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Misanthropic Myopia

As the campaign season begins to heat up, I’d like to take a contrarian position against the gratuitous cynicism that permeates our thinking of politics.   We’ve allowed our media, and ourselves, to be hoodwinked into believing that politics and public service is some kind of modern-day leprosy. 

Let’s take term limits, for example.  Without going into the arguments for or against term limits, my concern is more with the premise of term limits: that after a certain amount of time, we’ve got to kick the bums out, no matter what.  We base this law on a misguided assumption that people can’t perform their job.  Moreover, we accept a solution which effectively takes us, the voters, out of the equation.  We’ve removed the right of citizens to vote for a candidate of their choice.  This in a country that prides itself on democratic principles.

The same thing goes for campaign finance reform.  The President this morning signed legislation to ban so-called soft money from political campaigns.  It doesn’t ban individual money from campaigns.  That’s an unconstitutional.  And it doesn’t ban money raised by political parties or political candidates.  So all of this reform talk really is aimed at money that’s raised by us to support or defeat issues that matter to us!  

My concern again is not so much for or against the merits of the campaign reform.  Instead, I’m disturbed by the premise: that politicians are corrupt and we’ve got to save them from themselves.  This time, instead of arbitrarily limiting their terms of service, we’re arbitrarily limiting the money (or at least some of it) that they can raise to inform voters of their interests in today’s media market.  The assumption is that money is bad.  Politicians are bad.  And money and politicians together just can’t be tolerated.  

And speaking of money and politics, what about political action committees, or PACs?  These are the monetary manifestations of nasty special interest corruption in politics.  Usually, however, this negative association with PACs is reserved just for corporate PACs.  The fact that there are thousands of other PACs representing labor, religion, environmentalists, or so-called consumer causes, somehow is overlooked, even though all PACs are in the business of  self-perpetuating myopia.  

And again, the issue here is not what’s a good PAC and what’s a bad PAC.  I happen to believe that all PACs serve a valuable educational purpose, in that they are formed by people with common interests exercising their constitutional rights to free expression in a democratic society.  But once again, we make the incorrect assumption that PACs are bad, that they control the political process, and, indeed, they somehow enter into the fabric of the political mind, and take over politician’s brain cells, preventing them from thinking clearly.  

Hogwash!  I’ve managed a PAC with hundreds of thousands of dollars, and have lobbied scores of public officials with what could be considered special interest issues.  And never once has a politician voted for or against my recommendation based on anything other than what he or she believed to be right.  Fact is, for every PAC, there’s an equal and opposite PAC.  I submit that PACs and money follow politicians, and not the other way around.  It is unlikely that the Sierra Club is going to support a politician who sponsors legislation to explore for oil and gas in Alaska’s North Slope.  Similarly, General Dynamics is not likely to spend its PAC money on a politician who believes defense spending should be eliminated.

But wait a minute.  This seems to indicate that politicians have their own minds.  Could it be that they take positions based on substance and personal instinct, regardless of lobbyists’ positions, PAC dollars, or term limits?  What a preposterous notion to think that these men and women actually are capable of making up their own minds.


How pessimistic can we get?  Not only do we assume the worst in politicians, but we assume that we ourselves are incapable of discerning right from wrong.  By restricting how we spend our money or cast our votes, we’ve taken ourselves right out of our democracy.

In the more than two decades I’ve been professionally associated with public policy and politicians, I have yet to meet a single politician whom I would consider corrupt or corruptible.  

I think we’ve been fixing the wrong problem.  If we don’t like our political representatives, we should vote for someone else.  And if we want to know who’s giving what to whom, we should strengthen public disclosure laws, rather than rather than shooting ourselves in the collective foot by removing ourselves from the democratic process in a misanthropic fit.  

We don’t allow our children to cast dispersions on others.  Maybe we can learn something from them.  
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