
ODDLY ENOUGH 
 

Keep the Keepers 
 
Let’s be honest.  If you’re one of those who think term limits is a good idea, it isn’t because you 
thought that too much experience turned good guys to bums.  No, you thought they were bums at 
the outset.  You prefer your bums to be inept legislators, rather than skillful manipulators of your 
world.  Am I right? 
 
The American term limits fad has not aged well.  Marketed by the Right as though it were the 
newest brand of toothpaste, support for the mandatory firing of all public officials spread like 
wildfire at first, and then, once most states were stuck with the dumb idea, passion for the notion 
subsided. I take comfort in the fact that, after a decade of madness, we never found ourselves at the 
mercy of a federalized term limits law, thanks to the 1995 Thornton Supreme Court decision. 
Recently, courts, legislatures, and voters are beginning to rethink their hasty embrace of this 
profoundly undemocratic practice. Three states have litigated their way out of term limits and one 
legislature dumped its law.   
 
The argument on behalf the idea, as you may recall, goes something like this:  If any one 
policymaker is allowed to serve indefinitely, she will be able to accrue an unnatural storehouse of 
political might, foreclosing the option of a credible challenge until death.  You know, like a Supreme 
Court Justice.  If, on the other hand, the power of incumbency is mollified by a ticking clock, some 
sort of vague balance of power-sharing with “the people” will have been reached. 
 
Intellectual gymnastics are needed to make this case, however.  Start with the fact that the “throw 
the bums out” movement relies on two false premises:  one, that a change in personnel will 
necessarily result in better governing than would have been achieved by the incumbent; and two, 
that all incumbents are bums.  If a person has a deep-seated loathing of all politicians, how could 
they argue that replacing one with another will result in better governing?  If the replacement bum is 
less altruistic, talented, or skilled than the termed-out bum, better governing is also not to be 
expected.  If one believes that good guys do exist but just can’t unseat incumbents, then what 
happens when the good guy gets elected?  Where is the logic of a system that forces out the good 
guys?  Finally, if all incumbents are bums, that must mean that something happens to the 
Philosopher King along the way, to transform him to scoundrel.  Special interest money, you say?  
But that is necessarily present when a person runs, no matter if challenger, incumbent, or candidate 
for an open seat.  How would term limits shield against the possibly corrupting influence of money?  
Freshman legislators come into office every bit as beholden as anyone to those who “brung ’em to 
the dance”. 
 
My teenage son protests, “Mom, what about the politician who votes with the next election in mind, 
rather than being willing to make unpopular choices?”  I calmly explain to him that cynical political 
posturing is unavoidable because both parties vie for leadership.  Even if a person served only one 
term, some votes would be produced to advance the leadership aspirations of the caucus to which 
he is a member – irrespective of the policy implications of such votes.  Party discipline exacts its 
due.  This is ant behavior:  it doesn’t matter if the individual ant survives, as long as the ant army 
keeps advancing.   



Well, you say, a 30-year career politician is insufferable.  Actually, as a lobbyist, I couldn’t disagree 
more.  They usually mellow somewhere along the way.  The insufferable ones are the sophomores.  I 
don’t know what it is, but few escape the phenomenon I’ll call sophomoritis.  Second termers have 
figured out where the best bathrooms are in the building.  They can put names to most faces who 
wine and dine them.  They feel as though they have an inch and a half of depth on several dozen 
issues.  Their emotional swaggers, once they’ve survived their second electoral contest, is palpable.  
For the behavior that comes with this attitude, I’d like a law.  Perhaps a prohibition on speaking in 
public until their third terms.  And never, ever let them have a gavel in their hands before that point. 
 
I find that the policy makers who I wish were subject to term limits are the ones I didn’t want to see 
in the capitol in the first place.  It’s not the duration of their service at issue, but the quality of it. 
Yet, clearly a collection of misinformed voters disagrees with me. 
 
And that’s the beauty of the messy, inefficient popularity contest that democratic elections always 
are.  We get to weigh in.  Some of us might as well pick randomly from the phone book, for all the 
energy we put into self-education on the choices we have.  Others take the job of hiring our elected 
officials drop-dead seriously, and their reflection on the choices they make are admirable (though 
sometimes still wrong, of course).  But it’s our call.  Unless it isn’t.  With term limits, my great 
legislator has to be flung on the dung heap after an arbitrary number of years.  I can’t protest, and 
she can’t run again.  Ever.   
 
A grave injustice, that, because my candidate has integrity.  She has great ideas.  She will vote her 
conscience, even if it costs her the next election.  She doesn’t take tobacco money in her campaigns.  
She is well served by competent staff.  Her constituents are heard and answered when they write or 
call.  She’s a quick study, so her knowledge of key issues is substantive and smart.  For all this, in a 
state with term limits, she will be fired. 
 
If I were told that I needed brain surgery, I would not look for someone who had no more than six 
years of experience.  Don’t the grave issues of public policy, dealing with people’s health, education, 
safety – often matters of life and death –  warrant similar expertise by skilled professionals? 
 
Look at it this way, sports fans.  For those 17 states with term limit laws, voters can count on 
constant “rebuilding years” and never again a championship team. 
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