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M ICHELLE  SMITH  

INSTRUCTOR   
OF POLITICS  

 

 What an election year!  It 

seemed as if the bitterly contested 

Democratic primaries could not be 

topped for excitement.  By the end of 

the conventions, however, we had two 

history making tickets.   

 On the one side, there is the 

first African -American presidential 

candidate from a major party.  Not only 

that, but he is a very young and largely 

untested Congressman whose victory 

divided his party. On the other side, 

there is only the second woman to run 

for vice-president.  For her part, she 

not only pushes hot button issues by 

the example of her personal life, but 

she is not afraid to take on controversy 

in her policy statements.   

 Add to this volatile mix 

nagging gas shortages, rising food 

prices, an acute financial and banking 

crisis and persistent foreign policy 

problems (remember Iraq? Afghani-

stan?  Russia invading Georgia?  Poi-

sonous Chinese imports?), and youõve 

got a recipe for a wild electoral ride 

that could make 2000 look tame.  

 The presidential projection 

map at Congressional Quarterly 

(www.cq.com) shows Obama leading 

McCain by 255 to 200 electoral votes, 

but there are 83 electoral votes in 

states with no clear favorite.  This 

means that neither ticket has a clear 

lock on the 270 electoral votes needed 

to win the election.  Politically speak-

ing, it is a long time until early Novem-

ber, and there could be many more 

twists from now until then.  As a politi-

cal scientist and trained observer of 

voting, I can confidently say that I 

cannot call this election!  So much for 

my crystal ball.  

 While we political scientists 

may not have crystal balls (as much as 

weõd like to have them), we do have 

some time and statistically tested con-

cepts that can bring some perspective 

and order to what seems to be total 

chaos. Perhaps one of the most impor-

tant of these is the distinction between 

prospective and retrospective voting.   

 As my students know, repre-

sentation depends on the ability of 

voters to hold elected officials account-

able.  If voters cannot think rationally 

about the connection between their 

choices (how they vote) and policy 

(what politicians do), then the idea that 

voters make politicians answerable for 

what they do is meaningless.  If that 

idea is meaningless, then the funda-

mental premise of our Constitution, 

that government is only made legiti-

mate through the consent of the gov-

erned, is also meaningless.  

 Early voter studies held that 

precisely this was the case. These stud-

ies examined the ability of voters to 

match their policy preferences to candi-

dates and their policy preferences. In 

short, they asked voters to find the 

candidates who wanted to do what they 

wanted to do. Voters were amazingly 

unable to do this. One of the most noto-

rious examples was a woman who 

openly admitted that she simply voted 

the way her husband told her. Others 

were no less uninspiring.  It turned out 

that voters had limited idea of what the 

issues were and virtually no idea of 

where candidates stood on these un-

known issues. That seems pretty de-

pressing, but we should note that these 

studies were based on the idea that 

prospective voting is the only really 

rational way to vote.  

 Prospective voting is just 

what Iõve described: it is the ability to 

look forward to what a candidate will 

do and match oneõs preferences to that 

predicted behavior in office.  In other 

words, will the candidate do what I 

want?  If the answer is yes, I vote for 

him or her. If it is no, I donõt.    

 Notice that this manner of 

voting demands that voters be able to 

predict what a candidate will do when 

in office. Anyone who heard the words, 

òRead my lips, no new taxesó will tell 

you that such predictions can be diffi-

cult, to say the least!  It is no mystery 

that voters find it hard to match their 

preferences to a candidate.   

 Candidates make vague 

statements in order not to be tied to a 

particular policy, and sometimes 

(often?) they are downright dishonest.  

Should voters be blamed for this?  

Many political scientists now say no.  

 It may be too much to expect 

of voters that they predict the behavior 

of politicians, but they can more easily 

evaluate past performance. Any incum-

bent enters an election in a good or bad 

economy and with positive or negative 

foreign policy conditions.  If voters 

think that their circumstances are 

good, they will vote for the incumbent.  

If they think that their condition is bad, 

they will vote for the challenger.   

 What if there is no incum-

bent?  The key is party.  Incumbents 

are understood by voters in terms of 

their parties. In concrete terms, this 

means that voters will hold the Repub-

licans (presidentially speaking) respon-

sible for current conditions, even 

though Bush is not running again.   

 All of this is quite rational.  

After all, we more or less know what 

the policy preferences of Republicans 

and Democrats are. If we know a party 

label, we already know a great deal 

about a candidate without having to 

investigate past statements or make 

predictions about the future.  

 Retrospective voting might 

seem like great news for the Democ-

rats.  Who could be pleased by condi-

tions as they are?  Furthermore, when 

economic issues are foremost in the 

minds of voters, the advantage goes to 

Democrats. On the other hand, if for-

eign policy turns out to be higher on the 

priority list, the advantage goes to 

Republicans. Not only that, but voters 

are actually pretty skittish.  Even 

though revolutionaries tell us that the 

people want big change, they are far 

less likely to vote for big change when 

times are tough.   

 Under these conditions, both 

parties have significant advantages, so 

it should be no surprise that the elec-

tion is too close to call.  McCain will 

probably need to emphasize foreign 

policy and how military security con-

tributes to economic security.  Obama, 

on the other hand, will probably want 

to blame the Bush administration (and 

thus the Republicans) as much as pos-

sible for current economic problems.   

 Of course, there is no guar-

antee that conditions wonõt change!  

One thing we know for sure is that this 

election will be a wild ride.  Enjoy it!  

I N S I D E  T H I S  I S S U E :  

A  W I L D  R I D EA  W I L D  R I D EA  W I L D  R I D E    
An OU Political Scientist Reflects on the 2008 Presidential Election  
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DR. ROBERT  GRANT  

OU PROFESSOR OF H ISTORY  

 Writing in the early 

third century the historian Cas-

sius Dio characterized, with some 

hyperbole, the Roman Empire of 

his day as a society which had 

declined from òone of gold to one of 

iron and rust.ó Some say our coun-

try stands on the brink of meriting 

a similar judgment.  

 Hyperbole? We stand at 

the center of a global financial 

crisis of which neither the extent 

nor the ultimate cost is yet clear. 

Terms like òfreefalló and 

òmeltdownó are being used to de-

scribe the state of both the finan-

cial system and the economy as a 

whole.  

 Wars in Iraq and Af-

ghanistan suck down seemingly 

endless amounts of blood and 

òIõm tired of hearing it said that democracy doesnõt work. Of course it doesnõt work. We are supposed to work itéó - Alexander Woollcott  
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[ S e r i o u s l y ! ]  
 

 The NightCap is looking for Staff and Contributing Writers, Artists,  

Intellectuals, Poets, Provocateurs and the likes for 2008/2009.  

Please email submissions, questions, musings or comments to:  

 

tKirspel@oglethorpe.edu  
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Nescit Cedere 

treasure. We have growing unem-

ployment, a badly broken health-

care system, a declining share of 

global technological innovation 

and soaring energy costs.  

 Environmental refugees 

fleeing hurricanes, tornadoes, etc. 

seem to be becoming a virtually 

permanent feature of this coun-

tryõs socio-economic landscape.  

 A resurgent and increas-

ingly assertive Russia threatens to 

create, or recreate, a host of prob-

lems. The size of the national debt, 

approaching $10 trillion and ex-

pected to continue ballooning, 

boggles the mind and places a 

tremendous burden on our chil-

dren and grandchildren.  

we can decide it for ourselves, we 

should do so by avoiding at least 

one aspect of Romeõs later years. 

 There is abundant evi-

dence for a decline in civic respon-

sibility in the late Roman Empire 

as those who could afford to do so 

gradually disengaged from in-

volvement in public affairs. In-

deed, for Edward Gibbon, among 

others, this was a principal reason 

for what he defined as the decline 

of the empire itself.  

 There are, of course, 

many ways in which each of us 

can make a difference. This uni-

versityõs own Center for Civic 

Engagement, for example, offers 

an excellent example and opportu-

nities for service.  

 It is not my purpose to 

offer other suggestions here. One 

responsibility we all share, how-

ever, is to go to the polls and cast 

an informed vote on November 4.  

 These issues and innu-

merable others combine to produce 

what can seem to be an over-

whelmingly bleak picture of our 

present and future.  

 Unfortunately, there is 

little comfort to be gained from the 

Roman experience. However bad 

Cassius Dio thought the situation 

was in his own day, it got much 

worse soon after his death and 

remained so for the next half -

century. The Roman Empire did 

survive the multiple crises it faced 

in the third century, but only at 

the cost of becoming a military 

monarchy with a central govern-

ment increasingly intrusive into 

the affairs of localities and the 

lives of individual citizens. What 

costs will we ultimately pay to 

overcome our own multiple crises? 

Parts of the answer to this ques-

tion may well prove to be beyond 

our control but, to the extent that 

America, quo vidas?  

Just TWO Evils?  
JEFF  CHURCH  

CONTRIBUTING  WRITER  

 Many Americans nowadays have become rather apathetic 

toward the electoral process in this country  with feelings that they 

must choose òbetween the lesser of two evilsó, i.e.: Democrat or 

Republican.  Why should one feel any different?  After all, these 

two parties have held a cartel on U.S. politics since Democrat 

Franklin Pierce won his election (1853 -57). Typically one of these 

parties will hold power until they anger the American people 

enough to vote for the other.  This cycle reciprocates constantly 

with no real change ever occurring.  Democrat Lyndon Johnson 

deployed combat units to Vietnam, while Republican George W. 

Bush ordered an unprovoked invasion of Iraq.   

Well my friends, Iõm here to tell you that Americans have 

more than just two choices with which to hold their nose and check 

a box for in November.  There are many other political parties  

trying to break through this oligopoly held by the donkey and the 

elephant.  Some are better known than others, but there are still 

choices. 

 The Libertarian Party is one of the more well known of 

the òThird Partiesó.  The Libertarian Party basically believes that 

federal government should be small and stay out of the personal 

lives of individuals.  Their candidate for 2008 is Bob Barr. If you 

would like to learn more, visit www.lp.org/platform . 

 The Constitution Party is pretty self explanatory.  Their 

platform rests upon principles of the Constitution, the Bill of 

Rights, and the Declaration of Independence.  Their candidate for 

2008 is Chuck Baldwin. You can learn more about the Constitution 

Party and Chuck Baldwin at www.constitutionparty.com . 

 The Green Party believes in social equality, decentraliza-

tion of wealth and power, equal opportunities for all, and ecological 

balance.  Their candidate this year is Cynthia McKinney.  Check 

them out at www.gp.org . 

 These are just a few alternatives to the two common evils 

we must choose from in just over a month.  This is more than just a 

popularity contest or a decision on whom you òthink has a chance 

to winó.  Do some research and decide for yourself  òwhom you  

actually want  to winó and vote for that person. For more informa-

tion on third parties and links to their websites, visit 

www.politics1.com/parties .   
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òBad officials are elected by good citizens who do not voteéó - George Jean Nathan 

W h a t  C h a n n e l  i s  t h e  E l e c t i o n  O n ?  
DR. DAVID  POTTIE  

OU PROFESSOR OF POLITICS  
 

Without a TV set would you even know 

this is an election year?  And if all you have is a 

TV set what do you really learn about the elec-

tion anyhow?  

 Living in Georgia we donõt even see 

most of the political campaign ads because our 

state isnõt òin play.ó Americans live in this weird 

universe where they believe theirs is the best 

country in the world while the rest of the world 

sometimes stares in disbelief at the folly of it all.  

 I grew up in Canada and have since 

observed elections in nearly 20 countries and just 

when I think Iõve seen it all sometimes I still 

canõt believe what goes on in American politics.  

There are only two effective political parties, 

there is no central election commission, voting 

practices vary from county to county, the voter 

registration process suppresses rather than en-

courages voting, both parties have a lock on 

drawing constituency boundaries and want to 

keep it for themselves, few people understand 

the Electoral College and if they did they would 

probably want to get rid of it.   

 Maybe there isnõt much more original 

thought left to think about US elections; itõs hard 

to keep up with The Daily Show, and this elec-

tion has even made Saturday Night Live 

funny again.  

 The most positive outcome of the 

2000 and 2004 elections is that more and 

more Americans are learning how their de-

mocracy works and are questioning if there 

might be better ways to manage elections.  As 

I said, Iõm Canadian, and like a lot of Canadi-

ans I grew up with pretty smug sense of su-

periority over Americans.   

 We have sarcasm and see the dark 

irony in yet another frigid, cold, cloudy day in 

a winter that feels like itõll never end.  Weõve 

kept the letter òuó in humour and colour and 

labour.  We go to church but donõt wear relig-

ion on our sleeves, we own guns but donõt 

mind if the government knows about it, and 

we have universal health care and live 

healthier and longer lives than our brothers 

and sisters to the south.  The list goes on.  

 But working for Jimmy Carter is a 

pretty great way to keep your faith in Ameri-

can democracy.  He just celebrated his 84 th  

birthday and is still going strong trying to 

help people with problems in some of the 

toughest places in the world.   

 That sort of plain, straightforward 

message is like his faith in the American 

people.  Given an honest chance, this country, 

like countries around the world, corrects 

itself, changes course, balances itself.  Iõd like 

to think I would get the same feeling from 

Barack Obama and Joe Biden and John 

McCain and Sarah Palin.  

 The point is that even with a chip 

on oneõs shoulder, even with the obvious 

flaws in Americaõs political system, lots of 

Americans are learning that to be meaningful 

and effective, democracy has to be reinvented 

over and over and over.  Question your laws, 

question your leaders when they say theyõre 

doing whatõs best for you, and question your-

self.  Youõre not just changing channels when 

you cast a ballot.  

 

David Pottie works at The Carter Center and 

teaches political science in the Evening De-

gree Program.  

 

 

DR. JENA  JOLISSAINT  

OU PROFESSOR OF  
PHILOSOPHY  
Ah, election year, the perfect time 

for philosophers to wax (ahem) philosophi-

cal about the ancient quibble between phi-

losophy and the political. Ever since Socra-

tes failed to convince a jury of his Athenian 

peers that he was not, in fact, an enemy of 

the people, philosophers have been dodging 

their role as resident gadfly. There were a 

few brief moments of public intellectualism 

among the Socrates set (Simone de Beau-

voir, Sartre, and the Frankfurt school come 

to mind), but these luminous moments of 

subverting ye olde status quo are often 

overshadowed by odious examples of politi-

cal irresponsibility (after all, Herr Heideg-

ger's Hitler ôstache might not have been 

just for show).  

 But arguments about social re-

sponsibility and corporate -endowed univer-

sity chairs aside, the real angle here isnõt 

the gloomy status of activism in academia 

but, rather, tragedy's lighthearted half -

sister who comes to my mind when the 

question of philosophy and the polis comes 

up.  

 As Nietzsche said of art, perhaps 

we've come to think of comedy as a "merry 

diversion," something to entertain and 

soothe us after hours obsessing over NPR 

analysis and berating our students for not 

knowing what deregulation is. Yet hoards  

 

of statistics suggest that young -of-heart 

Americans, much like the Athenian youths 

so drawn to Socrates'   wit, are in fact tak-

ing a downright philosophical pause not 

after a good dose of Wolf Blitzer but from 

comedic superstars like John Stewart and 

Stephen Colbert, leading the more fur-

rowed-brow types wondering why Ameri-

cans aren't taking politics seriously.  

 Whenever I hear such laments, I 

can't help but think of other funny philoso-

phic types who also happened to critically 

reflect upon the spirit of the age and sub-

vert the dominant paradigm. Socrates 

comes to mind of course, as does Nietzsche, 

but what really strikes this working phi-

losopher is the power of parody to both 

disclose a fundamental understanding of 

the workings of American politics while 

also clearing a space to think through the 

implications and underlying assumptions 

of public panderers and pundits.  

 No public figure is beyond the 

reach of Stewart's Nietzschean wit, and 

Colbert plays Mr. Religious Right Republi-

can almost as well as Socrates pretends to 

be Parmenides. Nietzsche reminds us often 

that those who would be philosophers 

might learn to laugh, like Zarathustra, 

suggesting that in the context of American 

politics and the upcoming elections, the 

philosopher -kings may not be ascending to 

their throne in Washington but on Comedy 

Central.  

And that's the Word.      

T h e  W o r d  E D P    A N N O U N C E M E N T S 

W e l c o m e    t o    t h e    t e a m,  

J a s m i n e ! 
 

Jasmine McMillan joined the OU EDP staff in September 

and has hit the ground running as the programõs new 

recruiter and academic adviser. Stop by and give her a 
warm welcome when you get a chance and be sure to 

comment on the nice new paint job in her office!  
 

F a l l    F l i n g 
 

Location : Great Hall  
 

Dates : Wednesday & Thursday,  

November 12th and 13th  
 

Time : 7:45 ñ8:45  
 

Fall Fling has become an annual favorite as a great time 

and a wonderful opportunity for students to meet out-

side of class (and get free food).  
 

O p e n    H o u s e  
 

Location : Lupton Admissions Lobby  
 

Date : Saturday, November 5th  
 

Time : Noon ñ2pm  
 

Open Houses are a great opportunity to show your 

friends and family what theyõre been missing here at 
Oglethorpe. This oneõs on a Saturday for a change, 

which makes it even easier to do so!  
 

E D P    F  a c u l t y    M e e t i n g 
 

Location : Great Hall  
 

Date : Wednesday, November 22nd  
 

Time : 6pm ñ8pm  
 

(This will be a catered event)  



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

TRAVIS  A. K IRSPEL  

N IGHT CAP EDITOR  
 
 Sigh...  

 Alas, we have arrived at the closing 

thoughts of the NightCap - where I take to the 

task of magically transforming myself into 

Carrie Bradshaw and cooking up a healthy 

batch of Chicken Soup for your famished 

Petrel souls.  

 Before we barrel into the 

broth, so to speak, I want to go ahead 

and thank Dr. Michelle Smith, Dr. 

Robert Grant, Dr. David Pottie, and 

Dr. Jena Jolissaint for being such a 

collectively instrumental part of 

this special election issue. Special 

thanks also go out to Jeff Church 

for his great introduction to third 

party politics.  

 For me, the Night-

Capõs greatest appeal is in its 

tremendous potential to encour-

age dialogue among its reader-

ship. As a writer, it is reward-

ing when I produce something 

that really òspeaks to youó 

but what really gets me verk-

lempt is the opportunity of 

getting you to òtalk amongst 

yaõselves.ó 

 Likewise, as I 

explained to the professors 

when soliciting articles, the greatest 

appeal of Oglethorpe University is its 

potential as a forum for such rich dialog. The 

faculty/student relationship here at Ogle-

thorpe is like no other that Iõve ever known or 

seen. I wanted this election issue to showcase 

that aspect of the OU experience by opening 

the floor for discussion.  

 At Oglethorpe, we find ourselves 

among a population of radiantly aspiring rac-

onteurs. While we may have gotten older on 

both sides of the spectrum, it goes without 

saying that we have never lost our luster. The 

mounting years only add a seasoned glow to 

our initial brilliance. The intimate setting at 

OU gives even the most unlikely of gems an 

opportunity to shine.  

 These fleeting moments in history 

bring a profusion of further opportunity and 

also, more importantly, obligation to òglam 

outó and shine like we never have before or 

will again. As members of a scholarly commu-

nity it is incumbent upon us to engage our-

selves as scholars, as enlightened minds, and 

as a considerably more conscious and aware 

group of citizens.  

 Speaking (or writing) of incumbency, 

the lack thereof in this Presidential Election 
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òDemocracy is the only system that persists in asking the powers that be whether they are the powers that ought to be éó - Sydney J. Harris 

CHICKEN  SOUP FOR THE  AMERICAN  VOTERõS SOUL  

makes the matter of dialogue ever more press-

ing. This is one of the most critical election 

years that the nation has ever seen. As you 

have read and as you have surely sensed in 

your daily lives, whichever candidate ends up 

changing their address to 1600 Pennsylvania 

Ave in January will be inheriting far more 

than an extended -stay mansion in one of the 

most dangerous cities in America.  

 There is the economy, shaken from 

its ôsound foundationõ to its ivory towers on 

Wall Street. There is the War in Iraq, a by-

product of the more elaborate War on Terror 

which is leading the country in circles, or spi-

rals, via the appropriately titled Axis  of Evil. 

And then, of course, there are the American 

people: over 300 million separate but equal 

assemblies of personal interests and ideals 

frozen in a collective state of adolescent abso-

lutism.  

 The next President will begin his 

term by finding a methed -out mangey mutt 

named America tied to a column on the White 

House door step, chasing her tail and baring a 

chicken-scratch note on her collar reading: 

òShe came with the house. God Bless - George 

W.ó 

 The ambiguity of the chicken -

scratcher makes the image all the more ap-

pealing to me, emphasizing the vital point 

that the next president inherits the mess of 

America regardless of who made it or how it 

was made. This beautiful mess that we call 

home has been a collaborative effort of the 

ages. The only way to make any sense of it is 

through further focused collaboration. The 

clean slate and ônew White House smellõ oblige 

Americans with an increased responsibility to 

engage themselves in this decision ð not    

simply as their own, but as a joint pronounce-

ment of the American people. After all of the 

chads are dimpled and recycled for ticker 

tape parades, it is collaboration that will 

make or break this country.  

 So why not jump into the delibera-

tions? Why not incorporate democ-

racy into the life that it has pro-

vided for you? Why wait until 

November 4 th  to put in your 

two-cents-worth under a 

shroud of inhibited mystery? 

With about as much emo-

tional difficulty as coughing, 

sneezing, and burping at the 

same time, it has always baf-

fled, amused, and deeply 

goaded me that voting has be-

come such an intimate practice 

for so many Americans. We re-

gard it as a very personal event, 

like making love, praying, or us-

ing the bathroom. Our political 

thoughts are considered privileged 

information that we can only share with 

our wife, our God or our pets.  

 Folks, we are all Americans. We fly 

the same flag, we use the same currency, we 

pay the same taxes, we frequent the same 

tourist traps and we complain about the same 

stench that often surrounds them. While this 

may not have always been the case, it is safe 

to say that, democratically, we are all operat-

ing with the same equipment. So why the 

shame in our personal ideologies? Why the 

reluctance to bare all and tell people what 

youõre thinking and listen to what theyõre say-

ing? So what if Barak Obamaõs political plat-

form is bigger than yours?! So what if John 

McCain has been around the block a few more 

times than you?! That doesnõt make you any 

less of an American.  

 This is the most public and meaning-

ful exercise of rights that we can possibly un-

dertake. Sure, you have the right to bear arms, 

but your vote dictates the extent of that right 

and the caliber of those arms. You have a free-

dom of speech, but your vote can, has, and will 

dictate how clearly it is heard and from what 

distance it may be voiced. The clavis aurea , 

the golden key, is in your voice. Your vote is 

merely a quantitative reflection of your voice. 
(Continued on page 5)  


