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“As soon as the 
constitution 

became effective, 
parties

appeared.”

Look who’s talking
> Russell Muirhead, Government Professor

b y  t h e  n u m b e r s

Why did you decide to tackle party politics 
in your new book, The Promise of Party in a 
Polarized Age?
I’ve been interested in them since I was a 
teenager. Parties are the institutions that 
carry ideas into the political world. They 
are where ideas get real. There’s no way to 
exercise the duties of citizenship without 
thinking about how you might fit or not fit 
a party. 

What if all politicians ran as independents? 
To address any serious problem you need 
to form a majority in Congress that can 
agree on a plan, a group that can stand 
together over time and remember what it 
has done.
Do you agree with those who say the divide 
between the major parties is bigger than at 
any time in the last two decades? 
Political scientists know there’s a bigger 
divide in Congress and between activists. 
We’re not so sure that divide also exists 
in the broader population or if the politi-
cal elites have been betraying ordinary 
citizens who are very centrist.
And centrist is good?
Partisanship needs limits. We don’t want 
it to invade friendship, civil society, the 

entire media, the judiciary or the univer-
sity. There have to be repositories of the 
nonpartisan that nourish the pursuit of 
truth and justice, in order to make it safe 
to act from our partisan passions in other 
places, like the legislature.
What’s your sense of students’ political 
engagement? 
The majority are trying to assess which 
party stands for things they agree with. 
Like a lot of citizens, that group is having 
a difficult time tapping into and sharing 
the passions that characterize today’s 
parties. For a while Obama seemed to 
inspire almost all my students, but they 
have been discouraged.

How are you feeling about the future? 
I’m optimistic. For 30 years we’ve wanted 
an expansion of government benefits and 
entitlements and lower taxes—and voted 
for both. That’s unsustainable. It’s plau-
sible that a durable majority of the nation 
will decide to lean decisively toward the 
promise of Roosevelt or the promise of 
Reagan. When it does, one party will come 
to dominate and politics will be easier. 
Maybe not better, but easier.  

>>> First Sentence:
Confessions: “Vomit is dripping through 
my hair.”

Catcher: “If you really want to hear about 
it, the first thing you’ll probably want to 
know is where I was born, and what my 
lousy childhood was like, and how my 
parents were occupied and all before they 
had me, and all that David Copperfield 
kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into 
it, if you want to know the truth.”

>>> The Wall Street Journal says:
Confessions: “These may be the worst, 
and least trustworthy, confessions in the 
16 centuries since St. Augustine’s.”

—Joe Rago ’05, August 22, 2014

Catcher: “Taken as portraying a thirst for 
authenticity by some, the work is seen by 
many young people these days as merely 
whiney.” —Stephen Miller, January 28, 2010
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Confessions of a Catcher in the Rye?

The press release for Confessions of an Ivy 
League Frat Boy by Andrew Lohse ’12 boldly 
proclaims the memoir is “a manifesto for 
reform in a system long broken, as told by 
a contemporary Holden Caulfield….” Here’s 
a quick comparison of Confessions and The 
Catcher in the Rye, 
J.D. Salinger’s 
classic novel that 
features Caulfield 
as its protagonist.
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