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POLITICS & GOVERNMENT

“Power in the States” by Alan Ehrenhalt,
A F aster P ace in Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report

S .3,1983), 1414 22 NW, h-
In the Statehouses — forui & sosr. o St W Was

Being a member of the state legislature may seem about as glamorous
as running a laundry. Yet the statehouses are currently in ferment, re-
ports Ehrenhalt, a Congressional Quarterly editor.

Unobtrusively, state governments have extended their reach in re-
cent years, as Washington has delegated more responsibility for
federal-state programs—e.g., health, welfare, environment. The part-
time citizen-legislators of the past——small-town lawyers, bankers, and
businessmen—are giving way to a new breed of politicians willing to
devote all their time to running for office and mastering the increas-
ingly complex business of state government.

Another influence on the states is the U.S. Supreme Court’s “one
man, one vote” ruling in Baker v. Carr (1962), which required legisla-
tive districts of roughly equal population. The South and West, with
many thinly populated rural districts, were most affected. There, rural
districts that regularly elected conservative Democrats were merged,;
new districts were created in the towns and cities. Today, individual
members of the Old Guard still wield power because of their seniority,
but in many statehouses where they once dominated the legislature,
the conservative Democrats have lost their working majority.

The new breed of legislator is strongly in evidence in the East and
Midwest, Ehrenhalt writes. There, youthful Democrats, many of them
former teachers or political aides, are making inroads by virtue of their
sheer energy and willingness to work full-time for salaries under
$20,000. The losers are rural Republicans and union-backed urban
Democrats. The newcomers tend to be liberal on social issues but fis-
cally conservative. And they are independent. In Wisconsin, for exam-
ple, young Democrats ‘‘mortified labor leaders earlier this year,”
Ehrenhalt says, by agreeing to freeze jobless benefits to keep the state’s

The Wilson Quarterly/Winter 1983
1



PERIODICALS

POLITICS & GOVERNMENT

unemployment compensation system solvent.

Nationwide, Democrats control both legislative chambers in 34
states, Republicans in only 11. The GOP is finding it hard to convince
potential candidates to give up lucrative careers in law or business to
try to join an underpaid, frustrated legislative minority. In Rhode Is-
land, a Republican comeback in the 1983 special state senate elections
provided a possible portent of things to come: Half of the 14 new Re-
publican senators are women, mostly young professionals or house-
wives willing to settle for a modest second income.

Explﬂlnlng Zhe “The Decline of Confidence in American

Institutions’”’ by Seymour Martin Lipset

H ‘ rop’ and William Schneider, in Political Sci-
Amerlcan Malalse ence Quarterly (Fall 1983), 2852 Broad-

way, New York, N.Y. 10025-0148.

“Americans are losing confidence in the federal government” has be-
come a political cliché. Yet, according to Lipset and Schneider, politi-
cal scientists at Stanford and the American Enterprise Institute,
respectively, it is not that simple.

The downward trend is well documented by public opinion surveys.
[For evidence of a possible recent turnabout, see WQ Autumn 1983,
p-10.] Between 1958 and 1964, for example, the percentage of respon-
dents who believed that Washington could not be trusted ““to do what is
right” remained steady at about 22 percent. By 1970, amid America’s
Vietnam involvement, the percentage had doubled. It was up to 63 per-
cent in 1976 and 73 percent by 1980. ,

Such attitudes do not stem from political apathy, the authors argue.
If anything, Americans now take a slightly more activist view of politi-
cal life than they did two decades ago. In 1964, 73 percent of those
polled said that voting was the only way they could influence Washing-
ton; in 1980, 58 percent took this pessimistic view. (Ironically, however,
only eight percent felt that the government pays ““a good deal” of atten-
tion to “what the people think,” down from 32 percent in 1964.) Nor
have Americans’ views of their duties as citizens soured: In 1980, only
eight percent of those polled believed that it is not important to vote if
your party has no chance of winning, down from 11 percent in 1952.

What Americans seem to be saying, the authors argue, is that “the
system’” works,.but “it is not performing well because the people in
charge are inept and untrustworthy.” Yet there is another twist: Poll
data on other institutions suggest that the public’s antipathies vary. In
a 1977 survey, for example, only 25 percent of the respondents ex-
pressed favorable views toward Big Oil, but individual oil firms
—Exxon, Texaco—scored about 15 percentage points higher.

Indeed, a 1981 poll showed that even as citizens’ trust in Washington
was languishing, their faith in American institutions, overall, was in-
tact. Two-thirds believed that ““the system” was basically sound; those
who disagreed generally favored standard remedies, such as running
the government “more like a business.”
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