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The Audacity of Change- Term Length and 
Campaign Finance Reform 

 

In the year 2008, the American polity could not be further from its ideals.  

Supposedly a country for the people by the people, the members of congress and the 

executive – those in charge of the government – are composed of and represent an 

increasingly narrow interest of people.   The structural make up of the system encourages 

this fact, and prevents needed changes from coming to fruition.  In turn, the composition 

of the system serves to pit the interests of the people versus a narrow set of interests.  

What’s the result?  A system marred in hypocrisy and extreme partisanship.   Two central 

paradoxes concerning partisanship and campaign finance arise out of this.   

 On the one hand, partisanship is needed for the stability of this system. At its most 

basic level, each person has the freedom to express him or herself, and, in turn, political 

parties form. These parties are supposed to represent the larger interest of the people.   

Thus, to curtail the degree of partisanship is antithetical to the democratic ideal. Yet, on 

the same token, extreme partisanship causes gridlock, and decreases efficiency. Extreme 

partisanship prevents progressive change from happening, and serves as the foundation to 

this ineffective paradigm - the 110th congress is currently experiencing this.  Thus a 

paradox develops – Both the continuation and reduction of partisanship is needed at the 

same time. How does one reconcile these two opposing views?  

 A second paradox exists too concerning campaign finance.  Politicians, from local 

to the national levels, need to elicit funds from citizens in order to run successful political 

campaigns.  Ideally, campaign donors and their donations should not compromise 

legislative integrity and one’s ability to govern.  However, due to the current state of the 
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polity, political action committees and their donations make up a majority of funds given 

to politicians.  These committees, often formed by various lobbies and corporations, exert 

much influence within the polity, and in turn, on legislation brought to the floor and 

passed. Thus, the integrity of politicians in taking money from PAC’s are compromised.  

The interests not of the people, but of the powerful are represented.  Like partisanship, 

campaign finance is paradoxical because is a necessity, yet represents a substantial threat 

to the fluidity and integrity of the system at large 

Pragmatic, and creative governance must be used to solve the crisis. Two changes 

must occur to restore the integrity of the system.  The first concerns changing the term 

limit in the House of Representatives from two to four years.  The second change 

concerns the curtailment of PAC’s, and the criminalization of what is known as LPAC’s 

(Leadership Political Action Committee’s).   

 Term-Limit1 paradigms fall into four categories: Term-Limit Progressivism, 

Term-Limit Populism, Term-Limit Republicanism, and Term-Limit Libertarianism.  The 

sect that reflects the ethos currently needed, however, is Term-Limit Progressivism: 

 
Term-Limit Progressivism draws inspiration from the Progressive 
Movement's success with a host of direct democracy reforms and good 
government innovations-particularly the referendum, the recall, and the 
citizen initiative-in the first quarter of this century.  (Kurfist 120). 

 

 A central tenant of the progressive movement centers around the need to enhance 

professionalism in politics. That is, the need for legislative integrity and honest 

governance to be incorporated by politicians in the polity at large. In the progressive’s 

opinion, the original strategy of fostering legislative professionalism has backfired.  

                                                 
1 Term length reform falls under the heading of Term Limit Reform 
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Today’s legislators, on the one hand, foster a muddled sense of professionalism vis-à-vis 

their commitment to getting reelected.  But, these politicians fall short of “the progressive 

ideal of representatives whose integrity and devotion to to the public good are beyond 

question,” (Kurfist 122).  Many prominent progressive term-limit reformers charge that 

the modern conception of professionalism has degenerated in to careerism: 

 

We're getting the wrong kind of expertise in Congress. The kind of political 
expertise politicians have today is fund-raising expertise, working-the-media 
expertise, the log rolling, pork barrel, making- both-sides-of-an-issue-think-
you-agree-with-both-of-them kind of Expertise (Coyne 91).  

 

 Legislators have put the need to get reelected over their representational and 

legislative responsibilities.  This win-at-all-costs mentality has compromised efficiency 

and integrity of the body at large. This, in large part, is due to the short length that 

currently exists in the House of Representatives.  In essence, this short-term length 

creates a permanent campaign: legislative, traditionally non-political decisions are not 

made on their merit, but rather on their perceived political utility.  The result – a highly 

ineffective, partisan, careerist political body.  The solution to this problem concerns the 

expansion of term length in the House of Representatives to four years. 

 Increasing the term length to four years would have many positive effects. Firstly, 

the body would be able to focus on the progressive ideal.  Without the constant pressure 

to politicize every decision, and continuously campaign, members of congress will have 

the ability to govern on solely on principle and the needs of the people.  The 

encouragement of responsible careerism would also result from this expansion. That is, a 

civic orientated professionalism would serve to replace the careerism that currently 
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exists.  This change would also reduce the need for the permanent campaign created by 

the short term. Most importantly, an increase would not violate the partisan maxim 

established earlier in the paper, and at the same time, would help to ease the friction 

inherently apparent in the conception of partisanship.  The negative affects of the the two 

year term limit in the House is worsened by the state of the political finance system. 

 Undoubtedly, PAC’s exert a major influence in congressional legislation, vis-à-vis 

campaign contributions. And while the ability to give campaign contributions are 

fundamentally democratic, in practice, contributions from PAC’s present a substantially 

problem to the integrity of the legislative system. Furthermore, the existence, and 

subsequent power of Leadership Political Action Committee’s (LPAC) further 

exacerbates the problems presented by PACs.  Delving beyond my personal observations, 

much scholarship affirms the beliefs that I developed over the course of my internships.  

Two authors who provide interesting insight into this issue are Fellows et. Al and Witko.  

A discussion of this will be followed by personal observations.  

 PAC’s and their contributions influence non-ideological, non-partisan, and non-

visible issues that are innocuous to the press, and in turn, the people.  Fellows et. Al 

primary findings affirm this: “Our primary findings are that business apparently use 

campaign contributions to influence regulatory and tax policy votes . . . Representatives 

seek to trade votes for campaign contributions without the appearance of embarrassing 

quid pro quo. (Fellows et. Al 315).  Witko expands on this conclusion in his case study 

on the PAC behaviors.  

 At its core, members of congress make calculated decisions when it comes to 

legislation.  When issues are more visible to the public, the member is more cognizant of 
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its political ramifications. Whereas, if something is subtler, the member tends to give 

more of a preference to private and PAC interests. In fact, as Witko notes, that on issues 

that are ideological, partisan, and visible to the public, all three of the member’s goals – 

good policy, influence, and re election are “evoked”. Therefore, a PAC is less likely to 

exert influence. Examples of these issues include bills on Unemployment Benefits, 

Elementary and Secondary Education, and Regulation Moratorium.  

 On the other hand, non-ideological, non-partisan, and non-visible issues do not 

evoke any of these goals for members.  Therefore, member preferences are relatively 

weak and unpredictable, while the opportunity to pursue goals is limited, making 

committee action less likely., PAC’s have considerable influence on this type of 

legislation “PAC contributions were a significant influence on decision-making on 8 out 

of 10 of these (non-ideological) votes,” (Witko 288).  Witko adds that, in the 10 non-

ideological roll-call he examined, removing PAC interest would have changed the 

outcome of the 2 pieces of legislation. 

 PAC’s, if not curtailed, present a substantial problem to the integrity of the 

American polity at large.  As evidenced by Fellows et. Al and Witko, PAC’s exhert 

influence in innocuous ways, on non-ideological, non-partisan issues. Thus,  PAC’s 

donations compromises the members legislative integrity, while in the process, robbing 

the American taxpayer of money. For example, I went to a hearing examining why 

certain contractors overcharged the government for food services provided in 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  Undoubtedly, it is the PAC’s donations, and lobbyist influence 

that paved the way to give favorable preference to questionable contractors who, in turn, 

overcharged the government millions, if not hundreds of millions of dollars.   
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 Furthermore, the existence and advent of LPAC’s further compromise the integrity 

of the system at large.  Every member of congress has a corresponding LPAC, although it 

is not explicitly under the member’s name (a gray area in the law).  And, these LPAC’s 

have considerable influence not only on the fundraising side of things, but also the 

determination of committee chairmanship.  While seniority plays a role in this 

determination, in fact, the amount in which a member’s LPAC donates plays a large part.  

For example, when the Democrats were deciding who would be the house majority 

leader, many members voted on how much money Steny Hoyer and John Murtha’s 

LPAC gave to each members corresponding LPAC.  This is problematic because, ideally, 

committee chairmanship should be determined solely based on merit and seniority, as to 

ensure that the most responsible member gets the chairmanship (For the good of the 

people). Therefore, the integrity of the system gets compromised. 

 The members I worked for seemed unwilling to address the issues of PAC’s, 

LPACs, and a term increase. Most of the staff members I spoke to emphasized that the 

current system did not need to change substantially, nor was substantially change a 

possibility. They did not see a need for change in the campaign finance system, or term 

limits.. The fact that many shunned off PAC and LPAC curtailment shows how 

compromised the current polity is.  How can we solve the problem? 

  We need the audacity to believe that a change in ethos is possible. Right now, 

Members of Congress are afraid to stand up for what they believe in, and fight for what is 

right. As a result, many capitulate, and fail to live up to their values.  What the polity 

should be focusing on is how to instill programs, and enact policies that enrich and better 

the lives of its citizens. After all, America was founded in order to create a more perfect 
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union: 

We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect 
union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the 
common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the 
blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and 
establish this Constitution for the United States of America. 
(Preamble, US Constitution).  

 

Is the current polity promoting general welfare?  Moreover, has the current system 

secured the blessings of liberty?  The answer is no. However, there is hope. The 

challenge of my generation is to find a way to rectify the harm that has been done over 

the past eight years, and to fix a broken system that fails to live up to its ideals.  For the 

this to occur, it is necessary to curtail PAC’s and outlaw LPAC’s, and to increase the 

term to four years in the House of Representatives. Change can only occur if the 

leadership of America develops the audacity to believe in both the possibility and the 

necessity of change.  If the polity cannot embody this simple yet powerful idea, I fear for 

the future of this nation.   

 

 

Addendum – Criticism to a term limit increase in the House of Representatives 

 Critics of this increase in term-length say that this extreme partisanship is needed in 
the lower house.  After all, the House of Representatives is the peoples house: the 
creators of the constitution intended the house to adhere to the ‘whims of the people’.  
Moreover, the term length in the Senate, and the executive would serve to counteract the 
possible negative effects caused by the two year term.  To add insult to injury, these 
critics claim that the relative stability experienced by the American polity over the course 
of its history, most notably after the civil war, suggests that the current structural make up 
is sufficient.   
 While these criticisms may be well intentioned, they are substantially flawed.  
Simply put, these critics are too rigid in their interpretation of the constitution.  The 
constitution, undoubtedly, is a living, breathing document crafted to be adaptable.  The 
founding fathers were not so naive to believe that each epoch necessitated the same 
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political approach. And, while partisanship is necessary, on the same token, it is the 
government’s responsibility to ensure that partisanship does not compromise the integrity 
of the polity.  A two-year term, in fact, substantially threatens the integrity of 
partisanship. Therefore, this criticism serves to be self-defeating.  The premise in regards 
to the length of term limits in the senate and executive tie into the second part of this 
paper – the need for PAC and LPAC reform.  
 
Bibliography 
 
1. PACs, Issue Context, and Congressional Decisionmaking  
Author(s): Christopher Witko  
Source: Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 59, No. 2, (Jun., 2006), pp. 283-295  
Published by: Sage Publications, Inc. on behalf of the University of Utah  
 
2. Funding Mechanisms and Policy Instruments: How Business Campaign Contributions 
Influence Congressional Votes  
Author(s): Matthew C. Fellowes and Patrick J. Wolf  
Source: Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 57, No. 2, (Jun., 2004), pp. 315-324  
Published by: Sage Publications, Inc. on behalf of the University of Utah  
 
3. Term-Limit Logic: Paradigms and Paradoxes  
Author(s): Robert Kurfirst  
Source: Polity, Vol. 29, No. 1, (Autumn, 1996), pp. 119-140  
Published by: Palgrave Macmillan Journals 
 

4. Preamble, US Constitution 
http://www.ushistory.org/documents/constitution.html 
 


