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POLICY TODAY
T

he special elections of 2005 have all but
disappeared from the headlines, save for a
few fading digital covers of Policy Today. And
while millions of dollars were poured into 30second TV spots and the pockets of political
consultants, we appear to remain firmly married
to the status quo.
Are we any better off for all the angst?
With a rap sheet that includes the Iraq War,
contentious Supreme Court nominations,
domestic wiretaps, the Katrina meltdown, payto-play lobbying scandals, Alaska's "bridges
to nowhere" and indictments of major
congressional figures, elected officials will have
to forgive the average voter for thinking, "what
a mess." The tension in the air suggests that
our policy problems transcend ideological
battles. The system itself has become a
concern.
Policy Today took the field in 2005 with a
fresh take on the situation, drawing both left
and right into a confrontation with the real
issues at hand—instead of one another. Our
bipartisan approach stems from more than a

quixotic quest for objectivity. Rather, we set
forth in the belief that effective decision making
comes from the principled reconciliation of
opposing viewpoints. Over a wide range of
extensive interviews, we asked the state's
leaders to put aside the politics and answer a
simple question, "What are you really trying
to accomplish in the halls of power?"
The results were impressive. Given the
opportunity, senators, representatives and other
public officials responded to PT with candid
insights and thoughtful solutions. The
atmosphere is still tense in Washington and in
state capitols across the nation, but as CA
State Senator Alan Lowenthal noted last year,
"Tension can be a creative force used to the
benefit or to the detriment of policymaking."
The tension is in place. Let's hope we're
halfway to something better.
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CONGRESSIONAL WATCHDOG
Oversight in the legislative process is implied,
but how effective is it?
by Jessica B. Jones
Oversight is a congressional obligation, but one
frequently overlooked in legislators' focus on
reelection. "They don't spend nearly enough
time overseeing government agencies,"
laments Lodi, CA mayor John Beckman. "They
think that because we call them 'legislator,' their
job is to create more laws. They're failing in
their primary responsibilities, which are to
oversee the budget and various government
agencies."
But are they? Just as congresspersons are often
more focused on making new laws than
running the national bureaucracy, so are
citizens less inclined to follow the more tedious
aspects of their representatives' job. Most
people have no idea how much time Congress
actually spends on oversight versus actual
legislation, let alone how often Congressional
oversight occurs. Then there's the issue of
efficacy.
"The power to make laws implied the power to see
whether they were faithfully executed," wrote
Arthur J. Schlesinger Jr. in Congress Investigates:
A Documented History.

The oversight function in the lawmaking process
has been around for more than 250 years, said
Charles Johnson, former parliamentarian of the
U.S. House of Representatives. "Since there have
been committees, there's always been an oversight
function." To that end, oversight is about
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of the Committee on Government Reform in the
U.S. House of Representatives.
"Within the Government Reform Committee, there
is a legislative staff and an oversight staff, and the
two generally work together," he says.
But Johnson says the breakdown of time between
oversight and legislation is indeed an issue. "It's a
commonly acknowledged modern problem, that
given the requirement that members conduct
hearings—not just staff—and the reality that
the House is really only in [session] two days a
week, members are not inclined to sit at the
seat of government five days a week
participating in direct hearings.
"That doesn't mean they're totally detached
from it," Johnson continues. "But you can
combine that whole aspect of time, the
inclination to be elsewhere—whether it's
fundraising or trying to get re-elected in their
districts—with the notion that staff are often
delegated responsibility to do at least
preliminary fact-finding, along with the reality
that the political incentive to conduct oversight
may not be the same with the executive branch
of the same majority."

management, the crucial element in any successful
organization—political or otherwise.
Heads or tails
Oversight and legislation are two sides of the same
coin, explains Congressman Tom Davis, chairman

Davis, however, said the two functions go hand
in hand. "It's not a zero-sum game where if
we peruse one function, the other one remains
dormant," he says. "If oversight determines that
there's a need for change in legislation, we'll
introduce legislation. Likewise, we'll use oversight
to examine the laws passed to gauge their
effectiveness."
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Digging deeper
The oversight function takes a variety of forms,
Johnson explains. "Oversight can be for legislative
reasons, investigative, confirmation—there are a
number of different oversight responsibilities, as
spelled out in the rules of the House."
It occurs through a wide variety of channels,
which include formal committee hearings or
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investigations, and informal contacts with executive
officials, as well as staff studies of agency reviews
and document requests or subpoenas.
"The Government Reform Committee is the
primary investigative and oversight committee of
the U.S. House of Representatives, which gives
us broad leeway into what we investigate," he said.
"Our specific duties are as follows: ensure executive
compliance with legislative intent; improve
the efficiency, effectiveness and economy of

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

government operations; evaluate program
performance; and root out waste, fraud and abuse."
Bringing up the rear: Oversight
Lawmakers, and even Congress as an institution,
have three main jobs: lawmaking, representation
and oversight.
In terms of a hierarchal structure, lawmaking might
come first and representation may be second in
line, due to the electoral connection and serving
the people who sent those lawmakers to
Washington, D.C.
This, in theory, puts the oversight function in last
place. Some would argue that it has always
occupied the bottom rung. The only exceptions to
the rule would include issues that rivet the public
or excite Congress, such as cases of domestic
spying, interagency scandals or the especially
disastrous breakdown of a specific institution.

Former House Parliamentarian Charles Johnson

9

A prime example of active oversight occurring
because an issue captured both the public and
the media is the Federal Emergency Management
Agency's timely response to Hurricane Katrina, or
lack thereof. More current, the U.S. Committee on
Finance is looking into the $39 million charged to
government credit cards for disaster relief items in
Katrina's wake.
Finance Committee Chairman Sen. Charles
Grassley is checking into the charges to make sure
no one used federal credit cards for holiday
shopping. The initial congressional audits, however,
will instead focus on the lack of discounted rates

Chairman Tom Davis (top center) and Vice-Chair
Christopher Shays (top right) of the House Committee
on Government Reform.

for certain items purchased, such as clothing and
toiletries. The main concern is that retail purchases
were made as opposed to using government
contracts that ensure cheaper prices. The first
report of the investigation is due out in early 2006.
Fresh air
Congress is playing an aggressive oversight role in
the possible credit card abuse situation. But the
majority of oversight goes on quietly and behind
the scenes, according to some, who also say that
it's as tedious as it is time-consuming.
For others, however, this is not necessarily the case.
Congressman Davis said the Committee on
Government Reform, including its subcommittees,
has held hundreds of public hearings under his
chairmanship. "More than any other House
Committee," he notes. "The topics are too
numerous to recite, but a sampling demonstrates
our commitment to fulfilling our constitutional
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responsibility: national drug control strategy; the
costs, benefits and impact of federal regulations;
steroid-use in professional sports; FBI misconduct
in New England; pandemic flu; surveillance of mad
cow disease; information sharing at the Department
of Homeland Security; financial management at the
Defense Department; new visa and passport
requirements; testing and training of airline security
screeners. And on and on and on."
Hearings on these issues and others help ensure
that the government is carrying out the will of both
Congress and the people effectively and efficiently,
Davis adds.
"Sunlight is often the best disinfectant, and having
a public discussion of an issue, with witnesses
testifying under oath, is a very effective tool for our
committee to streamline the federal government;
to root out waste, fraud and abuse in programs;
and to protect the rights and interests of the
American taxpayer."
In sum, Congress doesn't spend as much time as
they should on oversight, but they spend more than
the electorate knows. Then again, the electorate
doesn't really know how much time their
representatives should be spending on managing
what has been legislated—just that the amount of
legislation continues to increase.
About Jessica B. Jones
Jessica B. Jones is the managing editor of
Government Technology magazine, a national
trade publication focusing on solutions for state
and local government in the information age.
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"PEOPLE GENERALLY DON'T KNOW HOW
MUCH TIME WE SPEND ON OVERSIGHT."
PT talks to U.S. Congresswoman Juanita
Millender-McDonald, ranking member of the
Committee on House Administration, about
the process of congressional oversight.
PT: How much time do you spend doing oversight
work in Congress?
Millender-McDonald: We meet once a week—
sometimes twice a week—under the rubric of
transportation, because we have subcommittees
that meet under that banner.
Introducing legislation can take a short period
of time or an extended period of time,
depending on what we're trying to push through.
In today's environment, you have to make sure
that whatever you're trying to push through is
bipartisan, and that can take a lot of time;
sometimes it can take years.
PT: There's obviously a lot of partisanship involved
in passing legislation, and as you point out, that
can make the process much more difficult. Does
this partisanship carry over into your oversight
role as well?
Millender-McDonald: Absolutely. It can be
difficult to reach consensus—unless it's

Congresswoman Juanita Millender-McDonald

something that's not confrontational of course—
in those committees that deal with more
challenging things.
PT: How effective is the process overall?
Millender-McDonald: There could be
improvements to the process, that's for sure.
Sometimes we get mired in the minutiae and
we never get beyond that.
Juanita Millender McDonald represents
Torrance and the 37th Congressional District.
She is the first African American woman in
history to hold the position of Ranking Member
on the Committee on House Administration.
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"AGGRESSIVE OVERSIGHT IS
NOT BEING DONE."
PT talks to Christopher Shays, U.S.
Congressman from Connecticut and vice-chair
of the House Government Reform Committee,
about congressional oversight and checks and
balances in today's government.
PT: Could you give us a breakdown of time spent
doing oversight vs. working on legislation?
Shays: In general, I would estimate that we spend
more time legislating than conducting oversight.
This is a huge problem that has allowed our
government to act in a less transparent and less
efficient way than if Congress were watching more
closely.
Currently, I serve as vice-chair of the Government
Reform Committee, which is devoted entirely to
oversight work. We have cast light on many
important issues and, through our singular focus
on oversight, I believe we have helped balance
the power in our government. For example, my
subcommittee led the investigation into the
causes of Gulf War syndrome. The subcommittee
successfully challenged the Pentagon and
Department of Veterans Affairs, ensuring that sick
Gulf War veterans were diagnosed mor e
accurately, treated mor e effectively and
compensated more fairly for service-connected
disabilities.
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PT: Is less attention paid
to oversight than legislation purely because
adequate agency oversight isn't as interesting?

PT: How much practical effect does committee
oversight actually have? That is to say, what kinds
of sanctions are there for agencies not running up
to par? Can the committee set new priorities for
that institution?
Shays: Oversight shines light on ineffective
processes, procedures and practices in
government. In some cases, the congressional and
media attention itself is enough to initiate
change. In other cases, it requires legislative
change to redirect an agency's work. However, the
process of determining what legislative change
is necessary begins with good oversight.
For example, last year I held a hearing about how
the Department of Defense buys too much and
then cannot, with any accuracy, track where the
excess property is or who might need it. When
our Subcommittee identified this problem and
investigated it, with GAO's support, the Defense
Department agreed to re-examine its procedures
for disposing of excess property. The Army, Navy,
Air Force and Defense agencies assessed their
cataloguing of returned gear. The services, as well
as the Defense Logistics Agency, assessed training
of their workers in gear documentation, as well
as their systems for tracking data on what's been
turned in.

Shays: Oversight is a
critical part of checks
and balances. When
"I think this Congress
the Executive Branch has acted as more of
has more power, our a Parliament than a
system demands more Congress."
congressional oversight. Unfortu-nately, I think
this Congress has not taken that responsibility
seriously and has acted as more of a Parliament
than a Congress. I think it is a disservice to the
Administration not to conduct aggressive
oversight, despite the fact that one party controls
both branches.
PT: How dynamic is the process itself? Are there
structural difficulties that need to be overcome?
Shays: Oversight, if done correctly and
aggressively, is a dynamic and effective process.
It can—and has—uncovered some significant
challenges within our government. My concern
is not as much with the structural details of
oversight, but simply that aggressive oversight is
not being done.
Christopher Shays represents Connecticut's 4th
Congressional District. He is chairman of the
Subcommittee on National Security, Emerging
Threats and International Relations, and vicechair of the Government Reform Committee.
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AN ARMY OF
SOME
Changing demographics in the U.S. armed
forces could signal greater social shifts.
by Kennedy Smith
All it takes is some relatively quick channel surfing
to see how the Pentagon is looking to fill its ranks.
The Army's notable "Army of One" campaign; "The
Few, The Proud, the Marines," the National Guard's
"You Can" slogan, and others, promise the
American public that first, the government takes
care of its troops, and second, the average Joe is
welcome with open arms.
Demographics show that indeed, Joe Mainstreet
is more likely to sign up for military service than
the extremely wealthy or extremely poor, and the
composition of the military—for the most part—
resembles the United States itself.
But this begs a larger question: Who should the
military recruit? The answer lies not only in
socioeconomic terms. Jonathan Alter, an editor for
Newsweek, wrote in an online forum: "It is hardly
Nazism to require young Americans who have the
bounty of American life handed to them to give
something back. In fact, we are one of the only

Mandatory national service could involve many functions far removed from combat duty.

industrialized countries in the world that does not
do so. National service would be good for young
Americans and very good for the country."
You're in the Army now.
In fact, Department of Defense data seem to
suggest that the military's demographic profile has
been relatively constant over time. The makeup of
George Washington's army wasn't significantly
different from today's armed forces.
"While it was true that many of the militia came
from the lower social classes, more than a
few were from middle income families," said

R.S. Stephenson, a Pennsylvania historian. "A
soldier's social status and civilian occupation
depended greatly upon where he was
recruited…The surviving muster rolls show that
about 60% of the soldiers listed were laborers. The
remaining 40% were either artisans or skilled
workers."
Civil War demographics were similar. On average,
48% of both Union and Confederate soldiers were
farmers, 24% were mechanics, 16 %were
laborers, and only 3% men of wealth.
Professor Charles Moskos, a military sociologist
widely regarded as the preeminent authority on
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national service, strikes a similar note in more
recent terms. "I went to Iraq in 2004, and the
makeup was largely working-class youth," he says.
"When I was in Vietnam as a reporter, the
composition was virtually the same despite the
existence of a draft: not the bottom-of-the-barrel,
but not the privileged kids by any means. Many
privileged youth were able to get out of conscription
through various deferments, but there were still
more than we have serving in Iraq."
Moskos goes on to note that of 750 males in his
graduating Princeton class of 1956, about 450
served. Compare that to Princeton's class of 2005:
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of about 1,100 graduates—male and female—
eight went on to national service. "You need elite
youth to serve," notes Moskos.
"It's getting closer but [military demographics] don't
exactly reflect the U.S. population or society," says
Derek Stewart, director of defense capabilities and
management at the Government Accountability
Office. In reality, women in the military will probably
never truly reflect the U.S. population. Women
make up about 47 percent of the population, but
in the military, females are barred from about 200
of the 1,500 occupations by the DOD and comprise
only 15% of the armed forces overall.
On the subject of minorities,
Hispanics comprise about 11%
of the general population, a
percentage that has grown
significantly, even though they
already represent about 9% of
the military. The African American
numbers are 12% and 20%
respectively.
Economics—there's a problem.
In Fiscal Year 2004-05, the median
incomes for those joining the
military, aged 16 to 21, was
$44,500, compared to $44,300
for the civilian population of
the same age group, so there's not
much of a difference. But there's a
problem, according to a September
2005 report by the GAO.
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The DOD conducted income data on the basis of
zip codes. In other words, when a young person
joins the military, the DOD doesn't ask the individual
what educational level his or her parents achieved
or how much money he or she makes.
"That would have been a much better way of
capturing the data," says Stewart. "When you use
the zip codes, you know as well as I do there's
always a good side of town and there's a bad side
of town. The diversity within a zip code is so great.
You have people making $100,000 a year and you
have people making $20,000 a year."
One of the foremost socioeconomic factors that
leads people to either shy away from the military
or decide to join is education. In today's military,
you need at least a high school diploma, and the
DOD requires at least 90% of all recruits to meet
that standard.
"Now, again that requirement of a high school
diploma has implications for minorities," says
Stewart. "In 2002, 52% of Hispanics graduated
from high school compared to 56% of African
Americans, Conversely, 78% of whites graduate
from high school. "It definitely has implications for
the diversity of the pool from which you're able to
recruit," says Stewart.
It has implications for our foreign policy as well,
according to Moskos. "A country only accepts
casualties if privileged youth are putting their lives
on the line," he says. "If you don't have privileged
youth serving, it usually means that you're quicker
to go to war and quicker to get out. When that
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demographic is there, on the other hand, you're
more reluctant to go to war but more likely to stay
in once you've started."
Fewer vets in Washington
The implications of changing militar y
demographics may even eventually transform the
policymaking process in the Capitol. "Washington
is a pretty strange town," Stewart says. "A number
of congressmen and political-types here have had
political aspirations and wanted a military career
on their resume."
However, there is a trend on Capitol Hill that fewer
and fewer members of Congress have military
backgrounds, "not so much due to the
socioeconomic status but due to the fact that there
were a number of WWII veterans in Congress,"
says Stewart. "We're seeing that people running
for Congress do not necessarily have the military
background of people who were running and
elected 10 or 20 years ago."
'Supersize-me'
There is another disturbing new phenomenon in
military recruiting—fewer and fewer youth are
physically eligible for the military. That target age
between 16 and 21 is dwindling due to medical
and educational issues. Above all, American youth
are more obese today than ever before, and are
continuing on that road. 2004-05 DOD research
shows about 14 million American youths are
between the ages of 16 and 21. Of that number,
less than 1.7 million are eligible to serve after the
list is pared down by higher education, the
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workforce, health issues, "moral character" and the
under representation of women as an overall
percentage. And "many of those (eligible) wouldn't
even be interested in the military," says Stewart.
With more of the nation's youth going on to college,
the DOD has been targeting two-year colleges, the
junior colleges and "trying to catch those people
who drop out of the two year college before they
latch onto a job or something else," says Stewart.
"But if that pool of people starts to shrink, it will
have all kinds of policy implications."
Non-military national service
All of which brings the conversation back to the
idea of national service, whether voluntary or
required, such as AmeriCorp or Teach for America.
Rep. Charles Rangel, Sen. Evan Bayh and Sen.
John McCain are just a few who support the idea
of national service.
"There are other unmet needs in this country,"
argues Moskos. "It's not just combat duty. We need
homeland security, prison guards, transportation
security—lots of things. But there's almost a
paradox; with all these needs, there is almost no
feeling of personal sacrifice in this country."
A Pentagon aide once observed that "the central
fact of military service is a shared experience by
all classes, all races, to meet national goals." The
military bonds together the diverse elements of
American society. President Truman's order
desegregating the armed forces effectively reversed
the tide of racial discrimination where civilian

Professor Charles Moskos

institutions had failed. By removing any form of
mandatory national service, the burden of national
defense has shifted to the lower socioeconomic
classes, as statistically representative of Americana
as they may be. The end result is a system that
further segregates the young, affluent, and welleducated from the vast reaches of our society.
Clearly, that disconnect has policy implications as
well, some of which could ultimately prove serious
all too many Average Joes come home with serious
injuries or a flag draped over their coffins.
About Kennedy Smith
Kennedy Smith is a business and law writer based
in Portland, Ore.

12

POLICY TODAY

<<

Previous Page

Cover

Contents

Full Screen

Search Issue

Print

Next Page >>

NATIONAL SERVICE : Q & A

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

"WE'RE IN A STAGE OF
'PATRIOTISM LIGHT' RIGHT NOW."
PT talks to Charles Moskos, Northwestern
University Professor Emeritus and military
sociology expert, about national service,
our evolving military and the rise of "patriotism
light" in America.
PT: How has the lack of mandatory national service
changed the composition of the U.S. military, and
why is it important?
Moskos: In my graduating Princeton class of
1956, out of 750 males, about 450 served. Out
of Princeton's 2005 class—1,100 male and
female, approximately 50/50—eight served.
That's the difference. I find it interesting that
the two most famous names to come out of the
Iraq war are Lynndie England and Jessica Lynch,
two white, working-class women from Appalachia.
PT: What could the military do to attract college
graduates and other members of higher social
classes?
Moskos: I was addressing a military recruiting
conference last year, and I asked if they would
prefer to have their advertising budget tripled or
to have Jenna Bush join the army. They
unanimously chose the Jenna option. I asked that
same question five years earlier about Chelsea

Clinton and received
the same response. But
that's what you need;
you need elite youth to
serve.
PT: Congressmen Rangel and Stark have
sought to reinstate the
draft for a number of
reasons. Where do you
stand on their proposal,
and why is the very idea
of national service such
a nonstarter?

Professor Charles Moskos (left) during a 1967 trip to Vietnam

Moskos: Well, I'm for it, but you're right—it's a
nonstarter. Liberals don't like the idea of making
people serve, and conservatives don't want to
spend money.
The nation is in a stage of "patriotism light" right
now. We're not even asked to ration gasoline right
now, let alone perform national service. Neither the
left nor the right is for any type of national service.
The liberal line is "something for nothing," and the
conservative line is "every man for himself." It leaves
a gulf in the middle where nothing gets
accomplished. When I talk about mandatory
national service at dinner parties, people are very
receptive, but few political figures want to touch it.

PT: Framing the issue in economic terms seems
like it could help make it viable.
Moskos: It could. We're paying enlistees in
constant dollars about three times what draftees
were once paid. And in the long term, costs
skyrocket due to retirement benefits when you
have a large career force. What you really want
are citizen soldiers serving one, two, three years—
whatever. There are financial arguments for it too.
It's also interesting to note that draftees through
World War II, Korea and Vietnam had a lower
deser tion rate than volunteers. It's ver y
counterintuitive, but it's largely attributed to
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higher-quality personnel. About 30% of the
people who enter the militar y today don't
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PT: You've also said that mandatory national
service wouldn't have to mean combat. Besides
programs like AmeriCorps and Teach for America,
what else could national service look like?
Moskos: One of our problems is that we're not
guarding things here. We have ships coming into
our ports and we don't know what's on them. These
homeland security jobs would be perfect for
college graduates.

STRIKE A BLOW FOR FREEDOM
(FROM

Peacekeeping would be ideal too. We have 800900 people on the Sinai Peninsula right now.
I could recruit the class at Berkeley to do those
jobs. Just say, "We'll forgive your student loans,
help pay for your graduate school education, and
you can go off to the Sinai for a year." It would
free up our professional soldiers for actual
combat in the hot spots around the world.

HIGH AD MEDIA COSTS)

CLICK HERE

Charles Moskos is Professor Emeritus of sociology
at Northwestern University. He is an expert on
military sociology, and has authored several books
and numerous scholarly and newspaper articles
on the subject. He has been awarded the
Distinguished Service Award, the U.S. Army's
highest decoration for a civilian, and has been
designated Honored Patriot by the Selective
Service System.

Advertise with Policy Today.
14

POLICY TODAY

<<

Previous Page

Cover

Contents

Full Screen

Search Issue

Print

Next Page >>

NATIONAL SERVICE : Q & A

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

"OUR MILITARY PERSONNEL
POLICY IS A MESS."
PT talks to U.S. Congressman Pete Stark—
co-sponsor with Rep. Charles Rangel of a
House bill to reinstate the military draft—about
concepts of citizenship, military recruiting and
the prospective effects of a universal draft on
foreign policy decisions.
PT: What are the main consequences of our
commitment to all-volunteer armed forces?
Stark: The fact that our all-volunteer army
consists mostly of low-income Americans from
rural and inner-city communities has a huge
effect on our country. With most Americans and
members of Congress not having family members,
friends or neighbors fighting in Iraq or
Afghanistan, I believe that it is much easier for
them to support going to war. Unfortunately, 99%
of members of Congress do not have children
fighting in either Iraq or Afghanistan. As a result,
most are all too ready to commit American troops.
I believe that this situation undermines the
concept of citizenship. There is no sense of shared
sacrifice when only a few low-income citizens fight
this country's wars, while the majority of American
citizens carry on with their lives uninterrupted.
The message is that the cost of being a citizen in
this country is higher if you are poor. There is
something un-American about that picture.

PT: We hear a lot about the army recruiting
less and less-qualified candidates. Who should the
army recruit?
Stark: Overall, our military personnel policy is a
mess. A recent Government Accountability Office
study found that 19% of the Defense
Department's occupational specialties were
consistently overfilled and 41% were consistently
under-filled. To put this in perspective, the GAO
found that the military has too many people in
the militar y band, but not enough qualified
personnel to remove improvised explosive devices
(IED) that have been killing many of our soldiers
in Iraq.
PT: Are there policy consequences when there are
fewer and fewer veterans in the federal
government?
Stark: The answer to this is not clear. Many
veterans in Congress voted for the Iraq War
resolution and many did not. So I don't think that
being a veteran is directly correlated to a
politician's decision to support this country going
to war.
However, I do think veteran status provides
politicians with a better understanding of
the consequences of war. In particular, Senator
McCain's position against the Bush administration's policy of torturing prisoners was definitely

“There is no sense of shared sacrifice.”

influenced by his time as a prisoner of war in
Vietnam.
PT: What should be done to address the issue
overall?
Stark: Before the United States resolves its
military personnel policy, it has to examine the
type of foreign policy it wants to follow. The
current Bush Administration's failed foreign
policy of using unilateral military force as a first
resort requires a very large military. The fact that
the U.S. military does not have enough troops to
execute the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars and is
having a difficult time recruiting new soldiers
clearly shows that this foreign policy approach is
not sustainable over the long term unless there
is a universal draft.
Pete Stark represents the East Bay area and
California's 13th Congressional District. A senior
member of the Ways and Means Committee,
Congressman Stark served in the U.S. Air Force
and holds a B.A. in engineering from M.I.T. and
an MBA from UC Berkeley.
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A PARTY OF
TWO?
The Framers never wanted them. Today, few
can imagine a world without them. The plight
of the two-party system in the United States.
By Emilie Karrick Surrusco
"The parties are more internally unified and
polarized against each other than any other time
since the late 19th, early 20th century," says
Thomas Mann, a scholar at the Brookings
Institution in Washington.
But has contention become an end in itself? Political
parties are generally founded to advance certain
ideas. In turn, they source and nominate qualified
candidates who support those ideas, try to build
a consensus within the electorate to elect
those candidates, and then form a majority to
govern and implement their agenda. In short, the
American two-party system developed as a means
of providing healthy political competition.
In recent years that competition has boiled over,
developing into thinly disguised warfare that some
believe compromises the federal government's
most important duty, drafting the laws that govern
our civil society.
"There's meaningless legislation proposed by the
far left and the far right, it's legislation that's going

The founding fathers were deeply suspicious of partisan politics.

to go nowhere and is put out there to be vindictive
and expose," said Ron Talley, spokesman for the
Main Street Partnership, a group formed by
moderate Republican lawmakers six years ago. "It's
gotten so out of hand it's ridiculous."
As polarization continues to worsen rather than
improve, political insiders have started searching
for a way to bridge the divide. How can two parties
come together to function as a cohesive whole?

The role of political parties
Political parties can be traced to the beginning of
the republic, when the Federalists and Republicans
first drew battle lines in the 1790s. Today, parties
have become virtually indispensable elements in
democracies around the globe.
"Political parties are the first thing created in a new
democracy and the first thing abolished in a
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dictatorship," says Gerald Pomper, a political
science professor at Rutgers University's Eagleton
Institute. "They provide ways for people to get
together to win power. You can't do anything in a
country of 300 million as an individual; ultimately
you need majorities to get things done. That
competition is what gives people a choice."
The American political system has always been
dominated by two major parties—a trend
reinforced by the laws that govern our electoral
system. While this has been the case since the
birth of the nation, even some of those founding
fathers involved in the first party cleavage looked
upon partisan politics with suspicion or contempt.
Ideology becomes focus
Despite its conflicted beginnings, the two party
system has continued to guide the U.S. political
process for more than 200 years. Over time, they
have shifted from entities focused on building
coalitions to groups that are built on advancing
ideologies, according to John Green, director of
the University of Akron's Bliss Institute of Applied
Politics.
"Responsive parties tell you what policies they want
and then try to get elected. Pluralist parties want
to win first and then decide what the policies are,"
Green explains. "Historically we have had pluralist
parties but people have wanted responsive parties.
We've probably come closest to responsive parties
today."
The swing has also been characterized as a
movement away from constituent-based parties to
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ideologically driven parties.
Mann noted that this shift
really became visible after
the 1960s with the
passage of the Voting
Rights Act in 1965 that
divided the South along
ideological lines, and with
Roe vs. Wade in 1973,
which motivated the antiabortion contingent to
become involved in
politics.
The ideological focus has
intensified in recent years.
With it has come a push Parties now dominate American politics, providing an ideological umbrella for local
interests.
to keep the most ideoloto the national party ideology in addressing local
gically extreme in power, according to Pomper.
issues. Instead of a synthesis of local concerns and
"Gerrymandering has benefited the extremes. And
shared national goals, the party system has left
who are the people who are giving money? The
little incentive for candidates to achieve a
people with extreme points of view. Then there's
compromise between the two.
the Internet where people speak to the convinced,"
A recent study conducted by Congressional
Pomper says. "All these things work together to
Quarterly ranked individual members of Congress
push people toward the poles and make it difficult
along party lines. Rep. Chris Shays, (R-Conn.), was
for the people in between."
number two on the list of those least likely to vote
As the ideological center is pushed to the margin,
with the Republican Party.
the number of competitive seats in the U.S. House
"It is my job to represent my constituents, not my
of Representatives decreases. The true competition
leadership and my leadership understands my
now plays out in the primary elections—with
approach," Shays said. "The bottom line is, my
pressure from the national parties to "toe the party
'community meeting test' guides each of my votes.
line" in order to win. Because so much campaign
I only cast votes I can defend at my community
money is controlled by party leadership, candidates
meetings."
are often pressured to ratchet up their dedication
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Shays holds frequent community meetings across
his predominantly Democratic district to find out
what voters are thinking. As a moderate
Republican, he is caught between Democratic
constituents and the demands of the Republican
national party.
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the same pattern in the Senate, which doesn't have
redistricting," Mann notes. "The parties have
redirected resources to protect their most
vulnerable seats and people are unable to raise
the resources they need to get elected [outside
the parties]."
This belies perhaps the most important changing
dynamic of the U.S. electoral system overall. As
the national parties have grown stronger, money
has moved to the forefront.
"Back in the day when national parties were weak
and local parties were strong, money wasn't as
important," Green says. Indeed, some argue that
up through the 1960s, national parties largely
served as an umbrella for self-financed local
candidates meeting in Washington to advance an
agenda which rarely reflected a cohesive national
strategy.

Thomas Mann, of the Brookings Institution

"I always work to build a bipartisan coalition behind
the legislation I introduce because I feel that in
the long run, you have to work with both sides of
the aisle to make positive change," he said.
Money in politics
Many believe that redistricting is to blame for the
continued decrease in competitive seats. However,
Mann contends that with a House incumbent
reelection rate hovering in the high 90 percentile,
there are other factors at work.
"Redistricting does contribute to uncompetitive
districts a bit but it's not the lion's share…You see

Campaign finance reform, which attempted to
decrease the influence of special interests on
politics with the elimination of soft money, brought
power back to the national party level with a new
focus on hard money. This shift has many legislators
concerned.
"Campaign finance reform is a necessary thing.
We need to find ways to empower the average
individual and not just the deep-pocketed interest
groups," argues Rep. Kendrick Meek, (D-Florida).
"But that's not the only pressure on the party
system. It still comes down to finding ways to listen
to the people you serve and bring a message back
to them."
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Middle ground
As Washington politics continues to gravitate
toward the extremes, there is a fledgling movement
afoot to bring power back to the center. The parties
themselves recognize the power lying dormant in
the middle.
"Two-thirds of the public consider themselves
Republican and Democrat while one-third call
themselves independent.
This is a crucial deciding
bloc," explains Ed Patru,
spokesman for the
National Republican
Congressional Campaign
Committee. "In a way you
can almost argue that
there are three parties." Congressman
Christopher Shays

The chief complaint about the ideological center
is that it lacks the necessary passion exemplified
by the far right and left. "It's very difficult to get
people excited to be moderates," Pomper adds.
It may be difficult to excite people about
moderation, but if there's any hope for cohesive
national policies that synthesize multiple interests—
local and national, ideological and cultural—finding
a principled middle ground becomes as important
as it is challenging.
About Emilie Karrick Surrusco
Emilie Karrick Surrusco is a freelance writer and
communications strategist who lives in
Washington D.C.
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If there s a(n)

terrorist attack, everyone in the family

ADJECTIVE

should try to call

our out-of-town contact in
up
to

the

ADJECTIVE

drive to

.

A PLACE

,
s house and

emergency kit. We all

. Then

CITY, STATE

at

CHILD’S NAME

NAME OF RELATIVE

to get in touch with

PHONE NUMBER

VERB

at home or

ADULT IN FAMILY

grabs the

ADULT IN FAMILY

NEIGHBORHOOD LOCATION

picks
walks

ANOTHER CHILD’S NAME

there.

VERB

who is

PROPER NAME

and listen to

news for official instructions. Finally, we decide if we should
or stay in our

DISTANT LOCATION

ROOM IN YOUR HOUSE

.

Everyone should have a plan.
Take the first step. Talk to your family about what you would do in case of a terrorist attack or
other emergency. There’s no reason not to. To find out other things you can do to be prepared,

________
visit www.ready.gov.
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