'Fake governance' has plagued my generation. Here's how we rise above it.

My generation knows nothing besides dysfunctional fake governance. It’s no wonder so few of us vote. We see a system broken by polarization.
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My generation has grown up with a government too polarized to address the nation's societal ails.

From Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s declaration in 2010 that “the single most important thing we want to achieve is for President Obama to be a one-term president,” to current House Democrats' impeachment of a Republican president, young people have never known a federal government that can transcend partisanship and obstructionism.

In fact, with each year, the polarization and gridlock have grown worse. Our government is on a stationary bike trying to address issues that zoom past us at Tour de France speeds. Our wheels are turning, but they’re not going anywhere. 

The impeachment of President Donald Trump is the newest installment in a series of dysfunction I call “fake governance.” Both parties are at fault. Both parties have long prioritized victory in short-term political battles over long-term solutions.

By requesting a foreign government’s assistance in an election and tying it to the release of military aid, Trump has abused the power of the Oval Office for his personal political gain. Yet, Republicans have turned a blind eye to the president's misdeeds to serve their own short-term political goals.

They are disregarding their oath of office, in which they declare that they “will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” In their denial of the president’s wrongdoings and the threat he posed to national security, they are enabling Trump to continue to degrade the sanctity of the Oval Office. They are exercising greater allegiance to their party than to their branch of government, which is meant to serve as a check against a powerful executive. This is fake governance: the illusion of upholding the Constitution while serving themselves and their party.

Legislation passed just for show

Democrats in this moment are just as guilty of fake governance.

On Dec. 12, as the House Judiciary Committee debated articles of impeachment, representatives voted on House Resolution 3 to reduce prescription drug prices, a long-term goal of the Democratic caucus. The bill passed the House, 230-192, but with only two Republicans (Reps. Brian Fitzpatrick of Pennsylvania and Jaime Herrera Beutler of Washington) crossing party lines to vote with a unified Democratic caucus. 

The bill would go far to lower drug prices by enabling the federal government to directly negotiate prices for more than 250 drugs annually. It also would penalize companies that do not engage in negotiations.

It would be a major win for legislators seeking to lower drug prices for their constituents — if it had a chance of actual enactment.

The reality is that HR 3 will lie with more than 250 other bills in Sen. McConnell’s legislative graveyard, primarily because only one party developed the legislation.

There is bipartisan agreement on the need to lower drug prices, but instead of both sides working together to find compromises the Senate and the president could agree on, Democrats prioritized passing a one-sided bill for a short-term win.

Amid criticism that the impeachment was distracting from other priorities, House Democrats wanted the ability to tout a victory when they returned to their districts for the holidays. So they passed this bill knowing it wouldn't become law.

Again, this is fake governance: trying to fix a problem with a doomed bill for a short-term political gain.

Young voters are turned off

My generation knows nothing besides this dysfunctional system of fake governance. It’s no wonder so few of us vote. We see a system broken by polarization, obstruction and short-term fixes, and we grow hopeless that our vote, that our voice, matters.

So many young people either avoid the system completely and grow politically apathetic, or they blend into the polarized extremes of the major parties, more focused on spouting rhetoric than finding solutions.
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At BridgeUSA, the leading multi-partisan organization on college campuses, we see another way forward for our generation; we see the potential to instill new norms of governance in the leaders of tomorrow.

To mitigate polarization and apathy, we encourage students to engage with our democracy through the “bridge mindset.” BridgeUSA creates spaces for students of varied ideologies to interact with those they disagree with. Students explore new ideas and learn to articulate their own preferences through civil discourse.

In doing so, we create empathetic young leaders excited to join the political process in productive ways.  

If today is a world of fake governance, BridgeUSA envisions a tomorrow defined by unified progress. Tomorrow’s leaders see the need to rise above partisan rhetoric. We have the potential to reach consensus on the problems corrupting our country. We just have to be willing to engage with one another to find it.

Amanda Shafer is External Events director of BridgeUSA and a student at the University of California, Berkeley.
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