Washington's Gridlock

The capital seems to be at a standstill--not the streets, but the government itself. Is this any way to run a country?
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Evan Giesemann, a senior at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, considers himself a political junkie. He's avidly followed politics since he was a freshman in high school, and during the 2008 presidential election, he worked as an intern on Barack Obama's campaign. 

But these days, he's fed up with what he sees going on in Washington. 

"It's been amazingly frustrating," says Giesemann, 21. "It's a depressing time to be observing politics." 

He's not alone in his frustration. 

With the nation confronting enormous challenges--from the slumping economy and ballooning national debt to climate change and a broken immigration system--Washington is stuck in political gridlock. What is “gridlock”? Republicans and Democrats in Congress can't seem to work together, or with President Obama, on matters big or small. In a phrase, gridlock is an inability to get much of anything done. 

Of course, polarization in Washington is nothing new, but the gulf between the parties has never seemed so wide and the tone of the debate has rarely been as nasty. It's no wonder that a record 82 percent of Americans disapprove of the way Congress is handling its job. Obama's approval rating has also suffered, with nearly half of those polled saying they disapprove of his leadership. 

Dirty Word: Compromise 

"There's nothing wrong with our country; there is something wrong with our politics," Obama observed in the weeks following the debt-ceiling crisis of 2011 which almost brought the government to a complete standstill. How did things get so dysfunctional in Washington? The answers vary from the direct, to the indirect, causes of the American political process.

For one, many blame the growing influence of each party's ideological base--conservatives for Republicans and liberals for Democrats--which limits the ability of party leaders to work together even when they want to. Some Democrats adhere to liberal positions on issues like the economy and the environment that have no chance of getting enough votes in Congress. Some Republicans see opposition to, rather than cooperation on, any legislation supported by President Obama as the way to win back the presidency and control of the Senate.  

In a nutshell: Compromise has become a dirty word in Washington. A key cause of the gridlock is the decline in the number of moderates in Congress who might be inclined to work with the opposing party. 
The ‘Redistricting’ Problem
Another important factor is the impact of redistricting: Every 10 years, states redraw their congressional districts based on the most recent census. To help make re-election easier for incumbents, state officials often redraw districts to make them more solidly Democratic or Republican (depending on which party controls the state's government at the time). 
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The point is that candidates running for Congress in these custom-tailored districts no longer have to appeal to as broad a spectrum of voters to win, so those who end up in Washington tend to be more liberal or conservative than in the past. 

"Redistricting has created a more polarized Congress, because you have more members from the extremes," says Darrell West, a political scientist at the Brookings Institution. 

Is the Public Responsible? 
But not all the responsibility for polarization in Washington can be pinned on elected officials and the system that puts them in office. There is growing evidence that the whole country is becoming more polarized as people increasingly live in places where they'll find neighbors who share their beliefs. 

"Americans are self-segregating," says Bill Bishop, author of The Big Sort, a 2008 book that examines, in the words of its subtitle, "why the clustering of likeminded America is tearing us apart." And this creates a political echo chamber in which people who hold the same views reinforce each other's opinions. And homogeneous neighborhoods tend to spawn political activism: People can be pretty sure their neighbors will support similar causes and positions. 

Yet some say that the system is working as it should -- slowly and cautiously. They argue that the checks and balances built into the Constitution by the Founding Fathers were meant to set a high bar for government action. 

"Our system is designed for gridlock," says Thomas Cronin, a political scientist at Colorado College. "The country is “antistatist”. We love our country, but we've never liked government." 

But political scientist Darrell West doesn't think the Founding Fathers would approve of today's unwillingness to compromise. "The Founders really saw compromise as a virtue, not a vice," he says, "and today it's the exact opposite." Andrew Kohut of the Pew Research Center says the public's frustration over gridlock in Washington has reached an all-time high. "The public would love to see the parties able to get along and work on these issues," he says. "But the public bears some responsibility; after all, they've elected these people."

