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The Study and Celebration
of Politics at the Kennedy Library

by Paul G. Kirk, [r., Chairman, Board of Directors

he Kennedy Library takes very

seriously its mission of helping

people better understand what
is happening in American politics and
why, O belief is thar this effort will
ingpire more and more people to
assume responsible roles in making
the political process work better, The
need for such an effort has never
heen greater!

[ want you to know of several
recent nonparlisan educational pro-
grams and plans which illustrate the
work the Kennedy Library is doing
in 1994 o give our program atten-
dees a clearer view of the current
political scene and o seek their
increased involvement,

Last November | spoke at a
RKennedy Library forum on
“American Politics on the Eve of the
Cuadrennial Search for Direction
and Leadership™ which featured
copanelists Mickey Edwards, former
Republican congressman from
Oklahoma and now a member of
Harvard's Rennedy School of
Government I':Ln;_‘ully, and David
Shribman, Pulitzer Prize-winning
columnist for The Boston Globe, We
assessed the “health” of the political
systemn and its effectiveness in help-
ing the nation address its social and
ceonomic problems.

I diagnosed the health of
American poliics today as mixed at
best, On the bright side, it can be
argued that the Republicans in the
104th Congress were keeping their
promises to the slim majority of the
37 percent minority of American
people who elected them in 1994, In
a democracy, public trust stems from

a sense of accountability, and
whether or not | agree with the
Republican agenda, 1 give them
credin for rving (o enact their
“Contract with America” for which
they claim their supporters voted,

I noted gains in dealing with cer-
tain other issues in recent vears:
lessening discrimination based on
race and gender, promoting voting
rights for more citizens, bringing
increased safety to the workplace,
providing health care For the elderly,
limiting damage to the environment
and, of course, reducing the threat
of nuclear war.

But a complete diagnosis demands
a “Znd opinion.” A list of symptoms
must include: long-term public poli-
cy decisions based on quick-fix eco-
nomic theories; failing performance
grades in many school systems; over
40 million Americans without health
insurance; rampant viclence in our
inner cities; one-third of young
African-American males wasting their
livess in jail or somehow connecred
to the criminal justice svstem; a wan-
ing sense of economic securily for
those working harder than ever 1o
make ends meet; and the lowest
voter participation in the United
States than in any other democracy
in the world.

There is an alarming and growing
disconnection between our people
and their government. We brag
aboul our democracy, yet over 60%
of those eligible 1o vote in the last
election chose not to do so. Qur elec-
tion campaigns are too long, grossly
expensive and unnecessarily nega-
tive:, Candidates spend millions
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