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It’s not often you hear uncontrollable laughter associated with serious political topics. If Amy 

Walter ’91 decided to quit her day job as national editor of the Cook Political Report though, we’d 

have another hit comedian.  

 
Amy Walter '91, National Editor of the Cook Political Report, is 
also a Colby trustee. 

 

Walter, a government major who graduated summa cum laude 
and now serves as a Colby trustee, spoke to a packed Ostrove 
Auditorium in October about the government shutdown and the 
new political games Democrats and Republicans play on Capitol 
Hill.  

“Greetings from Washington … the people that brought you the 
sequester and the shutdown. You’re welcome!” she said. 

Fixing the problems in government won’t be easy, she said, but Americans have an option: voting. 
And primaries, she says, are where we can make a change. 

There are plenty of causes for polarization: districts, PACs, the media, social media, Obama, and the 
Tea Party. But it’s also us. “The one thing we don’t talk about is the role that we as Americans play 
in the polarization,” she said. 

It’s not that Americans disagree with each other but that they choose to identify with only one side, 
and our own polarization is reflected in Congress. “We agree on issues, we just don’t like each 
other,” she said. 

Americans tend to settle where people are most like themselves. “The decision of which state, 
which county, which neighborhood, which precinct to live in is driven by cultural and social issues 
as much as it is anything else,” Walter said. 

Because they’re representing relatively homogenous districts, members of Congress have no reason 
to reach across the aisle. Incumbents feel so safe that they’re willing to put political ambition and 
individual interests ahead of public good, she said.   

“Come November, they’re pretty much locked in for reelection. Ninety-six percent of Democrats sit 
in a seat that Obama carried and ninety-four percent of Republicans sit in a district that Mitt 
Romney carried. There’s no consequence for bad behavior,” she explained. “There’s no other voice 
as part of the conversation in those places.” 

Rather than broad-based structural reforms that are unlikely to ever occur, she focused on 
something much simpler: voting. Primaries, she argued, not the general election, are the most 
important elections. Citizen behavior has the power to change what many view as a system 
polarized beyond repair. 



But most Americans don't vote in the general election, let alone in primaries. "It doesn't matter if 
it's open or closed or California or wherever it is, the one thing in common is that nobody shows up 
for them. Twenty-percent turnout is the average." Participation, she said, is the key to change. 

Anger at government policies or inability to compromise then leads to apathy. “The more that the 
shenanigans happen in Washington … the less incentive there is for regular people to get out and 
vote. You just want to throw up your hands.” 

We need to rock the vote—just not the one we usually think about. To truly make a change, people 
need to start checking boxes in April, not just November. 

“You get the government that you voted for," Walter said, "and right now you’re getting the 
government that fifteen to twenty percent of America voted for.”  

Listen to the full lecture here. 
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