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PRAISE FOR THOMAS E. MANN & NORMAN J. ORNSTEIN’S IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS


“The Congressional scholars Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein have been making waves with a new book acknowledging a truth that, until now, was unmentionable in polite circles. They say our political dysfunction is largely because of the transformation of the Republican Party into an extremist force that is ‘dismissive of the legitimacy of its political opposition.’ You can’t get cooperation to serve the national interest when one side of the divide sees no distinction between the national interest and its own partisan triumph.”—Paul Krugman, New York Times


“[Mann and Ornstein] are considered straight shooters. So their key argument is striking. . . . Things may not only be worse than they look; the worst may be yet to come.”—Michael Crowley, New York Times Book Review


“The authors know what they are talking about, lay it out clearly, and are right to broadcast their concern about the health of US democracy. They are also correct—and brave—to emphasise the asymmetric nature of America’s polarization. . . . The book is chiefly about what ails Washington—and its diagnosis is depressingly convincing. The authors are right to point out that things may be evenworse than they seem. If the era of ill-tempered partisanship is here to stay, then gridlocked governance is also a fixture. So, therefore, is America’s decline.”—Ed Luce, Financial Times


“Mann and Ornstein’s assessment of the Republican Party’s role in American governance is unerringly stark. . . . It’s hard to imagine a more wholesale indictment from two eminent political scientists, each with a decades-long track record of nonpartisan analysis.”—Francis Wilkinson, Bloomberg View


“What happens to a two-party political system when one party goes mad? That is the question posed in a powerful and angry new book by two scholars at two respected think tanks, Thomas Mann of the Brookings Institution and Norman Ornstein of the American Enterprise Institute.”—Economist


“It’s Even Worse than It Looks is a cogent, concise, and, in its thinktanky way, passionate book. One of its strengths is that the authors go beyond simply (and quite persuasively) scolding the Republicans. They recognize that the GOP’s ‘New Politics of Extremism’ is enabled by ‘the American Constitutional System’ broadly understood. . . . The emperor has no clothes, and kudos to Ornstein and Mann for pointing it out. Unfortunately, the Republican solution is to turn the country into one big nudist camp.”—Hendrik Hertzberg, New Yorker


“When future historians write about the fall of the American Republic, they will of course lay primary blame on the extremists of the right, who set out deliberately to destroy it. But they will also lay heavy blame on all the ‘centrists’ and Serious People who not only refused to admit what was happening, but ostracized and silenced anyone who tried to point it out.”—Paul Krugman, New York Times, Conscience of a Liberal blog


“[Mann and Ornstein have] come to their conclusions more in sorrow than in anger, with the bona fides of gentlemen who would rather not have to pick sides in a partisan fight. . . . In keeping with their constructive role, Mann and Ornstein make a variety of proposals for ‘fixing’ American politics, ranging from holding elections on weekends to calling out political falsehoods on the front page of newspapers. Their ideas are reasonable and, in a few cases, novel.”—George Packer, New Yorker


“There are many changes we can make now, over the next few years, that might roll back the polarization by a decade or two. Several recent books contain lists of great ideas backed up by years of insider experience (see in particular Thomas Mann and Norm Ornstein’s It’s Even Worse than It Looks).”—Jonathan Haidt and Marc J. Hetherington, New York Times, Campaign Stops blog


“Norman Ornstein of the American Enterprise Institute and Thomas Mann of Brookings are highly respected analysts. . . . Coming from them, the claim that the American system is even worse than it looks deserves to be taken with the utmost seriousness. . . . Mann and Ornstein provide one of the most careful, forensic accounts so far of how Congress has worked in these conditions. They are also astonishingly frank about what they think of the Republican Party—and about the media.”—Economist, Lexington Notebook blog


“[Mann and Ornstein], who together have about 70 years of Washington punditry on their resumes, make a bold gambit in their latest book. They drop any pretense that both sides are equally at fault in the current impasse in American politics. . . . This is not another dry analysis of what’s wrong and what needs to be done. After describing the current political dysfunction, Mann and Ornstein propose solutions. Many are well-reasoned. . . . a few are downright creative.”—Robert Dieterich, Bloomberg News


“An important contribution to understanding today’s politics. Mann and Ornstein are widely respected, even-keeled, non-polemical observers who have studied the ways of Washington for decades, so their observations should carry significant weight with serious people. . . . This is an important book and, I think, a particularly courageous one.”—Scot Lehigh, Boston Globe


“Mann and Ornstein . . . are the deans of the Beltway Establishment, at least its intellectual wing. For them to argue so tendentiously that the GOP is to blame for the ills of Washington offers compelling proof of how insiders view the Tea Party and modern conservatism, as well as the tactics they employ to get across these opinions.”— Weekly Standard


“We now have history’s first draft of the story of this Congress. There is so much political fog right now that it is hard to get a clear view of the reason for the dysfunction on Capitol Hill. But three new books take a step back to get a clear look at the fray, and all three conclude that no-holds-barred, right-wing politics is to be blamed. . . . Mann and Ornstein paint sad pictures of a House Republican Conference that is ‘more loyal to party than to country’ and intentionally crippling Congress ‘at a time when the country faces unusually serious problems and grave threats.’”—Juan Williams, The Hill (and commentator for FOX News)


“A compelling analysis of the gridlock that characterizes America’s domestic politics.”—R. Garrett Mitchell, Mitchell Report


“[It’s Even Worse than It Looks is] an important argument—the depiction of a body politic that has grown up in a manner that frustrates its creators. And it is a creative way to understand the current turmoil of American politics.”—Washington Independent Review of Books


“The most talked about new political book this spring. . . . A searing indictment of the Republican Party’s drift to the extreme right.”—J. J. Goldberg, Forward


“This is a solid examination of political process and its current laws, and is a solid pick for any political collection.”—Midwest Book Review, The Bookwatch


“Valuable . . . to understanding the nature of today’s gridlocked politics.”—Matthew Nisbet, Breakthrough Institute, The Public Square


“Anyone who cares about the direction our economy is going should read the book.”—Edward Lotterman, St. Paul Pioneer Press


“Chilling observations of the latest American political developments . . . . It’s Even Worse than It Looks is an absolute must-read for every American citizen, and worthy of the highest recommendation.”—Edward Lotterman, Midwest Book Review, Internet Bookwatch


“Absolutely wonderful for [its] comprehensiveness and lack of cant or favoritism. . . . They provide clear, resonating descriptions of the overall atmosphere and realities of the big picture—the state of things—and then explain all of the details, causes, developments, and machinations that have produced the facts and conditions that characterize both our economy and our politics today.”—Salem News


“Two sober-sided political scientists, Norman Ornstein and Thomas Mann, have recently published a book that confirms my personal observations about Congress in virtually every particular. They depict the rancorous partisanship and polarization, use of the filibuster, the decline of legislative problem-solving in favor of grandstanding and confrontation, and the universal domination of the institution by money. And they do not fail to note the tincture of craziness that has overcome the GOP in the past decade, and particularly since Obama’s election.”—Mike Lofgren, Truthout


“I recommend this book highly: ‘know thy enemy’ remains a fundamental rule—and, after all, nobody can accuse Mann and Ornstein of being partisan Democrats. So this well-balanced survey of what has gone wrong is, I think, must reading as the 100 or so days before the all-important 2012 election start counting down to 0!”—East Bay Express


“Recommended reading. . . . [Mann and Ornstein] criticise the US mainstream media for having done a poor job in explaining the transformation of the Republican Party and its steady rightward drift to a place where compromise is a dirty word.”—Financial Express (Bangladesh)


“Two veteran political scientists in the nation’s capital say Republicans have deliberately sabotaged government and the media have been a craven enabler. . . . It’s Even Worse than It Looks is an angry, passionate call to arms—to awareness at the very least. The authors, it seems, feel obliged to say that real balance can be restored. The pro-dysfunction side has an enormous head start. All we have is the vote.”—Daily Record


“[If], in this election year, there is a text the public theologian and the citizen of faith should read in order to attain a manageable understanding of what is happening in the dynamic world of politics, at least at the national level, I would venture to make a recommendation of, yes, required reading. . . . Because the authors represent the traditional divide in American political philosophy and yet manage to be critical of their own kind as well as discerning about the shared dysfunctionality of the American democratic system, the book is not just balanced but also alarmingly revelatory.”—Larry Greenfield, Ethics Daily


“Powerfully important.”—Dane Smith, president of Growth & Justice, St. Paul Legal Ledger Capitol Report
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To our terrific families who keep both of us grounded–


Sheilah, Stephanie, and Ted, Suzanne and Leonardo;


and Judy, Matthew, Danny, and Harvey


And in memory of our dear friend and


prescient scholar, Austin Ranney



Preface to the 2016 Paperback Edition


We both came to Washington in the fall of 1969 to work as congressional fellows on Capitol Hill for a year. That began a forty-five-year immersion in American politics from inside the nation’s capitol and up and down Pennsylvania Avenue. Together and separately, we have devoted our careers not just to studying politics but trying to help our political institutions operate the way our constitutional system intended. To that end, we participated in the creation of the Office of Compliance to make sure Congress follows the laws that affect other Americans, of the independent House Office of Congressional Ethics, and of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act, known popularly as McCain–Feingold. We spent our careers doing our best to be both scrupulously nonpartisan and pro-institutional.


Those values remain ours. But when we set out in 2011 to write the book that became It’s Even Worse than It Looks, we had to confront a brutal new reality in Congress and American politics more broadly: not just the sharp polarization that is obvious to all, but the fact that the polarization was clearly asymmetric, shaping the Republican Party much more significantly than the Democratic Party.


Because of our decades of work and longstanding relationships with lawmakers and public officials across all lines, the publication of our book caused major ripples in the political community—especially when an excerpt was published in the Washington Post’s Outlook section, given by editor Carlos Lozada the provocative title “Let’s Just Say It: The Republicans Are the Problem.” While many former Republican lawmakers, appalled at the turn their party had taken, praised our effort, most current GOP members of Congress reacted differently. Our book portrayed the party as an outlier, using unusual and unprecedented parliamentary tactics and tools to delegitimize outcomes and actors from the other party and promote mass obstruction and nullification. It was not a portrait Republicans welcomed.


The story seemed unwelcome among many journalists as well. Many mainstream journalists are indoctrinated with professional norms that promote telling both sides of a story and are therefore deeply fearful of being accused of partisan bias. Media outlets from major newspapers to network news divisions fell back on what the Atlantic’s James Fallows called “false equivalence”—both sides are equally culpable, everybody does it—and forced their narrative to fit.


Nonetheless, as our book became a bestseller, we were able to get a significant amount of media attention, on shows ranging from the Daily Show to PBS NewsHour to Bill Moyers to NPR. But network news shows, including especially their Sunday talk shows that are the staple of political analysis and discourse for the political class, studiously ignored the book and the thesis—a silence that has largely continued to the present day. Although in late 2015, with the GOP moving even further from the mainstream, some media outlets have reluctantly acknowledged the asymmetry of our current polarization, it remains true that most major media remain deeply reluctant to report directly on this uncomfortable truth.


It’s Even Worse than It Looks was originally published in May 2012. We were delighted when our publisher asked us to prepare a second paperback edition to replace the one that appeared in September 2013. She reported that sales remained brisk in the trade market and college course adoptions were increasing across the country, suggesting that our book continued to be helpful in making sense of disturbing and perplexing developments in American politics and policy making.


A new afterword gives us the opportunity to extend the narrative into President Obama’s last two years in office, with a Republican majority in both House and Senate. It also allows us to assess the durability of the forces weakening America’s capacity to govern and prospects for improvement.


Unfortunately, the authors’ gain is the country’s misfortune. The extreme positions and rhetoric in abundant evidence during the Republican presidential nominating contest and the painful and costly efforts of the Republican leadership to deal with the demands of the House Freedom Caucus reinforce our portrait of a dysfunctional democracy. Some took solace that it could have been worse. Our reaction was better captured by two memorable phrases: Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s “defining deviancy down” and Michael Gerson’s “the soft bigotry of low expectations.”1


The problems we are seeing now in American politics did not start in 2012 or even 2008. Indeed, before we wrote It’s Even Worse than It Looks, our growing dismay with the increasingly troubled state of American politics—visible to many in problems with Congress but present in almost every dimension of our public life—led us to write our 2006 book The Broken Branch. In that book we argued that powerful forces inside and out of Congress had led to the demise of regular order, decline of deliberation, and weakening of our system of checks and balances,compromising the essential role of the first branch of government in the American constitutional system.


Six years later we believed conditions had deteriorated at such a startling rate that a more comprehensive and pointed critique was necessary, one more attentive to broad political, social, and economic forces underlying the decline. Most everyone, including the public, believed we were saddled with a deeply dysfunctional government, but few understood why. This book, with its admittedly provocative title, was our attempt to describe exactly what was wrong with American democracy, who was responsible, and what it would take to make it whole.


Our central argument is that there are two overriding sources of dysfunction. The first is the serious mismatch between the contemporary party system and our separation-of-powers governing system. The parties have become ideologically polarized, tribalized, and strategically partisan. The parties are now engaged in a much more competitive struggle for control of the levers of power—either can win the Congress and the White House. And the stakes of these battles are much higher because of the sharp policy differences. These parties have become as virulently adversarial as parliamentary parties but operate in a constitutional system that makes it extremely difficult for majorities to act. As we wrote, “Parliamentary-style parties in a separation-of-powers government are a formula for willful obstruction and policy


The second source of dysfunction, by far the most controversial, is that this partisan polarization is decidedly asymmetric. The two parties are not equally to blame. We offered strong evidence that in recent years the Republican Party had become extreme in terms of both policy and process. The most-quoted line from the book is taken from the introduction: “The Republican Party has become an insurgent outlier—ideologically extreme; contemptuous of the inherited social and economic policy regime; scornful of compromise; unpersuaded by conventional understanding of facts, evidence, and science; and dismissive of the legitimacy of its political opposition.” That mouthful accurately summarizes our reading of the most significant but mostly unacknowledged change in American politics in recent decades. One of our two major political parties has become so radicalized that at critical times and on critical occasions it will not or cannot engage constructively in the governing process anticipated by our constitutional charter. It is as if one of the many paranoid fringe movements in American political history has successfully infected a major political party.


The evidence in support of this argument has continued to accumulate—in careful histories of party development (including most recently E. J. Dionne Jr.’s Why the Right Went Wrong), empirical studies of the scope and roots of partisan polarization, and simple observation of the behavior of the parties since our book was published more than three and a half years ago. But it was not a conclusion openly acknowledged by many other scholars and nonpartisan analysts because it seemed to violate professional norms or make them vulnerable to charges of partisan bias. Others, including foundations invested in improving the quality and performance of American democracy, understandably had the same qualms and worried that a focus on partisan asymmetry would make negotiations, bargaining, and compromise between the parties even more difficult. Scores of nonpartisan or bipartisan initiatives were launched, virtually all predicated on the assumption that the governing problems associated with partisan polarization were best addressed by assuming, if not always believing, symmetry between the parties. The dividends from these efforts have been meager. The radicalization of the Republican Party was given impetus and sustenance by a vast talk radio, cable news, and social media, the modern, hyper-charged partisan press. These outlets attract and reinforce relatively homogeneous audiences with extreme views. At least as problematic is the traditional or mainstream press that routinely provides evenhanded treatment of the decidedly uneven behavior of the two major parties. This pattern of false equivalence has continued unabated in the last several years, depriving the American public of an accurate account of what is driving our governance problems.


The second half of our book is devoted to finding solutions to these daunting problems of politics and governance. But what was evident to us when we wrote the book and is even clearer now is that finding any common ground when it comes to political reform will be a daunting challenge. Perceptions of self-interest motivate both parties and lead them to take opposing positions on registration and voting, campaign finance and districting. Republican leaders and most of their strategists believe (with much justification) that present electoral arrangements favoring big money in politics; relatively low turnout (especially in midterm elections); and single-member, first-past-the-post districts work to their advantage. Democrats mostly agree with that assessment and unsurprisingly favor change. For the most part, the idea of bipartisan cooperation on political reform is chimerical. Divided party government frustrates democratic reform as well as policy change.


We don’t deny any possibility of constructive policy or political change. And there have been some encouraging examples. For instance, the two parties show signs of finding agreement on criminal justice reform. Likewise, a nascent movement among some Republican officeholders and donors to grapple with manmade climate change (still a sliver of the party base) offers a glimmer of hope. And the so-called Reformicons are searching for conservative answers to problems facing poor and low-income households. In the realm of political reform, most members of the public acknowledge that the campaign finance system has careened out of control. With a tiny number of very wealthy families providing more than half the dollars devoted to the early stages of the 2016 campaign, a small but important number of Tea Party influentials and conservative intellectuals are pushing back against government by plutocracy, expressing support for reforms to empower small donors to combat the big givers, reforms that we have long championed. It is a long way from a few dissenters in Republican ranks to a reform movement, but it is still encouraging.


That fact, though, simply underscores that addressing America’s dysfunctional politics will require big changes in the Republican Party. And those, in turn, will likely occur only in the face of electoral setbacks. The danger is that we settle into a pattern of Democratic presidencies and Republican Congresses and state governments. That would keep this book in print for decades to come.




Introduction


On January 26, 2010, the Senate voted on a resolution to create an eighteen-member deficit-reduction task force with teeth, a fast-track procedure to bring a sweeping plan to solve the U.S.’s debt problem straight to the floor for an up-or-down vote. The resolution was coauthored by Democrat Kent Conrad of North Dakota and Republican Judd Gregg of New Hampshire, and had substantial bipartisan support, including from Republican leaders like John McCain and Mitch McConnell. The latter did not cosponsor the resolution but had said eight months earlier on the Senate floor:


We must address the issue of entitlement spending now before it is too late. As I have said many times before, the best way to address the crisis is the Conrad-Gregg proposal, which would provide an expedited pathway for fixing these profound long-term challenges. This plan would force us to get debt and spending under control. It deserves support from both sides of the aisle. The administration has expressed a desire to take up entitlement reform, and given the debt that its budget would run up, the need for reform has never been greater. So I urge the administration, once again, to support the Conrad-Gregg proposal. This proposal is our best hope for addressing the out-of-control spending and debt levels that are threatening our nation’s fiscal future.1


But on January 26, the Senate blocked the resolution. Fifty-three senators supported it, but it could not garner the sixty votes needed to overcome a Republican filibuster. Among those who voted to sustain the filibuster and kill the resolution were Mitch McConnell and John McCain. McCain was joined in opposition by six other original cosponsors, all Republicans. Never before have cosponsors of a major bill conspired to kill their own idea, in an almost Alice-in-Wonderland fashion. Why did they do so? Because President Barack Obama was for it, and its passage might gain him political credit.


Fred Hiatt, the opinion editor of the Washington Post, wrote of McConnell’s change of position, “No single vote by any single senator could possibly illustrate everything that is wrong with Washington today. No single vote could embody the full cynicism and cowardice of our political elite at its worst, or explain by itself why problems do not get solved. But here’s one that comes close.”2


•   •   •


Six years ago, we wrote The Broken Branch, which sharply criticized the Congress for failing to live up to its responsibilities as the first branch of government. Based on four decades of watching Congress, ours was a sympathetic perspective, one that reflected our appreciation of the inherent messiness of the legislative process within the constitutional system. Reconciling diverse interests and beliefs in America’s extended republic necessarily involves adversarial debates and difficult negotiations.


But there was no denying the impact of broad changes in America’s wider political environment—most importantly the ideological polarization of the political parties—on how Congress went about its work. We documented the demise of regular order, as Congress bent rules to marginalize committees and deny the minority party in the House opportunities to offer amendments on the floor; the decline of genuine deliberation in the lawmaking process on such important matters as budgets and decisions to go to war; the manifestations of extreme partisanship; the culture of corruption; the loss of institutional patriotism among members; and the weakening of the checks-and-balances system.


While we observed some improvement after the Democrats regained control of Congress in the 2006 midterm elections, the most problematic features of the system remained. We thought them unlikely to abate absent a major national crisis that inspired the American public to demand that the warring parties work together. America got the crisis—the most serious economic downturn since the Great Depression—and a pretty clear signal from the voters, who elected Barack Obama by a comfortable margin and gave the Democrats substantial gains in the House and Senate. What the country didn’t get was any semblance of a well-functioning democracy. President Obama’s postpartisan pitch fell flat, and the Tea Party movement pulled the GOP further to its ideological pole. Republicans greeted the new president with a unified strategy of opposing, obstructing, discrediting, and nullifying every one of his important initiatives. Obama reaped an impressive legislative harvest in his first two years but without any Republican engagement or support and with no apparent appreciation from the public. The anemic economic recovery and the pain of joblessness and underwater home mortgages led not to any signal that the representatives ought to pull together, but rather to yet another call by voters to “throw the bums out.” The Democrats’ devastating setback in the 2010 midterm elections, in which they lost six Senate seats and sixty-three in the House, produced a Republican majority in the House dominated by right-wing insurgents determined to radically reduce the size and role of government. What followed was an appalling spectacle of hostage taking—most importantly, the debt ceiling crisis—that threatened a government shutdown and public default, led to a downgrading of the country’s credit, and blocked constructive action to nurture an economic recovery or deal with looming problems of deficits and debt.


In October 2011, Congress garnered its lowest approval rating (9 percent) in polling history. Public trust in the government’s capacity to solve the serious problems facing the country also hit record lows. Almost all Americans felt their country was on the wrong track and were pessimistic about the future. The public viewed both parties negatively, and President Obama’s job approval rating was mired in the forties. The widespread consensus was that politics and governance were utterly dysfunctional. In spite of the perilous state of the global economy—and with it the threat of another financial crisis and recession—no one expected the president and Congress to accomplish anything of consequence before the 2012 election.3


Paradoxically, the public’s undifferentiated disgust with Congress, Washington, and “the government” in general is part of the problem, not the basis of a solution. In never-ending efforts to defeat incumbent officeholders in hard times, the public is perpetuating the source of its discontent, electing a new group of people who are even less inclined to or capable of crafting compromise or solutions to pressing problems. We have been struck by the failure of the media, including editors, reporters, and many “expert” commentators, to capture the real drivers of these disturbing developments, and the futility of efforts by many nonpartisan and bipartisan groups to counter, much less overcome, them. We write this book to try to clarify the source of dysfunctional politics and what it will take to change it. The stakes involved in choosing who will lead us in the White House, the Congress, and the Supreme Court in the years ahead are unusually high, given both the gravity of the problems and the sharper polarization of the parties.


In the pages that follow, we identify two overriding sources of dysfunction. The first is the serious mismatch between the political parties, which have become as vehemently adversarial as parliamentary parties, and a governing system that, unlike a parliamentary democracy, makes it extremely difficult for majorities to act. Parliamentary-style parties in a separation-of-powers government are a formula for willful obstruction and policy irresolution. Sixty years ago, Austin Ranney, an eminent political scientist, wrote a prophetic dissent to a famous report by an American Political Science Association committee entitled “Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System.”4 The report, by prominent political scientists frustrated with the role of conservative Southern Democrats in blocking civil rights and other social policy, issued a clarion call for more ideologically coherent, internally unified, and adversarial parties in the fashion of a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy like Britain or Canada. Ranney powerfully argued that such parties would be a disaster within the American constitutional system, given our separation of powers, separately elected institutions, and constraints on majority rule that favor cross-party coalitions and compromise. Time has proven Ranney dead right—we now have the kinds of parties the report desired, and it is disastrous.


The second is the fact that, however awkward it may be for the traditional press and nonpartisan analysts to acknowledge, one of the two major parties, the Republican Party, has become an insurgent outlier—ideologically extreme; contemptuous of the inherited social and economic policy regime; scornful of compromise; unpersuaded by conventional understanding of facts, evidence, and science; and dismissive of the legitimacy of its political opposition. When one party moves this far from the center of American politics, it is extremely difficult to enact policies responsive to the country’s most pressing challenges.


Recognizing these two realities and understanding how America got here is key to taking the right steps to overcome dysfunctional politics.



PART I


The Problem



1


The New Politics of Hostage Taking


The story we recount in our introduction, when seven original cosponsors of a tough Senate resolution to create a deficit-reduction panel voted against the plan in January 2010, solely because President Barack Obama, a Democrat, had endorsed it, underscores how out of whack American politics and policy making have become. But the debt limit crisis eighteen months later—in which Republican party leaders cynically decided to hold hostage America’s full faith and credit in a reckless game of chicken with the president—moved the dysfunction gauge sharply into the danger zone.


The debt limit crisis of 2011 inspired as much coverage as any political story of the year, but we believe we need to revisit it, from its genesis on, to understand its future implications. The crisis underscored for many Americans the utter dysfunction in our politics and the disdain of our elected officials for finding solutions to big problems. To be sure, prolonged and contentious negotiations over important policies are not new, and the endgames usually go right up to the deadlines, and occasionally beyond. But these negotiations were so prolonged and contentious, and involved so many threats by top leaders that they would, according to Jason Chaffetz of Utah, “have taken it [the debt limit and America’s credit] down” unless the Republicans’ inflexible demands were met. The final deal to raise the ceiling left a clear impression that the next time might well be worse.


Watching the debt limit debacle unfold led us to our title for this book: It’s Even Worse Than It Looks. As bad as the atmospherics were, the new and enhanced politics of hostage taking, of putting political expedience above the national interest and tribal hubris above cooperative problem solving, suggested something more dangerous, especially at a time of profound economic peril.


The short-term consequences of the standoff were serious, as Standard & Poor’s downgraded the U.S. credit rating for the first time in history, noting that “[t]he political brinkmanship of recent months highlights what we see as America’s governance and policy making becoming less stable, less effective, and less predictable than what we previously believed.”1 Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke weighed in as well, with unusually pointed criticism of Congress: “The negotiations that took place over the summer disrupted financial markets and probably the economy as well.”2 Voters were, if anything, even angrier; a New York Times survey completed after the votes showed the highest disapproval levels for Congress since it began recording them, at 82 percent, with Republicans suffering voters’ unhappiness more than Democrats.3


•   •   •


The debt limit is a vestigial organ created in 1917 to facilitate Congress’s ability to raise money on the eve of America’s entry into World War I. Until then, Congress had to appropriate money through short-term debt instruments, like Treasury bills. So a device to enable Congress to issue longer-term debt instruments, even for specific appropriations, both lowered interest costs and made the borrowing easier for the Treasury Department. The process was altered to pull all spending requirements together and create a single, overall debt limit in 1939.


There are other ways to deal with the problem of raising money besides nineteenth-century methods, including the passage of a budget (something which Congress did not do until after enactment of the 1973 Budget and Impoundment Control Act). Since the debt limit simply accommodates debt that has already been incurred, raising it should, in theory, be perfunctory. But politicians have found it a useful shibboleth for showing their fealty to fiscal discipline, even as they vote to ratify the debts their previous actions have obligated the country to pay. The symbol of railing against debt has proven politically beneficial, even if not substantively meaningful.


Congressional efforts to raise the debt limit are not rare events. Between 1960 and August 2011, Congress had done so seventy-eight times, forty-nine times with Republican presidents and twenty-nine with Democrats in the White House.4 Many efforts to raise the debt limit were contentious, and not a few pushed the issue to the brink, going right up to the date at which the Treasury Department declared that default would occur absent congressional action. Indeed, in 2002, Congress pushed well past the point at which the Treasury said the formal debt limit would be breached and after it had exhausted most of the informal measures, such as borrowing temporarily from federal retirement accounts. With the prospects of default looming, the House passed an increase in the debt limit by a single vote.


Most votes on the debt limit, including the one in 2002, were partisan. Lawmakers’ votes could be predicted best by looking at whether they shared party identification with the incumbent president. Most votes involved overheated rhetoric, either in the service of fiscal discipline or in the dire consequences of denigrating the full faith and credit of the United States. Notably, many on both sides of the aisle had a history of voting for and/or arguing both sides of the issue at different times, including leaders like Nancy Pelosi, John Boehner, and, yes, then Senator Barack Obama (who voted against raising the debt limit when George W. Bush was president). Many of the votes involved razor-thin margins. On several occasions, most recently in 1977, the eleventh-hour votes did not leave enough time to finish the formalities of enacting bills into law, resulting in a technical default (i.e., no legal authority for the government to pay its bills) for a matter of hours. But, as evidence of the underlying danger of the issue, this modest technical default—no bills went unpaid—actually resulted in a rise in interest rates because it led to questions about America’s reliability in its promises to lenders.


Pyrotechnics and symbols aside, on every occasion on which the government needed to raise the debt ceiling, the key actors in Washington, including presidents and congressional leaders, knew that almost nobody—until now—had any intention of precipitating a default. Leaders of the president’s party told us privately on the eve of more than one ostensibly nail-biting vote, including in 2002, that they knew in advance that their counterpart’s members, along with some of their own antsy colleagues, were willing to switch if it looked as if the debt limit vote might actually fail with the deadline looming. Until 2011, both parties tacitly accepted the hypocritical political posturing that always accompanies the debt limit discussion, even as it brought heartburn to the president and his congressional leaders, who would have preferred not to rely on the private promises of reluctant lawmakers afraid of attack ads hitting them for fiscal profligacy. And until 2011, when Republicans insisted that the president and Democrats cave in to their demands on sweeping spending cuts (and no tax increases), no debt limit increase had any preconditions attached.


Frustrated by the drama accompanying debt limit votes, both Republican and Democratic leaders frequently invoked the so-called Gephardt Rule (named after its author, former Majority Leader Richard Gephardt of Missouri), which, starting in 1980, automatically increased the debt limit with passage of a budget resolution that itself set spending and taxing levels.


When the Republicans took the House in 1995, they waived the Gephardt Rule, setting up a confrontation with President Bill Clinton, but they blinked when it came to breaching the debt limit and instead sought to use the threat to shut down the government to reduce spending. (The result was two partial government shutdowns and a huge backlash against the Republicans.) In 2011, after retaking the House, Republicans did more than waive the Gephardt Rule. They repealed it, setting up a new and more serious confrontation.


We know now that the result of the 2011 debt limit fandango was by no means preordained. The Republican Party leaders did not have guaranteed votes to pull out just in time, nor were they playing the usual political games to gain more traction on the argument for greater fealty to fiscal discipline. For the first time, major political figures, including top congressional leaders and serious presidential candidates, openly called for default or demanded dramatic and unilateral policy changes in return for preserving the full faith and credit of the United States. For some members, including but not limited to Tea Party freshmen, the real threat of Armageddon was a way of spurning “politics as usual,” of showing they would operate outside the old-boy network of standard Washington practices. For Republican leaders, the hope was that the genuine threat of breaching the debt limit would force the president to cave, giving them both a substantive and, more importantly, a political victory over a weak president forced to bend to their will. They were joined by major outside opinion leaders like hedge fund manager Stan Druckenmiller, a staunch conservative, who told the Wall Street Journal that he had no fear of a default—that he was more uneasy about a deal between the parties that would compromise his ideology.5


The Young Guns


A key to the new dynamic was in the new generation of Republican leaders in the House—a group calling themselves the “Young Guns,” the name alone demonstrating their swagger and commitment to new confrontational politics and in-your-face tactics designed to distinguish them from both their compromising predecessors and their accommodating senior colleagues.6 Led by incoming Majority Leader Eric Cantor of Virginia, the Republican Young Guns were an interesting and unusual phenomenon. The parties have often had young turks rebelling against their leaders and pushing for bolder, simpler, and more confrontational solutions or actions. These young turks were not outsiders, however, but core members of their own party establishment and key figures high up in the party leadership. They had lofty ideological goals combined with fierce personal ambition. That combination made it much harder for Speaker of the House John Boehner of Ohio to operate as a negotiator with the president or Democrats in the House or to forge a common leadership position to contain the right-wing forces from the Tea Party and the conservative caucus called the Republican Study Committee within his own ranks. For a year or more, the Young Guns had plotted a confrontation over the debt limit that would not be an idle threat but a real bludgeon to force radical policy change in one fell swoop.


Thus, the hostage crisis began. Of course, an effective hostage-taking operation requires hostage takers to convince their adversaries that they will follow through if their demands are not met. That credible threat was a core part of what made 2011 different from previous confrontations over the debt limit.


At the root of the threat was Eric Cantor’s rise through House Republican leadership ranks and his ambitious plan, hatched soon after Barack Obama’s 2008 victory with his two Young Gun colleagues, Kevin McCarthy of California and Paul Ryan of Wisconsin. They planned to recruit a new generation of highly ideological and uncompromising conservative candidates for the 2010 elections, provide them with money and technical support, and keep the focus on fiscal issues. The fiscal issues served two goals: they were meant to reinforce voters’ unhappiness with Washington and the economy, and to accomplish a greater end, decreasing—by any means necessary—the size of government to pre–1960s Great Society levels.


At the Young Guns’ urging, many of those candidates began early in the 2010 campaign to talk about the debt ceiling as a core symbol of all that was wrong with Washington. They frequently mischaracterized a vote to lift the debt ceiling as a vote to add more debt. The Young Guns also appealed to the Tea Party movement that had emerged in 2009, fanning the seething populist anger that many activist conservatives felt. Ryan, Cantor, and McCarthy wrote a book in the fall of 2010—called, naturally, Young Guns: A New Generation of Conservative Leaders—that was a manifesto of their tough conservative views, including large tax cuts to starve the beast of big government. The book also conspicuously failed to mention the top House Republican leader, John Boehner, a sign of tensions to come.


Of course, the Young Guns’ strategy fit nicely with the sweeping Republican victory in the 2010 midterm elections. Cantor became House Majority Leader, McCarthy emerged as the choice for Majority Whip, and Ryan became chairman-elect of the House Budget Committee. Non–Young Gun Boehner became Speaker-elect of the House.


With eighty-seven freshmen, most elected with Tea Party backing, Boehner knew that his job as Speaker, which made him responsible for governing, would be especially challenging. And he knew even before he was sworn in that the debt limit would be a critical test. Two weeks after the election, Boehner was quoted as saying of his freshmen and the debt limit, “I’ve made it pretty clear to them that as we get into next year, it’s pretty clear that Congress is going to have to deal with [it].” He added, “We’re going to have to deal with it as adults. Whether we like it or not, the federal government has obligations, and we have obligations on our part.”7


Of course, neither the freshmen nor the Young Guns received this message well, and Cantor was especially resistant to the idea of swallowing hard and accepting the responsibility that comes with being in the majority. Soon after the election, Utah’s second-term firebrand Jason Chaffetz talked to Cantor about how the new majority would use its power. Based on an interview with Chaffetz, a Washington Post story recounts, “Cantor didn’t hesitate. He said, ‘One of the biggest things that’s going to happen is that we have to deal with the debt ceiling.’ Said Chaffetz, ‘He, in particular, knew a long time ago that was going to be a big deal.’” In other words, Cantor was prepared to make a stand on the debt limit and dare President Obama and the Democrats either to accept his demands or to live with the economic consequences of a debt limit breach. That was not the approach Speaker Boehner wanted to pursue, but it appealed to a sizable group of restive House Republicans eager for a revolution.


In January 2011, the newly installed House majority gathered in Baltimore for a retreat. Here, Cantor made his intentions clear, giving the message—counter to what the Speaker-elect had warned after the election—directly to his full party caucus. He implored them to use the coming debt limit vote as their golden opportunity to force the White House to bend to their will and dramatically cut spending: “I’m asking you to look at a potential increase in the debt limit as a leverage moment when the White House and President Obama will have to deal with us.” He added, “Either we stick together and demonstrate that we’re a team that will fight for and stand by our principles, or we will lose that leverage.”8
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