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Politics takes itself very seriously. It shouldn’t.

Yes, politics can be sublime. But it can also be ridiculous. Very ridiculous. I’ve spent the last decade covering campaign politics at the so-close-to-the-picture-I-am-getting-a-headache level and, in that time, have seen a Republican governor turn “hiking the Appalachian Trail” into a euphemism for an extramarital affair, a congressman—and aspiring mayor of New York City—accidentally post a picture of his junk on his Twitter feed, and a North Carolina senator (and would-be president) lie about, then admit to fathering, an out-of-wedlock child.

I’ve also stood three hundred feet from the historic inauguration of Barack Obama as the country’s first black president (my god was it cold that day), gone without sleep as the country tried to decide who had won Florida—and the presidency—in 2000, and reported on the attempted assassination of Arizona’s congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords.

I’ve also driven through the snow-covered streets of Des Moines more times than I care to remember—and even got my rental car stolen in downtown Des Moines once!—spent untold sums on the Dunkin’ Donuts in the Manchester, New Hampshire, airport, and eaten barbecue by the pound, literally, in South Carolina.

I’ve done all of this in service of my stomach, er, blog—The Fix—which began in 2005 and has been with me (in a good way) every day since. My goal from the very first post until today has always been the same: to serve as a tour guide for people through the increasing cacophony that is the political world. I am the Kenneth the Page—without the southern accent or hokey southern-isms—of the political world.

Every time I talk to people who either cover politics as their job or follow it as their hobby, I hear the same thing: there’s too much news. It’s impossible to keep up. My job is to keep up for you. To be the guy who obsessively checks his iPhone (hip!) at 2 AM, monitors his Twitter feed while feeding his infant son dinner (guilty), and would rather watch cable chat shows than Two and a Half Men. (Do people really watch that show?) I am the keeper of the political flame.

The fun of The Fix is that people pay me—thank you Don Graham and the Washington Post!—for doing just that. But I’ve always wanted to go longer, think bigger, use even MORE parentheses—to bring the love and passion I have for politics to more people who would love it if they only got to know it a little bit. (That line, by the way, was my [un]successful argument to my [unrequited] high school love.)

That’s where the idea for The Gospel was born. To take what I loved about The Fix and make it bigger and better—kind of like Coke and New Coke. Wait …

Anyway, I hope this book radiates the joy I get from covering the political world in all its seriousness and silliness—hopefully both in equal measure. Politics is the greatest sport in the world with the highest stakes for those willing to play the game. I have been lucky enough to sit in the stands for the last decade. This book is my attempt to show you what I have seen.


[image: ]

AMES
STRAW
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(Born August 1979, Died 8/13/2011)
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The Ames Straw Poll died a quiet death in the summer of 2011, although the patient didn’t realize it was all over until five months later.

For the better part of three decades, the straw poll, held on the campus of Iowa State University, amounted to a must-attend event. Though it was nothing more than a fund-raiser for the Iowa Republican Party, it transformed itself—with a major assist from the mainstream media (shakes fist)—into an early indicator of who might wind up winning the first-in-the-nation caucuses in the Hawkeye State.

In 1979, 1987, and 1999 the straw poll winner went on to win the caucuses. In 2007, former Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee—remember him?—came in a surprising second at Ames and went on to win in Iowa the following year.

As the supposed importance of Ames as organizational litmus test grew, so too did the pageantry surrounding it. By the time George W. Bush and Steve Forbes faced off in 1999, it had become a full-blown carnival.

In a parking lot outside of the Hilton Coliseum—where Cyclone hoops greats like Fred “The Mayor” Hoiberg and Marcus “Huge NBA Bust” Fizer (OK, that wasn’t his nickname) once roamed, the Iowa GOP auctioned off the various parcels around the voting site to the aspirants. In 1999, Bush, who was practically bathing in cash, dropped $40,000 just to have the best and biggest space in the Coliseum parking lot. In 2011, Texas representative Ron Paul was the highest bidder—spending $31,000 for his plot.

Once their piece of land—concrete, actually—was secured, the real spending began. Elaborate tents and stages were built, caterers were hired to feed the masses, dunking booths were set up, tickets were bought for attendees. (Yes, one of the great/terrible things about Ames is that the candidates paid for their “supporters” to attend.)

And the media swarmed. And I do mean swarmed. More than eight hundred press credentials were issued for the 2011 version of Ames, which amounted to more votes than either former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney or former House Speaker Newt Gingrich received at the event itself. Reporters from Japan, Germany, and every American news outlet you have ever heard of—and many you haven’t heard of—circled those few days in mid-August as a must-do for campaign coverage.

With reporters literally everywhere, political hangers-on were drawn to Ames like flies to a carcass. (And, yes, I am aware I just compared the media—of which I am a member—to an insect that vomits its own food.) National Rifle Association supporters paraded around Ames wearing orange hats. Men dressed like Uncle Sam and women dressed like Lady Liberty were a dime a dozen. And everywhere, everywhere were people pushing pet causes that ranged from the mildly credible to the demonstrably insane.

Over the years, reporters covering Ames grew ever more cynical about the event—and what it told us about the Republican race. After all, no more than 23,000 people had ever voted at Ames—in 2007 just 14,000 did—and the idea of it as a must-stop for political candidates was fading rapidly. But cover it they did—and did, and did, and did.

The 2011 Ames straw poll changed all that. First, Romney, who had been the favorite since it became clear he was running for president again (and that became clear about five minutes after he dropped out of the 2008 race), bowed out—insisting that any straw polls were a waste of time and energy for his campaign.

But Romney isn’t the one who, ultimately, stuck the dagger in the heart of Ames. That honor goes to Minnesota representative Michele Bachmann.

And it’s beyond ironic—in that Alanis Morissette way—that it was Bachmann who killed the straw poll. After all, Bachmann rode to prominence in Iowa by touting the fact that she was born in Waterloo and, therefore, understood the hopes, dreams, and problems of the state’s residents better than the outsiders trying to home in on their votes.

It worked—for a while. Bachmann surged over the summer months, and when straw poll day—August 13, 2011—came it was clear that she was the favorite. Her tent was the largest of any on the grounds, and there was a steady stream of people angling to get inside for the chance to glimpse the candidate herself. (Oddly, once you made it inside the tent, which had all its flaps down to keep in the air-conditioning, it wasn’t all-so-spectacular. Between the cool temperatures and the darkness it reminded me more of a cave than anything else.)

No one was surprised then when the straw poll results were announced and Bachmann had won—albeit very narrowly over Paul. (Much more about Paul—and the cultlike following he has developed—later.)

What few people realized at the time was that Ames marked not the beginning of the beginning of Bachmann’s run as a top-tier candidate but instead the beginning of the end. Even as the straw poll results were being read, Texas governor Rick Perry was announcing his decision to enter the race—and it only got worse from there for Bachmann.

The following day, at a Lincoln Day Dinner in Blackhawk County—yes, that is really the name of the county—Bachmann and Perry were both scheduled to speak. The Bachmann forces saw it as a chance to engage Perry on their terms—after all, they were just coming off of a huge straw poll victory, and the Texas governor was just now entering the race. Instead it turned into a symbol of everything that was to go wrong for Bachmann as summer turned to fall.

While Perry worked the room, displaying the sort of natural charm that voters saw too little of in the campaign, Bachmann’s famous/infamous campaign bus was circling the venue. The candidate refused to enter the dinner until Perry had cleared out. When she did, finally, speak, she was “horrible,” according to a former adviser to the candidate. The practical effect of her circling the target was that Perry had already won the room and the media coverage of the event. RICK PERRY SCHOOLS MICHELE BACHMANN IN WATERLOO read the headline from a Politico story on the event.

Things went from bad to worse for Bachmann. Perry having stolen her thunder, Bachmann watched her support erode badly—both in Iowa and nationally. She kept up a brave face. Try to find a picture from those months where she isn’t smiling. Seriously. We dare you. And to her credit, she did well in her increasingly limited role in the dozen (or so) debates during the fall.

By the time Iowans voted—a whole three days into 2012!—Bachmann’s political obituary and that of the Ames straw poll had already been written. Bachmann won 4,823 votes in the Ames straw poll. One hundred forty-four days later, she got just 6,046 votes in the actual Iowa caucuses—good (that may not be the right word) for sixth place. It’s actually even worse than it sounds. Only six candidates were actively competing in Iowa; former Utah governor Jon Huntsman skipped the state entirely but managed 739 votes. (Rick Santorum, the former Pennsylvania senator who won the Iowa caucuses, finished fourth at the straw poll with 9 percent.)

Bachmann’s first-to-worst performance ends the Ames straw poll as a barometer of much of anything in Iowa Republican politics. Yes, it will continue. And, yes, defenders of the straw poll will insist the Bachmann victory/collapse was the exception, not the rule. And, triple yes, the media will almost certainly continue to cover it as though it means something.

But smart politicos—and I am nominating myself for this category—now should know better. Ames was always, at root, a fund-raiser masked as an actual contest; after all, in what other election do you buy people tickets to attend and vote for you? Bachmann’s victory laid bare the utter meaninglessness of the Ames straw poll as a predictive or productive exercise.

Ames died that day in mid-August 2011 at the hands of one of its own—Michele Bachmann. Let’s hope it stays dead.

And in its place? (The Fix is all about solutions, after all.) How about an American Idol–like competition in which each week the candidates are tested on various skills they’ll need to make it in the presidential race.

Think about it. One week they could do the “major aspirational/inspirational speech.” Another week it could be working a rope line. Or dealing with the fallout from a scandal in your campaign. Or kissing babies. Or dealing with a hostile audience. How about a mock debate? I mean, the possibilities are literally endless.

At the end of every week, America would vote on who did it the best. I mean, this is a democracy after all. The lowest vote-getter would get a chance to argue for his political life in front of a three-person panel of judges—me, Katie Couric, and Bill Clinton (like he wouldn’t totally want to participate)—and then would have judgment rendered. You get kicked off, you drop out. And so it goes until we get down to a final four candidates, at which point we begin the traditional nominating contest.

Is there any question that the level of interest in politics would shoot through the roof? With the public voting every week there would be a genuine engagement well beyond what we currently see in the early days of a primary race. It would also take money out of the process—at least at the start. Rather than spending the lion’s share of their time trolling for cash, the candidates would dedicate themselves to perfecting skills they actually would need if/when they managed to be elected president.

Plus, is allowing the public to choose their final four candidates via a Political Idol competition any more arbitrary than the way we currently do it? No way.
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THE BEST
POLITICAL
BLOGROLL—
ANYWHERE

[image: ]

People always ask me what I read on a daily basis. Answer: not all that much. I skim. So, then, what do I skim? That’s easier. Below is the most comprehensive blogroll I—plus some of my smarty-pants friends—could think of. Rip these pages out of the book and put them next to (or in) your computer. You’ll need them this fall.


FROM THE RIGHT

Jim Geraghty, Campaign Spot: http://​www.​nationalreview.​com/​campaign-​spot

Hot Air: http://​hotair.​com/

American Spectator blog: http://​spectator.​org/​blog

Michael Dougherty: http://​www.​businessinsider.​com/​author/​michael-​brendan-​dougherty




DOWN THE MIDDLE

Nate Silver: http://​fivethirtyeight.​blogs.​nytimes.​com/

Christian Heinze: http://​gop12.​thehill.​com/




FROM THE LEFT

Steve Benen: http://​maddowblog.​msnbc.​msn.​com/

Jonathan Bernstein, Plain Blog: http://​plain​blog​about​politics.​blogspot.​com/

The Monkey Cage: http://​themonkeycage.​org/

Think Progress: http://​thinkprogress.​org/

Ezra Klein, Wonkblog: http://​www.​washingtonpost.​com/​blogs/​ezra-​klein

Greg Sargent, The Plum Line: http://​www.​washingtonpost.​com/​blogs/​plum-​line




[image: ]

THE BEST STATE
POLITICAL
BLOGROLL—
ANYWHERE
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National blogs may get all the attention (present company included), but for the true political junkie (present company included), there’s a whole other level of terrific blogging going on at the state level.

We’ve collected our favorite(s) from each of the fifty states. Bookmark them. There’s no better way to follow Senate, governor, and House races than through these state-specific blogs.


ALABAMA

Doc’s Political Parlor

Left in Alabama

Wanted Alabama Democrats




ALASKA

The Mudflats




ARIZONA

Arizona Eagletarian

Espresso Pundit




ARKANSAS

Arkansas Blog

Tolbert Report




CALIFORNIA

Calbuzz

California Majority Report

California’s Capitol

Capitol Alert

Carla Marinucci

Fox and Hounds Daily

Rough & Tumble




COLORADO

Colorado Peak Politics

Colorado Pols

Complete Colorado

Peoples Press Collective

The Spot

Square State




CONNECTICUT

CT Capitol Report

My Left Nutmeg




DELAWARE

Delaware Grapevine

Delaware Liberal




FLORIDA

Sayfie Review

Bizpacreview

The Buzz

Florida Progressive Coalition

Naked Politics

Political Pulse

SaintPetersBlog

The Spencerian

Sunshine State News




GEORGIA

Peach Pundit

Political Insider




HAWAII

All Hawaii News




IDAHO

43rd State Blues

Huckleberries Online

Idaho Reporter




ILLINOIS

Capitol Fax

Chicago Current

Illinois Review




INDIANA

Capitol & Washington

Hoosier Access

Indiana Barrister




IOWA

The Bean Walker

Bleeding Heartland

Iowa Independent

Iowa Republican

John Deeth

Under the Golden Dome




KANSAS

Dome on the Range

Hawver’s News




KENTUCKY

Barefoot and Progressive

Bluegrass Bulletin

Hillbilly Report

Page One Kentucky




LOUISIANA

Between the Lines

Daily Kingfish

The Hayride




MAINE

Dirigo Blue

Maine Politics

Pine Tree Politics




MARYLAND

Maryland Reporter

Red Maryland




MASSACHUSETTS

Blue Mass Group

Political Intelligence

Talking Politics




MICHIGAN

Blogging for Michigan

Jack Lessenberry

Right Michigan




MINNESOTA

Bluestem Prairie

Capitol View

Dump Bachmann

Hot Dish Politics

Minnesota Independent

MinnPotus

MN Progressive Project

Smart Politics

True North




MISSISSIPPI

Cotton Mouth Blog

Majority in Mississippi

Y’all Politics




MISSOURI

Fired Up! Missouri

Politicmo

Show Me Progress




MONTANA

Intelligent Discontent

Montana Cowgirl




NEBRASKA

Leavenworth Street

New Nebraska

Winterized




NEVADA

Desert Beacon

In the Sausage Factory

Inside Nevada Politics

Las Vegas Gleaner

The Nevada View

Nevada News Bureau

Slash Politics

Ralston Flash




NEW HAMPSHIRE

Blue Hampshire

NH Journal

WMUR Political Scoop




NEW JERSEY

Blue Jersey

PolitickerNJ

Save Jersey




NEW MEXICO

Democracy for New Mexico

Heath Haussamen

Joe Monahan




NEW YORK

The Albany Project

Capitol Confidential

The Daily Politics

State of Politics




NORTH CAROLINA

Cape Fear Watchdogs

Capital Beat

Civitas Review

NCCapitol

Talking About Politics

Under the Dome




NORTH DAKOTA

Flickertales from the Hill

North Decoder

Say Anything




OHIO

Plunderbund

Ohio Daily Blog

The Sidney Independent

Third Base Politics




OKLAHOMA

BatesLine

The McCarville Report

Muskogee Politico




OREGON

Blue Oregon

Capitol Watch

Jeff Mapes

Oregon Catalyst




PENNSYLVANIA

Politics PA

Capitol Ideas

Early Returns

2 Political Junkies




RHODE ISLAND

On Politics/WRNI

Nesi’s Notes




SOUTH CAROLINA

FITS News

Political Briefing




SOUTH DAKOTA

Madville Times

South Dakota War College




TENNESSEE

Camp4U

Humphrey on the Hill

Knox Views

PostPolitics




TEXAS

Texas Tribune

Burka Blog

Burnt Orange Report




UTAH

Out of Context

Utah Policy




VERMONT

Green Mountain Daily

Vermont Daily Briefing

VTdigger




VIRGINIA

Bearing Drift

Blue Virginia

Not Larry Sabato




WASHINGTON

NPI Advocate

NW Daily Marker

Petri Dish

Political Buzz

Politics Northwest

Slog

Strange Bedfellows




WEST VIRGINIA

West Virginia Blue




WISCONSIN

Blogging Blue

Blue Cheddar

Dane 101

On Politics

Uppity Wisconsin

WisPolitics




WYOMING

Hummingbirdminds

The Pitch

Wyoming Capitol Journal




[image: ]

THE NOT
TOP TEN—
THE TEN ISSUES
YOU WON’T
HEAR ABOUT
THIS FALL
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“It’s the economy, stupid.”

Truer political words were never spoken. James Carville and George Stephanopoulos made that phrase famous during Bill Clinton’s 1992 run for president, but it matters as much today as it did twenty years ago.

The economy is the only issue on voters’ minds. More than six in ten Floridians, South Carolinians, and New Hampshirites told exit pollsters that the economy was the most important issue to them. Every national poll conducted over the past three years has shown something very similar.

You would have to be a real dummy—and given that you have bought this book you obviously are not—to miss that the 2012 election will be decided by the state of the economy.


The politics of the economy are fascinating to behold. All of politics is a struggle between reality and perception, and no place is that yin/yang more apparent than when it comes to how voters feel about the economy. The perception that things are getting better leads people to create an economic reality to fit that optimism; they buy a car, or a house, or a mobile home—best of both worlds!—which in turn makes the economy grow. All you need to do is look at the last three years to know that the inverse is also true. If people feel bad about where the country’s fiscal future is headed, they hold on to their money—Scrooge McDuck style. But we digress …



If the economy is sucking up every ounce of oxygen in the political room—bad (and extended!) metaphor alert—then what other issues are being suffocated? What would we—and the candidates—be talking about if they weren’t talking about the economy all the damn time?

In honor of SportsCenter—aka the show that Mrs. Fix demands be turned off when I am watching it straight through for the second consecutive hour—we give you the Not Top Ten Issues of 2012.

1. IMMIGRATION

There are eleven million people here illegally. Everyone knows that the option pushed by most Republicans—round them all up and send them home—is both logistically impossible and, perhaps more importantly, ridiculously expensive. Mitt Romney’s suggestion in a January debate that the solution was self-deportation, which is exactly what it sounds like, is equally laughable. “OK, if you are here illegally, please step forward. Thanks. Terrific.”

Hispanics, who make up the fastest-growing minority community in the country, are, not surprisingly, somewhat put off by the Republicans’ “get ’em all out, now” approach to the issue. In the 2008 election, Barack Obama beat John McCain, a senator from a border state who had made a genuine effort to lead his party toward the middle on immigration, 67 percent to 33 percent.

That sparked an “uh-oh” moment for smart Republicans across the country, who readily admit that if they allow Hispanics to become a reliably Democratic constituency for the foreseeable future, their future as a majority party is, in a word, over. You, of course, wouldn’t know it by watching the Republican primary race earlier this year where the candidates—with the somewhat odd exceptions of Newt Gingrich and Rick Perry—fell all over themselves to run to the (far) right on the issue.

So heated did the rhetoric grow over immigration that Jeb Bush, the paterfamilias of sorts within the modern-day GOP, called for caution—warning that the candidates’ “tone” could cost them in swing states this November. A sampling of those swing states proves Bush’s point: New Mexico (46 percent Hispanic by population), Arizona (29.6 percent), Nevada (26.5 percent), Florida (22.5 percent), and Colorado (20.7 percent). Add up just those five states and you get fifty-nine electoral votes, more than one-quarter of the total a presidential candidate needs to win in November.

The math is bad news for Republicans. But Democrats won’t/don’t talk much about immigration either. Why? Because they need white voters—particularly in states like Arizona, Florida, and Colorado—to go their way in the fall, and they know that many whites hate the idea of granting citizenship to any—any—person here illegally. Need proof? In Barack Obama’s 2012 State of the Union address, which totaled more than 6,000 words, a total of 195 were dedicated—in whole or part—to the issue of immigration. Overlooked? Yes. Unbelievably important to the future of both parties? Yes.

2. HEALTH CARE

The signal achievement—in terms of major policy accomplishments—of President Obama’s first term in office was passage of the Affordable Care Act, a broad overhaul of the way in which health care is delivered in this country. And yet, in his 2012 State of the Union address, President Obama mentioned health care a total of 0 times. Yes, zero. As in none. Nada. Zilch. Zippy.

That silence is a sign that Obama and his senior strategy team have given up on winning politically on health care, a major shift from the days after the bill’s passage in March 2010, when they pledged that the law would be a net positive for the president as he sought a second term.

What the White House underestimated was how badly they had lost the message war over health care to Republicans. A look at monthly tracking polls sponsored by the Kaiser Family Foundation tells the story of the law. For the better part of the last eighteen months, public opinion has barely moved—with roughly 40 percent of people supportive of the law and 44 percent (or so) disapproving. Nothing—not word that the Supreme Court would rule on the constitutionality of the individual mandate, not implementation of a variety of seemingly popular provisions—impacts those numbers in any statistically significant way. Public opinion is absolutely set as it relates to the health care law, and set in such a way that it does little good for President Obama to trumpet it on the campaign trail.

Expect him to mention the bill in front of Democratic audiences occasionally as he seeks to prove that he did the hard things that progressives wanted despite significant Republican opposition. Independent and swing voters are far less receptive to that message, however, and that’s who Obama needs to win over heading into November. And so, mum will be the word on health care.

3. EDUCATION

To listen to President Obama’s 2012 State of the Union speech, you might think that education reform was going to be a major focus for him in the year leading up to the November election. He mentioned education on thirteen separate occasions in the address and rolled out a series of proposals, including a call for states to mandate that kids stay in high school until they graduate or, at a minimum, turn eighteen.

That makes for a nice line in a speech, but you won’t find a single political person who believes there will be any real movement on education reforms between now and November. The last major overhaul of the education system—the No Child Left Behind Act—came more than a decade ago and, despite passing both chambers of Congress with overwhelming support, has now become mired in a largely partisan debate over the efficacy of its means testing and the broader philosophical questions of how involved the federal government should be in education.

Talking about education in politics is smart because no matter a voter’s party affiliation, he/she is generally in favor of spending more money on educating our kids. But in this economic climate, spending any more federal money is simply a nonstarter for either Obama or Romney.

4. DEBT REDUCTION

There’s no doubt there will be plenty of talk about the need to reduce the country’s debt—$15 trillion and growing—but little in the way of specifics about how that could actually happen.

If the way Congress “resolved” the debt ceiling fight in the summer of 2011 is any indication, we won’t hear much of anything in the way of solutions on debt matters. After spending months and months debating whether to raise the borrowing limit on the nation’s credit card, Congress pulled a classic kick-the-can-down-the-road move by creating a so-called super committee that would make the tough cuts to begin reducing the deficit by the end of 2011. Or not. With the super committee members appointed by the Democratic and Republican leadership in the House and Senate, the panel was doomed from the start. (Why would any party leader appoint people to a super committee who they had reason to believe might cut a deal with the other side that could have major long-term political implications? It was just never going to happen.)

Elections are, at least on the policy front, telling people what they want to hear—“No new taxes,” “It’s morning in America,” etc.—not speaking hard truths about the perilous economic position our government has put us in. Running on a “we are going to need to raise taxes and cut services” platform has about the same chance of success as me beating LeBron James in a game of one-on-one. That’s why Obama and Romney will talk around the debt rather than about it.

5. ENERGY

The public focuses on the future of American energy when gas prices go up. But as soon as prices regulate to whatever the new normal is, the issue disappears from view.

Though very few politicians are talking about it, there’s actually good news on the energy front; domestic oil output is the highest it has been since the early 2000s, and the country is producing natural gas like gangbusters. Those developments have led to a reversal of America’s seemingly ever-growing dependence on foreign sources to meet our energy needs; roughly 81 percent of those needs were met by domestic sources through the first ten months of 2011, according to a survey conducted by Bloomberg News.

Still, the wild fluctuations in gas prices—a gallon of gas costs you more than $4 in some parts of the country this spring—speaks to how depending on crude oil from a region as unstable as the Middle East is a shaky policy going forward.

President Obama is doing all he can to link energy policy to economic policy, announcing in his 2012 State of the Union address his plan to expand natural gas drilling from shale deposits—an effort he says will create as many as 600,000 jobs. But the American public has yet to really make the link between energy and the economy in their own collective mind, ensuring that this is a back-burner—see what we did there?—issue

6 AND 7. FOREIGN POLICY (IT’S SO IMPORTANT AND SO IGNORED THAT IT GETS TWO SPOTS!)








8. CAMPAIGN FINANCE






9. GUN CONTROL








10. TERRORISM
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