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Public opinion polls taken in 2010 have not been kind to the American system of government.  Eighty-seven percent of mainstream voters, according to one recent poll, agree with Vice President Biden that “Washington is broken,” while 73 percent of “the political class” disagree.
  


No matter how the questions are asked, the answers come back in overwhelming majorities: the government is broken, the country is on the wrong track, Washington is broken, elected officials are only out for themselves, Congress is broken, campaign contributions from wealthy donors drive government policymaking, and on and on it goes.  The only things that are not broken, it seems, are campaign fundraising machines, political polling organizations and the unbreakable, unshakable “political class,” generally.

There can be no question that much of the negative response rates can be attributed to the sorry state of the economy, the backwash from the Great Recession of 2008-2009, and the continuing high rates of unemployment.  The big boys on the block--the federal government, Wall Street, big banks and big business become the convenient fall guys, punching bags, and scapegoats for all the woes besetting the country.  
There is plenty of blame to go around, and each of the aforementioned villains can claim (or disclaim) a share of it.   But even if one throws in the business cycles, bad consumer choices, natural and unnatural disasters, wars and a less than vigilant citizenry as other contributors to the (dare we say it) malaise, we still must ask whether we have reached a critical juncture in our nation’s history that truly is unique and from which downward spiral there is no recovery.  
It’s easy to dismiss the gloom and doom talk as being nothing new: every generation has its crises and challenges that are unmatched by anything that has gone before.  And every generation has its social commentators who proclaim the end is near unless we change our ways.  It is at such moments that national discussions occur, or at least should, as to what is wrong and what needs to be done.  Somehow the American Republic has survived numerous such terminal crises, whether by national will or twists of fate.  Whatever the source of salvation, the nation has emerged stronger and with dark memories seared deeply enough into the American psyche to evoke a vow of “never again”—at least until our short term memories fail us again.
It is understandable that part of the national discussion arising from such crises is about whether our institutions of government have failed us, whether they are adaptable enough to the changing times and challenges, and whether they are in need of some kind of radical overhaul (or at least a tune-up).  One need only to review the thoughts of Woodrow Wilson as a scholar, then a politician, to realize the country has found itself at similar junctures in the past, accompanied by doubts about the efficacy of our system of government and proposals for change.  
Wilson and the Constitution


Woodrow Wilson was critical of the American Constitution from his earliest days as a scholar.  An unabashed admirer of the British parliamentary system (a portrait of Gladstone hung over the young student’s desk), Wilson abhorred the U.S. system of separated powers and checks and balances that prevented the government from acting in unison.  Writing in his diary as a student at Princeton on July 4, 1876, Wilson observed, “How much happier she [America] would be if she had England’s form of government instead of this miserable delusion of a republic.”


Three years later, as a 22-year old senior at Princeton, Wilson continued to despair about the future of the American system in a political essay, “Cabinet Government in the United States:”
Anxiety about the future of our institutions seems to be daily becoming stronger in the minds of thoughtful Americans.  A feeling of uneasiness is undoubtedly prevalent, sometimes taking the shape of a fear that grave, perhaps radical, defects in our mode of government are militating against our liberty and prosperity.
 

The antidote, he suggested, was to move closer to the British Parliamentary system by amending the Constitution to allow the President to appoint sitting party leaders in Congress as cabinet secretaries so that government policies would both originate and be administered by the same people.  

In “Government by Debate,” an unpublished essay written in 1882, Wilson elaborated on the constitutional changes necessary to establish an American form of cabinet government.  First, 
The President’s term would be extended for an indefinite period, on “good behavior,” but beyond appointing cabinet secretaries and retaining veto authority over legislation, the President would serve primarily as a symbolic head of state.  Second, House Members’ terms would be extended from two- to six- or eight- years, but the president would have the power to dissolve the legislature earlier and call for new elections in the event of deadlock.


While Wilson discarded these specific proposals in his classic work, “Congressional Government” (1885) in order to appear less radical (and more publishable), his critique of the American Constitution remained just as harsh:  
As at present constituted, the federal government lacks strength because its powers are divided, lacks promptness because its authorities are multiplied, lacks wieldiness because its processes are roundabout, lacks efficiency because its responsibility is indistinct and its action without competent direction. 


At the heart of Wilson’s critique was that the Constitution of 1787, with its “nicely adjusted, ideal balances” remain our “form of government” in name only, rather than reality, while “the actual form of our present government is simply a scheme of congressional supremacy.”
  Yet Congress itself is so badly fragmented by multiple committees and the lack of any central policy direction or coordination that there is no accountability in government:  

The speakers of a congressional majority may, without risk of incurring ridicule or discredit, condemn what their committees are doing; and the spokesmen of a minority may urge what contrary courses they please with a well-grounded assurance that what they say will be forgotten before they can be called upon to put it into practice.  Nobody stands sponsor for the policy of the government.  A dozen men originate it; a dozen compromises twist and alter it; a dozen offices whose names are scarcely known outside of Washington put it into execution.
 


Wilson concluded his treatise by cautioning that, “The Constitution is not honored by blind worship.” He urged instead an “open-eyed” recognition of its defects so that “thoroughly-tested or well considered expedients” can be applied “to make self-government among us a straightforward thing of simple method, single, unstinted power, and clear responsibility.”


In updating Congressional Government in a series of lectures at Columbia University in 1907, Wilson elaborated on why blind worship of the founders’ Constitution was a mistake, drawing on the analogies to Newtonian versus Darwinian theories.  The founders drew heavily on Montesquieu, wrote Wilson, “with genuine scientific enthusiasm”-- “full of the theory of checks and balances,” quoting him often “as a scientific standard in the field of politics,” turning politics “into mechanics under his touch.   The theory of gravitation is supreme.”  The problem with this theory, Wilson continued, is that “government is not a machine, but a living thing:”

It falls not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life.  It is accountable to Darwin, not to Newton.  It is modified by its environment, necessitated by its tasks, shaped to its functions by the sheer pressure of life.
 


In coining the concept of “a living Constitution,” Wilson could further underscore the irrelevancy of the founders’ mechanistic Constitution:

 No living thing can have its organs offset each other as checks, and live.  On the contrary, its life is dependent upon their quick cooperation, their ready response to the commands of instinct or intelligence, their amicable community of purpose.  Government is not a body of blind forces; it is a body of men, with highly differentiated functions, no doubt, in our modern day of specialization, but with a common task and purpose.


Wilson’s quarrel with the founders’ mechanistic Constitution was more than a difference over structure.  It was really about the basic purposes of government and how the original edifice did not allow room for government to assist in the process of societal growth and change.  The founders established the system of separated powers and checks and balances to guard against the concentration of power in any one place, or the ability of majority factions to tyrannize minorities and deprive them of their rights to life, liberty and property.  

While that was the proper response for the times and circumstances, wrote Wilson, it did not contemplate a more mature polity and complex time when such safeguards would no longer be necessary, and indeed would inhibit future governments from dealing with the problems of their time in an efficient manner.  

Wilson was especially troubled by the Declaration’s and Constitution’s overemphasis on individual rights to the detriment of the rights and wellbeing of society as a whole. He took issue with the “social contract theory” with its emphasis on individual rights, and argued that the modern state originated in the historical structure of the family as a fundamental political unit in its own right, and that the individual was therefore an indistinguishable part of a larger community.  It was this logic that led Wilson to argue that governments, under a living Constitution, adapt to the will of the whole people based on the historical realities of the era.
   

Wilson’s idea of exactly how government might practically carry out this modern function without significantly altering the Constitution changed considerably between the publication of his 1885 and 1907 works.  He had since witnessed both the assertion of strong leadership under the presidencies of Grover Cleveland, William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt, and the emergence of strong House party leaders like Speakers Thomas Brackett Reed (R-Maine) and Joe Cannon (R-Ill.).  As these new government leaders and forms of governance evolved, so too did the Constitution adapt to accommodate these new directions:  

Fortunately, the definitions and prescriptions of our constitutional law, though conceived in the Newtonian spirit and upon Newtonian principle, are sufficiently broad and elastic to allow for the play of life and circumstances….If it had been a machine governed by mechanically automatic balances, it would have had no history; but it was not, and its history has been rich with the influences and personalities of men who have conducted it and made it a living reality.
 


Notwithstanding Wilson’s more upbeat attitude about the ability of the American system to adapt to changing circumstances, he still harbored doubts about its ability to continue to do so as the reach and breadth of the federal government increased.  Wilson understood that the separate branches still so jealously guarded their individual powers and prerogatives under the Constitution, and that “these several parts of the government will act with an all too effective consciousness of their distinct individuality and dignity, their distinct claim to be separately considered and severally obeyed in the shaping and conduct of affairs.” Confrontations and gridlock were inevitable and unity of purpose and action remained elusive.  

The only nostrum Wilson could see short of altering the Constitution itself was “the extraordinary development of party authority in the United States” which is “absolutely necessary to hold the things thus disconnected and dispersed together and give some coherence to the action of political forces.”
  “There is a sense in which our parties may be said to be our real body politic,” he wrote in “Constitutional Government.”  “Not the authority of Congress, not the leadership of the President, but the discipline and zest of parties, has held us together, has made it possible for us to form and carry out national programs.”
   


It was this concept of limited party government under the American Constitution that Wilson employed and relied on as president, with the cooperation of strong party leaders in both houses of Congress, and that enabled him to pass his “New Freedom” domestic agenda in his first two years in office, and other progressive reforms later.


As other presidents have since realized, the ability of any president to get his legislative program through Congress is as limited as the idea of limited party government: the presidential honeymoon is short, the window of opportunity is narrow, and presidential prestige and popularity are fleeting.  As the Senate so rudely taught Woodrow Wilson by twice rejecting the Versailles Treaty over the League of Nations issue, the president’s authority is not absolute when it comes to foreign affairs.  However, other presidents have found ways to achieve some success under divided party government, both on domestic and international policies.  So much depends on a combination of political circumstances, leadership skills and public opinion.


While party government alone is not the only way around the Constitution’s inhibiting constraints, as Wilson suggested, his own Anglophilia may have blinded him to the possibility of working across the aisle on certain important national issues to influence public opinion and forge national consensus.   The area of foreign policy has especially been conducive to such cooperation throughout our history. 
Conclusion


One thing Wilson did get right was the adaptability of our constitutional system over time, without having to resort to a radical overhaul.  “Constitutional government can be vital only when it is refreshed at every turn of affairs by a new and cordial and easily attained understanding between those who govern and those who are governed,” Wilson wrote in his concluding lecture on “Constitutional Government.”  He called this process “common counsel,” which he said “can only be obtained by genuine representative institutions” which depend on the people knowing their minds and getting their representatives to express their sentiments.  Such a “self-governed people [are] the practiced masters of constitutional government.”


The trick, of course, is first to find a way to bring people to the process of “common counsel” on the direction of government and its policies—something not so “easily attained” given modern day distractions and diversions; and second, to find ways to forge a popular consensus on policies in the face of a multiplicity of diverse and conflicting interests that tug, pull and drive people in their professional and personal lives.  

Finally, a “living Constitution” cannot be a dead letter so long as it is able to expand and adapt to meet changing historical circumstances, societal conditions and popular sentiments.  It is by definition (if not by nature) always evolving and adapting (if not mechanically self-correcting). However, it is doubtful that even Wilson in his time, with his expansive views of the capacity and role of government to improve society, could have imagined the demands and expectations that would be placed on the federal government in the twenty-first century, and the stresses and strains those forces place on a finite system and its all-too-human operators.  

The current public backlash against a perceived overly ambitious government agenda and its attendant costs is already manifesting itself across the electorate, and could lead to a paradigm shift (or pendulum swing) that may not trace Wilson’s projected upward trajectory of human history and progress.  The founders’ reading of human nature in contriving our system of government may be even more relevant and real today than Wilson would ever care to admit.
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