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PROLOGUE

It was a strange place to find the Contract with America.

Shortly before 9 A.M. on a rainy January day, I turned my rental car into the parking lot of the Davenport, Iowa, Holiday Inn. It was just days before the 2004 Iowa caucuses, the real kickoff of the race for the Democratic presidential nomination. A large crowd had squeezed into the hotel’s ballroom to hear a man who was suddenly emerging as a major candidate, perhaps the Democrats’ great hope to reclaim the White House: Senator John Kerry of Massachusetts.

Hundreds waited shoulder to shoulder for the candidate in the suffocating room—ten minutes, twenty minutes, thirty minutes. But no one seemed to mind that the senator was making them wait. The anticipation only grew. These Democrats were pumped up for John Kerry. They were ready to defeat George W. Bush. And finally, when the candidate arrived, he told them how he was going to do it.

By embracing the Republicans’ Contract with America.

Kerry didn’t put it this way, of course. No self-respecting Democrat seeking the presidency ever would. But the plan he laid out to voters in Davenport that day could be traced directly to a program that congressional Republicans had made the centerpiece of their agenda fully a decade earlier.

“Some in this campaign want to repeal all the Bush tax cuts,” Kerry told the crowd, referring to opponents Howard Dean, the former governor of Vermont, and former House majority leader Dick Gephardt. “I’m not one of them. I believe the middle class has enough problems. I will protect those middle-class tax cuts.” At this, the assembled Democratic stalwarts erupted in applause.

What Kerry called the “Bush tax cuts” were really the Contract with America tax cuts. Four conservative women had jammed the most important of these tax cuts, the $500-per-child tax credit, down the throats of House GOP leaders in the spring of 1994. House Republicans, still in the minority at the time, recognized the overwhelmingly positive public reaction to the tax credit and realized that tax cuts would be a potent political weapon against President Bill Clinton, who had promised middle-class tax cuts in the 1992 campaign but had failed to deliver them. (In fact, Clinton had raised gasoline taxes and Social Security taxes, both of which hit middle-class families.)

Kerry was even more emphatic the next day at a town hall meeting in Newton, Iowa. (It was at this meeting, incidentally, that Kerry first suggested Senator John Edwards of North Carolina as a possible running mate. Edwards was the only other Democrat running in Iowa to embrace the Contract-era middle-class tax cuts, though he did not make protection of the tax cuts nearly so significant a part of his campaign.) Arriving by helicopter in a weathered bomber jacket, rumpled khakis, open-collar blue dress shirt, and walking boots, Candidate Kerry had the studied look of the rugged individualist. His scratchy voice betrayed the endless, hell-for-leather campaigning he had done in Iowa. The caucuses were fast approaching, and Kerry stuck to his formula of embracing the Contract tax cuts.

As Kerry took questions, a self-described “undecided” voter asked him what he would do about taxes and the budget deficit, then exceeding $400 billion. “I roll back the Bush tax cut for the wealthiest Americans,” Kerry responded. “But I don’t do what some other candidates [Dean and Gephardt] want to do, which is roll the whole thing back, because I don’t want to raise taxes on the middle class. If you roll the whole thing back, you wind up losing the child tax credit increase, [and] you reinstate the marriage penalty. I don’t want to tax the middle class to get out of this hole.”

Kerry’s specificity could not have been a more compelling salute to the Contract with America tax cuts. The two most important tax cuts in the Contract, the ones Bill Clinton eventually signed into law (representing the first broadly distributed federal income tax cuts since 1981), were the $500-per-child tax credit and the reduction in the marriage penalty, a tax-law change that protected millions of couples from paying more in federal income taxes as a married couple than they would if they remained single.

As a political reporter covering these campaign events, I couldn’t help but reflect on how profoundly American politics had changed in just a decade. Back in 1994, President Clinton and Democratic surrogates, including Kerry, had campaigned hard against these tax cuts. Yet just five days after the GOP’s historic victory in 1994—when the Republicans took control of both houses of Congress for the first time in forty years—Clinton embraced the child tax credit. He signed the tax credit and other Contract tax cuts into law in 1997, and they were wildly popular. In 2001, 2002, and 2003, President George W. Bush added still more Contract-era tax cuts and expanded the ones already on the books.

As the Davenport and Newton speeches indicated, John Kerry put his support of Contract with America tax cuts at the forefront of his economic platform during the Iowa campaign. It was certainly an unconventional and risky approach for a Democratic candidate. After all, since the New Deal the Democratic Party had been committed to using government programs to solve the problems of the lower and middle classes. Kerry gambled, literally betting millions of his own money (taking out a loan on his Boston home) on the outcome at a time when he had been written off as a candidate, and when it seemed that Howard Dean was running away with the Democratic nomination. Kerry’s gamble paid off. He used his support for the Contract tax cuts to great effect, particularly against Dean.

And the Davenport and Newton performances were not aberrations. Kerry invested heavily in a thirty-second television commercial featuring Elizabeth Hendrix of Des Moines, a widow raising her four children on an office worker’s salary of $28,000. In the ad, Hendrix, sitting in her living room and looking straight into the camera, told Iowans that she supported Kerry because he would protect the middle class. She said middle-class Iowa families had been through enough, were facing tough times, and didn’t need higher taxes. “John Kerry understands what’s going on in my life,” she concluded. It was one of the most effective ads in the Iowa caucuses and helped propel Kerry to victory. The Hendrix ad was so important to Kerry, he mentioned her story prominently in his victory speech in the historic Fort Des Moines Hotel on caucus night: “For those of you not yet part of this fight, I ask you to go to johnkerry.com and join me in fighting for an America where the people are in charge. Join me in fighting for people like Elizabeth Hendrix from Des Moines, who’s working full-time, raising four boys, and earns $28,000 a year. We shouldn’t be raising taxes on the middle class; we shouldn’t be telling them to pay the bill for George W. Bush’s mistakes.”

Kerry’s triumph in Iowa essentially decided the race for the Democratic presidential nomination, because no one seriously challenged him thereafter. In other words, Kerry’s path to victory was paved in no small way by the tax cuts first brought to national attention by the Contract with America. That an issue central to the political success of Republicans nearly ten years earlier could play so pivotal a role in a Democratic presidential candidate’s campaign to win the support of liberal party activists (not middle-of-the-roaders, as you would find in a general election) is nothing short of astonishing.

Other factors contributed to Iowa’s victory, of course, not least of which was Kerry’s four-month tour in Vietnam as a Swift Boat commander. Howard Dean himself contends that Kerry’s support among veterans proved more important than tax cuts. “We’ve talked about this, and I know John believes that he benefited by espousing the middle[-class] tax cut,” Dean told me in an interview just before the Democratic convention in 2004. “But I don’t. I don’t want to make the political point, but I don’t think John’s victory had anything to do with middle[-class] tax cuts, not among Democratic activists.”

But Kerry’s own polling indicated that the middle-class tax issue was enormously important to the Massachusetts senator’s victory in Iowa, as Kerry pollster Mark Mellman told me. “The issue polled very well, and that’s why we put the ad out and made it one of the last two ads in the campaign before the caucuses,” Mellman says. “We also ran a veteran ad at the same time, and that worked better in focus groups and polling, but only marginally better.” Now, Mellman is quick to add that the Kerry campaign considered these tax cuts to be “Clinton tax cuts because he called for them in the ’92 campaign” and that “we didn’t consider ourselves to be copying or endorsing Republican tax cuts.” But he concedes that President Clinton never enacted a set of broad-based middle-class tax cuts until Republicans won control of Congress and pushed the cuts.

Despite Howard Dean’s contention, the tax-cut issue became the most important issue in the Iowa race, separating Kerry from the two competitors who were thought to pose the biggest organizational and political threat to his campaign, Dean and Gephardt.

And it wasn’t just on tax cuts where John Kerry embraced the Contract with America. Throughout Iowa, Kerry set out a platform many of those who first signed the Contract with America, on September 27, 1994, would have endorsed: aggressive pursuit of a balanced budget; welfare reform; a strong defense, including a budget that would not cut any of the spending increases originally sought in the Contract; using IRAs and refundable tax credits to pay for a college education; allowing seniors to work longer without facing higher taxes; using block grants to boost state and local law enforcement; eliminating parole for repeat violent offenders and establishing truth-in-sentencing laws that would require prisoners to serve 85 percent of their sentences; eliminating unfunded federal mandates (federal laws that required states to comply but did not provide the revenue to achieve compliance); and applying all federal workplace and civil rights laws to members of Congress.

It made little difference that Kerry had originally opposed many of these policies. He, like many other Democrats, was now claiming political and policy terrain to which the Republicans had first laid claim a decade earlier.

To be sure, Candidate Kerry often promised to do much more than this. He promised far greater aid to college-age students. He promised even larger middle-class tax cuts. He promised more police on the beat by increasing direct federal aid that required the hiring of more police officers. But Kerry did not call for removal or reform of a single component of the Contract with America dealing with taxes, spending, welfare, crime, defense spending (with the exception of ballistic missile defense), federal mandates, or congressional reform. He and the other Democrats railed against aspects of the Republican agenda, of course, but these were quarrels with Republicans outside of the Contract with America.

In April 2004, after locking up the Democratic nomination, Kerry unveiled what he called “A Contract with America’s Middle Class.” This new “Contract,” an attempt to refocus Kerry’s domestic policy and create wider voter interest, promised even larger middle-class tax cuts, aid for home ownership and college tuition, and job retraining. Kerry also promised no new spending without matching cuts in other federal programs and what he called a “real cap on spending.” “When I put forward a new idea,” Kerry told the American Society of Newspaper Editors on April 23, 2004, “I’ll tell you how I’m going to pay for it.” As this book will demonstrate, it was just these budget-cutting tactics employed by Republicans that led to the budget showdown with Clinton in 1995, a confrontation that fundamentally changed Washington’s approach to spending, deficit reduction, and debt repayment.

With the exception of job retraining, all of Kerry’s pillars were part of the original Contract with America. In need of a victory from Democratic partisans in Iowa, Kerry ran stealthily on the Contract. In pursuit of a broader general-election audience, he did it more overtly. Covertly or overtly, the lesson is the same: The Contract lives.

The Kerry campaign vowed that its commitment to Contract-era tax cuts was sacrosanct. For example, on October 10, 2004—less than a month before the election—Democratic vice presidential nominee John Edwards went on NBC’s Meet the Press to declare that if Kerry, as president, was forced to choose between protecting existing middle-class tax cuts and preserving proposed domestic spending increases, Kerry would choose the tax cuts. “If we have done all those things [to try to cut spending] and, at the end of the day, it becomes necessary to make sure we do not raise taxes on the middle class, then we will roll back some of our ideas,” Edwards said. “John’s already said, for example, national service, which is something he’s committed to, early childhood, things that are near and dear to us, and we think very important to the country, but, if it becomes necessary to meet that commitment, we will roll things back.” The Contract-era tax cuts that lay at the heart of Kerry’s tax-cut agenda (Kerry promised to expand some cuts and add still more) had grown in importance from simple campaign proposal to absolute governing priority. It’s a path the tax cuts had traveled once before, in 1994. The only difference was that this time they became part of the Democrats’ governing agenda.

As I covered the 2004 presidential campaign for Fox News, I was amazed to see how few people recognized just how dramatically the Republicans who came to power in 1994 had reshaped American politics, and America as a whole. Certainly not many of the Democrats who cheered John Kerry on would have acknowledged the debt the candidate owed to the Contract with America. Democrats had consigned the Contract to the ash heap of history when Bill Clinton won reelection in 1996. By 2004, many conservatives, too, had come to have reservations about the importance of what came to be known as the Republican Revolution. They brooded that many of the so-called revolutionaries had lost their spine and accommodated to Washington go-along-to-get-along folkways, and they despaired that the first unified GOP government (control of the House, Senate, and White House) since the first two years of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s presidency—long before there was a conservative movement—had failed to control spending or shrink New Deal, Fair Deal, and Great Society bureaucracies.

Most of us remember snippets of the high-octane days that were the Republican Revolution. Newt Gingrich of Georgia—the leader of the revolution, a force that seems to bend the universe in his direction—takes over as Speaker of the House. Congressional Republicans march lockstep through the first hundred days. President Clinton struggles for relevance. Budgets collide. The government shuts down. Then shuts down again. Republicans cave. Clinton rises, Republicans retreat. Clinton wins reelection. Republicans obsess over Clinton’s sex scandal with Monica Lewinsky and lose House seats in 1998. Gingrich resigns. Revolution ends.

For most Americans, that’s the story: a bright flash of power; bravado and hubris; a clash with an eloquent president; a few midcourse compromises; a massive political overreach on the budget; an inglorious retreat; and a reelected president.

But that’s not the end of the story. Far from it.

“We live in a Contract with America world,” University of New Orleans historian and Kerry biographer Douglas Brinkley told me. “And if you look at Clinton and George W. Bush, they are successful in response to co-opting or working within a Contract with America framework of less government, lower taxes, and aggressive foreign policy. The Contract with America is the most important domestic political document of the last forty years.”

Brinkley explains how it could be that a Democratic presidential candidate could seize control of the race by adopting the Republican Contract with America. “Everyone now positions off the Contract. They are either for it or against it. It’s like the hub of a wheel, and everything touches it and moves off of it. And Democrats have not been able to circumvent it.”

As Brinkley points out, the Contract with America is still very much with us. To many critics—Democrat and Republican; liberal, conservative, and moderate—the Contract with America was simply a gimmick of electoral politics, and the so-called Republican Revolution was anything but revolutionary. But the 1994 election did indeed mark a seismic shift in American politics. The Republicans who swept into office in 1994 on the strength of the Contract with America won a victory no one could see. For forty years Republicans had been written off when it came to congressional politics. But these Republicans refused to accept defeat, and they defied all rational political tactics and tendencies. Their gamble was as audacious as any contemporary American politics had ever seen. And so, in early January 1995, Newt Gingrich accepted the Speaker’s gavel from Democrat Richard Gephardt. Republicans suddenly had a voice they had not had in four decades: the voice of congressional power. The voice of the purse strings. The voice of tax law. The voice of congressional investigations. The voice of the people.

The first year of the Republican Revolution, 1995, was the most tumultuous year in legislative politics of the twentieth century. As congressional reporter for the Washington Times, I had an inside view of the historic developments that year, just as I had covered virtually every step leading up to the revolution.

The Republican Revolution is the most important political story in decades. But it is also one of the most misunderstood episodes in our political history. In many ways, despite the common view that the Republican Revolution quickly petered out, some of the most consequential moments of Republican rule of Congress occurred after 1995.

Undeniably, Newt Gingrich and the other Republican leaders made critical mistakes and suffered setbacks, which this book will explore and explain. But their achievements were much more significant and long-lasting. At a minimum, the Republicans who took control of Congress in 1995 fundamentally changed the American debate on a host of issues—welfare, taxes, abortion, defense, health care, education, entitlements, terrorism, gun control, and crime, among others.

Even more important, the Republicans radically reshaped our notions of what government can and should be doing. Even after the presidency of Ronald Reagan, who preached, “Government is not the solution to the problem; government is the problem,” a government that had been dominated by Democrats for four decades still reflected President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal ethos. Although Gingrich praised Franklin Roosevelt in his January 1995 speech on accepting the Speaker’s gavel (“If you truly love democracy and you truly believe in representative self-government, you can never study Franklin Delano Roosevelt too much.… He was clearly, I think, as a political leader the greatest figure of the twentieth century”), the Republican Revolution was dedicated to the systematic dismantling of Roosevelt’s New Deal and its successor under Lyndon Johnson, the Great Society.

In fact, many of the setbacks the Republicans experienced when they took control of Congress occurred because they confronted the New Deal and Great Society head-on. This proved politically disastrous. That does not mean they gave up the fight, however. Now the moves are far more subtle and incremental. But the direction is the same.

Grover Norquist, one of the Republicans’ most innovative thinkers and effective political strategists, sketched it out to me over coffee at Washington’s Mayflower Hotel: “Give me a lever long enough and fulcrum strong enough and I can move the world. You can do anything ten or twenty years from now and you can do nothing next week. You can’t do ten-year or twenty-year projects unless you’re planning on having control [of Congress] for a lengthy period of time. A lot of this, you’ve got to have operating control for long periods of time, so you plan.” The Republicans plan on having that operating control—and for more than a decade now, they’ve protected it. In fact, Republican control of the House and Senate has outlived the most visible figures of the triumph that was the 1994 election. Though Newt Gingrich, Bob Dole, Dick Armey, and Trent Lott have either left Congress or assumed far less-visible roles on Capitol Hill, the GOP’s control continues. And the Republicans continue to make impressive gains; in the 2004 elections they gained seats in both the House and the Senate, while also helping George W. Bush win the presidential race decisively.

Republicans honestly believe that dismantling the New Deal and the Great Society will make America better. They believe in the power of personal savings, in personal responsibility, and in shifting choices about health care and retirement to individuals. They disdain the notion of a universal safety net and scoff at the idea that wealthy retirees require the same Social Security and Medicare protections as the poor. And they have moved to rewrite the tax code to shift wealthy and middle-class Americans away from both. It’s a profound change, one that challenges Roosevelt’s view of America. The Contract with America set it in motion.

The Contract not only lives, it governs—on both sides of the aisle. Just as John Kerry built much of his 2004 presidential campaign around the Contract with America, President George W. Bush has taken his cues on domestic policy from the congressionally driven agenda laid out in the Contract.

From the distance of ten years, this much is clear: Our lives are different because Republicans took control of Congress in 1995 and held that control for the next decade. Our lives are far, far different from what they would have been if Democrats had continued their reign. As this book will demonstrate, Republicans have changed this country and our lives in startling ways. It doesn’t matter who you are. Rich, poor, or middle-class. Conservative or liberal. Pro-life or pro-choice. Pro-gun or anti-gun. Globalist or protectionist. Hawk or dove. All of our lives have changed, and they changed for one reason: Republicans won an election in 1994, igniting a clash of ideas and political forces America won’t soon forget.

It is time to revisit the revolution. Only by understanding exactly what happened and how it happened can we understand how Republicans have changed America, and how these changes will shape the nation’s future.


1

REVOLUTION

The 104th Congress, of 1995–96, was the most important Congress of the twentieth century. Quite possibly it was the most important Congress in American history.

Most Americans don’t think much about Congress. And it’s not just the general public. Historians love to rank presidents, but they never rank Congresses. Why? Because Congress typically doesn’t matter. That is, Congress typically doesn’t matter as much as the president with whom it interacts—the leader who can set the nation’s agenda even if he can’t pass the laws. Whereas the president is an individual with a clear vision and often with the ability to rally Americans behind that vision, Congress is a hulking, plodding legislative body. Congress is not generally responsible for new, provocative ideas; rather, it is where such ideas go to be watered down by endless compromises and attached to other costly programs by politicians eager to impress their constituents.

That is how it normally works, anyway. Even when Congress has had big clashes with presidents, it has almost always been when Congress has resisted bold new ideas or resented efforts to uproot or challenge protected industries or orthodoxies. In 1832, Congress resisted Andrew Jackson’s effort to kill the National Bank. In 1903, Congress resisted Theodore Roosevelt’s attempts to tame the trusts. In 1919, Congress dealt a crushing blow to Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations by refusing to ratify the Treaty of Versailles. A series of Congresses used political intimidation to prevent Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy from proposing civil rights legislation.

But the Congress sworn in in January 1995 was anything but typical. In fact, this new Congress was hailed as bringing a “revolution” to American politics. Part of it, of course, was that for the first time in four decades the Republicans had taken control of Congress. And in truth, the Democrats’ dominion over the House of Representatives extended back much further than to 1954, the election in which the Democrats regained the numerical advantage in the House they had lost in 1952. Democrats had really seized the levers of government in 1930, at the dawn of the Great Depression, and spent more than six decades consolidating that power—through the New Deal, Truman’s Fair Deal, the civil rights era, the Great Society, and the large, liberal, and activist Watergate class of 1974 that redefined Democratic congressional power for the next twenty years. The Democratic Party controlled the House of Representatives for sixty of the sixty-four years between 1930 and 1994, and the Senate for fifty-four of those sixty-four years. The Republican Congress elected in 1952, on Dwight D. Eisenhower’s coattails, was, in essence, an accidental majority—the Democrats regained power in the next election. The same could be said for the Republican majority that was elected in 1946: Republicans offered no coherent political alternative to President Truman’s efforts to expand the New Deal, which allowed Truman to run for reelection in 1948 against the “Do Nothing” Republican Congress. Divorced from an agenda and a political plan to consolidate gains, the Republican majority disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. (So uncertain of their majority status were House Republicans in 1946 and 1952 that GOP leaders kept the offices they held while in the minority, ceding the larger and more ornately decorated real estate to their Democratic betters.)

Yet something more was happening in the 1994 election. This time the Republicans would not quickly cede the ground they had taken, as they had after 1946 and 1952. Here was a different breed of Republican. The Republicans of the 104th Congress were first and foremost about ideas. Ideas drove the politics. Ideas drove the reforms. Ideas drove the agenda. Ideas drove President Clinton away from the leftist congressional barons who had hijacked the centrist agenda he campaigned on in 1992 and turned it (at times with far too much Clintonian complicity) into an unrecognizable hash of tax increases, pork-barrel stimulus spending, nationalized health care, costly and timid welfare reform, drastic defense cuts, and no middle-class tax cut—for even while Clinton publicly demonized the new Republican majority for his short-term political benefit, he was adapting to the new center-right political terrain defined by the 1994 election, and defined by the Republicans’ ideas. Ultimately, the Republicans’ ideas profoundly reshaped our nation—and continue to shape it to this day.

These ideas were codified in the Contract with America, which Republicans publicly unveiled at a September 27, 1994, event on the West Front of the U.S. Capitol. Many Americans remember the ceremony on the Capitol steps, as 337 Republicans who either were in the House already or were campaigning to win seats gathered to sign the Contract. But the Contract was not designed just for that one-day press event. It offered a detailed, comprehensive agenda touching everything from internal congressional reform to national defense, welfare to economic growth, term limits to balancing the budget, crime control to tort reform.

The Contract started with a unified set of principles for which these 337 Republicans stood: individual liberty, economic opportunity, limited government, personal responsibility, and security at home and abroad. From these principles arose a two-part agenda: The first part laid out eight “major reforms” that were “aimed at restoring the faith and trust of the American people in their government.” These reforms applied to the management of Congress; for instance, the Republicans called for changing the rules in Congress so lawmakers had to live under all major federal regulations, cutting the number of House committees and the size of committee staffs, and requiring a three-fifths majority vote to pass a tax increase. The second part, a ten-point legislative agenda, was even more important. As this book will reveal, it was the result of intense intraparty debate, and the culmination of years of work on the part of numerous Republicans both inside and outside of Congress. And to show their commitment to the agenda, the Republicans vowed that if they took the majority, they would vote on all ten planks of the Contract within the first hundred days of taking power. “If we break this contract, throw us out. We mean it.”

In the ten planks, the Republicans called for:


	A balanced-budget amendment and a legislative line-item veto to restore fiscal responsibility to Congress

	A strong anti-crime bill that expanded the death penalty and required longer jail sentences for felons

	A “personal responsibility act” that would reform welfare by forcing able-bodied recipients off public assistance after two years and reduce welfare spending

	A “family reinforcement act” that would, among other things, provide tax incentives for adoption and establish an elderly dependent-care tax credit

	A $500-per-child tax credit, a reduction of taxes on married couples, and the creation of tax-free savings accounts available to help families cover the cost of college tuition, first-time home purchases, or medical expenses

	A strong national security defense bill that would protect defense spending from further cuts, eliminate any possible United Nations command of U.S. troops, and call for the swift development and deployment of a national ballistic missile defense system

	Allowing seniors to earn more without losing Social Security benefits

	Eliminating federal unfunded mandates (that is, federal laws that require states or communities to take particular actions but do not provide the funds necessary for the actions) and passing other reforms to create new jobs and increase wages, such as reducing the capital gains tax and providing incentives for small businesses

	Reducing damages awarded in civil cases and making other “commonsense legal reforms”

	Term limits on senators and congressmen



The legislative language behind each and every plank of the Contract with America was already written before the Contract was unveiled—pages and pages of legislation, in fact. This may sound like a minor matter, but actually it is the most significant part of the story. The Contract was much more than an easy-to-read political manifesto. To be sure, the ten planks were reduced for public consumption to catchy, focus-group-tested phrases, much as other campaign manifestos are constructed. But Contract task forces produced a complete bill for each plank, one that voters could scrutinize before the election. It was an arduous process persuading lawmakers who had never been in the majority to stop thinking about issues from the perspective of Republicans playing off Democratic proposals and start thinking of bills they wanted to become law. Operating as the minority party, Republicans created a political agenda they believed would give them real legislative power. By painstakingly turning “issues” into legislative documents, the Republican authors of the Contract made it impossible for their agenda to disappear after Election Day 1994, as so many election-year manifestos do. With tax cuts, welfare reform, defense spending, ballistic missile defense, prison and crime reforms, and the line-item veto, Republicans changed the country through the power of ideas and the unshakable desire to implement them. Unlike any other political document in American history, the Contract lived a more important life after the last ballot was counted than it did before the first vote was cast.

Two other Congresses of the twentieth century can claim the mantle “historic”—the first New Deal Congress, which set Franklin Roosevelt’s liberal agenda in legislative stone, and Lyndon Johnson’s first Congress, which enacted most of the Great Society programs. But both of those Congresses followed the political lead of powerful presidents who had won landslide elections. The GOP Congress of 1995, in contrast, worked in defiance of an opposition president in his first term in office and only two years removed from unseating a Republican incumbent. No Congress in American history working from such a small toehold of power gave rise to a wider array of ideas or changed the country, its economy, its defenses, its culture, or its political processes more profoundly than the 104th Congress. Not all at once. But gradually, at times almost imperceptibly, Congress changed America from top to bottom. And it did so through the strength, grit, and idealism of a kind of conservative Republican America had never known before and in many ways is still getting used to.

The America we live in now is a reflection in more ways of the 104th Congress than it is of the presidency of Bill Clinton or George W. Bush. Indeed, that Congress radically altered the political course of Clinton’s presidency and laid the intellectual and political foundation for Bush’s. The presidents might have signed the laws, but the 104th Congress either proposed those laws directly or set in motion the process by which they became law. Many policies now part of the fabric of American life drew their intellectual inspiration and political impetus from the leaders and members of that first GOP majority elected in 1994.

This book is not about tactics but about trajectories. It seeks to measure not only what Republicans accomplished and failed to accomplish, but also something much more difficult but just as important—to wit, what happened that otherwise would not have happened had Republicans not been in charge.

It is not an idle question. In fact, it lies at the heart of any serious evaluation of what Republican rule in Congress has meant to the nation.

Radical Conservatives

Despite the deep and lasting changes it has brought to this country, the Republican Revolution remains misunderstood. Yes, the year 1995 was a watershed in our history. Yet so much of the political analysis immediately after the Year of the Contract dismissed the Contract itself and the legions of Republicans who supported it as failures.

Academic books written one or two years later remarked how pathologically antipolitical the first GOP majority was in seeking to pass the Contract and implement other components of its agenda. The academics said that the Republicans were to a fault antipolitical—in other words, that they were so ideological that they were virtually impervious to standard political calculations measuring how one political position or a series of them would affect constituent relations, fund-raising, and their role with leadership. Congressional scholars seemed absolutely floored and more than a bit repulsed by the apparent unwillingness of some members of the new GOP majority to play Congress’s typical political games. For instance, most academics found baffling the frequency with which the newly elected Republican members ignored basic political calculations and plowed ahead with unrealistic plans to close the Departments of Education, Commerce, and Energy. They marveled at the ease with which the new Republican majority threw aside polling data about the government shutdown in 1995 and demanded that its leaders continue on the same course, even as their own prospects for reelection grew ever more remote.

But the commitment to the ideas above all else was entirely the point. The new Republican majority, especially the seventy-three fresh-faced freshmen, considered themselves a majority rooted in ideas they were sure would create a better America. Many of these ideas had been kicking around GOP think tanks and policy shops for years. Congressional Democrats had ignored both the Republicans and their ideas, as had the national media. But Republicans kindled their dreams of a House and Senate majority around the glow of a few big ideas—all of which were incorporated into the Contract with America.

Indeed, the Republicans of the 104th Congress and the Congresses that succeeded it were profoundly idealistic. The terms “conservative” and “idealism” are almost never found in the same sentence. But among the many things it is important to understand about the Republican Revolution, one of the most critical is the commitment of the vast majority of the members of the 104th Congress to their ideas, their belief that their ideas were better than anyone else’s. To most of them, ideas were more important than politics. They looked askance at the sort of political calculations normal politicians make every day, because such calculations would subvert their ideas and undermine their very purpose as political actors. This idealism is one of the reasons the most radical conservatives who came to power in 1995 proved so hard to manage.

Of course, it would be naive to believe that congressional Republicans did not also hunger for power. While they clearly expected that control of the House would allow them to radically alter the direction of domestic and foreign policy, they also intended to punish Democrats and those who cooperated or sympathized with Democrats. Of the hundreds of internal House GOP documents I reviewed for this book, one of the most startling was a section from a massive confidential document that the Republican leadership developed in the summer of 1994 to plan for how to use the institutional power of the House upon gaining majority control. Titled “Hearings/Oversight,” the document (which can be found in this book’s appendix) read:


The purpose of this section is to explore how a Republican majority in the House should use committee oversight authority.… To do the job right, House Republicans have to start with the right job description. They should consider oversight hearings both a tool for building constituencies and a weapon to expose and punish bad people and their bad policies. Yes, bad people, not just people with whom we disagree. House Republicans must be willing to let the world know that great evil has been done in the Congress over the past 40 years of Democrat rule. To exaggerate a bit, this will be our Nuremberg. Month after shocking month, the Democrat past must be put on trial.



With the benefit of hindsight, it’s easy to see that this document failed to influence the House Republican approach to oversight. When it came to exposing the “great evil” of past Democratic Congresses or investigating government waste or malfeasance, the Republicans did almost nothing. But they did use their congressional power against the Clinton White House. “I never understood why Republicans, after having their best election in fifty years on an issue-based strategy, promptly spent the next six on personal attacks,” former Clinton political adviser Paul Begala told me. “It is impossible to express the torture that those right-wing congressmen exacted in their endless, politically motivated investigations. I truly hate the way those politicians abused the legitimate oversight function of Congress. There is no doubt it was a political strategy.” Begala takes the oversight part of the GOP agenda personally, since many of his friends found themselves on the other end of Republican subpoenas.

But even Begala does not question that the Contract itself was rooted in new and important ideas. “As a strategist, I thought it was damn clever,” Begala says. “It was very smart for the Republicans to accentuate accountability and commitment. It was also based on ideas, not personal attacks.” He also concedes that Republicans shaped welfare reform, proved far more aggressive in reforming Congress than Democrats, and shifted national policy toward more direct confrontation with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and did so long before 9/11.

The early reviews of the first GOP House majority in forty years missed the critical point of the Republicans’ idealism. Instead observers took out their legislative scorecards and noted that in the first hundred days only two bills were signed into law: one applied all federal labor, health, and workplace safety laws to the congressional workplace; and the other prohibited federal unfunded mandates. Only one bill was signed into law in the next hundred days. For the entire first year of the 104th Congress, only 88 bills became law—the fewest laws passed in a session of Congress since 1933, when the Twentieth Amendment was ratified, moving the month of Congress’s convening from March to January. In the twenty years prior to 1995, the number of laws passed in a legislative session had dipped below 200 only twice and had never dropped below 100. Congressional analysts looked at the 104th’s initial output and sniffed. “Republicans scored very few achievements,” concluded Congressional Quarterly, considered by many the most authoritative and unbiased chronicle of congressional matters.

Why so few laws passed that first year? The new Republican majority sought massive changes in almost every area of government. It sought to radically alter the understood order of things in Washington. Where Democrats wanted to spend, Republicans wanted to cut. Where Democrats wanted to cut, Republicans wanted to spend. Programs Democrats vowed to preserve just as they were, Republicans vowed to reform as radically as possible. A Democratic president who had allowed himself to be defined by the congressional Democratic majority he inherited in 1992 felt obliged to stop the radical Republican restructuring of government wherever he could. But as we shall see, the new Republican majority’s aggressive policy agenda changed the Clinton White House far more than the Clinton White House changed the hard-charging Republicans.

In short, to judge that first Republican Congress based on how many laws were immediately passed is utterly inadequate. It was said at the time that the GOP Congress failed because only one-third of the Contract became law during the 104th Congress. It was also said that the Republicans failed because they lost the public relations war over the 1995 government shutdown and provided a beleaguered President Clinton the kind of political showdown that led to his rehabilitation and reelection. These measurements fit precisely within Washington’s obsession with tactical advantage and its slavish devotion to offering instant winner-loser analysis of any political confrontation.

Judging the first Republican Congress simply by the number of laws passed also ignores just how active that Congress was and how significant its proposals were. The first ninety-three days of the 104th—in which the Republicans moved ten separate pieces of legislation to the floor for votes, the ten planks of the Contract—were, in fact, the most productive of any Congress since 1933, when Congress wrote Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “First Hundred Days” legislation. But the 104th was actually more productive than even Roosevelt’s Congress, which simply redrafted bills passed previously that Roosevelt’s predecessor, Herbert Hoover, had vetoed. In other words, Roosevelt’s highly productive Congress was not staking out new ground, as the Republicans were in 1995. Moreover, in 1933, Congress was reacting to a national crisis, the Great Depression; no crisis existed in 1995, and thus Congress had no such mandate for radical change. Nor were the Democrats who controlled Congress in 1933 reacquainting themselves with the levers of power for the first time in decades. This is not a point to be taken lightly. The Republican majority of 1995 had no hands-on knowledge of how to run Congress—how to organize committees, apportion committee staff, or bring legislation to the floor.*

The Republicans started from nothing but a set of ideas and a notion that they wanted to govern differently and wield legislative power more effectively.

Another aspect of GOP success emerges when the 104th Congress is viewed through the longer lens of history. This Congress fundamentally changed Bill Clinton’s approach to governing, driving him toward a balanced budget in seven years, persuading him to sign welfare reform legislation far more conservative than that which he originally proposed, leading him to dramatically boost spending on defense and intelligence programs, and forcing him to at least wrestle with Medicare bankruptcy by appointing a blue-ribbon panel whose chairman, Senator John Breaux, Louisiana Democrat, would years later play a pivotal role in writing a prescription drug benefit for Medicare on behalf of a Republican president. In addition, it set in motion intense congressional dialogue on ballistic missile defense that would create a wedge issue in the 2000 presidential campaign; it relaunched the career of one of the most powerful defense secretaries in American history (Donald Rumsfeld); it eventually generated a new global consensus on nuclear deterrence built around the concept of shared ballistic missile defense; it created the political impetus for the first middle-class tax cut in twenty-six years (those contained in Clinton’s bipartisan budget deal with Congress in 1997); and it reversed a two-decades-long movement toward a center-left consensus on two of the most divisive social issues of our day—gun control and abortion. Finally, the 104th Congress or its immediate successors established the framework for nearly all of President George W. Bush’s domestic agenda—most notably the three tax cuts passed during his first three years in office, but also Bush policy on education, welfare, health care, the environment, energy, Medicare, Social Security, defense, intelligence, crime, abortion, agriculture, regulations, and space exploration.

Many other ideas pursued vigorously in the 104th survive to this day. Many have changed the way you live your life. Many will change the way your children will live. Consider how many changes in American life are a direct result of actions taken by the 104th Congress or set in motion by it or later GOP congressional majorities:


	Everyone now pays lower federal income taxes.

	25 million taxpayers pay on average at least $480 less in taxes because of the implementation of the child tax credit.

	30 million married couples pay on average at least $369 less in taxes because of the implementation of the marriage penalty relief.

	Every soldier has better equipment and better pay because of annual increases in this type of defense spending first initiated by the 104th Congress and continued by every successive GOP-led Congress. The positive implications of these spending increases on the nation’s ability to prosecute the War on Terror will be discussed in detail later in the book.

	The U.S. intelligence community acquired more spy satellites, hired more agents, and operated more aggressively in more nations because of annual increases in CIA and other espionage funding initiated in the 104th Congress and continued by every successive GOP-led Congress. The positive implications of these funding increases on specific tasks carried out to prosecute the War on Terror will be discussed in detail later in the book.

	America is now building a ballistic missile defense system to protect parts of the country from the launch of a ballistic missile carrying a nuclear, biological, or chemical warhead. The creation of this system led the United States to abandon the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, a move that led to a dramatically different global debate on the future of nuclear deterrence. Eventually Russia, China, and Europe agreed that ballistic missile defense was neither destabilizing nor counterproductive. This reevaluation of strategic approaches to deterrence ushered in a new global consensus on the subject, the first such shift since the dawn of the Cold War.

	2.3 million former welfare recipients now have jobs, 3.5 million fewer families live in poverty, and 2.9 million fewer children live in poverty as a result of welfare reform passed in 1996. States and the federal government have saved hundreds of billions in lower welfare costs as a result of dramatically reduced welfare rolls since 1996.

	17 million seniors over the age of sixty-five now have prescription drug coverage they never had before.

	Every American can now set aside tax-free money every year (up to $2,000) for unexpected health expenses, roll over unused portions, and transfer the entire accumulated sums to his or her heirs.

	Education spending increased 142 percent, from $23 billion to $56 billion, from 1996 to 2004. Funding for special education—a federal mandate since 1975—has increased 282 percent since Republicans took control of Congress, with spending in 2005 exceeding $10 billion.

	Every student in America will be tested for reading and math comprehension starting in the third grade and continuing through the eighth grade.

	For the first time since the Supreme Court’s 1973 Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion, the federal government banned an abortion procedure. (The procedure is known as partial-birth abortion; President Clinton vetoed the ban twice, but President Bush signed the bill in 2003.)

	The federal criminal appeals process has been streamlined and the process of prosecuting death penalty cases and carrying out the death sentence if so ordered has been sped up.

	States are now required to increase sentences served by violent felons or lose federal funding for prison construction; as a result, tens of thousands of convicted felons have remained in custody for many more years, frequently fulfilling nearly all of their jury- or judge-imposed prison sentences.



Just as important are the policies and programs the 104th Congress and its successors stopped or reversed. After the Republican ascendancy in 1995, Congress


	Blocked creation of a patients’ bill of rights to protect patients from decisions by health maintenance organizations (HMOs) that deny care or seek lower-cost care than the patient prefers or his or her doctor recommends. The blocked bills would have given patients broader access to sue HMOs for decisions that led to injury or death.

	Blocked moves to impose taxes of up to 50 cents per pack of cigarettes to fund federal health insurance and child care programs.

	Blocked all new attempts to expand gun control laws, such as requiring background checks at weekend gun shows.

	Blocked attempts to hold firearms manufacturers and gun sellers liable for injuries or deaths caused by a firearm the manufacturer produced or the gun seller sold.

	Allowed the ban on the domestic sale and importation of nineteen so-called assault weapons to expire in 2004.

	Rejected the Kyoto Protocol on global warming and conducted numerous hearings to question the validity of the underlying science identifying a sizable increase in global temperatures and the underlying causes thereof. This campaign of legislative and political rejection led George W. Bush to campaign against the Kyoto Protocol in 2000 and order the United States to abandon it almost immediately upon his taking office.

	Reversed six years of increases in funding for the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), sought to reverse or reversed numerous specific regulations on clear air, clean water, and industrial waste, and when it could not reverse or kill the regulations, made several attempts to delete funding to enforce them.

	Canceled more than $1 billion in annual taxes assessed against corporations that were designed to pay for the cleanup of Superfund waste sites. The cancellation of taxes didn’t mean the end of Superfund cleanups, but it relieved corporations of a tax burden and forced Superfund cleanups to compete with all other environmental programs, resulting in a cut of hundreds of millions of dollars each year to clean up Superfund sites where no responsible party could be found.

	Denied 935,000 legal immigrants access to welfare benefits. President Clinton originally sided with the 104th Congress on this point but prevailed two years later to partially restore the $3.7 billion in benefits on the grounds that legal immigrants were just as entitled to welfare as native-born Americans.

	Blocked efforts to lift the so-called gag rule that prevents doctors paid through Medicaid from discussing abortion with patients.

	Blocked increased funding for international family-planning programs that might counsel patients to have an abortion and, under President Bush, eliminated all direct U.S. aid to international family-planning programs that might counsel patients to have an abortion.



Changing the Political Landscape

The 104th Congress changed more than policy. It changed the political landscape of America. The America we now understand as a Red and Blue nation first revealed itself in the 1994 midterm election that put the Republicans in power.

The tidal wave that swept Republicans into power was enormous, almost unimaginably large. Going into the 1994 election, Democrats held 258 of the 435 seats in the House and 57 of the 100 seats in the Senate; after the election, Democrats held only 204 seats in the House and 48 seats in the Senate (and they lost two more seats when Senators Richard Shelby of Alabama and Ben Nighthorse Campbell of Colorado switched parties). In the House, not a single Republican incumbent lost a bid for reelection. Thirty-four Democratic incumbents lost. This was the highest number and the highest percentage of losses suffered by the party in power in the House since 1948, when Republicans lost 75 seats and their recently won 1946 majority. It was also the most disastrous loss suffered by a president in his first term since Herbert Hoover in 1930, at the dawn of the Great Depression. And for only the second time in American history, a sitting Speaker of the House was defeated for reelection. Democrat Thomas S. Foley of Washington now shared this dubious honor with the Galusha A. Grow of Pennsylvania, who lost in 1862.

In races for governor, the GOP won 11 new seats, increasing their share of governorships from 19 to 30. This produced the first GOP majority in governorships since 1970. After the election, Republicans served as governor in 8 of the 9 most populous states (Florida being the only exception). These victories established another milestone, a majority of governorships in every region of the country, including the South, where Republicans had not controlled a majority of governorships since Reconstruction. As we will later see, the significance of the GOP congressional majority working with fellow Republican governors would figure prominently in the party’s ability to transform domestic policy.

And those statistics only hint at the significance of the 1994 election. Some 70 million voters went to the polls in 1994, the largest midterm turnout in real numbers until that time. In the previous midterm election, in 1990, only 61 million voters went to the polls. In other words, the number of voters increased by 9 million, or nearly 15 percent, from one midterm election to the next, the second-biggest jump in American history. And Republicans reaped almost all of the benefits from this unexpected voting surge. Before the 1994 election, the GOP vote total in House races had never exceeded 28 million in any midterm election, which was the 1990 total. But in 1994, Republicans won 36.6 million votes, an increase of 8.6 million, or 31 percent, the largest midterm-to-midterm expansion of a party’s House vote in American history. The GOP’s share of the House vote, 52.4 percent, was the largest since 1946, when the party won control of the House during President Truman’s first term. The Democrats, by contrast, received 1 million fewer votes than in 1990. From 1982 to 1994, the Democratic House vote declined from 35 million to less than 32 million. “The combination of shrinking vote totals for Democrats with an exploding GOP vote (nearly one-third larger than in 1990) was unparalleled since the Democrats’ growth spurt in the 1930s during the Great Depression and the early days of the New Deal,” Congressional Quarterly observed. And it was a vast turnaround from the previous election. In 1992, House Democrats collected more votes than the GOP in every region of the country. But in 1994, House Democrats lost every region except the East. It was the first time since Reconstruction that Republicans had won a majority of congressional districts in the Deep South.

These were stunning gains for the Republicans. Nothing like this had been seen even during Ronald Reagan’s presidency. Republicans had gained control of the Senate in the 1980 election, as Reagan’s landslide victory over President Jimmy Carter helped carry several Republican senators to narrow victories. But the GOP’s gains in the Senate were linked almost entirely to Reagan’s appeal and did not reflect a larger political realignment. Proof of this came when Democrats regained control of the Senate in 1986.

Just as Americans don’t think much about Congress, we tend to underestimate the significance of congressional elections. We often treat House races as quaint exercises on the margins of federal governance, since a race for one seat out of a universe of 435 seems only slightly more important than a race for city council or county commission. (In some large cities, the congressman is in fact far less powerful than a city councilman or a county commissioner.) But House elections are, it is worth remembering, the world’s oldest broadly popular elections. Americans began electing members to the House of Representatives in 1788 (fully 125 years before the Sixteenth Amendment would call for the popular election of senators). Historically, House elections are second only to presidential elections in highlighting political trends and conferring governing legitimacy upon those elected.

From a distance of ten years, we know that the shift in 1994 was real and profoundly important. For the next decade the Democrats tried and failed to eliminate the Republican majority. To be sure, the GOP’s gains ebbed slightly in subsequent elections, but the Republican majority survived nonetheless. It survived Clinton’s reelection in 1996, when the incumbent increased his vote total by 6 percentage points over 1992 and Democrats increased their congressional vote total by 4 percent. It even survived the 1998 elections. Speaker Newt Gingrich had predicted gains of at least 20 seats in the House in 1998, but defying historic trends, House Republicans lost 10 seats, while Senate Republicans won no seats. Gingrich, the leader of the Republican Revolution, announced his resignation shortly after the election.

Many observers view the 1998 election as the final blow to the Republican Revolution, the coup de grâce after they had already suffered setbacks during the 1995 budget showdown with Bill Clinton and Clinton’s reelection in 1996. But in fact, that election only reinforces how central the core ideas were to the Republican ascendancy in 1994. In the immediate aftermath of the 1994 election, many Clinton loyalists and their multiple media apologists attributed the GOP landslide to blind anger at Clinton—the revenge, it was popularly observed at the time, of the “angry white man.” Clinton defenders said the landslide had nothing to do with the Contract with America, nothing to do with decades of Democratic control of Congress, nothing to do with the voters’ desire to see Washington under new management (something Americans thought they were voting for in 1992). If 1994 had simply been about anger at Clinton, then the Republicans should have run away with the 1998 elections. After all, as a party, Republicans ran in 1998 almost entirely on the Monica Lewinsky scandal. They ran on the outrage and disgust they were sure the report by Independent Counsel Kenneth Starr would provoke (which is why they rushed it to the public).

Of course, in seeking a repudiation of Clinton, the Republicans were themselves repudiated. They had sent a thunderous signal that GOP control of Congress was no longer about ideas, no longer about Washington under new management, no longer about advancing the center-right consensus enshrined in the Contract with America. The Republican majority had stopped identifying itself with the historic movement it had set in motion and fought so hard to advance only four years earlier. Instead, with single-minded zeal, the Republicans pursued Clinton’s sexual foibles and did whatever possible to criminalize the subsequent denials. Moderates turned away, naturally and predictably. But in greater real numbers and in greater percentages, conservatives turned away as well. Conservatives recoiled from a party that appeared to have lost all sense of the responsibility of governing and all or certainly much of its interest in new ideas or new approaches to old problems.

Nevertheless, the majority survived. When I asked Gingrich his thoughts about the 1998 election, he replied, “Do I have regrets? Yes. Do I know what I could have done to solve it? No. My problem was with the Senate. I argued passionately in 1998 for an agenda of big ideas, and they said no. They said they didn’t want any issues. Do I think we should have run on issues? Yes. Did I know how to get around the Senate? No. They wanted to pursue the exact same strategy that lost them the Senate in 1986, which was to run on nothing. We wanted to run on the merits of our ideas. They said no. And I battled against 125,000 [television and radio] ads run against me. And yet we kept control. So I often ask people about that election, ‘Do you realize that what you’re looking at when you’re looking at Speaker [Dennis] Hastert is we have delivered the first decade of Republican control of Congress since 1920?’ We propped that up. We had to choose: keep getting the crap beat out of us or keep control.” In short, according to Gingrich, when Democrats focused all of their attacks on him, it tended to shield individual Republicans from political damage in their own districts. “So we took the beating and the heat and we kept control. In ’98 I couldn’t weigh in [with fellow Republicans] the way I had before. People were just tired. But I have no regrets about impeaching the president. If we had allowed a sitting president to lie under oath and gone with the political calculations, which were ‘Don’t do it, he’s too popular, he’ll never be removed from office,’ then we would have been applying a sick principle by allowing him to beat back the rule of law. We would not do that, and we applied the rule of law and we had to pay a cost.”

Not only the majority survived, but the ideas survived as well, even if the Republican leadership had temporarily deemphasized them. Republicans might have chosen to set those ideas aside in 1998, but it is important to note that American voters had not repudiated the ideas. Indeed, over the course of a decade the central ideas that animated the initial Republican Revolution became mainstream and, as noted, became the guiding principles of George W. Bush’s presidency. A decade of Republican rule has not only influenced the daily nuts and bolts of legislating. It has enabled the Republican Party to dictate the terms of America’s political debate and also to reinforce discipline within its ranks, recruit new party activists and leaders, generate long-term thinking, and generally create a sense of identity, direction, and purpose.

“You wonder if Republicans are headed to their forty years of control,” says Larry Sabato, topflight political scientist at the University of Virginia. “The way they have been able to hold on is really a miracle. The campaign against them in 1996 could not have been more Democratic. They survived the disaster of impeachment. And they survived in 2000, when the last two weeks were all solidly Gore, and then in 2002 they defy history and come back and win seats. Something has to be going on. This Congress is often termed right-wing. In fact, it is closer to the views of America than the Democratic Congress it replaced.”

Still, Democrats believed that Republican control of Congress was a phase that voters would soon grow tired of, that the ideas for which the Republicans stood were only incidental. The steady inroads the Democrats made in each election kept offering hope for a breakthrough. But in the 2002 elections, the Republicans gained seats in the House and Senate, even though midterm elections traditionally favor the party that does not control the White House. Democrats began to comprehend that they weren’t as close to becoming the majority party again as they had thought. And they began looking for ways to redefine the party and give the
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