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Message From The 

Internal Vice -
President  

Raina Bhatt 
 
Hey fellow UPSA members! 
 
I hope these first few weeks of the semester 
have been treating you well at Cal. 
Unfortunately, we are all reaching the time 
where midterms start rolling around and we 
have to put our lives on hold. I hope that isn't 
going to prevent any of you from coming out to 
our events this month and next! We have quite a 
bit planned and a lot of work has been put in by 
our new chairs and officers. 
 
It's a pretty important and interesting time in both 
America's political and economic spheres. I 
hope you all have been keeping up with the 
presidential debates and dwindling economic 
situation that has caused a lot of partisan conflict 
in the House. The Great Debate coming up next 
week is going to revolve around a lot of this 
material and should definitely be something that 
you guys come out to. It is going to be an 
awesome event with the Cal 
Democrats and Berkeley Republicans debating 
against one another on important topics 
surrounding the election. 
 
Lastly, on Election Day we are going to have a 
social where we can all watch together!  I really 
would love to see all of you at these events 
which are just around the corner. They are not 
only going to be interesting, but will contain a lot 
of information to help update everyone on the 
current position of the United States. And keep 
in mind, it is never too late to become more 
involved and join committees! We have a lot of 
events to plan for and put on and would love 
your enthusiasm and hard work. 
 
Go ace your midterms and Go Bears! 

Messag e From  

The Newsletter 
Editor - in - Chief  

Alex Hirsch 
 
After whatôs seemed like an endless campaign 
season, the end is in sight as we enter the final 
five-week stretch before Election Day. With the 
Presidential campaign and the national 
economic crisis taking up so much attention in 
the news cycle, it has become difficult for 
Californians to remember that come November, 
we will also be facing 11 state propositions in 
the voting booth. Some of these propositions are 
glamorous. Most are not. But every single one of 
them has the potential to be critically important 
to the functioning of our state. 
 
A well-informed voter this November should pay 
attention to both the national campaigns and the 
state and local measures put on the ballot. 
Although the time and the effort needed to 
become knowledgeable about these issues are 
considerable, they are necessary because the 
stakes are equally considerable. We face a 
tumultuous time in our nationôs history and our 
generation has the responsibility to understand 
the consequences of the decisions we make.  
 
To assist you in your learning, we have focused 
on including a mix of articles that cover state, 
national, and world politics. In this monthôs 
issue, we discuss the protracted battle to pass 
the California state budget, list the state 
propositions, comment on the impact Sarah 
Palin has had on the perception of feminism, 
write about John McCainôs support of veterans, 
bring up the recent change of Thailandôs prime 
minister, and analyze the changing foreign 
relations between the United States and Russia. 
In addition, we feature an interview with 
Professor Eric Schickler. 
 
On behalf of the entire ñMonthly Politickò staff, I 
invite you to read on. 
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California State 
Budget Sets Record 

for Belatedness  
By Casondra Koufos  

 

It only took eighty-five long and arduous days 

for Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and state 

legislators to concur on a budget for the 2008-

2009 fiscal year. The impediment from the 

budget caused not only controversy in the stateôs 

capitol, but also a heightened nervousness 

amongst California citizens. The three month 

moratorium on the budget was mainly due to the 

partisan battling between state legislators, and as 

some critics argue, the ineffectiveness that 

plagued Gov. Schwarzeneggerôs ability to 

negotiate with fellow legislators.  

 

According to Mike Zapler from the Mercury 

News Sacramento Bureau, ñWhen it came to the 

budget this year, the governor found himself in a 

political no-manôs land.ò He was, in a sense, 

ñideologically isolated,ò receiving much 

criticism from both parties. Not a single 

Republican or Democratic legislator publicly 

backed any of the three budgets Gov. 

Schwarzenegger proposed. The controversial 

debate between the governor and Democrats, 

who control the Legislature, remained at an 

intensified level as both sides tried to negotiate 

how to close a $15 billion gap. Nevertheless, the 

$143 billion spending plan was signed by the 

governor and put into the record books.  

 

Following the signing of what now seems like 

an infamous budget plan, the ñGovernor used his 

pocket veto pen to make an additional $510 

million in General Funds reductions.ò This 

reflects his determination to reduce spending to 

the utmost extent possible. The line items 

ñincluded $944,000 from the Department of Fair 

Employment and Housing.ò The demographics  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

which will be impacted the most include the 

elderly and disabled. 

 

 Californiaôs CalWORKS, ñwelfare-to- work 

program,ò which serves thousands of low 

income children and families, was hardest hit 

with an additional $70 million reduction, in 

addition to what the Legislature approved in the 

bill passed last week. An additional $14 million 

was reduced in spending for elderly care 

including Multipurpose Senior Services Program 

(MSSP). 

 

 Amidst the many line item vetoes Gov. 

Schwarzenegger made, modest cuts were made 

in the Medi-Cal and health programs. The 

budget also included ñessentially flat funding for 

the University of California System,ò which 

roughly equated to $3.3 billion in state funding.  

However, because the new budget remains 

virtually unchanged from the 2007-2008 one, the 

UC campuses will still need to ñreduce 

expenditures by about $100 million through 

various budget cutsò to accommodate the rising 

costs of university fees. The end result has led to 

a ñ7.4% fee increase for undergraduates and a 

10% fee increase for graduates,ò said Brad 

Hayward from UC Newsroom. The UC Board of 

Regents is expected to meet within the next 

week to determine where the allocation of funds 

will be dispersed, and what this means in terms 

of additional cuts to the campus. 

 

Looking back, one has to wonder: was the delay 

worth it? Neither Democrats nor Republicans 

seemed pleased with the final product. ñI would 

like to say itôs finally over with, but really the 

state is no better off than it was before,ò said 

Senate Majority Leader Don Perata. For now, 

Californians will have to adjust to this yearôs 

financial cuts and hope next year wonôt result in 

another 85-day delay for partisans to decide on a 

sound budget plan. 
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Californiaôs 

November 2008 
Propositions  

By Alex Hirsch  
 

Proposition 1A 
High-Speed Rail Bond 
What it does: Provides nearly $10 billion in 

bonds for a high-speed rail link between Los 

Angeles and San Francisco and various 

commuter train improvements. 

 

Proposition 2 
Standards for Confining Farm Animals 
What it does: Requires that calves raised for 

veal, egg-laying hens and pregnant pigs be in 

cages or pens that allow them to stand up and 

turn around. 

 

Proposition 3 
Childrenôs Hospital Bond 
What it does: Authorizes $980 million in state 

bonds for construction, expansion and 

renovation of childrenôs hospitals. 

 

Proposition 4 
Parental Notification before Abortion 
What it does: Requires notification of parent or 

guardian and a 48-hour waiting period before a 

minor can receive an abortion. 

 

Proposition 5 
Sentencing for Nonviolent Drug Offenses 
What it does: Provides $640 million a year for 

drug treatment programs, limits judgesô ability 

to jail some drug offenders, shortens parole time 

for some offenders. 

 

Proposition 6 
 

 

 

 

 

Law Enforcement Funding and Criminal 

Penalties 
What it does: Requires $695 million a year in 

state money for local law enforcement and 

toughens laws on gang activity. 

 

Proposition 7 
Renewable Energy Generation 
What it does: Requires all utilities to generate 

20 percent of their power from renewable energy 

by 2010 and 50 percent by 2025 and speeds up 

approval of renewable energy plants. 

 

Proposition 8 
Same-Sex Marriage Ban 
What it does: Same-sex couples could not be 

legally married. 

 

Proposition 9 
Victimsô Rights and Parole 
What it does: Allows victims to be involved in 

most criminal proceedings, establishes victim 

safety as consideration for parole and cuts the 

number of parole hearings a prisoner is entitled 

to. 

 

Proposition 10 
Alternative-Fuel Vehicles and Renewable 

Energy Funds 
What it does: Provides $3.4 billion to buy 

alternative-fuel vehicles and $1.2 billion for 

development of renewable energy. 

 

Proposition 11 
Redistricting Changes 
What it does: Takes away the Legislatureôs 

power to draw lines for state Assembly and 

Senate districts and gives it to a citizen board. 

 

Proposition 12 
Veterans Housing and Farm Bonds 
What it does: Provides $900 million for 

California veterans to buy homes and farms by 

extending the CalVet loan program, which has 

been operating in the state since 1921.  
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Rise and Fall of 

Sarah Palin  
By Erik Peinert  

 
There is little doubt that at least part of the 

motivation for John McCainôs selection of Sarah 

Palin as his running mate is her gender. She 

gave a substantial tribute to Hillary Clinton in 

one of her first speeches after being selected and 

continues to try to identify herself as a feminist 

by crying out against sexism. Thinking 

strategically, associating herself with such a 

popular candidate from the opposing party 

would win some votes. However, although some 

were persuaded, most Clinton voters remained 

loyal to the Democratic Party.  

 

Yet, within a week of McCainôs announcement 

of his running mate, Ms. Palin obtained more 

popularity than Clinton ever did. Being a 

complete newcomer on the national scene, such 

a response is fairly unprecedented. Considering 

she appealed to such a wide array of votersð

most of them not Clinton supportersðthere is 

more to Palinôs success than her attempts to link 

herself, in votersô eyes, with Clinton. 

 

 
 

The right wing would obviously never vote for 

Hillary Clinton. She is pro-choice, pro-gun 

control, and from a very liberal state. Moreover, 

Clinton is a feminist, which has become a bad  

 

 

 

 

 

 

word in much of this country. Clinton: the 

northeastern liberal feminist, who gets her ivy-

league degree and never stops climbing upward 

from thereðwhy is óelitistô not written on her 

forehead? Yet, among all of the criticisms I just 

listed, only a few are based on policy or political 

preferences. Even so, these things come to mind 

when even moderates think of her, reminding 

them of the cultural and socioeconomic 

differences between Clinton and the average 

voter. These politically irrelevant opinions 

follow people to the polls when they vote. And 

considering Clintonôs substantial history in 

politics, and thus widespread knowledge of her, 

these opinions and biases have set in quite well. 

 

Palin, along with the Republican Party, 

overcame this obstacle and then used it to their 

advantage. Unlike Clinton, she is as far from the 

stereotypical feminist as a female can be. She 

likes hunting, sends her children into the 

military, has many children, does not come from 

an upper-class background, opposes abortion 

(even following through within her own family), 

comes from a very conservative state, strongly 

supports the right to have guns, speaks about 

war in the typical conservative ñvictory is all 

that mattersò manner, and does not resemble the 

nationôs elite in any way. When voters see her, 

all of their preconceived notions about the elitist, 

politically correct feminists are removed. Palin 

not only got the feminism card, but freed it of all 

its previous connotations. Thus, Palin is free to 

appeal to the moderate and liberal crowds by 

playing said feminism card without risking the 

support of her base. 

 

Liberals, however, remain confused about 

Palinôs sudden popularity. Some feminists in 

particular are confused as to why women would 

vote for her, considering her position on issues 

such as abortion. The short answer: it is not 

about the issues. Hillary had roused much of the 

country up about actual issues involving women. 

It then became easy for another woman such as  
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Palin to gain popularity by associating herself 

with Clinton, especially since she holds very 

strong support from the conservative end of the 

political spectrum. The other point to remember 

is that Democrats are not losing their base 

because of Palinôs appearance on the 

campaignðit is mostly independents who are 

being swayed. 

 
 

And yet, her popularity is beginning to wane 

again. Partially because of the downturn in the 

economy, partially because the media hype over 

her has ended, but also arguably in part because 

the independent voters initially so enthralled by 

her actually sat down and read about her. Having 

seen her policy preferences to be different from 

their own, the preferences in the electorate 

returned to their pre-Palin state. However, this is 

not to say she will not return again. 

 

 

 

 

 

A Legacy of Abuse:  
John McCain and 

American Veterans  
By Nick Harris  

 

When asked about veterans on BBC during the 

first Presidential debate, McCain's response was 

repugnant at best. His unenthusiastic response 

was the same argument he has posed for the past 

six monthsðbecause he is a veteran himself, he 

understands veterans well and is ready to 

support them. He doesnôt mention specific plans 

to accommodate the large number of soldiers 

who are not receiving adequate healthcare. 

When Obama asked him how he plans to deal 

with the many soldiers returning from Iraq 

without the treatment to deal with post traumatic 

stress syndrome, his reply resonated with the 

same empty noise. 

 

When we come to grasps with McCain's 

treatment of veterans, we see a history of 

horrifying mistreatment and great disregard 

towards the men that risk their lives for the 

nation. It appears that when McCain claims to be 

proud of our troops, he must be referring to 

some other troops and not the United States 

military. Would someone who is "proud" of the 

troops repeatedly vote against various measures 

to support our military? Let's take a look at his 

nightmarish legacy of denying the military from 

education, medical support, and supplies. In the 

spring of this year, a GI Education Bill was 

introduced by Jim Webb. The bill was passed in 

order to give more than $50 billion in college aid 

for returning servicemen and was a huge step 

forward for the military, which could finally 

provide young men with prospects for the future 

after their return from their missions. McCain,  
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who is a veteran, voted against the bill, while 

Obama, who has never served, voted for the bill. 

 

McCain is not only against educational benefits, 

but medical benefits as well. The Walter Reed 

Trust Fund, which would have provided $1 

billion to upgrade facilities for servicemen, was 

denied by Senator McCain. Despite efforts of 

advocates such as Senator Obama, the funding 

was denied. 

 

A look back on 2008 shows McCainôs measure 

of support for the veterans.  On March 6, 

McCain voted against a $650 million increase of 

medical funds for veterans. On April 5, McCain 

voted against $2 billion for veteransô healthcare. 

On April 6, McCain voted against a bill to 

increase outpatient care for veterans by $430 

million. Obama voted for all of these bills. 

 

Veterans from all generations seem to agree that 

their votes will be swaying Democrats this fall. 

The Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America 

gave McCain a "D", but gave Obama a "B+". 

The Vietnam Veterans of America had thirty-

one issues regarding healthcare funding and 

foreign surveillance between 2001 and 2008. 

Throughout this period, McCain opposed their 

position 15 out of 23 times. On the other hand, 

Obama backed up the group 12 out of 13 times. 

Traditionally veterans, who have a high voting 

turn out, have been loyal to the Republican 

Party. There is a chance we may see a change in 

November 2008. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cooking with the 

Former Prime 
Minister of Thailand  

By Farbod Faraji  

 
Thailandôs Prime Minister Samak Sundaravej 

was thrown out of office for taking part in a 

cooking show. Sundaravej had been the host of 

the popular show ñTasting and Complainingò for 

7 years. After being elected Prime Minister, he 

was invited several times to be a temporary host 

and accepted pay for his services. The 

Constitutional Court said that this violated the 

Thai constitution and voted Prime Minister 

Sundaravej out of office. 

  

In order to understand why a Prime Minister 

would be removed for cooking, we must look at 

the problems created by the last elected Prime 

Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra. Thaksin is a 

billionaire entrepreneur who created his fortune 

from exclusive contracts that allowed him access 

to markets in which there was no competition. 

After his success in the private realm, he ran for 

office promising to run Thailand like he ran his 

successful companies, referring to the plan to 

run the country as ñThailand, Inc.ò 

 

Thaksin won both his elections in landslides (in 

2001 and in 2006), but not without large claims 

of corruption. In fact after first coming to office 

in 2001 amid declarations of corruption, 

Thailandôs National Counter Corruption 

Commission nearly voted him out of power 

because of questionable financial dealings. The 

vote to keep Thaksin in office was 8-7. 

 

The key to Thaksinôs success was his populist 

appeals to the poor in the countryside who make 

up the majority of the population. For the poor, 

many of whom were farmers, Thaksin offered a  
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debt moratorium for 3 years, allowing farmers to 

recover from difficult times. Also, Thaksin 

drastically improved public health, building 

clinics so even those in the countryside could 

benefit from health care coverage. But Thaksinôs 

success is also the reason for his downfall. 

 

While appealing to the poor, Thaksin ignored 

the middle class who were not poor enough to 

receive benefits from government and not rich 

enough to receive the benefits of wealth. This, 

coupled with human rights violations and the 

marginalization of the military, eventually led to 

large protests against Thaksin. The end came in 

the form of a military coup in September 2006. 

After the coup, Surayud Chulanont was the 

military-appointed caretaker leader of the 

government until Sundaravejôs People Power 

Party won a majority of seats in the election and 

appointed him as Prime Minister. 

 

 
 

The people, especially the opposition party, 

Peopleôs Alliance for Democracy, poured into 

the streets and protested against Sundaravej, 

claiming that he was taking orders from 

Thaksin. While this was never proved, the 

pressure increased from the protests. Some even 

demanded another military coup. In the end, 

Sundaravejôs violation of the constitution was 

the reason behind his departure. Thailandôs new 

Prime Minister, Somchai Wongswat, married 

Thaksinôs sister, making him Thaksinôs brother-

in-law. With such a strong tie to Thaksin, one 

can only wonder if Wongswat will be ousted for 

the same reasons his predecessor was.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Friend or Foe? 

Russiaôs Recent 
Assertiveness  

By Kevin A mirehsani  

 
If Russiaôs actions in the past few months serve 

as any warning to the United States, it is this: the 

Kremlin is tired of its interests taking a back seat 

to an increasingly aggressive and growing 

American influence in its own backyard, and is 

determined to do something about it. 

 

From the proposals for missile defense sites in 

Central Europe to the endorsement of Georgia 

and Ukraine for NATO membership to the 

recognition of Kosovoôs independence, the U.S. 

has been repeatedly shunning a multilateral 

approach to foreign policy in the region, 

ostensibly in the name of ensuring international 

security. Ironically, however, these actions are 

having the opposite effect. Relations between 

Washington and Moscow are arguably at their 

lowest point since the end of the Cold War, and 

this comes at a time when the U.S. needs Russia 

more than ever as a positive force in its ongoing 

struggle against global terrorism. 

 

The hostilities that took place in August between 

Russian and Georgian forces were not as a result 

of a wholly unprovoked attack by a large power 

against its weaker neighbor. Indeed, tensions 

had been brewing in Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia (the two disputed territories in Georgia 

which are now recognized as independent by 

Russia) for several years, especially during the 

several months preceding the brief war. 

Moscow, as well as Tbilisi, which is militarily 

assisted by the U.S. and other Western nations, 

must share some of the blame for the build-up to 

the conflict in the Caucasus. The Bush 

administration repeatedly likened the beginning  
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of the war to the 1968 Russian invasion of 

Czechoslovakia. Yet Colin Powell recently 

insisted that ñthe match that started the 

conflagration was from the Georgian side,ò 

ascertaining who fired the first shots is not that 

important. What is truly important is to 

understand the situation from Russiaôs point of 

view ï something the West, and most notably 

the U.S., has failed to do. 

 

Much of Russiaôs history since 1991 has been 

one of diminishing influence and declining 

pride. But recently, Vladimir Putinôs fairly 

popular consolidation of the Kremlinôs power 

and the nationôs huge profits from its vast 

natural gas and oil reserves, have changed the 

equation. Russia is no longer content to sit on 

the sidelines of international affairs, and many 

would concede, rightly so. Yet, the Bush 

administrationôs policies towards Moscow have 

hardly changed. No longer can the U.S. ignore 

or fail to address Russian misgivings and play 

the superior power in Russiaôs ñsphere of 

influenceò without expecting much retribution, 

as it did with its interventions in Bosnia and 

Kosovo during the previous decade. The U.S. 

may have thought it could get away with 

building missile defense sites in the Czech 

Republic and Poland, firmly endorsing NATOôs 

expansion to Russiaôs borders, and immediately 

recognizing Kosovoôs independence, expressly 

contrary to U.N. Security Council Resolution 

1244. But the U.S. is now paying the price, with 

Moscowôs threats of cutting off gas supplies to 

Europe if rates are not renegotiated, its 

recognition of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and 

its joint military exercises with Venezuela. 

 

Imagine if China desired to construct missile 

defense sites in Cuba? Even with assurances that  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

they are not directed towards us, what would be 

the reaction of the American people? Or imagine 

if Venezuela decided to form a military alliance 

with more northerly Latin American states ï 

perhaps even Mexico? If Iran or Syria decided to 

recognize Quebec? What would we think? These 

analogies, although simplifying the situations a 

bit, still must be pondered by our nationôs top 

policymakers. But they have not, or if they have, 

they have been discarded in favor of harsh 

rhetoric and continued faith in a unilateral 

foreign policy devoid of meaningful 

negotiations, which would include some 

compromises, with all the relevant stakeholders. 

 

 
 

With the U.S. now holding Russiaôs bid to join 

the World Trade Organization, and with 

Condoleezza Rice recently stating that Russia is 

on a ñone-way path to isolation and irrelevance,ò 

the prospects for Washington to seriously 

advocate constructive dialogue and a de-

escalation of tensions between itself and 

Moscow seem grim, at least until the next 

administration takes office in January. Both 

sides deny the speculation that a new Cold War 

is emerging, and worried observers throughout 

the globe hope they are right. But Americaôs 

opportunity to salvage this quickly-deteriorating 

state of affairs between two of the worldôs 

biggest powers is fast receding, and Americaôs 

stubborn and overly-aggressive foreign policy is 

largely at fault. 
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Meet Professor Eric 
Schickler  
By Alex Hirsch  

 

On September 25, I had the privilege to 
interview Political Science Professor 

Eric Schickler. Currently the professor of 
PS 1, Introduction to American Politics, 
Schickler shared his experiences from 

the recent APSA convention, his 
thoughts on how Congress interacts 
with the Executive Branch, and his 

prediction of who will become our next 
President: 

 

What attracted you to political science as a 

student? Did you find the topic fascinating on 

its own or did you have any particularly 

inspirational professors? 

I guess Iôd say both. I was always interested in 

politics. I would always talk politics around the 

kitchen table with my family, argue politics. I 

was always interested in politics. I think Iôd 

always assumed Iôd be a lawyer or something 

like that. And when I was an undergraduate, one 

of my professors was just really kind of 

inspirational and encouraged me to think about 

being a professor as a career. His example as 

someone who really challenged students and 

worked with them and pushed them to do 

interesting thingséthat did encourage me to go 

in this direction. 

 

I know that you focus on Congressional 

politics as your subfield. Was he a 

Congressional politics person too? 

No, that was the funny thing. His field was 

bureaucracy. He was interested in bureaucracy 

and technology. I went to grad school at Yale 

thinking I was going to study bureaucracy and 

technology and I started doing that, but then, as I  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

was there, I started getting more interested in 

congressional politics and some of the 

professors at Yale were really great. They have a 

great congressional scholar, David Mayhew, and 

he was really terrific to work with, so that 

helped me get interested in Congress. 

 

As the political science students at Cal are 

aware, most of the poli sci professors went to 

the 2008 annual meeting of APSA, the 

American Political Science Association, at the 

beginning of the school year. The thought of 

7000 political scientists converging on Boston 

for a weekend is pretty mindboggling. What 

exactly happens at this APSA convention? 

Thatôs a good question. There are literally 

hundreds and hundreds of panels and each panel 

is on a particular topic. And theyôre organized 

by broad subject area. So for Congress, over the 

3 or 4 days, there are about 20 panels on 

Congress. 20 panels on the Presidency. Panels 

on international relations, all kinds of things. 

And each panel will typically have 4 people 

present a paper, which is the scholarly research 

that individual political scientists have done. 

And then thereôs a discussion that critiques 

them. So the work of the convention is these 

panels where people present their papers and 

then they get critiqued in a discussion. In 

addition to that, thereôs a lot of schmoozing and 

meeting and graduate students looking for jobs 

and interviewing with people and faculty and 

you meet your old friends from graduate school 

and talk about what youôre working on and 

things like that. 

 

Thatôs seems like a really close-knit 

community then, with a lot of schmoozing 

going between these political scientists from 

across the nationé 

Well, I would say there are a lot of sub-

communities. The thing itself is so big and vast 

that itôs kind of impersonal, but within that, 

there are networks of people. The people that 

study Congress will have a meeting of our  
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business section and then a reception afterwards. 

So in that room youôll have 50 people overall, 

and of the 50 people in the room, I probably 

know 40 of them. Iôve been on panels with them 

and such. But I wouldnôt know anybody if I was 

plopped down in the room with people studying 

Japanese politics or whatever. So within that big 

impersonal gathering, there are a lot of 

subgroups where people know each other and 

have a sense of community. 

 

Every year, APSA awards the Richard F. 

Fenno Jr. Prize for the best book in legislative 

studies. Youôve won that prize twice. For 

your first book, Disjointed Pluralism: 

Institutional Innovation and the Development 

of the U.S. Congress and your most recent 

book, Filibuster: Obstruction of Lawmaking 

in the U.S. Senate. Could you give a brief 

description about the subject matter covered 

in those books? 

Theyôre both on how Congress and its rules 

change over time and think about institutional 

development and the impact of rules on the 

outcomes. The first book is a historical look at 

change in how Congress operated in four 

different periods and the basic argument is that 

there is no single dominant interest or logic to 

Congress and how itôs organized. Really, there 

are competing logics or interests so that when  

you design a legislature, it could serve a number 

of different, potentially conflicting goals. And to 

understand how Congress works today, instead 

of trying to focus on just one logic and driving it 

as far as you can, the better approach is to think 

about how these different interests or logics 

interact and intersect each other and that that 

will help us understand why a lot of people find 

Congress so frustrating and poorly designed. Itôs 

sort of a paradox that we all know these 

members of Congress are rational and self-

interested and theyôre designing Congress to 

meet their interests, so why do they then design  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

an institution that is so dysfunctional in a 

number of ways? And the argument is make is 

that there isnôt one dominant interest: their 

partisan goals, their individual career goals, their 

policy goals. It is the intersection of these that 

drive how Congress works. The second book, 

Filibuster, is about how the Senate is operated in 

terms of the right of unlimited debate. It was 

actually motivated by the observation that for a 

long time, there was actually no rule on how to 

end debate in the Senate. So the only way to end 

debate was basically for everybody to stop 

talking. If anybody wanted to keep talking, they 

could. And this was basically the reality up until 

1917. So the question we ask in the book, my 

co-author Greg Warro and I, is how could you 

possibly do anything in an institution where you 

have no rule to end debate. We argue that in the 

absence of rules you get informal norms and 

relationships that help give structure and so we 

talk about the rise of those informal relationships 

and talk about what allowed them to be 

sustained and also why they broke down and 

were replaced by more formal rules. So that, in 

effect today, where we have normal rules to end 

debate, obstruction is a bigger problem then 

back in the day when there were no rules. 

 

During the first 6 years of the Bush 

Administration, the Republican-controlled  

Congress blindly submitted to the Presidentôs 

will on many issues. Is it common for 

Congress to surrender its initiative to the 

President during unified government, or was 

this unusual to the degree that Congress did 

submit? 

I wouldnôt say the word ñblindly submit.ò I 

would say that Congress, when the Republicans 

had unified control, was more deferential to the 

Bush administration than has been common in 

recent decades. I think itôs rooted in two things. 

One is that the parties are just more internally 

unified than they used to be. And stronger than 

they used to be, so rank-and-file members are 

more reluctant to challenge their own President 

because they agree. In contrast, in WWII,  



12       Undergraduate Political Science Association 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Democrats were quite divided among 

conservatives and liberals, so there were a lot of 

members who had an interest in investigating 

and overseeing what Roosevelt was doing, even 

about the war effort. So there were hundreds of 

investigations during the war time period, in 

contrast to today. So part of it is the parties are 

more unified. Then part of it also is the 

Republicans had a sense of themselves as a 

team. I talked at one point to a member of the 

appropriations committee in 2004 and he was 

saying ñOh, there are all these contracting 

problems in Iraq. Itôs a real mess.ò And I asked, 

ñWell, why donôt you do something about it?ò 

He told me, ñWell, we do. We try to privately 

tell the administration here are these concerns. 

And we hope they do something about it. 

Sometimes they do, sometimes they donôt. But 

we donôt want to go public because we see that 

as hurting the team. Ultimately, our success 

depends on the administration and weôre not 

going to undermine them.ò I think that, in the 

end, that probably hurt the Republicans because 

if they had been more aggressive they might 

have forced the administration to change 

strategies earlier on. I think it might have 

backfired, and I think itôs unusual to the extent 

that they were deferential.  

 

So you think the current Congress has 

learned the lesson about giving a blank check 

of power to the President. Right now with the 

bailout, the President is asking for all this 

authority and money and Congress is now 

saying ñletôs slow down and discuss thisò 

before signing a blank check. 

Yeah, but part of that is also that itôs a divided 

government. If the Republican Congress had 

faced a Democratic President, it wouldnôt have 

given out any blank checks, just like the 

Democratic Congress will be very reluctant to 

give Bush a blank check. It seems pretty clear 

that the Democrats will control Congress after 

this election, so what will be interesting is if 

they also control the White House, will the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Democratic Congress be deferential to the 

Obama administration? My guess is there will be 

more challenges than we saw in 2001 to 2006, 

but itôs hard to know for sure. 

 

How powerful are majority parties in 

Congress? The Democrats are the majority 

party right now in both chambers, and yet 

their doing a reversal on the ban against off-

shore oil drilling. Are they afraid to face their 

constituents, because while there is a popular 

movement to open up the shores, there are  

still a large amount of Democrats opposed to 

it. So are they afraid of going against their 

constituents or afraid to go against the 

President in an energy crisis? 

Thatôs a good question. Thatôs one of the issues 

that Congress scholars argue about the most, 

about how powerful the majority party is. I 

would say in an era where the majority party is 

relatively cohesive and unified, like where most 

majority party members agree on issues, thereôs 

more space for it to have influence, but I think in 

the end the power of the majority party is limited 

by the fact that in a party if you have a certain 

number of moderates or swing voters and you 

depend on those people to keep your majority 

and if you force them to take a position thatôs 

going to hurt them at home youôre likely to lose 

your majority. The Democrats look out, Pelosi 

looks at this, and says ñIf I donôt give a chance 

to have a vote on off-shore drilling, that could 

cost the seats of 20 or 30 key moderate 

Democrats from conservative districts and if I do 

that, Iôm not going to be Speaker in any more.ò 

So, the leader has an incentive to give in a little 

bit, and the other thing is the members are sitting 

there and if theyôre nervous about losing their 

re-election theyôre going to say to the Speaker if 

you donôt cave in and give us a chance to vote 

on this weôre going to work with the 

Republicans and force action. And so, thereôs a 

delicate dance: does the Speaker just get rolled 

or does the Speaker give in and allow the vote so 

that itôs not a defeat directly but on the policy  
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sheôs really had to give a lot of ground. So I 

think the majority party has power, has 

influence, but itôs limited by that central fact. 

 

So the chain is only as strong as the weakest 

link.  

Yeah. The key is they need 218 votes. What was 

remarkable about the Republicans was they gave 

as little as they could to the moderates. They 

tried to hang tough, as tough as they could, and 

it worked for awhile but then it didnôt work. If 

you think about some of those people like Nancy  

Johnson of Connecticut, it would have sure 

helped her a lot if they had given her more 

leeway. The Democrats tend to be a little looser 

on that stuff. Itôs funny because thatôs what gets 

a lot of the left folks angry at the Democrats, but 

on the other hand, if they didnôt, theyôd lose 

control and thatôd be even worse for them. 

 

What are your thoughts on Senator McCainôs 

recent decision to suspend his active 

campaigning and quite the Presidential 

debate this Friday? Do you think it will be 

seen as a move to put the national crisis 

before partisan politics, or is he going off the 

reservation at this point? 

Well, I think the people in the media and the 

press and the professional politics watchers view 

this as a strategy to go from being on the 

defenseðhis poll numbers really went down in 

the last weekðto try to change the framing of 

the issue in a way thatôs more to his advantage. 

How the public will react is hard to know and 

itôs possible it will all be moot, because they 

might reach an agreement tomorrow morning 

and heôll go debate tomorrow night, and the 

Democrats will say he shouldnôt get credit for 

the agreement and heôll say he should get credit 

for the agreement. Youôll see the talking heads 

on TV arguing about that and itôll all be a kind 

of wash. I think more generally, this is a person 

who does want to do bold, strategic moves. 

Some people can either like that or dislike that. 

The selection of Palin is another example of this. 

He wants to shake things up. The strategy of  

 

 

 

 

 

shaking things up is if this election is just fought 

as an ordinary campaign and just decided on the 

fundamentals, heôs going to lose. I say this 

because the economy is not good and the 

incumbent party usually loses when the 

economyôs not good. By shaking things up, it 

means gambling. Sometimes gambles work and 

sometimes they donôt. Weôll have to see. 

 

Regardless of your own political position, if 

the economic situation is fixed with this 

bailout plan and if there are no more 

international crises that happen in the next 

six weeks, who do you think will become 

President in November based off the 

traditional data political scientists rely on? 

Most traditional political science and economic 

models would say Obama will win. Typically, 

thatôs by something like 53-47, 54-46, so by a 

substantial amount. At the same time, I think 

there are things that would lead one to expect it 

to be a lot closer than that. I would guess it 

would be closer than that. One reason is race. It 

probably makes a 2 or 3 point difference, though 

not a 6 point difference. I think itôs going to be 

close. If I had to bet, Iôd say probably a 60% 

chance that Obama wins, but itôs not a sure thing 

either way. Even if nothing exceptional happens, 

itôs not a sure thing. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




