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Two days from now, the filing period closes for Wyoming’s August primaries.

June 1 is also the halfway point in this year’s national election process.  Starting with Iowa’s caucuses
in January, and with another five months on the horizon, the 2012 campaign season is proving to be slightly
less awful than Chinese water torture, but not by much.  

Making the Election 2012 process especially bad is that it’s basically been going on since the day
President Obama was sworn in.  About three nanoseconds after Obama won, Republican leaders started
thinking about how to win back the Presidency in 2012.  They developed a three-part strategy, which they’ve
executed really well:

• Do everything possible to keep Obama from scoring any legislative victories;
• Be constantly, shrilly, and often viciously negative about anything and everything any

Democrat tries to do about anything at any time; and
• Raise and spend a lot of money in pursuit of steps one and two (an effort greatly abetted by

the Supreme Court’s “Citizens United” decision). 

By following these steps, the GOP has scored a series of tremendous tactical victories.  In particular,
by tying the government in knots, they’ve taken public respect for government to an all-time low, thereby
creating an environment which greatly benefits the party out of power.

Even if the Republicans win control of both the White House and Congress, though, their victory will
be Pyrrhic.  This is because the Democrats won’t be able to resist adopting the same tactics the Republicans
have employed the last four years, and do everything they can to prevent President Romney from
succeeding.  Tactical political victories will be gained left and right, but nothing that will matter outside the
Beltway.  As a result, the nation’s downward governance spiral will continue, especially as the politics of
obstruction metastasize from Washington to state capitals.

The root causes of this shrill, angry, utterly self-destructive gridlock are the unholy trinity of legislative
legerdemain, appeals to our basest instincts, and gobs of money.  The money allows a constant barrage of
negative advertisements, exquisitely crafted to stimulate our subconscious fears.  And because we’re hard-
wired to respond to such stimuli, such ads succeed.  And because they succeed, and because attack ads
hide the fact that neither party has any real plan for addressing any real issues in any sort of substantive way,
record amounts of money will be spent on attack ads this year.  Such ads are now a multi-billion dollar
industry, but what do they accomplish?  Do they feed the hungry?  Improve our education system?  Wipe out
disease or make it easier for businesses to get started and grow?  No.  Instead, lying at the heart of the
American political system is a multi-billion dollar industry whose sole purpose is to remind us that just about
every candidate for every office is a truly awful person.  I’m sure there could be a more profound waste of
resources than this kind of political fratricide, but I’m hard-pressed to think of what it could be.

Making all this even worse is the fact that it’s so much easier to tear down an institution than it is to
create one.  This was one of the great lessons of the 1960s, an era in which Americans of all stripes rightfully
confronted many of the nation’s institutionalized problems, including racism, sexism, and how we were
treating the environment.  These efforts succeeded, and thankfully so.  But once unleashed, the process of
calling one institution into question eventually led to calling pretty much every institution into question.  The
result is that, over the past 40 years, nearly every major institution in American life – from the government to
corporations; from the church to academia – has been shown to be as fallible as the humans who created it.

Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing.  But tearing down a bad institution often ignores the reality that, to
function well, societies need effective institutions.  And because we haven’t figure out how to reconcile the
slow-moving workings of institutions with the lightning-quick pace of the modern world, we’re left with a void
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between our need for institutions and our scorn of them.  What’s missing in America today is a widespread
acceptance that institutions are good, and that some are worthy of our respect and trust.  This situation is
made only worse by our profligate and incredibly damaging attacks on one another.

Compounding this problem is that our reflexively negative environment makes it very difficult to
propose alternatives, and almost infinitely harder still to build them.  Hence, from an institutional perspective,
we’re eating our seed corn – happily destroying the institutions we’ve created yet doing little to repair or
replace them.  Without such structures, though, we lose the very things that allow individuals to come
together as a society.  

Worst of all, perhaps, is that the institutions which haven’t been completely discredited are on the
defensive.  Withering under constant attack, churches and political parties and unions and businesses and
governmental bodies can do little except desperately cling to what they know, even if those thoughts and
beliefs and traditions are clearly no longer working well.  Under constant attack, they don’t have the room or
freedom to adapt their wisdom to the times, further eroding their credibility and standing.  

The net result is that we’re in an ugly downward spiral, one to which I’ve just contributed by attacking
ths system.  Rather than leave it at that, though, I think it’s incumbent on any critic not merely to attack, but
offer alternatives.  To that end, here’s a thought on how we can do things differently.

The inspiration for my answer was, of course, a series of attacks; in this case on the President. 
Because all politics is tactical now, over the last few months both parties have been pouncing on what they
perceive as potential weakness shown by the other side.  In this case, in late April the Republican machine
turned all its guns on blasting the Obama administration over the possibility that gasoline would go to
$5.00/gallon this summer.  

Where this speculation came from was never clear, but once reports started surfacing, Governor
Romney and Republican grandees of all stripes immediately condemned the President’s energy and
environmental policies, saying they were killing the economy.  In its role as stenographer, the media dutifully
reported these charges.  Then, however, rather than researching whether gas prices were in fact going to rise
that much (they weren’t), or asking what a President Romney could specifically do about gas prices (the
same as President Obama - nothing), the media fell back on that staple of journalism in which it takes so
much pride – “man on the street interviews” featuring hard-hitting questions like “how will $5.00 gas affect
your life?”  These drew the sort of inane and slightly-panicked responses anyone could have predicted, and
in so doing made the media de facto abetters of the Republicans’ attack on the President.

Tactically, this was a brilliant move by the Republicans.  Strategically, though, it presented them with a
problem: Within a couple of weeks after the attacks were launched, gas prices began to fall.  This is what
industry analysts had predicted, and in a rational world such predictions should have pre-empted the attacks
in the first place.  But in a world in which fact and knowledge take a deep back seat to attacks and
entertainment, speculation about $5.00 gas proved a lot sexier.

What I find the most disturbing, though, is that, to the best of my knowledge, the media never went
back to those who levied the attacks to ask something like: “Governor, you got that one wrong.  Would you
care to retract your condemnation of the President?” 

There’s a great saying that every system delivers exactly the results for which it was designed.  In this
case, our system of political attacks – whether through ads or the media – delivers exactly what its
practitioners value: day-to-day victory in minor, adrenaline-releasing skirmishes.  Sadly, what they don’t value
is long-term success in governing.

Why should this be so?  Why should we have a multi-billion dollar industry that produces little,
destroys a great deal, and leaves pretty much everyone feeling frustrated, angry, or, worst of all, increasingly
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disgusted or apathetic?  Put bluntly, it’s because our political system is a “heads I win; tails you lose” kind of
game.  Political attacks are rewarded, but accuracy isn’t: practitioners assume no personal responsibility for
the accuracy or consequences of whatever attacks they launch.  Political hacks of all sorts – candidates,
elected officials, party flacks, pundits, bloggers, what have you – are free to say anything they wish and not
be held even the slightest bit accountable.  If you or I say something false, we pay a price.  Not so our
politicos – they can say or do pretty much anything they wish without having to worry about being held to
account, save at the ballot box once every couple of years.  During the interstitial period, however, anything
goes, and no one pays.  Except, of course, the nation.

Building on this, my answer/thought/hope to our current death spiral of negativity is that the media will
move beyond acting as mere stenographers and assume an additional responsibility: Follow up.  If, for
instance, Governor Romney knew before making his attack that someone come back later and ask him about
his clearly bogus $5.00 gas charge, it seems likely he’d be more measured in his words.  Ditto any charge or
“statement of fact” levied by the administration, or a political party, or group running attack ads.  And if
someone would start issuing accuracy scorecards for pundits, that group would shut up in a big fat hurry.

Right now, though, that doesn’t happen, for our system is utterly free of accountability for accusations
made and charges levied.  That lack of responsibility makes a bad system much, much worse, for it gives free
rein to our basest instincts – why act in a temperate, civilized fashion if there’s no penalty for spewing out the
worst kind of craziness?

The only way to change the outcomes is to change the process.  And since it’s too much to ask
politicians to act as grownups (much less statesmen), the only obvious point of change is for the media to
start taking a more active role in not just reporting the fleeting instant, but holding people accountable for the
things they say and actions they take.

One final thought.  This lack of accountability argument applies as much locally as it does nationally. 
Arguably the only thing that’s lasted longer and proven more tedious, acrimonious, and altogether awful than
the 2009-2012 perpetual campaign is the Jackson/Teton County comp plan process.  Whether the planning
process could have been helped by having the more strident voices held accountable for their remarks isn’t
clear.  What is clear, though, is that things couldn’t have been worse.


