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The Obstacles of Left Wing Messaging in the 112th Congress 

 During the summer of 2011, the Congress of the United States took up a debate over 

whether or not to raise the statutory limit on the public debt.  This limit was described in the 

media as well as the political sphere as “the debt ceiling,” which is a limit set by Congress that 

determines how much money the United States government can borrow in order to pay off the 

public debt.  The debate surrounding the debt ceiling had two components:  the first was whether 

or not Congress should raise the debt ceiling, and the second aspect of the debate asked the 

question of whether any piece of legislation that calls for such a raise should include cuts to the 

budget and where in the budget these cuts should be made.  These cuts were proposed in order to 

address the growing public debt.  Congressional Democrats were strong supporters of a raise in 

the debt ceiling, and many Republicans in Congress also supported a raise in the debt ceiling, but 

demanded that the growing deficit be addressed and that cuts be made in the budget.  As the 

Republican Party held a majority in the House of Representatives, the discussion began to center 

around what parts of the budget should be cut.  Once the political dialogue took this turn, 

Democrats were presented with the challenge of gaining more support for their priorities over the 

Republican demands 

Some concepts became muddied during the dramatic discussions and negotiations on the 

debt ceiling; the terms  “deficit” and “debt” were often used interchangeably during these 

discussions.  However, there is a clear distinction between the federal government deficit and 

what is understood to be the national debt.  The deficit is an amount of money that the 



government has spent which is greater than the total amount of money the government has 

collected in revenues as pertains to the budget for a particular year.  The national debt, however, 

is the total amount of debt that has been accumulated by the United States government 

throughout its history, or rather the accumulation of the deficits of the past.  There is no direct 

relationship between the public debt and the government’s current budget.  However, many 

House and some Senate Republicans argued that raising the debt ceiling would set a precedent 

that the government can continue to accumulate debt and does not need to address growing 

deficits because the United States will be able to borrow more and more amounts of money.  For 

this reason, members of the Tea Party Caucus, a caucus made up entirely of Republicans, vowed 

to vote against any bill that would raise the debt ceiling.  Congresswoman Michelle Bachmann of 

Minnesota, a declared candidate for President of the United States, was among these members of 

the Tea Party Caucus that stood by this promise.  Democrats, however, did respond to the claim 

that raising the debt ceiling sets a precedent for the government to engage in unquestioned 

spending.   The response appealed to the notion that a default on the government’s loans would 

be catastrophic to the economy in the loss of the United States’ triple-A credit rating, which has a 

great amount of influence on aspects of the economy such as the strength of American bonds.  

Democrats were sure about their views on raising the debt ceiling as well as what parts of the 

budget needed to be protected, but creating a unified and cohesive message from the party 

became the next priority. 

A well-known priority of the Democratic Party has been to keep the Social Security and 

Medicare programs running as public institutions, specifically to protect these programs from 

becoming privatized.  Democrats have been championing this effort ever since each program, 

along with Medicaid, was instituted under Democratic Presidential administrations.  During the 



negotiations about the debt ceiling, Republicans began to introduce legislation that was similar to 

Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan of Wisconsin’s budget plan from earlier in 2011, which 

sought to reduce government spending to eighteen percent of the country’s gross domestic 

product.1  While this budget proposal was touted by conservatives as admirably fiscally 

responsible, the proposal included the privatization of Social Security and Medicare, much to the 

ire of Democrats.  Max Ritchman of the National Committee to Preserve Social Security and 

Medicare addressed the implications of this Republican notion on the debt ceiling debate with 

the Democratic Message Group, a group of House Democrats and members of their staffs who 

meet in order to discuss a cohesive partisan message.  In June of 2011, House Republicans 

introduced H. J. Res. 1, legislation to amend the United States Constitution with a “Balanced 

Budget Amendment” calling for Congress and the President to maintain a balanced budget with 

strict caps on spending.  Mr. Ritchman argued that this so-called “Balanced Budget Amendment” 

would force draconian cuts in programs such as Social Security and Medicare.2  He suggested to 

the Democratic Message Group that Democrats should continue to focus on spreading this 

message.  The basic message Mr. Ritchman seemed to be suggesting was that when Republicans 

try to paint themselves as champions of fiscal responsibility, Democrats should point out that 

Republicans are actually destroying the Social Security and Medicare programs. 

One Member of Congress expressed frustrations, during a Message Meeting, about how 

the media, particularly local media, often portrays a Democratic Member as merely catering to 

his or her base when he or she vows to defend Social Security and Medicare.  The remedy to this 

political problem was perhaps to introduce measures that Democrats would be willing to take in 

order to achieve fiscal responsibility, rather than “merely” defending against cuts to programs 
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that are seen as “liberal” programs.  This seemed to be what Democrats from Members of 

Congress to the President, were attempting to do when significant, but well-thought-out cuts to 

the defense budget were proposed during negotiations.  Lawrence Korb of the Center for 

American Progress addressed the Democratic Message Group on where these cuts would be 

feasible and what would be the justifications for such cuts.  Mr. Korb, a former Assistant 

Secretary of Defense during Ronald Reagan’s presidency, informed the group that the amount of 

money that the baseline budget of the federal government’s defense spending is even slightly 

more than the baseline budget that the Reagan administration had in 1986, during the Cold War.3   

Mr. Korb provided quite a convincing argument for significant cuts to the United States’ defense 

budget. 

The proposed cuts by Mr. Korb and the Center for American Progress were spread out 

over a number of areas of the defense budget and did not affect spending for the military 

operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The first thing Mr. Korb suggested was a reduction of the 

United States Armed Forces in Europe and Asia.4  According to the Sustainable Defense Task 

Force, reducing the 150,000 troops in Europe and Asia to 100,000 troops would save the 

government eighty billion dollars over the next decade and forty-two and a half billion by the 

year 2015.5  The proposed reduction of troops in Europe would be a removal of 33,000 troops, 

and Mr. Korb pointed out that European nations have recently been slashing their defense 

budget, which he suggested is a luxury these governments can afford due to the United States’ 

overwhelming military presence.  Another area of the defense budget that could see some 

reduction is military healthcare, specifically the Tricare program.  According to the Center for 

                                                
3 What We Can Learn  
4 How to Save 
5 Ibid 



American Progress, “ last year the Pentagon spent about as much money on military health care 

as the war in Iraq.”6  While it is quite true that the country has an obligation to the health and 

well being of those in the military, Mr. Korb suggested that Congress should “implement a 

number of provisions to reduce overutilization and double coverage.”7  He provided an example 

of a Member of Congress, whom he did not name, who, as a former member of the Armed 

Forces, preferred the Tricare healthcare plan to the healthcare that is provided to every Member 

of Congress.  This shows that there are significant instances of overutilization of the Tricare 

program.  In addition to reductions in troops abroad and reforming military healthcare, Mr. Korb 

asserted that the United States could make significant reductions in the country’s nuclear arsenal, 

which currently consists of about 5,000 nuclear weapons.8  A Center for American Progress 

report on potential defense spending cuts reported that analysts at the Air War College and the 

School of Advanced Air and Space Studies believe “the United States could maintain effective 

deterrent capabilities with only 311 strategic nuclear weapons—approximately an eighty-four 

percent reduction in current levels.”9  This would save almost thirty-four billion dollars in 

government spending.  It is quite evident that the government could make significant reductions 

in spending without having to privatize Social Security and Medicare and without imposing 

draconian cuts on programs that the middle class depends on.   

Mr. Korb also pointed out that the proposed cuts in the Center for American Progress’s 

report did not include cuts to the budgets for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan because this would 

be detrimental to the United States’ efforts in both regions.  As a former Assistant Secretary of 

Defense, he understood that cutting the budget on a military operation that is still in progress 
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would greatly hinder the success of that operation, not to mention the morale of the troops 

themselves.  Therefore Mr. Korb strongly advised Democrats not to suggest cuts to these efforts 

while the operations are still ongoing.  He did, however, point out that taxes have been cut since 

both wars began, and that this is the first time in the history of the nation that taxes have not been 

raised while the nation is at war.  This could perhaps be a strong point of argument for 

Democrats against Republicans when Republicans blame the amount of debt and deficit that the 

government has incurred on Democrats’ spending in the Health Care Reform Act. 

In another meeting of the Democratic Message Group, polling expert Jeff Liszt of 

Anzalone-Liszt Research informed the members of the group that a poll showed that eighty 

percent of the American people did indeed see a need for the debt ceiling to be raised, but that 

seventy-nine percent of these people also felt that Washington has to reduce its spending.10  This 

reality, as evidenced by Liszt’s polling analysis, showed that Democrats could be much more 

effective in achieving their agenda, loosely characterized as saving Social Security and other 

middle-class-benefitting programs, by engaging Republicans in a debate over where cuts should 

be made in the budget.  It seemed that proposed legislation such as the Balanced Budget 

Amendment and House Majority Leader Eric Cantor’s Cut, Cap, and Balance Act, both of which 

had incredibly popular yet seemingly misleading titles, would not have been quite so popular if 

Democrats had pushed their message of having better priorities in spending than their 

Republican counterparts.  While the White House was eventually able to reach a deal with the 

Republican Congressional Leadership, a deal that did indeed included some significant cuts to 

the defense budget, the temporary conditions in the deal suggest that Democrats may need to 

engage in this kind of argument at least until the end of the 112th Congress.  A super committee 
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of House Members will decide how to cut an additional one and a half trillion dollars in 

government spending, and any plan that is supported by the majority of the six member 

committee will be brought up for a vote in both houses of Congress.11  It seems that in order to 

gain public support for keeping Democratic priorities and cutting programs that they do not view 

as priorities, Democrats will need to provide a message explaining their support for middle-class-

benefitting programs as well as their support for cuts to unnecessary defense spending. 
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