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Physicist/politician Rush Holt—
one of a handful of scientists in

Congress—inherited both vocations
from his parents. His father, Rush Dew
Holt, was the youngest person ever
elected to the U.S. Senate—so young
that he couldn’t take office until the June
after his election, when he turned 30, the
constitutionally mandated minimum
age for a senator. His mother, Helen
Holt, was the only woman ever to serve
as West Virginia’s secretary of state.
Both were college teachers. Helen Holt
taught science.

Rush Holt—a Democrat who repre-
sents New Jersey’s 12th district in
Congress—was exposed to the positive
sides of both science and politics early
on. “Some of my happiest memories are
when I was in elementary school and my
mother was teaching science at a junior
college,” Holt said during a recent inter-
view in his Capitol Hill office.

His mother would take him to the col-
lege, and he would play with materials 
in the science supply room while she
taught. “I guess my mother would be in
trouble for child abuse if that ever came
out back then,” he joked. “But I had
great fun, and some of my favorite
books were about rocks and dinosaurs
and that sort of thing.”

Holt’s father died when he was in the
first grade. He doesn’t have vivid memo-
ries of the elder Holt’s political career,
which included stints in the West Virginia
state legislature before and after his term
in Washington. “I grew up with people,
even strangers on the street, coming up to
tell me how much my father had helped
them,” Holt said. Because of that, he said,
“I never doubted that politics can help
people. I learned from my parents a sense
that politics is important and honorable.”

Making the 
science-politics connection
Holt pursued science before politics,
earning a bachelor’s degree in physics
from Carleton College and master’s 
and doctoral degrees from New York
University. He taught at Swarthmore

College and served as assistant director of
the Princeton Plasma Physics Laboratory.
He also served as an arms control expert
in the Nuclear and Scientific Division of
the State Department’s Office of Strategic
Forces, won five times on the “Jeopardy”
television game show and worked 
for Democratic Rep. Bob Edgar of
Pennsylvania as a science fellow spon-

sored by the American Physical Society
and the American Institute of Physics.

The fellowship played a crucial role in
Holt’s development as a politician, even
though he didn’t run for Congress until a
decade and a half later. “I spent much of
that year thinking about the connection
between science and politics,” he said. “It
helped me come to terms with the appar-
ent clash between science and politics.” In
the view of many scientists, “politics is
compromising or dirty, and therefore not
for a high-minded individual,” Holt said.

Holt came to view politics as “applied
ethics,” he said. “Politics is to ethics as
engineering is to physics.” A successful
engineer can’t violate the laws of physics,
he said. But you’ll hire an engineer, not a
physicist, if you want to build a bridge.

For years, Holt volunteered in cam-
paigns, “stuffing envelopes, knocking on
doors, making phone calls.” Holt, a lib-
eral, was moved to intensify his political
activism by the triumph of conservatives
on Capitol Hill in the 1994 elections.

“I just think that a critical ingredient
of successful self government is a belief
that it works,” he said. “If the government
is our enemy, we’re our own enemy.
There are a number of things—not
everything—that we can do better
together than we can do separately. The
philosophy that everybody can take care
of themselves is, I think, a setback for 
civilization, because a large part of civi-
lization has been the development of
cooperation.”

Bringing science to lawmakers
Holt lost the Democratic congressional
primary in 1996; he won election to the
House in 1998.

After five years on the Hill, Holt has
concluded that Congress would work
better if scientists and lawmakers were
more knowledgeable about and comfort-
able with each other.

“There is hardly any aspect of scien-
tists’ lives that’s not affected by what goes
on in Congress,” he noted, “and what
goes on here is affected by the interaction
of people and organizations with the 
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Rep. Rush Holt, a physicist with a back-
ground in education, plasma physics
and arms control, represents New
Jersey’s 12th congressional district.

WASHINGTON FOCUS

“There is hardly any
aspect of scientists’ 

lives that’s not affected
by what goes 

on in Congress ... 
If scientists don’t fully

interact with the 
process, they fail to
influence it as much 

as they could 
and should.”

— U.S. Representative 
Rush Holt



Holt believes the cure for congres-
sional reticence about science lies 
with one of his top goals as a lawmaker:
improving science education for 
all Americans. “The House of Rep-
resentatives really is a very representa-
tive body,” Holt said. “Members of
Congress are very skillful, very smart.
But they are no more comfortable with
science than the average person is.”
American schools “produce the best 
scientists and engineers in the world
and leave behind about 80 percent of
Americans who say: ‘Oh, that’s science.
I don’t know and can’t know anything
about that.’

“Science shouldn’t be only for the
brains and the geeks. It should be for
everyone.”

Tom Price (ThePricesWrite@yahoo.com) is a
Washington, D.C.-based journalist who focuses on
government, politics, technology, business and 
education. 

representatives. If scientists don’t fully
interact with the process, they fail to
influence it as much as they could and
should. Most scientists could master poli-
tics if it weren’t for the psychological hur-
dle that it’s not something they should
spend their time on. Rudimentary poli-
tics is not that hard to master.”

Similarly, Holt finds most lawmakers
don’t scrutinize scientific issues closely
enough because they mistakenly believe
science is beyond their understanding.
“For the hundreds of issues before
Congress that have scientific or technical
components—and that’s most issues—
members of Congress will say they’re not
qualified to deal with those aspects of the
issues,” he said. “These are the same peo-
ple who will not hesitate to talk about the
economy or international affairs or other
areas in which they’re not trained—and
even have intelligent things to say about
those other areas.”
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Aerial view, Princeton Plasma Physics
Laboratory. Holt served as assistant
director of the lab before moving to
Capitol Hill.
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Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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