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Whatever
Minnesota’s
new primary
isn’t, it is a big
show. But the
caucuses are
still where the
real work gets
"done.

by Roger Swardson

hen the powerful say they are going
Wlo give something to “the people” 1

try to stay awake, because | am one
and T also like gifts. But when Minnesota legis-
lators last week debated “giving the vote to the
people,” it was unsettling. Unless Perpich had
ridden buck into town and staged a.Balkan-

style putsch, it was my understanding that the -

people already had the vote.

To clear up the matter, | visited the Mio- '

nesota House chambers. - The renovated decor
is spectacular. Jt reminds you of a govemn-

ment. The focus of discussion was whether *

to override Gov. Carlson’s veto of 3 bill
repeal Minnesota's reconslituted presidential
primary. T quickly leamed that “give the vote

to the people™ is simply the politically cor-

rect version af “give the voters an event that
will fook like a presidential primary with the
help of the media and about $4 million but
is really our revenge against the zealots who
have taken over the political parties”.

Just by seriously counsidering a primary,_the
Legislature had sent 4 message to the parties
that they were fed up with being asked one
question on’ abortion to win party support in
caucuses. You had (o wonder, though, why
the Touse debate was dragging on. The Scn-

ate had 'already gone big for repeal, voting:

to override Carlson’s velo by a 56-9 margin
two days carlier, The House itsell had voled
103-25 for repeal in December. This time
only 90 voles were required (o kill the Carl-
son veto. But in the end, the override effort
got only 77 votes.

The House may have dithered for the same
reason one of the founders of this primary
hefpéd create it: Minnesotans today are goofy
about promotable super-events. Aftracting and
staging them has become a big business, There
is a fear tha i we don’t land the big events,
the Twin Cities could become, as the saying
goes, nothing but a cold Omaha.

Pat Forciea knows this. He is an idea guy,
a marketing guy, and is now vice president
for communications with the North Stars. In
1988 he was a political consultant for the
DFL. putting in long hours for Dukakis, fight-
ing for namc recognition, exposure, support,
and a win. The payo!f is banner headlines
on your winner the next meming, Then you
win Player of the Week in a pretty tough
league. So what happened in 19887

“The night of the Minnesota caucuses, South
Dakota had its primary, And because il was
a prmary they were all done and counted up
by 805, Torciea recalls. “So (he Gephardl
win winds up leading (he 10:00 news and
feaves the newspapers plenty of (ime to write
for the moming. In the meantime, Minnesola
is still mucking around in the caucuses unfil
well alter midnight. Dukakis cames out on top,
but by that time who the hell cares? The news
was South Dakota,”

Forciea is not a fan of the caucus system.
Tt doesn’t translate well to media. He has a
kindred spirit in a friend from the Iron Range,
state Sen. Ron Dicklich (DFL-Hibbing). “You
have to understand that up here we like to
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These days, the caucus system is supposed to be in
trouble. “It used to be you hung together to beat the
other side,” observes one longtime participant. “Now
many of the most vicious fights are within your own
bunch. What the hell kind of thing is that?”

vote. We tum out. And we don't like people
telling us what o do,” Dicklich says: “And
you also have to fipure that people were gel-
ting really tired of party people gaveling them
down and letling wackos lake up hours on
endd with narrow issues leaving no time for
" big problems like unemployment. So that's
what led to the primary idea”

So when Dicklich’s presidential primary bill
hit the Senate in the fall of 1989, it carried
two pretty appealing . messages: Here was
another evenl to pul Minnesota on the nation-
al media map, and a4 way to jab the party
organizalions by taking a choice picce of busi-
ness out of the coucuses. The Legislature
loved it, especially since the idea was (o make

- the counties and municipalitics pick up most

of the 1ab for staging it. The Scnate went
48-16 and the House 117-10 without com-
miftee hearings or debate. There were a few
problems, but they would be f(ixed over the
winter and a revision could be approved in
the spring.

There would be two “fixes,™ The national




political partics demanded (hat the date be
pushed back. The Dicklich bill had the pri-
mary set for the fourth Tuesday in February,
- which would make it the second primary after
New Hampshire and the same day as South
Dakota. The national parties were not amused.
The date was finally set at April 7, very late
in the game and the same day as New York.
As for Torciea, once again he pels to read
South Dakota in the nation’s headlines while
Minnesota -will muke a splash like the one
the U.S. made in” winning¥the bronze last
week in demonstration curling.

The second change came from heavy party
pressure to require volers to declare them-
selves for either party in order to receive that
party's ballot. Parties have never figured ow
“how to stop independents, crossovers. and
malcontents within their own party from doing
what they damn well please and screwing up
the arderliness of a primary clection. (In 1952
Republican regulars intended to sec Tarold
Stassen nominated as a favorite son; Instead.:
volers wrote in Dwight Bisenhower, And in
1956, DFL heavies as muych as promised
Adlai Stevenson the state. The rank-und-file
voted for Estes Kefiauver, and the leadership
screamed about Edina crossovers. With Hubert
Humphrey preparing o go up agoiost John
Kennedy in the 1960 preliminaries, the idea

of risking the embarrassment of another home-

boy was intolerable. The Legistature duriful-
ly killed the primary 81-47.)

Even with the changes, the revised 1990
bill sailed through both chambers early in the
session; with only one dissenting vore in the
House. Then the ground shifted, Opposition
came from alt comers of (he state as the esti-
mated costs to the counties and municipali-
lics were added up: $3 (o 85 willion for
already hard-pressed local govemment. -Oppo-

nents kept hammering away, and when Sen. .

John Marty {DFL-Roseville) introduced a bill
to repeal last December, the Legislature hap-
pily jumped to the other extreme, with the
Touse voting 103-28 to kill the bill they had
passed nearly unanimously. Was the primary

" dead? No. Carlson then vetoed the repeal on

the last day of the December session. Search-
ing for a reason, some saud he liked the idea

of computer printouts of Republican primary”

volers. X

Wheo the Legisluture reconvened last Tues-
day, Marty introduced a bill to override Carl-
son's veto, and the Senate wasted no time
passing it. Tts anticlimactic death in the House
two days fater confinned what Pal Forcica

had believed in all along: the power of hype.’

Because as the Senate voling, 0 was
New Hampshire. And on Tuesday night and
all day Wednesday, Minnesolans caught the
drama of New Hampshire along with the
news lhat the Minnesola Senate had just
moved to deprive them of a primary.

On Thursday moming, both daities canied
cdiforials scoming the Senate, Suddenly the
bill that had been around Tor two years and
was about to go back on the shelf because
it needed more work becsme an incredibly
hot public potato, As the House ret, Rep.
Harold Lasley (DFL-Cambridge), who would
submit the measure Jor override, estimaled
that what had been considered somewhat rov-
tine was now three voles cither way of the

required 90 Then the speeches started. Rep.
Paul Qgren (DFL-Aitkin) boomed: “Democe
racy is breaking out all over the world and
all over (he country and here we are in- Min-
nesota removing the right to vole™ ln the
end, 26 members reversed themselves, some
before our very eyes, and the Minnesoly pres-
idential primary wasshauled up the Ragpole,
The primary battle leaves a larger question
hanging. What is the role of “the peaple” in
the presidential nomination process during a
year of hard times and bleak prospects? Afier
all, there i a system-—mueh maligned and
abused-—that provides a framework for com-
ing logether and (aking on the issues. It is
olten bisffling and biziere, Bul il remains the
basic unit of party politics: the caucus.

ob Weinholzer. state Republican co-
i, chair, was worried about the U.S. losing
control of the Panama Canal. Ron Dick-
tich, a DFL state senator from Tlibbing, went
because’a friend of the family named Perpich
needed a hand. People go to their first precingt
caucuses for all kinds of reasons, Jack Kenne-
dy inspired them. The recession angers them,
Or they're haunted by abortion, vr they stoutly
believe m the electric chair or Harald Stassen.
These days the caucus system is supposed
to be in trouble. To some, caucuses have
become ferritorial trophies for single-issno
zealots. Others say single issues have always
held sway, and the only difference is that the
focus has changed from labor’s agends, civil
rights, and Vietnam o gay and lesbian riphts
and feminist issues—leaving the straight, while
males who often dominate the political mech-
anism feeling adrift and frustated. Some see
the caucuses as protective litde clubs that beg
for newcomers and then stifle them. Still oth-
ers point 10 a lack of leadership, ofien mean-
ing they miss the Humphrey days, the days
when you could talk to Gene McCarthy at

State Sen. John Marty
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State Sen, Ron Dicklich

the Lexingron now and then. and people
weren't embarrassed Lo sing songs like “Happy
Days Are Tlere Again.”

One-of the casualties of a decade of decline
in the viability of the caucus system is that
there are fewer people participating. and even
fewer who remember the halcyon days of
cancus politics when battles were fought
throughout the night and afterward partici-
pants on all sides were expected o mend

fences and pull for the common cause. As,

one longlime participant recently observed:
“Ti's different new. There's a narrowness, and
resentments stay around poisening things. [t
used 1o be you hung together o best the
other side. Now many of the most vicious
fights are within your own bunch. What thé
hell kind of thing is tha?”

The Insider
cler Popovich is thinking aboul going to
@his precinct caucus for he first time
since the enrly 1980s. Since mandatory
retirement from the Stale Court of Appeals
Leneh at age 70, he is again pesmitted to partic-
ipate in the caucuses. .

in 1948 Popuvich supported a young pro-
fessor from St Thomas named Gene McCarthy
who wanled lo run for the U.S. House, [n
1956 he opposed MeCarthy when the core
of the party powerful were pushing Adlai
Stevenson, Party  stlwarts Popovich, D.D,
Woznink, Bob Short, and Coya Knutson got
behind Estes Kefauver in the presidential pri-
mary and wan,

“The thing is we all stayed friends,” he
says now, That's his first piece of advice to
anybody going w caucus. Stay fricnds. And
he has some other street advice. “When you
walk in, take care of the practicalities, Look
around. See who's there. Talk lo people yiu
are comlortable with. See how the crowd 15

Caucuses to page 12
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The House may
have choked on
repealing the
primary for the
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of its founders
helped create it:
Minnesotans
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goafy about
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super-evenis.
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staging them
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Teamsiers
lobbyist Jack
Mogelson
remembers how
civil rights and
war galvanized

'~ caucuses in
1968. “Today
we’re not hooked
up that way. We
have sanitized
wars and budget
- shortfalls and
downsizing. No
human being
hurting there,
right?”

- Caucuses firom page 11 -

going to divide up. And be a little paticat.
There're going to be some long-winded types.
A‘md unless you can't help it, be careful about
single issues or people who want to monop-
olize the process. It's the surest way I know
to become bitter and walk away yourself or
drive other people away, Politics cannot be
exclusionary. Politics is numbers, I you're
lucky you'll find somcbody who can make
sense out of the process for you. Muke it
exciting. You'll remember them years later
like a favorite teacher. Hubert Humphrey was
a person like that,

"Remember it's nol especially orderly. But
given all the problems thore are today, i’ you
go to an orderly caucus there's something ter-
ribly wrong there.™

The OCutsider
iving home ove night in 1967 after a
ridley City Council meeting, John
¥ Wright was troubled. A councilman, he
had shouted down a'resident by saying, “You
don’t know what this eity needs!™

“Even as’ [ shouted” he recalls, “1 was
thinking, ‘My God, the only reason you are
defending the status quo is because you have
become a part of it."””"

The lesson is.the difference between being
on the inside or the outside of politics and
govemance. John Wright has seen it both
ways. Now a facully member st the Uni-
versity of Kansas, in 1968 Wright co-chaired
the Concermed Democrats, a confederation ol
anti-Vietam groups that would sweep neigh-
borhood caucuses across the Twin Cities and
then go on to take the Second, Third, and
Fourth Congressional Districts for Gene
McCarthy before moving on to Chicago- for
the most sumultuous political convention in
the couniry’s history.

It was a night of stunning political activ-
ity: the orgamzations of 1wo of Minnesota's
political leaders battling in every neighbor-

hood, every township, for every delegate, And
there was only one issue: The War. “As the
results came in it was just astounding,” recalls
Wright. "It illustrates wha( a major issue can
do to gel participation in the caucuses. It was
an organized attempt to seize power, a hos-
tile (akcover.” Tn some cases, quite literally.

#In 458 just below the Cathedral in St
Paul, a 23-year-old high school social stud-
ies teacher named Steve Katainen became
impatient with what he saw as an attempt
by the chaiman to gavel down the opposi-
don. He tried to (ake the microphone and
the chairman knocked hiin over a couple of
rows of chairs, Later, as he was being taken
to Ramsey Hospital, it was he who was elect-
ed chair,

& [t Edina Bob Short, who had helpud lead
the Kefauver revolt in 1956 and later ran for
lieulenant govemor, was denied a delegate’s
seal. So were four members of Hubert
Humphrey's family in Bumsville. D.D. Woz-
niak, anather Kefauver backer and on this
night a Humphrey supporter, didn’t make it
Nor did St. Paul Mayor Tom Byme or Sec-
retary of Stale Joe Donovan, who said, “Never
before in the history of politics have T seen
this happen.” :

oin the 1th precinet of the 12th Ward
in Minneapolis, a Zl-year-old junior at the
University of Minnesota found himself in
opposition to the incumbent. chair, who was
also his mother. He defeated her.

* In Minneapolis's Sixth Ward. a 25-year-
old taw student named Vance Opperman engi-

neered a near-sweep, laking 19 of 20 precincls

from downtown to Franklin Avenuve. Opper-
man was later clected Hennepin County party
chaitman.

A man who attended a caucus in Minne-
tonka said, “It was @ show of raw political
power. No courtesy, no generosity, no recog-
nition of the regulars” long, hard work in the
past.” 1t was a oight that would haunt the

" DFL long afterward.

The implacable resolve of the neweomers,
fueled by an outpouring of asoger about the
war, changed the style of caucuses 10 coine~—
when other issues would be advanced and
.other newcomers organized. And a device
that found wide use that night—-the sub-cau-
cus—-would become the instrument of new
bands of single-issue adherents, What the sub-
caycus provided was a way for those who
believe in a single issue or in the interests
of a specific group to attach a label to any
candidate as a condition of support. For exam-
ple, in a DFL caucus there might be a Harkin/
Pro-Choice sub-caucus and a Harkin/Pro-Life
sub-caucus os well as Kerrey sub-caucuses
split the same way. In that sense the under-
lying interests of the caucus attendees remain
ngid.

Which explaing how political conventions
can meet and not endorse candidates. Anoth-
er way to use the device is to not declare
for anything or anybody. In Maine last week,
the uncommitied delegates came in third,
ahead of Clinton, Today the sub-caucus is a
favorite device, but one that is alsa given
credit for fragmenting the process to a point
where little heyond participation 'is accom-
plished.

In an effort to try to keep the Indepen-
dent-Republican caucuses from  fragmenting
to bits, state co-chair Bob Weinholzer says
the recommendation in..the Tndependent-
Republican organization is that each sub-cau-
cus be given a maximum of [0 minutes of
floor time, .

But the heart of the caucus is not order,
It is the expression of political viewpoint. It
is an important way o speak directly te the
political system. John Wright remembers it
as life-changing in a way that worcking with-
in the system. becoming a part of the status
quo, never was. “Bven if you ouly go to
caucuses once in your life," he says, “T think
it is vital.”
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The Organizer

voice raised among our mcmbers a nved to

cxpress the concerns facing workmg people.

olitics, like it or not, is orgam/d-
tion. .
Twenty-five people will appear on the

ballots in the presidential primary April 7.
Twenty-four of them paid.their $500 fee to get
, on the ballot. Only one got there the other
way, with a petition containing 2,000 names.
- That was Tom Harkin. He got them primarily
from volunteers going to the union locals. 1f
you listen to Harkin closely you can see why.
He talks along traditional Democratic lines.

- Jack Mogelson is president of DRIVE, the -

Teamsters® political-action arm. “There is a

" At 86, Nellle

- Stone Johnson
is talking about
going to caucus.
“Minnesota used
to be a national
leader on civil
rights. Today
civil rights is a
joke. Where on
earth is the
DFL?2”

Nellie Stone Johnson

DANIEL CORRIGAN

Basic issues are not being dealt .with. Yes,
we will be al the.caucuses and we .believe
that Harkin’s message about jobs is a' pow-
erful one.”

But Mogelson also supports the primary.
“The primary is a way to involve large num-
bers of people. Even if all the kinks aren’t
worked out this first time around, it will pro-
vide a snapshol of how people feel. It's an
initial step.™

According to Mogelson, it's not as ecasy
to get-a clear message across loday as it was
in years past. “One of the things that creat-
ed so much anger in 1968 was_ that.the jssues
were clearer and more immediate. Every day
on television or in our lives, something hap-
pened that drove home -the issue of the war

" and of civil rights. People were hurting right

in front of us.
“We're not hooked up that way today. We
have'sanitized wars and budget shortfalls.and

‘downisizing. No human being hurting there,

right? Just abstraction,

“And on the political level everybody’s got

to pass the lilmus test of all the sub-cau-
cuses ‘which tend to be ways to reject, ways
to find somebody nol perfecl. Same with the
media’s focus on lifestyle. Again, it's how
can we reject this person. We suffer from a
tremendous fragmentation. And the empow-
erment of one group inevitably encroaches
on the aspirations of another group. And we
get after each other rather than attack the
basic issues.

“Well, T can tell you I think labor is gomg
to get back into the arena this year. We have
fo. Too many issues are reaching the flash-
point. Too many people are hurting.”

The Heart of the Matter
?here is a_long, colorful history of polit-
ical activism in Minnesota, and Nellie
Stone Johnson has seen a great deal
of il. When she was a young woman, her

father drove vegetables from their Pine City
farm to the sirking Teamsters in the mar-
ket district of downtown Minneapolis in 1934,

* The vegelables were free as long as the

Teamsters had the cash for gas, which Nel-
lie’s family lacked. In 1944, she walked arm

" in arm with the other members of the Non- .

Partisan League as they went from Lheir con-
vention at the Nicollet Hotel to join the
convention of the Democralic Party atl the
Radisson to form the DFL. She has been a
member of the Democratic National Com-
mittee and a frequent delegate to the Demo-
cratic National Convention. .

At 86, she’s talking about going to cau-
Cus.

“T've got it really together about four hours
a day now, but I just think we have to do
something. T mean, look at the  economy.
Who is speaking for the poor? I mean dirt-

' poor working people who don’t know which

way to turn and don't have a way of under-
standing what’s happening to them because
nobody will tell them they belong. ‘What on
earth is the matter with the DFL? Minneso-
ta used (o be a national leader in civil rights.
Today civil rights in Minnesota is a joke. A
joke. Where is the DFL?

“Everybody's out there talking about the
middle class this, the middle class that. The
fastest-growing segment of the population in
this country are the poor and a lot of them
used to be what you call middle class. That's
the real trickle-down. Where on earth is the
DFL? No other issue, I don't care what—
feminism, abortion, whatever—takes center
stage when you have people who don’t have
enough to eat and no job and no health
care.’

Yes, ma‘um. CP

Precinct caucuses in both the DFL and the
Independent-Republican parties are March
3. Call the office of a political party to
find the location of your neighborhood cau-
cus.
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