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This year’s presidential candidates are chasing the populist success of Bill Clinton’s 
1992 campaign. With his ruddy complexion, playfully bad habits and slow, thoughtful 
speaking cadence, he charmed audiences and made the now-ubiquitous “town hall 
meeting” format a must-have for any presidential campaign. 
 
Clinton won crowds over by empathizing on “every man” issues like health care and 
jobs. Today’s town hall meetings tend to be a little different – more rallying grounds 
for the faithful than compelling fodder for Undecideds. This year’s famous example 
was the Bush supporter’s non-question at one town hall event in Columbus, Ohio, 
“"Mr. President, I don't have a question, I have three thank-yous. One, thank you for 
your availability to serve. Two, your candle is burning brightly. And three, thanks for 
accepting the call and answering the call to work for what's right in the country and 
in the world." 
 
On the campaign trail, the questions aren’t always as hard-hitting as we “Decideds” 
in the cheap seats might have them be. So, as the candidates shamelessly court the 
Undecideds’ votes, we Decideds might court their air time.  
 
You Undecideds – particularly if you happen to be optimally placed in a coveted 
swing state – have a unique opportunity to create a buzz with provocative inquiries 
at these town hall spectacles. No idea what to ask? Polisnarking has you covered 
with 20 hard-hitting questions guaranteed to elicit a solid answer or a telling 
deflection from this year’s candidates. Get your cheat sheet ready: 
 

1. In the first presidential debate, both candidates said that the conflict in the 
Sudan is resulting in genocide. Why are we registering voters in Afghanistan 
instead of fighting a scourge of genocide? 

 
2. Can both candidates state clearly their plans and views for compulsory civil 

and / or military service for young Americans? 
 

3. Much of the inflation in health care has been blamed on the effective “price 
floors” created by Medicare and Medicaid payment schedules. Why not get the 
government out of the business of insurance and use the “safety net” to 
purchase private sector insurance policies for our poorest citizens? 

 
4. Weren’t we supposed to have a much-publicized summit meeting with China 

in September? Did China stand us up? And, who is rescheduling? 
 

5. It’s been over three years, what’s happening to the imprisoned suspects at 
Guantanamo Bay – how long will you presume to keep their lives on hold? 
John Kerry, will you provide those prisoners with lawyers? 

 
6. What do you think the average Middle Easterners opinion of the U.S. is? What 

would you like it to be? How will we get there? 
 

7. The war in Iraq has been widely called a preemptive war, to protect the U.S. 
from various future threats. Would we support other countries (like Indonesia, 



Russia or Israel) that feel the need for preemptive strikes to protect their 
homeland? 

 
8. How is it that we can register 10 million voters in Afghanistan, but, even in 

very heated elections, bring fewer than 50% of U.S. adults to the polls? 
 

9. What did the airline industry do with the cash the government provided to bail 
them out?  What responsibilities to they have as part of that bail out to 
normalize prices, wages and employment security? 

 
10. Death penalty moratoriums have fallen out of the news lately. What is your 

opinion on the ability of the U.S. court system to correctly and reliably convict 
the right man? How do you justify your support of the death penalty knowing 
how many errors there are in convictions alone?  

 
11. President Bush, out of all the commands in Leviticus, why are your supporters 

so obsessed with the ideas of "Thou shall not lie with mankind as with 
womankind: it is abomination." Are they also giving sacrifice (Lev. 1:9), 
avoiding women during their time of menstrual uncleanliness (Lev. 15:19-24) 
and holding slaves from neighboring nations (Lev. 25:44). And, are you 
personally avoiding other abominations like shellfish (Lev. 11:10), and pig 
skin (Lev. 11:6-8),?  

 
12. Why not federalize the schools? Isn't all the inequity and inconsistency a 

natural outcome of local control?  
 

13.  What are the specifics of our energy independence program? How does 
creating an ethic of conservation – rather than the current American ethic of 
copious consumption – play into that? 

 
14. We’re denying many of America’s poorest single mothers basic welfare 

benefits and spending billions to send unmanned missions into space. What’s 
the balance between innovation and social responsibility?  

 
15. When do we admit the war on drugs is a big loser? Do you personally support 

the ongoing criminalization of marijuana?  
  

16. The drug war, mandatory sentencing and other social trends are filling many 
states’ prisons causing overcrowding, budget shortfalls, even facility closings. 
What innovative ideas do you have to ease the burden on America’s penal 
system? 

 
17. How do you expect to represent an entire country when you only surround 

yourselves with like minds? Particularly when America’s strongest business 
leaders sing the praises of a contrary voice on any team?  

 
18. If our 45th president happens to be a Muslim, how comfortable would you be 

with the phrase" Allah speaks through me" Does it occur to you that much of 
the country might be similarly uncomfortable with your religious 
showmanship? 

 
19. Lobbyists are a handy bad guy - the only career with worse press is, well, 

politicians. But if you work to quiet the power of Pharma and Oil, don't you 



silence more populist causes as well - liked Planned Parenthood and 
Greenpeace? 

 
20. The top 1% of wage earners pay 36% of the income taxes. How much is 

enough? Is lessening the rich-poor gap in America part of that equation? 
 
Of course we don’t know how important even the best questions will be in the end – 
as Kerry will stay on message and Bush will deflect any unwanted questions with the 
Teflon phrasing that has protected him since Ann Richard’s tough debate hooks back 
in 1994 – that’s a distraction from the issues that really concern Americans…  
 
Wrong deflection, wrong election, Mr. President. Ask away, America.  
 
 
 
 


