Michael Steele, the African-
American chairman of the Republican
Party, called President Carter’s
remarks an outrage. “President Carter
is flat out wrong. This isn’t about
race. It is about policy... Injecting
race into the debate over critical
issues facing American families
doesn’t create jobs, reform our health
care system or reduce the growing
deficit. It only divides Americans
rather than uniting us to find solutions
to challenges facing our nation.”

To President Obama’s credit, he has
pointedly indicated that he does not
share President Carter’s view of the
American electorate. Robert Gibbs,

his press secretary, had said the previ-
ous week that Mr. Obama did not be-
lieve the protests or opposition were
based on the color of the president’s
skin.” After the Carter remarks an
Administration spokesman reiterated
that: “Obama believes that any racist
sentiment against him is held by a
very tiny minority that doesn’t reflect
the attitudes of the vast majority of
Americans.”

So what then does reflect the senti-
ment of a vast majority of Americans?
They still want “hope and change” in
Washington, D.C. However, as the
President’s opposition pointed out
prior to the last election...it matters
very much exactly what kind of “hope
and change,” we are talking about.

There is great skepticism about
the direction that President Obama,
Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid,
(a September poll shows the Sena-
tor trailing either of his 2 likely GOP
opponents by 7 and 10 points respec-
tively in his race for re-election as a
Senator from Nevada.’) and House
Speaker Nancy Pelosi are taking
our country. A September Harris
poll shows the President falling into
negative territory himself, with 49%
positive and 51% negative. The same
poll asked the question of whether
the country is headed in the “right
direction” or “wrong direction.” The
poll said 42% said we were headed in
the right direction and 58% said the
country was going down the wrong
path.'

So does this bode well for Repub-
licans? Well, it certainly is troubling
news for the Democrats. The generic
“Democrat vs. Republican” polling
questions have shown large gains for
the Republicans in the last six months.
However, there is also another factor
at work. The number of Americans
who are registered to vote as Indepen-
dents has now reached 43 percent.'!
This may suggest that the people have
been listening to the shrill voices
on both sides of the political aisle
and have decided they don’t want to
participate. Americans continually
say that want more cooperation and
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problem solving from their elected of-
ficials and yet most political observ-
ers would say that over the last three
years, the level of polarization and
hostility has reached new heights.

It does not take a political scientist
to remember the venom and disre-
spect that were hurled at President
George Bush on a personal level
during the final years of his term in
office. In spite of the wailing voices
on the political left about the tone
of the current political opposition to
President Obama’s policy agenda...it
is certainly no more bitter than the
disgraceful things that were said
about President Bush. In fact, the
millions of voices raised in opposi-
tion are primarily directed at the
President’s ambitious and misguided
policy objectives. His personal popu-
larity is still higher than that of his
policies...and he has only accelerated
the decline of his personal popularity
when he tries to rally the American
public behind policies they clearly are
deeply concerned about.

So if you look “behind the cur-
tain” in Washington, D.C, how do
the political parties really feel about
bipartisanship? I would recommend
an article that appeared in Politico
on September 14, entitled “The great
myth: bipartisanship.” It may give
some insight on why the percentage
of registered Independents is on the
rise...and why the country still calls
out for “hope and change,” which was
never about a call for bigger and more
active government, but simply a call
to reform a process which the public
clearly sees as broken.

“In truth, Democratic offers to reach
across the aisle — and Republican de-
mand that they do so — are largely a
charade, performed for the benefit of
a huge bloc of practical-minded vot-
ers who hunger for the two parties to
work together and are mystified that
it never seems to happen...This ritual
— publicly trumpeting the virtues of
bipartisanship while privately navi-
gating a Washington status quo with a
bias for partisan combat — is play-
ing out across virtually every major
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issue the White House and Congress
confront...There are plenty of reasons
that bipartisanship gets talked about
more than it gets practiced. Start with
a redistricting process that allows the
two parties to conspire to make a big
chunk of House seats virtual locks
for one party or the other, meaning
the typical member has scant reason
to gravitate to the ideological center.
Add to that the decision by activists
in both parties to increasingly target
centrists in primary fights — giving
ideologues an even stronger hand.”!?

While we have not been spared
the hand-to-hand combat of political
battles in Iowa, we can be thankful
that we have operated under a politi-
cal reapportionment system which is
considered about as equitable as can
be achieved under a political system.
It is often used as a positive example
by reformers eager to change the
more blatant partisan and incumbent
protection redistricting schemes used
in other states.

“One vivid sign of the times has
been the GOP massacre in the North-
east. It wasn’t long ago — the 106th
Congress of nine years ago to be
precise — that Republicans held 37
House seats and eight Senate seats in
the Northeast (our count includes the
New England states plus New York,
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware
and Maryland). Today, there are 17
House Republicans, most of them in
the conservative rural areas of those
states and three senators.”"?

Many of those seats were held by
what some conservatives derisively
label RINOs (Republicans In Name
Only). Moderate incumbent Repub-
licans were challenged and defeated
in primaries only to see their more
conservative replacements, out of
place in the progressive politics of
New England, defeated by Democrats
in the general election. Those Repub-
lican moderates provided the votes to
elect Newt Gingrich Speaker of the
House. If they were still there, Nancy
Pelosi would not be setting the agenda
and socialized medicine would not be
on the House agenda.

With the loss of so many moderate
Republicans, you would think that RI-
NOs would be on the endangered spe-
cies list. However, fear not, that will
never happen. Since the basic tenet of
the “purity of party concept” defines a
“RINO” as anyone who is less conser-
vative than [ am...there is always a
next target in line, even though the
current trend has brought the Repub-
lican Party to the brink of irrelevance
in Washington. Earlier this year, there
were even calls that Congressman
Steve King should face a primary,
because he did not take a conserva-
tive enough position on an issue. By
almost any measure, Congressman
King is one of the most conservative
members in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives and is currently Chairman
of the Conservative Opportunity Soci-
ety. It only goes to prove that no one
is safe from being labeled by some in
the party as “not conservative enough
to wear the brand.”

Although the media focuses more
attention on the GOP internal battles,
conservative Democrats face the same
challenges. The quest for purity seems
to be actively at work in both parties,
as the ranks of Independent voters
continue to increase. The last points
from the article to bring to your atten-
tion are the “cycle of revenge” and the
impact that a 24-hour political media
cycle is having on the increasingly
polarized and dysfunctional political
dynamics of our country:

“The House itself seems to grow
more absurdly partisan with each
passing year. Like children scream-
ing, ‘he did it first,” party leaders keep
making it harder for the out-of-power
party to have its voice heard in the
legislative process — and justifying
it by saying that’s how they were
treated in the past. Roll all of this to-
gether, and douse it with a new media
culture that guarantees plenty of cable
TV time and fundraising success for
the most flamboyantly confronta-
tional figures, and the partisan fire
burns wildly. With no clear national
leader in elected office, talk radio
hosts such as Rush Limbaugh, TV
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personalities such as Glenn Beck and
websites such as the Drudge Report
are dominating the GOP. They have
much more power than John Boehner
or Mitch McConnell to drive a story
narrative — or get conservative activ-
ists worked up. A similar dynamic
is playing out on the left, too. The
Huffington Post, the fast-growing and
highly influential site for liberals, and
the most popular figures on MSNBC
in prime time such as Keith Olber-
mann are often popularly caricatured
as being in the tank for Obama. That
is often true. But it is also true that
liberal commentators have criticized
Obama for being too accommodating.
Like the echo chamber on the right,
they thrive on partisan fights, reward
partisan sniping, and make it harder
for party leaders to seek common
ground.”!*

Transparency is not just about
knowing how your politicians vote,
it is about trying to understand why
they vote the way they do and why
they speak the way they do. There is
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an old saying that you should never
watch the process of how sausage and
laws are actually being made...but it
is becoming incumbent on us to hold
our noses and look behind the curtain,
because the process is broken and

our Republic depends on it to work
effectively.

(Endnotes)

!Chris Cillizza, “The Fix — Morning Fix: A
McMabhon in the Senate?” The Washington Post,
September 16, 2009, http://voices.washing-
tonpost.com/thefix/morning-fix/morning-fix-
2.html?wprss=thefix (September 18, 2009).
Greg Bluestein, “Carter Says Wilson’s com-
ments ‘based on racism,’” Associated Press,
September 16, 2009, http://www.google.com/
hostednews/ap/article/ ALeqM5hnBZubV2cz64-
AT7peoblyGtz_-wOQDIAO3PIGO (September
18, 2009).

3Ibid.

4Jennifer Agiesta, “Approval Highs and Lows

— Behind the Numbers,” The Washington Post,
July 24, 2007, http://voices.washingtonpost.com/
behind-the-numbers/2007/07/approval_highs
and_lows.html (September 18, 2009).

>“United States presidential election, 1980,”
Wikipedia, n.d., http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
United_States presidential election, 1980
(September 18, 2009).

®Kate Phillips, “Carter’s Racism Charge Sparks
War of Words,” The Caucus Blog - New York

Times, September 16, 2009, http://thecaucus.
blogs.nytimes.com/2009/09/16/carters-racism-
charge-sparks-war-of-words/ (September 18,
2009).

Ibid.

8Kenneth Walsh, “Obama Doesn’t See Race as a
Factor in Criticism,” U.S. News & World Report,
September 16, 2009, http://www.usnews.com/
articles/news/obama/2009/09/16/obama-doesnt-
see-race-as-a-factor-in-criticism.html (September
18, 2009).

Kathleen Hunter, “Despite Sagging Polls,

Reid Sees Happy Ending,” CQ Politics,
September 15, 2009, http://blogs.cqpolitics.
com/eyeon2010/2009/09/reid-hed-here.html,
(September 18, 2009).

1"“Obama’s Negative Ratings, and Those Who
Think Country Is on the Wrong Track Continue
to Rise,” Business Wire from Reuters, September
17, 2009, http://www .businesswire.com/portal/
site/google/?’ndmViewld=news_view&newsld
=20090917005979&newsLang=en (September
18, 2009).

“Washington Post-ABC News poll,” The
Washington Post, September 2009, http://www.
washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/politics/polls/

postpoll 091309.html (September 18, 2009).
12Jim VandeHei and Mike Allen, “The great

myth: bipartisanship,” Politico.com, September
14, 2009, http://www.politico.com/news/
stories/0909/27110.html (September 18, 2009).
BTbid.

“Ibid.

Doug Stout is a Research
Analyst with Public Interest Institute.

Public Interest Institute, September 2009




