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“George F. Will, who is among the most literate and lively of the conservative commentators, has taken his pen to the cause of term limits…. Restoration … is a biting, humorous and … perceptive sifting of much of the sand that fouls the national political machinery…. Mr. Will has accurately charted the fault lines in the national political terrain.”

—Joseph A. Califano, Jr., The New York Times Book Review




“Among political journalists in the United States today, Will is perhaps the only true political philosopher. He takes the subject of term limits to a level well beyond that generally treated in the press. His closely reasoned arguments ought to stir up new thinking….”

—James H. Andrews, The Christian Science Monitor




“Restoration weaves its way elegantly from Madison’s Federalist essays to current scholarship about why today’s careerist Congress behaves as it does. Mr. Will’s most valuable contribution is to elevate the case for term limits above mere Congress-bashing.”

—Paul A. Gigot, The Wall Street Journal




“With the end of the cold war, Americans can at last … widen the sphere of public debate, free (we might hope) of the political and ideological constraints of the past forty years. George Will … has contributed to that debate with the strongest case for term limits yet.”

—Sean Wilentz, The New Republic




“Timely, thoughtful argument….”

—Forbes Magazine




“As always, George Will’s thinking is stimulating, erudite and makes for great reading….”

—David Mehegan, Boston Globe




“George Will … is for one thing a surpassingly brilliant polemicist, and the sheer artistry of his work should command attention and respect. … I proffer here a salute to a consummate stylist and a profoundly informed doctor of civil order.”

—William F. Buckley, Jr., The National Review




“George Will has done America a favor by taking seriously the issue of representational government. His new book, Restoration, is an effort to re-invigorate civic-mindedness and to stem what he sees as a rising tide of cynicism toward Washington.”

—Larry Bush, San Francisco Chronicle & Examiner




“George Will is … probably the most perceptive observer of the American political condition that we have today. His new book, Restoration, argues for limiting the terms of the politicians we send to Washington. And he wins the argument, hands down.”

—Lee Iacocca, Los Angeles Times Syndicate




“Restoration (is) the smartest and most important book on Congress in many years.”

—James K. Glassman, Roll Call




“Regardless of your political persuasion, conservative columnist George Will is always a delight. Nowhere in modern American letters can you find a writer with a better grasp of the relationship between our social fabric and the government which reflects and creates it. In Restoration, marshaling evidence and argument in support of congressional term limits, Will’s narrative power and facility with statistics have never been more polished.”

—William C. Kellough, Tulsa World




“Elegant and nuanced arguments….”

—Mell Small, Detroit Free Press




“Luminously and wittily phrased….”

—Edwin M. Yoder, Houston Chronicle




“Penetrating … political analysis at its best, not unlike those Federalist papers Will so much admires.”

—John Mort, American Library Association Booklist
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To Pat and Liz Moynihan and Jack and Sally Danforth

Were more of the people who came to Washington like these four, this book would not have been written.
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“… yet we may safely pronounce, that the true test of a good government is its aptitude and tendency …”

—ALEXANDER HAMILTON Federalist No. 68
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From Bristol to Cobb County: The Decline of Representation and the Rise of Careerism


When the young Senator Henry Clay arrived in Washington in December, 1806, the nation’s capital was a village lacking virtually every element of commodious living. “Pennsylvania Avenue, the city’s main thoroughfare, was frequently so muddy as to be impassable.”1 When Clay’s disciple, Abraham Lincoln, arrived fifty-five years later for his Inauguration, Washington was even worse than it was when the young Clay came to town, and worse than when Representative Lincoln had come in 1847. “Washington was a dirtier, ranker city than Lincoln remembered, with a plethora of livery stables and rancid saloons. Pigs rooted in the dirt streets slanting off from Pennsylvania Avenue, and sewage marshes lay at the foot of the President’s park south of the old mansion. At the northern edge of the garbage-strewn Mall ran an open drainage ditch, ‘floating with dead cats and all kinds of putridity,’ said an observer, ‘and reeking with pestilential odors.’ Even now, in the early morning, a stench hung over the city worse than any Lincoln could recall.”2 In the nineteenth century accepting a job in Washington involved, for many people, accepting the discomfort of living in the cramped quarters of a boarding house. In February, 1869, while President-elect Grant was cobbling together a cabinet, “One lady, asked why she wished to speak to the general, told an aide (or perhaps a reporter) that she was calling to learn whom he had chosen, as she had rooms to rent.”3 Few people were drawn to the capital by any glitter, and few who came as congressmen could even bring comfort with them, or could afford to buy it in Washington.

That is one of several reasons why relatively few members of Congress—far fewer than today—made running for reelection the great constant of their lives. Perpetual incumbency was not the normal career aspiration for members of Congress. For a long time Washington was not a place where many people who had a choice chose to linger. People came to Congress for a while, then departed, either because they had other things they wanted to do—perhaps other political offices to seek—or because they were defeated. This mitigated the tendency—a timeless tendency in any political branch of any government—of Congress to become an insular ruling class, resented by a suspicious public.

That was then. This is now:

On autumn mornings in 1991, commuters driving into San Francisco on Interstate 80 had their eyes opened wide by billboards advertising a local morning TV news show. The billboard featured an image of the U.S. Capitol dome and these words: “Find out what they did to you last night.”4 The pronoun and the preposition were signs of the time. The sinister cabal denoted by the pronoun “they” were the representatives of the sovereign people who put “them” beneath the dome. The sovereign people, including the commuters, were being incited by anxiety about what was being done “to” them, not for them. The people were not feeling particularly sovereign and were not happy with the way American popular sovereignty was working. They were seething with resentment of a ruling class that was, infuriatingly and frustratingly, of their making. That class, the “they” beneath the Capitol dome, was resented both in spite of and because of its relentless attempts to ingratiate itself with the resentful public.

It was apparent at the dawn of this decade that Americans were entering a season of special discontent with the tone and substance of the nation’s political life. Two disturbances—a movie and a man—were particularly vivid signs that 1992 was the year of the “outsider.” Both Oliver Stone’s movie “JFK” and the Ross Perot phenomenon were evidence of the pathologies to which a society is prey when it becomes extremely cynical about “insiders,” meaning people operating within the constitutional institutions.

“JFK” was a pastiche of tendentious history, infantile paranoia and ideological fantasies, all purporting to prove that in 1963 Washington—all of it: the Vice President, the Chief Justice, the CIA, the FBI, the armed services, congressional leaders and everyone and everything else important—was completely controlled by a criminal, indeed treasonous, conspiracy. Furthermore, Stone implied, the fact that this conspiracy has not been unmasked (other than by his movie) proves that nothing much has changed in 29 years.

Ross Perot’s promise to “buy” the presidency for “the people” was received rapturously by millions of people who knew next to nothing about his political ideas. They even seemed to like the fact that he had few ideas and that the few he had proved that he knew next to nothing about America’s Constitution, budget or recent political history. That seemed to recommend him as the outside-most outsider, someone outside the mundane realm of information.

“JFK” was not jeered into instant oblivion. It was respectfully reviewed and treated as a serious contribution to understanding modern American history. And it made pots of money. Perot, a political buccaneer, had his sails filled by just the sort of gusts of popular passion that the Framers of the Constitution feared. But, then, his boast was that he had a relationship of special immediacy with “the people.” And he claimed he was the kind of “can do” fellow who can do without the constitutional forms and mores that are supposed to shape the national will and the relations between the people and the holders of power. Or so the Framers thought. But what did they know, that pack of eighteenth century “insiders”?

“JFK” and Perot were prominent among the 1992 symptoms of the severe distemper to which a republic is susceptible when people distrust their representatives. The movie and the man were both fevers erupting in the context of collapsing confidence in a political class composed primarily of careerists.

Of course, complaining about the caliber and conduct of politics is not only every American’s birthright, it is also a favorite recreation. And it is a reflection of national character, for historical and philosophic reasons.

Our nation had a distinct founding moment featuring notably reflective and eloquent statesmen. Hence ours is a nation permanently poised for disillusionment. It is natural, if not inevitable, for subsequent generations to measure their situation against the standards of a receding Golden Age that becomes more golden as it recedes. So it is natural for Americans to decide that things are going to hell in a handcart. However, the fact that a tilt toward pessimism about politics is built into American history does not mean that pessimism is not sometimes reasonable. It is today.

Furthermore, the broad outline of America’s public philosophy inclines Americans toward disrespect regarding political people. That philosophy, in the form in which most Americans have internalized it, holds that government is a necessary evil. Or, to put the point more amiably, government is a useful nuisance. American history, from the Boston Tea Party (perhaps the earliest historical episode vivid to most Americans) through whatever contemporary tax or other government act is most annoying at the moment, teaches Americans that government needs watching. Furthermore, today, as always, Americans have a lively thirst for scandal, as well as a journalism eager to slake that thirst. So there never has been a time when there were not heard discouraging words about politicians and their works. But differences of degree become differences of kind, and historians may one day conclude that in the autumn of 1991 American discontent became qualitatively different.

In that autumn interest in term limits reached the political equivalent of what nuclear physicists call “critical mass.” As is often the case in the untidy politics of this large democracy, the large issue of term limits rose on the public’s agenda because of an unplanned concatenation of small events, many of them manifestly trivial. Historians may one day conclude that Congress’s slide into disrepute became especially steep on September 18, 1991, when the General Accounting Office released a report on the administration—or lack of administration—of the bank run for members of the House of Representatives. It was the first sputtering of the fuse that would lead, four months later, to the Big Bang of the check-bouncing debacle.

Debacle more than scandal. There probably was little peculation of any sort involved, little conscious moneymaking from the calculated kiting of checks. Clearly, some members cynically exploited the chaotic conditions at the bank and used it as a source of interest-free loans. But many members simply had no idea that they were writing overdrafts, so badly was the bank administered. But for much of the public, shaky on the details but sound on intuitive judgment, maladministration was the symbolic truth, and that was enough: Those people in Congress did not know what they were doing. They couldn’t run a little in-house check-cashing service called a bank without making a mess of things. Small wonder they can’t run the country worth a damn. In time, and remarkably little time it was, a prairie fire of public disgust was raging. It was fueled by talk-radio, television newscasts and other media. The media at last had a subject small enough to wrap their comprehension around and simple enough to communicate with the concision of an uppercut.

Someday historians, pondering all this heat with the cool detachment conferred by distance in time, may marvel at the disproportion of American passions in the 1990s. Failures of government were manifold and manifest, but bouncing checks aroused more wrath than anything else. Why?

People became enraged by legislators’ small abuses of a minor privilege because government is not using its power intelligently and competently regarding big problems. The small abuses are more comprehensible and more easily rectified than the big failures. What Stalin said about mass murder (one death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic) is true, too, about politics in this democracy. A $400 billion deficit is a meaningless number. A few dozen checks bounced by a congressman at a bank that had no business being in business is an understandable focus for disgust. The bank debacle became a lightning rod, drawing down a lot of the gathered energy of anger that had been intensifying for years and was bound to be released, sooner or later, with an ear-splitting crack of thunder.

The basic question is why the public was so combustible. If you seek reasons, look around. They are everywhere. They are in the government’s big policy failures—cities, schools, budgets, infrastructure—and also in its routine, mundane operations.

Speaking of the mundane, one day in November, 1991, Washington’s scandal du jour posed a conceptual puzzle. Should something properly called a scandal be at least a little bit secret? Can a scandal be something done in plain view, with due process, by people who put out press releases boasting about what they have done?

Brooke Masters of the Washington Post revealed that beginning December 1, 1991, a one-plane commercial airline would get a substantial federal subsidy—more than half a million dollars a year—to fly mostly affluent business travelers to expense-account meetings at the posh Homestead resort in Hot Springs, Virginia.5 Taxpayers from Harlem and Watts and everywhere else would pay more than $150 per passenger to reduce the price wealthy travelers would pay to get to their playground. This is part of a national program costing approximately $39 million a year. It is exquisitely titled Essential Air Service.

“Essential.” To whom? “It’s about jobs for the community,” says an official of the airline. The congressman in whose district the Homestead sits says, “I consider [the subsidy] essential to keeping the hotel open.”6 Oh? The wealthy travelers (few from Harlem or Watts) taking tax-deductible trips (another subsidy) to a tony watering spot (three golf courses, stocked trout stream, skeet range, spa) will stay home and sulk unless taxpayers foot part of their travel bill? Most guests make the final leg of their trip by rented cars or limousines. The hotel has six hundred rooms. The plane has nineteen seats. In peak season it will make two round trips a day; the rest of the year, just one. It will average just six passengers per trip (although the subsidy will be paid even if the plane is empty). The hotel depends on this?

The Essential Air Service program is just another entitlement. Congress says many small communities are entitled to air service even if market realities make it unprofitable for commercial carriers to provide it. This is foolishness; it also is routine. It is a tiny part of an enormous pattern of federal activity. The Post’s Brooke Masters deserves accolades for excavating this story from the budget’s fine print. But this subsidy, and thousands of other follies, are hardly hatched in secret. Thousands of such expenditures are supposed to be noticed by the direct beneficiaries but not by the likes of Masters, and certainly not by the 99.99 percent of the American people who have better things to do than browse through the budget. Such expenditures are among the means that members of Congress use to purchase perpetual incumbency. That is why America’s spacious skies are dark with dollars flying hither and yon, doing thousands of things that are neither essential nor even defensible, while the deficit swells and the political culture curdles.

Today’s national legislature lards the budget with spending for parochial projects and justifies this reelection ritual with solemn references to two values. One is a softhearted concern for “fairness.” The other is a supposedly hardheaded, Hamiltonian concern for economic strength. The assumption about “fairness” is that everyone is entitled to partiality from the federal government in the allocation of special benefits. The economic assumption is that the maelstrom of political grasping that results from this entitlement mentality produces government activism that is conducive to national vigor.

Jeffersonians may have been dreamers, but their nightmare is today’s normality—government as prize and prize-giver, politics as an endless auction. Can a practice so open and so common for so long be considered corrupt? We are back to the puzzle: Can something be a scandal if it does not scandalize? Or is that—the flaccid acceptance of things—the scandal?

If Americans accept the current mores of governance, they are accepting far more than the banal—and not itself dismaying—fact that government responds to interests. It always has; to some extent and in various ways it should. However, the word “respond” often gives too benign a description of what is going on. The modern state does not merely respond to interests, it generates them and even, in effect, organizes them. Many constituencies call for government programs. But some programs call forth constituencies. Consider, as just one of many possible examples, the mohair lobby.

What? You mean to say you think mohair is the hair of a mo? Not so. It comes from the Angora goat. In fact, from two million of them that frolic and grow and yield up their coats right here in America. Taxpayers should know that, because as fast as these goats are shorn, so are taxpayers. But if you buy a mohair coat, you are swathed in subsidies. Thus does government temper the wind to the shorn taxpayers.

Consider how this came to be, and how a government program achieves immortality.

In 1954 Eisenhower had been President for one year, Elvis had not yet become the King and the Angora goat, a shaggy creature with horns and dreadlocks, was discovered to be—or at least declared to be—a vital component in the nation’s security planning. As Jonathan Rauch reconstructed the story,7 the genesis of this subsidy was during World War II, when soldiers slogged to victory wearing heavy wool uniforms. The War Department, as it then was called, discovered that U.S. wool producers could deliver only about half the wool the military required and presumably would require again when next we fought a two-front world war in Europe and Asia.

The world has turned a few times since then. Today microchips and specialty metal alloys are strategic commodities.

Back then, wool was. Anyway, Congress decided that wool production should be stimulated. And, oh, yes: To that end, domestic wool producers should be protected from cheap foreign imports. Hence the 1954 National Wool Act. It paid farmers to grow wool. What did mohair have to do with this supposed precaution against a possible sudden need for 12 million military uniforms? Nothing, really. Mohair was, Rauch says, “just along for the ride.” It has been some ride, long and remarkably smooth.

As the world has turned, synthetic fibers have come upon the scene. That is one reason why, in 1960, the Pentagon dropped wool from its list of strategically critical materials. It was good that it could do that, because the subsidy had failed: Wool production had declined, steadily and a lot. And it continued to decline after 1960. Did this mean the death of the wool subsidy or even of that hitchhiker, the mohair subsidy? Are you kidding?

The Rockies may crumble, Gibraltar may tumble, they’re only made of clay, but federal programs are here to stay. Remember the great budget “summit” during the deficit “crisis” of the autumn of 1990? Congressional and Bush administration leaders, looking as somber as all get out, went to earth at Andrews Air Force Base to wage a death-grapple with the “runaway” budget deficit. There were more than four thousand federal domestic spending programs when the grapple began. And there were just as many when it ended. But I digress.
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