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INTRODUCTION

There is no more compelling subject in contemporary American politics, and perhaps in our country’s electoral history, than Karl Christian Rove. In everything he’s done, George W. Bush’s senior political and policy adviser has had a transforming effect on how democracy functions in the United States. Rove’s grand vision, complex strategies, and knockdown tactics exceed everything dreamed up by other consultants. Rove may just be very, very good at what he does, or he might exhibit genius.

The evidence argues in favor of the notion that Karl Rove is unique in both intellect and ambition and that his accomplishments have been transcendent for the American democracy. He is the architect not only of George W. Bush’s political success but of a considerably larger goal—a generation of Republican hegemony. His arsenal of skills includes an ability to analyze and act under unexpected contemporaneous conditions while also managing a mid- and long-term strategy. What Rove does on a Monday is inextricably connected by design to what he’ll be doing on another Monday four, six, and even eight years in the future. Nothing is without a plan. No detail is too small. All eventualities have been considered. Mistakes, though they have happened, are rarities.

Rove’s ability to think and act in the moment while also seeing beyond the event horizon is the peculiar characteristic that makes it difficult to write and report about his many endeavors. If nothing else, it has informed our decisions regarding the construction of this narrative. Although this story does have a traditional arc, which carries it from Rove’s early years in Texas with George W. Bush to the leak of a CIA operative’s identity, Rove’s approach to politics has necessitated a different narrative style.

The chapters that follow have not been arranged strictly by theme and subject matter, partly because Rove’s history has never been simply linear. As an example, the decidedly pro-Israel attitude of almost every senior staffer in the White House and in the vice president’s office is not simply a product of Rove and the president’s making these hiring moves after taking office. This sort of “Israel-first” ideology took root for Rove and Bush back in their political salad days in Texas.

Understanding Rove and how he’s guiding President Bush also requires backward glances even as the narrative follows contemporary events. For example, it’s impossible to truly grasp the power of the gay-marriage controversy as a political wedge issue without looking back from the 2004 election to how Rove used homosexuality, not just as a wedge but as a bludgeon, when dealing with opponents earlier in his career. We consider the gay question in microcosm in Ohio and also study its implications for the national political debate. The early reporting in our narrative on this also helps deliver an insight into how Rove reached his conclusion that he had to both divide voters and motivate the conservative base by using homosexuality as a monster under the bed. This, too, requires looking forward to gain a picture of the contemporary landscape while also pausing for the occasional reminder of how we got to a particular political locale.

To the average voter, a political event, campaign, attack, or controversy that is Karl Rove’s handiwork is something to be judged without context. Within Rove’s universe, however, nothing occurs without prodigious planning and meticulous execution. In other words, voters should know that the exquisite feast of an election prepared by Karl Rove is the product of many, many years. Often, though, voters do not. Again, consider the theme of religion in this narrative. In Texas, Rove quickly understood the value of a motivated Christian voter, and he figured out how to get that support in Bush’s gubernatorial races. While he was doing that, however, he was also taking the initial steps toward making Christian evangelicals and other social conservatives a powerful tool for the delivery of votes in the presidential contest he was preparing for his premier client. Therefore, religion, as a theme, will recur in our story because it explains so many successes at every point of the Rove and Bush alliance. In Ohio, the reader will be reminded of Texas, and in Texas, the reader will get a foreshadowing of what is to come in Ohio and beyond, though not always in a strictly linear sequence. Rove took specific, carefully considered measures beginning in Texas a decade earlier to make gay marriage and religion the wedge issues that helped Bush succeed in Ohio and nationally in 2004.

By visiting the early Rove in different time periods, we hope to more fully illuminate the Karl Rove of 2004 and 2005. By the time the reader approaches the final third of this narrative, it will be readily apparent that Karl Rove, through all of his preceding endeavors, was determined to protect all that he’d built in the Bush White House and, as a result, could be expected to do whatever was necessary to render critics and political detractors irrelevant. Within the context provided early in the book, the reader can easily reach a conclusion as to whether Karl Rove can be reasonably suspected of having leaked Valerie Plame’s identity to Robert Novak as an act of vengeance. The evidence is not polemical and speaks loudly for itself.

Although, as we write, Rove is certainly exhibiting his talents on a much larger stage than during his Texas days, he still, nonetheless, has shown that he’s willing to take almost any political, ethical, and even legal risk in pursuit of power. His record reflects this and prompts the question of whether the Bush administration, determined to invade Iraq, used Roverian deceptions in pursuit of that goal, including the acquisition of false documents to build a political case for war. Rove and Bush’s proclamations of innocence require us to assume that the best and brightest of this administration and intelligence operatives with decades of experience were easily duped by bad forgeries. Rove’s résumé demands that we analyze closely the possibility that he and the administration were collaborators in a colossal fraud.

By now it has become cliché in American political discourse to say that Karl Rove is unique and all-powerful, the “brain” that the president’s accusers suggest he lacks. The truth is that the president is neither as intellectually challenged as his detractors insist nor as capable as his followers believe. Bush would, however, not be in the White House without Karl Rove, and no one knows that more intimately than the president himself. Perhaps no other political consultant has played such a close role in the ascension of a president. In the context of our most recent history, Rove is without parallel among White House advisers, likely the most powerful unelected official of our time. In a sense, he created George W. Bush; gave him policies, politics, and strategies; and twice got him elected as a governor and then twice to the presidency. For all of his many and manifest political skills, the president, who is at his best in the retail side of politics, has relied on Rove to assist him in varying capacities. In the process, Rove has redefined the role of the adviser.

Historically, the presidential political adviser has maintained a certain distance as his newly elected client begins running the country. Counsel has been offered from an outside office. Generally, the adviser’s insights are narrowly confined, in most cases, to politics. Rove, however, went into the White House on the federal payroll and eventually merged his political expertise with a considerable knowledge of policy to create an unprecedented hybrid creature. The political strategy Karl Rove helps George W. Bush execute is defined by the policy Rove and the president have determined will serve GOP goals. Rove is best suited to the martial arts of political combat and thus has pursued public policy as if it were a campaign rather than a public debate on the merits of any proposal.

Much as presidents leave legacies dissected by historians, Rove will leave a legacy. In many ways, Bush has served as a voice and face for the products Karl Rove has manufactured in his little shop of politics. One piece of that legacy is transforming government into a vestigial, almost debilitated entity, a change whose consequences might have hurt Rove and the president—and, by extension, their party—after Hurricane Katrina, but that remains a longer-term goal: government must be shrunk. The rolling back or elimination of regulations concerning the environment and business will have effects across decades. Programs to expand military reach, often at the expense of education and the poor, will profoundly define who we are as a nation, and it will only be later that we recognize Rove as the minstrel who sang us happy songs we chose to hum.

Ultimately, though, Karl Rove, we think, will be a man who’s remembered for figuring out how to game the American political system. Under Rove, the politics of deception has become a conventional political tool. By drumming up the cash he needs from corporate supporters, Rove has been able to fill the ether with television and radio ads that create an alternative reality. When parents, busy over the kitchen table with their children, glance at the television flickering across the room and see their smiling president beneath a “Mission Accomplished” banner, they assume the worst is over. Image trumps truth. The stage is more important than the facts. The polls go up.

Democracy, to Karl Rove, is like a very large board game. The winner is whoever gets the most money and controls the message and dominates the game in perpetuity. The challenge of the game is to create sufficient doubt about opposing ideas and candidates that voters are drawn to their historical default positions. Maybe John Kerry was not the lousy, embellishing soldier the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth claimed him to be. Maybe he was a medal-winning patriot. But a barrage of critical ads moved Republican moderates and independents to reconsider whether they might stick with President Bush. Many did; enough to reelect him.

We’re not suggesting that Rove is the first political operative to lie, nor that deception is the only ax he swings. Rove works with the truth, if and when it’s an advantage. We are insisting, however, that he is American politics’ most talented, prolific, and successful dissembler. When his policies and their merits, supported by his candidates’ rhetoric, are not enough to succeed, Rove will do whatever is necessary to win.

His history is to attack opponents by working through cutouts, surrogate organizations, and various third-party operatives. When Rove’s fellow campaigners such as Mark McKinnon insist there is not a detail of any contest or policy that goes untouched by Rove, they are, as a result, indicting him in the long history of undignified acts by surrogate groups and operatives that always seem to accompany Rove’s campaigns. Are we to suppose that the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth spontaneously arose to attack the characteristic strength of John Kerry and that Rove had nothing to do with the development? Do we think that all of the untruths spread in South Carolina in 2000, meant to portray John McCain as a mentally unstable, biracial adulterer, rose up from the grass roots without any guidance and became the stuff of push polls and busy citizens placing flyers on windshields in church parking lots? Of course not. If Karl Rove is master of all, then he is master of both the artful political strategies of victory and the ignominious slurs used against those who oppose him and his candidates.

But what is the proof? In politics, the evidence tends to turn on the consequences. No one ever found Richard Nixon’s fingerprints in the Watergate apartments, and no one is likely to discover “Karl’s Been Here” signs on the smash-mouth politics directed at his political enemies. Rove is cautious about being interviewed and going on the record unless in controlled conditions such as when giving a speech. He is, after all, the best, and like Newton’s example of God as divine mechanic, the best political expert sets operations into motion and creates environments that produce specific results. His distinctive talent is marshaling the most effective attacks against his political enemies without leaving fingerprints. Over the years, Rove’s political campaigns have followed a pattern: bad things happen to his opponents, often by anonymous leak or third-party attack. For his part, Rove has always managed to maintain several degrees of separation between himself and the bad actors carrying out his plans. Catching Karl doing anything, as special prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald has learned, is not easy. Deniability is a perfected skill. In Rove’s practice of it, even incontrovertible proof can be insufficient to compel admissions. Up until the moment that it appeared Matthew Cooper of Time was going to testify before the federal grand jury investigating the leak of Valerie Plame’s identity, Karl Rove was insisting he had had no communication with Cooper until after the secret agent’s name was already published. When he was finally confronted with his e-mail to the deputy national security adviser, which gave the lie to his assertion about Cooper, Rove conceded the communication must have occurred. If the e-mail had not existed, Rove would have persisted in his denial. Rove has been manufacturing alternative realities to fit political needs for so long, one has to wonder whether he, at least on occasion, confuses the real world with the alternative one his political imagination insists exists.

Ultimately, Karl Rove will be measured not just by the tactics and strategies he uses to achieve his goals but by whether he reaches his distant visionary finish line. Rove wants nothing less than Republican dominance of American politics, a GOP realignment so powerful it creates a virtual one-party nation. Rove’s plan was to guide George W. Bush to the White House, but his larger mission was to establish an enduring Republican majority, not just for eight years but for a generation.

He may soon achieve his great goal. And the evidence that follows will show that Rove is willing to do just about anything to get the job done. The construction of a Republican castle on the Potomac, however, will require the sacrifice of much that is already shining and valuable in the American way of life. Karl Rove is not asking us to give up anything, though; as he has done in the vigorous pursuit of political victories, he will take it. And then he expects America to follow his party toward a far horizon. But before we take another step, let’s look closely at where our country is heading and how Karl Rove became our guide.



ONE

AMERICAN DREAMER

Big Plans and Powerful Friends

All roads lead to Karl.

—Kenneth J. Duberstein, Republican lobbyist, Ronald Reagan chief of staff, Rove adviser


When Marc Schwartz thinks back on the incident, he sees it as a kind of strutting by Washington lobbyist Jack Abramoff. Schwartz, who was consulting for the Tigua Indian tribe of El Paso, Texas, was involved in a political effort to help his client reopen the Speaking Rock Casino in Ysleta, the dusty province of the Tiguas on El Paso’s southeast side. The casino had been shuttered when the state of Texas had pressed its antigaming laws in the federal court system. The Tiguas had eventually decided to spend millions of dollars with Abramoff’s lobby firm in an attempt to save the tribe’s only real source of income.

“I gotta meet Rove,” Jack Abramoff told Schwartz one afternoon as they talked in the backseat of the lobbyist’s car. Abramoff’s driver, Joseph, was working his way through the crowded streets of Washington. The lobbyist gave Joseph a location for a rendezvous, and he set a course in the direction of the White House.

“Really?” Schwartz asked. “We’re going to the White House?”

“No. No. We don’t do that,” Abramoff answered.

“Why not?” Schwartz joked. “I’m sure George would want to see me.”

Schwartz was in the midst of one of several trips to Washington to get a sense of what the Tiguas were purchasing with the more than $4 million they were spending with Abramoff. Burdened with unrelenting poverty, tribal members had begun to receive respectable annual stipends from the casino’s revenue stream before the state forced closure. They were acquiring educations, building modern homes, and taking jobs at Speaking Rock. Spending millions to save the tribe’s financial security was an acceptable risk. Schwartz nonetheless wanted to take frequent measure of progress and met with Abramoff as often as was reasonable. Abramoff, in turn, felt compelled to display his influence to show Schwartz what the Tiguas were getting for their money.

He explained to Schwartz why they were not going to see Karl Rove at the White House.

“They’ve got movement logs over there and everything, and we like to keep things kind of quiet. So just watch. You’ll really get a kick out of it.”

A few minutes later, Abramoff pointed through the front windshield at an approaching street corner and turned to smile at Schwartz.

“You recognize him?” the lobbyist asked his client.

“Son of a bitch,” Schwartz muttered. “He’s just out in the middle of the street.”

“Uh-huh.”

As the car came to a stop, Abramoff stepped out, and Schwartz lowered his window. The first part of the conversation between Abramoff and Karl Rove was easily heard.

“We’ve got a problem, Jack.” Rove mentioned a member of the House who was not cooperating on a piece of legislation. Schwartz was unable to hear the congressperson’s name. “And this is getting really out of hand. We need to clamp down. We need this to stop. Can you put the fireman [Tom DeLay] on this and let Tom know we need this ended? This is not good for us.”

“You bet,” Abramoff told the presidential adviser. “Taken care of. Not a problem. On it.”

This was how Rove and Abramoff conducted their business. Rove tried to avoid any record of meetings. Although President Bush and Tom DeLay were both from Texas, there was no great warmth between the White House and the majority leader. So Rove used Abramoff to deliver messages to House leadership, allowing the überlobbyist to brag frequently within the concentric circles of Washington politics about his connections to the White House.

Because the conversation Marc Schwartz had just heard had sounded private, he raised his window and thought about the political process he was witnessing. Karl Rove was out on the street, a few blocks from the White House, delivering detailed instructions to a Republican lobbyist. Is this the way it is done? If there were nothing to hide, why would they not be sitting down in Rove’s office? Schwartz had seen this kind of hookup on previous trips to Washington, but he had to concede he was still impressed. It was a vivid vision, riding around the city with Abramoff when the lobbyist’s cell phone rang and Rove asked to meet on a street corner. Schwartz had watched as Rove “bebopped” into view and Abramoff got out for a brief conversation.

Schwartz later explained, “Jack just told me they did that because of the movement logs in the White House. If Rove called him, there’d be a phone log. If Abramoff showed up [at the White House], there’d be a log of that. But if Rove signed out and said, ‘I’m going to get a haircut,’ and left, you’d have no earthly idea who he just met with.”

“That, to me, is a stud deal,” Schwartz said to Abramoff the first time he’d witnessed such a clandestine rendezvous.

“We’re not stupid,” Abramoff bragged.

“And the bottom line is,” Schwartz conceded in retrospect, “that’s exactly how they did it. They weren’t stupid.”

When his latest sidewalk strategy session with Karl Rove had concluded, Jack Abramoff settled into the backseat of his chauffeur-driven car at the window on the opposite side of where Schwartz was sitting.

“That’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. The guy’s a heartbeat away from the president’s office, and he’s out here on a street corner.”

“Yeah, it’s just easier,” Abramoff said, shrugging. “Like I said, everything that comes out of the White House is logged in. The phone calls he makes. The phone calls he receives. So this is just easier. It keeps things a lot cleaner. And he’s a fat fuck, and he can use the exercise. If the weather’s nice, we meet in a couple of spots, and if not, he’ll drive over and come in through Signatures [Abramoff’s restaurant] or one of the other spots.”

Abramoff’s relationship with the Tiguas later was proved to be more performance art than accomplishment after e-mails between him and an associate were made public. The exchanges gave the impression he was more interested in the tribe’s money than its political issues. The FBI, a federal grand jury, and five different federal agencies began to investigate Abramoff and what one senator called “a cesspool of greed.” Senator John McCain launched a government investigation into Abramoff and his partners for allegedly defrauding various tribes of about $82 million, $4.2 million of which came from the Tiguas. By early 2006, Abramoff and associates had pleaded guilty in perhaps the biggest government scandal in Washington in a generation.

At the time Schwartz was with Abramoff, what he and the Tigua tribal leadership didn’t know was that the lobbyist, according to disclosures from the Senate investigation, had been paid millions in consulting fees by the Alabama Coushatta and the Choctaw tribes of Louisiana to keep the Tigua casinos in Texas from ever doing business. Investigators also discovered that Jack Abramoff had been using money from those same tribal gaming interests to pay the firm of former Christian Coalition leader Ralph Reed, who used the money to fight gambling, especially in Texas, where the Tiguas were trying to restart their casino. Eventually, the government’s evidence indicates, Abramoff appeared to become comfortable with the concept of taking money from both sides of a legislative fight, and he decided to go after Tigua cash. In an e-mail to Reed, Abramoff wrote, “I wish those moronic Tiguas were smarter in their political contributions. I’d love us to get our mitts on that moolah.”

Abramoff ultimately convinced the tribe’s leadership he was the guy to help them change the law and open their shuttered Speaking Rock Casino. The El Paso tribe’s legal problems, however, didn’t disappear as a result of Abramoff’s work. Marc Schwartz implied that about all the tribe got for its money was the exhibition of Abramoff’s consorting with Rove in a public thoroughfare and a photo op at the White House with the president.

The story recalled by Schwartz is as revealing about Karl Rove as it is about Jack Abramoff. According to Schwartz, the meeting took place in the spring of 2002 as President Bush was busily making his case for the invasion of Iraq, which was to take place a year later. Rove was a chief strategist of that effort with a responsibility to develop the messaging and political support for the president’s plans to depose Saddam Hussein. Also, because midterm congressional elections were only six months distant and Rove was charged with seeing that his party continued to increase its numeric strength, he was busily crafting a strategy that was to make the GOP the first political party since Franklin Roosevelt’s Democrats to gain seats in an off-year midterm election.

Historically, no detail has ever been too small for Rove’s attention, regardless of the size and complexity of the projects he’s managing, and thus, he might have been distracted by a member of Congress who was wavering in support of the upcoming war. He wanted to bring it to the attention of the majority leader. Tom DeLay was certain to be responsive to Abramoff, who’d been a major fund-raiser for the Texan and a close counselor on Republican issues. Subsequent federal investigations of Abramoff focused on examining his relationship with DeLay and other key lawmakers and lavish overseas golfing and lobbying trips, including one to Saint Andrews in Scotland. The junket was reportedly paid for with Tigua money and was used to cultivate the political kindness of Republican Bob Ney of Ohio. Ney, according to Abramoff, was a likely sponsor of legislative efforts to legalize gambling on the Tigua reservation. Unfortunately for the tribe’s ambitions, everything fell apart in a haze of impropriety, subpoenas, and arrests, which had nothing to do with the Tiguas.

That late spring of 2002, however, power flowed mightily in Republican circles, and there were no GOP members of Congress who didn’t owe a portion of their electoral success to Karl Rove and the president who was leading their party. The “Architect” was at the peak of his powers and determined to execute his vision of Republican dominance in American politics. Applying a template developed by Newt Gingrich and the Republicans who had created the Contract with America, Rove, Bush, and the Republican National Committee raised money for virtually every candidate their party ran for national office. In return, they demanded unfaltering loyalty from the officeholders, which meant they were always expected to vote with the party and the president. Independence wasn’t tolerated. On the day Marc Schwartz watched the president’s political adviser and Jack Abramoff commiserate on a D.C. sidewalk, Rove had obviously gotten word that a congressman had decided to think for himself, and the White House political guru wanted Abramoff to carry instructions to House Majority Leader Tom DeLay that this was to be immediately addressed.

Retaining an almost lockstep control of Congress is a small but essential part of a larger master political plan Karl Rove has been dreaming of implementing since early in his career. During interviews, speeches, and casual conversations over the course of many years, Rove has detailed his greater goal of a complete political realignment for America. By gaining majority control over U.S. political power and government institutions, he seeks to create a kind of dominance that risks turning America into a one-party nation.

The elements of his strategy involve numerous direct assaults on institutions serving the Democratic Party. While publicly Rove has indicated that a political party can only be destroyed by a lack of candidates and ideas, he’s proceeded to assist the Democrats with facilitating their demise by trying to eliminate their party’s traditional sources of funding—as well as social policies that sustain their ideology and federal agencies that have historically serviced mostly Democratic constituencies. His goal is nothing less than the eradication or dramatic reformation of the government programs created under Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “New Deal,” Lyndon Baines Johnson’s “Great Society,” and subsequent progressive policy that might bolster the Republican opposition.

If he can accomplish these goals, Rove will realize his dream of surveying a political landscape where the Democrats are a party in name only and the federal government renders almost no services and is so small that, in the words of Rove confederate Grover Norquist, head of Americans for Tax Reform, “It can be drowned in a bathtub.” There are political risks to running a government that cannot deliver essential services in critical times. Karl Rove, though, considered the odds and thought they were good. He was always capable of taking any risk necessary, regardless of ethics or legality, to achieve a win. He was even more determined when it came to doing whatever was needed to give Republicans long-term political control of America. The question always lingering over Rove’s great talents was whether he would be tempted to go too far to achieve a specific end and might ever get caught doing one of the many things for which he has been blamed.

He never seemed to think about such questions, however. That was for others who lived in a different reality. All he wanted to do was win and control. To do that, obstacles to Rove’s goal of fundamental realignment had to be marginalized. If plaintiffs’ attorneys find it difficult to file and win cases in courts of law, they’ll be less capable of making financial donations to Democratic candidates and causes. Legislatively restricting access to the civil justice system could have big consequences. Reducing citizen lawsuits against business interests could result in more dangerous products but also mean higher corporate profits, guaranteeing a larger stream of campaign cash to GOP politicians, who, in turn, reward business by further suppressing access to the courts. Trial lawyers, conversely, eventually find it doesn’t pay to pursue most liability cases. It was a neat cycle, and one Rove had been working on since the late 1980s. For Rove, he never had an easier enemy to malign than lawyers.

“What’s happening is that the Republicans are incredibly focused and serious because they want it all,” says Linda Lipsen, president of the Association of Trial Lawyers of America. “The Democrats are very comfortable with a balanced government. Checks and balances? The Republicans, they want complete dominion over every aspect of government.”

“Should we be afraid of this?” Lipsen was asked.

“I think it’s extremely scary, and actually, I would say that if the Democrats were doing it. I don’t think it’s healthy to have one party in control of government and every branch. I think it produces corruption.”

Corruption has indeed proliferated during the Bush administration. Even the president’s most ardent supporters were forced to suspend all skepticism to believe that the CIA and the United Nations were fooled by a blustering Iraqi dictator on the matter of weapons of mass destruction. More likely was deception by the White House, guided by message-maker Karl Rove. There is a convincing case to be made that all of the Ph.D.’s and experienced bureaucrats and politicians within the administration knew that the Niger documents, the key piece of evidence against Iraq, were fake but decided to use the information anyway. The White House might even have been involved in channeling the bogus intelligence into the U.S. system.

If, as turned out to be the case, the pretext for war was fictitious, the consequence only fed a rising tide of questions about ethics and influence in Washington on a wide scale. It was against that darkening cloud of scandal that Republican influence peddler Jack Abramoff bilked Native Americans out of tens of millions of dollars and House Majority Leader Tom DeLay was indicted for helping to engineer a corporate donation scheme that circumvented Texas election regulations in order to finance Republican candidates.

Power, though, has to be acquired before it can be used for ill or good. Republicans are in control of all branches of government and are writing laws and making rules that, if unchecked, will have profound impact on everything from the environment to the economy, foreign relations, health care, and every aspect of American life. It’s precisely the kind of monopoly power Karl Rove has been dreaming of almost since the day he hung a “Wake Up, America” poster on his bedroom wall as a teenager.

The labor movement turns out to be as crucial a target for Rove’s plans as trial lawyers. Although the number of people identifying themselves as members of unions has dropped dramatically over the course of the past few decades, labor continues to raise vast amounts of money for Democratic candidates. In the 2004 contest between President Bush and John Kerry, unions and their members contributed more than $200 million to the effort to elect the Massachusetts senator. Additionally, union members voted, as they have traditionally, in disproportionate numbers for the Democratic candidate for president. Unions also provided formidable resources to Democrats at the state level and in efforts to get out the vote nationally.

Rove’s desire is to render the labor movement too weak to sustain viable opposition to Republican policies and candidates. Rulings by the National Labor Relations Board, which under the Bush administration has sharply restricted efforts to organize workers, as well as legislation and policies favoring corporate and business interests at the expense of employees, have weakened the foundation of an already struggling U.S. labor movement. One AFL-CIO official described it as an “all-out attack on the working men and women of this country.”

David Swanson, formerly of the AFL-CIO’s International Labor Communications Association, believes that historic union political behavior has made organized labor into a target for extinction by Rove.

“Do you really think he [Rove] wants to destroy the union movement?” Swanson was asked on a snowy spring day in Washington. “You actually think that he doesn’t want a sort of viable opposition to corporate interests?”

“Absolutely, I do. They take every step one would take if their goal was to obliterate the labor movement. And Karl Rove knows his politics and knows his groups and knows that being a labor union member is one of the most likely factors to make you a Democratic voter. The only major group of white males in this country that votes Democratic is union members. Latin[a] women, African American men, white women, whatever. You’re more likely to vote Democratic if you’re a union member. And not only that, but union members are twice as likely to turn out and vote.”

While Rove and the GOP have conducted a broad policy assault on unions, their immediate focus has been on government workers, the labor movement’s only real area of growth and increasing political strength. As an example, language was inserted into the Homeland Security Bill to restrict the organizational capabilities of the overwhelmingly Democratic public-employee unions of the federal government. Using such a policy strategically is a considerably more effective method of diminishing Democratic opposition than is a purely political confrontation. It is, in fact, what Rove has always done best: he defeats his enemies before they are conscious of even being in a fight.

Eliminating government institutions or programs that are widely viewed as products of Democratic success is an essential element in Rove’s plan and as critical as the debilitation of the party’s funding sources. The public education system in the United States is generally perceived as being refined and enabled by Democrats, who have historically argued for better teacher salaries, improved curriculum standards, and tax policies that pay for these community goals. Although the “Leave No Child Behind” act promoted by the president and Karl Rove has been vilified by educators at the state level, Republicans have sought to use it to position the party as advocates of education.

At the same time, critics say GOP support for school vouchers, a concept championed by Rove to help rally the party’s conservative base, has undermined public education. Democrats insist that providing a child with a voucher to take tax money and pay for attending a private school is a recipe for destroying public education because it erodes the tax base, and the only children left behind in public schools will be those from low-income families who don’t have private transportation and support systems to make the transition.

The unspoken political dynamic in the voucher movement, which accounts for much of Rove’s enthusiasm for the plan, is that it animates the Christian Right. Vouchers are viewed as an instrument for using tax money to get their children into a religious educational setting, and it is one more motivation for evangelicals, homeschoolers, and other antigovernment conservatives to stampede to the polls in record numbers and vote for Republicans such as George W. Bush.

Privatization of Social Security is another key plank of Karl Rove’s career aspiration of decimating the Democratic Party and building an enduring Republican majority. As with many of Rove’s ideas, reform of Social Security, in terms of both politics and policy, works for the GOP on a number of different levels. The government pension plan is the product of a Democratic administration and a mainstay of its ideology. Rove cannot destroy Social Security, nor does he want to, but sees long-term political advantage to giving workers the option of investing their government contributions in private accounts. The consequence, of course, would be that Wall Street brokerages and funds managers would eventually get their hands on hundreds of millions of new dollars. Already predominantly Republican, these financiers would have even more motivation to donate to the GOP’s candidates as an act of gratitude for expanding their businesses. Possibly even more important, Rove believes he can expand the investor class, which has traditionally voted Republican.

Karl Rove’s plans are ambitious on a grand scale, but they’re achievable and therefore dangerous to the U.S. government and the country’s political processes. Without the checks and balances designed to assure that political power is dispersed and decentralized, a monopoly government can veer to the extreme. That’s why Rove hasn’t publicly discussed in any detail his overall strategy. It’s been necessary to piece together its basic tenets through more than two decades of interviews and observation of his work.

The president’s chief political counselor does, however, have rare moments of hubris, which have provided limited clues to his plan. As a strategist and an operative, Karl Rove lives and works in a political universe where his client wins the glory and the architect of victory sits mostly in the back room earning acclaim limited largely to his professional peers. In Rove’s case, however, he’s often motivated by the same impulse that sends an arsonist back to the curb to watch the burning of a house he’s set aflame. He revels in the attention. Consequently, Rove has consented to a handful of profiles written for glossy magazines and nationally distributed newspapers.

In one article, Rove offered a rare glimpse of the machine he was constructing. During two lengthy interviews with the New Yorker magazine, Rove dropped his guard momentarily with writer Nicholas Lemann. After deconstructing many of Rove’s steps during the course of his remarkable political ascension, Lemann had concluded that Rove was in fact seeking to transform the Democratic Party into little more than a symbolic shell of a political organization.

And Rove conceded the point.

“Well, I think it’s a plausible explanation,” Rove said. “I don’t think you ever kill any political party. Political parties kill themselves, or are killed, not by the other political party but by their failure to adapt to new circumstances. But do you weaken a political party, either by turning what they see as assets into liabilities, and/or by taking issues they consider to be theirs, and raiding them? Absolutely!”

Rove’s comment undoubtedly chilled Democrats, whose candidates had been consistently defeated by the Republican’s talents. His was an image of political dominion that reflects a self-confidence acquired from recurring successes against Democrats. He was determined to continue adding to that string of victories, no matter what rule, regulation, or law had to be skirted. And his focus was equally on protecting what he’d already built for the GOP with George W. Bush and what he intended to construct beyond 2008. Realigning the American political landscape for decades of absolute Republican control required that Rove think in broader terms and develop political tools to further befuddle and incapacitate the opposing party. Not surprisingly, Rove had been contemplating the GOP takeover of American politics for many years.

Rove once told a colleague that he had no religious affiliation and was “not a Christian.” Nevertheless, in his systematic pursuit of Republican hegemony, he turned to a higher power for political strength. He discovered that his most powerful weapon in battle was going to be religion, and with extraordinary effectiveness, he deployed the armies of God. To make his political warriors even more ferocious, he filled their hearts and heads with questions about sex.

In the published profiles that attended his political ascent, Rove brimmed with confidence and ideas. On the verge of fulfilling his sweetest political dreams, he appeared to his opponents as unstoppable. And Rove undoubtedly felt that way.

He was very, very close to having it all.



TWO

GOD IN THE MACHINE

How Jesus Became a Republican

The clergy, by getting themselves established by law and ingrafted into the machine of government, have been a very formidable engine against the civil and religious rights of man.

—Thomas Jefferson, 1800


Karl Rove and Ralph Reed were unlikely partners. Rove was a private agnostic and Reed a very public Christian. If they seemed a political odd couple, they nonetheless shared the bond of a keen instinct for the gamesmanship of politics and an appreciation for its higher strategies. Rove was never out looking for friends, though. He was always too busy. And friends tended to be distractions from his greater political goals. People were largely assets to Rove. Those who shared his exuberance for political history and the arcana of campaign strategy were a bonus. But he considered few people close friends. What was more important was how they fit into his plan and what someone might contribute to the construction of a Republican dynasty. Karl Rove saw great value in Ralph Reed’s intellect, his faith, and his commitment to a cause. Reed was an asset first and then a friend.

As executive director of the Christian Coalition in the 1990s, Reed nudged Pat Robertson toward combining grassroots political organizing with the new techniques of microtargeting and list management. From his operations center in a modest office park in the old navy town of Chesapeake, Virginia, between Virginia Beach and the Great Dismal Swamp, Reed built a better religious machine. And eventually, Rove would use the Robertson-Reed apparatus to fulfill his dream of Republican realignment in American politics.

At the same time Reed was building his coalition in Virginia in the early 1990s, Karl Rove was creating his own version of an ascendant Republican machine in Texas. The instrument of Rove’s success was to be George W. Bush, and Bush’s occupation of public office in Texas hinged on winning over a constituency that his father never really earned. He needed the conservative Christian evangelicals.

Rove had worked for George Herbert Walker Bush at the Republican National Committee and as an aide to the elder Bush’s exploratory bid for the party’s 1980 presidential nomination, trailing the candidate across the country with a briefcase jammed with position papers, itinerary details, and the names of golden GOP moneymen from the high plains in Texas to the corn-fed regions of the Midwest. Rove was in constant search of campaign cash.

After Bush joined the Reagan ticket as vice president, Rove moved to Texas and opened a political-consulting business in a building set on the limestone bluffs above Shoal Creek, west of downtown Austin. The jewel of his company was Praxis Lists, a subsidiary in which Rove systematically collected names of Republican campaign contributors. They became the foundation for the Republican realignment in Texas and gave Rove his first notion that the resources might be found to create a similar GOP dominion on a national scale. Even the name of his list operation underscored Rove’s no-nonsense approach: he called it Praxis, as in hardened by real-world practice, not theory.

Rove was, by his own admission, a classic geek, skinny with huge spectacles. He wore plaid sport coats and had thin blond hair, which he combed in a flat swath across his forehead. He had a jangling enthusiasm and a visible confidence that, whatever the setting, he was just about the smartest person in the room. In high school, he was considered the best debater in Utah. In college, he was attracted to politics so strongly that he never graduated, instead throwing himself into one political campaign after the other, first as a College Republican, then with the elder George Bush, and finally in Texas with his own direct-mail firm. Politics consumed his passions and his time, ending a brief first marriage to a Houston socialite who did not like his sustained absences from home. His second marriage has lasted. Darby Rove was a graphic artist, a political liberal with sandy blond hair who worked at Rove’s direct-mail business. She was as steady and quiet as he was exuberant.

When they married, Darby said she understood her husband’s strong competitive streak, although she had to temper his instinct to treat a game of chess with his son as if it were the final days of a presidential campaign.

“He’s learned to lay back a little bit when he and Andrew play chess,” she once told a reporter. “But even in croquet he’d be hitting my ball so far I was crying on vacation.”

As Rove was beginning his long slog to Republican power in Texas, his first important state political client was Governor Bill Clements. It was while working for Clements in the 1980s that he kept bumping into Richard Land, a professor at Criswell College in Dallas. Criswell is a conservative Baptist college, named for an icon of the faith, W. A. Criswell, who preached that the Bible is the literal word of God, Darwin is the mouthpiece of Satan, and conservatives were preordained to dominate the Southern Baptist church.

Land was a huge man with a high pompadour and booming voice, a scholar of early church history who had studied at Oxford before coming to Texas. Eventually, he would become the Southern Baptists’ most influential man in Washington, but in the 1980s, he was a young religion professor who discovered that he and Rove had something in common. Land was interested in applying matters of religious faith, especially limits on abortion, in public policy. Rove was looking for assets, resources he needed to build his dream machine for a Republican America. Land had a bloc of voters who wanted politicians to reflect their values; Rove had the politicians who needed the votes.

“I got very much involved in the Texas pro-life movement,” Land said. “The pro-life movement was trying to get pro-life legislators elected at every level. And Karl Rove was a struggling young consultant in Austin trying to get Republican legislators elected.”

Rove’s political plans for Texas and beyond also found early purchase with Bill Clements. Clements, a Texas oilman and the state’s first Republican governor since reconstruction, was a Rove client. Clements was a free-market conservative who saw the party’s social-conservative wing as a gaudy appendage—a source of votes but largely irrelevant to the GOP’s more serious mission of lowering taxes, cutting regulations, and shrinking government. He hired Land as his ethics adviser and emissary to the Christian Right.

Karl Rove and Richard Land saw each other frequently in Austin. Over lunch, Land and Rove talked about history and the nexus between politics and religion. Land expounded on Aquinas and Tertullian; Rove held forth on Madison and McKinley. It was obvious to Land that Rove was not an ideologue but a tactician.

Sitting across from each other at a local eatery one day, Land and Rove exchanged notes on the political potential of religious voters as an energized force. Land was talking about advancing an issue, one election at a time. But Rove was onto something larger.

“I think that Karl understood in the same way that Newt Gingrich understood that this was an absolutely essential element to any Republican governing coalition,” said Land.

If Karl Rove had a god, it was victory. He worshipped success. His faith was in his ability to learn and win elections and create powerful constituencies. Neither Rove’s intellect nor his background allowed him to jump the great divide between pragmatic realism and religious conviction. Rove had no interest in making the leap of faith. That just was not who he was.

High school friend Mark Dangerfield told a reporter that it seemed to bother Rove that “he was raised in a completely non-religious home.” And Bill Israel, who taught a government and politics course with Rove at the University of Texas in the 1990s and considers him a friend, recalls engaging Rove once in a discussion about religion shortly after their students had left the classroom. “I asked him what his religion was, and he said he considered himself to be agnostic. He said he wished he could be otherwise but he could not.”

Religion was never important to him, but using religious people, tapping their fervor over moral issues, was something that Richard Land helped him to understand could elect candidates. His political instincts ran naturally toward assembling different groups with the solitary goal of winning. And Karl Rove was never satisfied just to win; he needed to crush the opposition, to dominate the landscape so that his enemies might never again pick themselves back up to fight another day. And to build a machine capable of crushing the opposition, Rove would need the evangelicals.

The man who’d benefit the most from Karl Rove’s insights into the power available by merging faith and politics was George W. Bush. The future president got his religion in Maine, but his epiphany really took root on the anvil-flat plains of West Texas.

Bush was living in Midland at the time, working in the oil business, and in the fall of 1985, he accepted an invitation from a couple of businessmen buddies to join a community Bible-study program. The men met every Tuesday after work in a classroom at the local Presbyterian church. Midland was the heart of the Texas oil business, a place given to high rollers and conspicuous consumption, but by 1983, the bottom had fallen out of the oil business. The First National Bank, a gleaming citadel with its grand collection of Norman Rockwells, went under in the bust. The Rolls-Royce dealership, which once offered Rolls-helicopter packages, closed its doors. Despair seemed to wring the sense of certitude from the place, and for the newly humbled businessmen of Midland’s go-go years, the community Bible study became a kind of refuge.

When his father sought the presidency in 1988, Bush became a campaign liaison to Christian conservatives. He was perfect for the role. He spoke their language and was not shy about recounting his own conversion experience with evangelical leaders who loved Ronald Reagan but had doubts about his successor. Delivering those voters was crucial if George H. W. Bush was to win the White House in 1988. To facilitate that end, the campaign brought aboard Doug Wead, a former Assemblies of God minister and motivational speaker, whose task was to introduce George W. to leaders of the religious conservative network.

“He [George W.] was just on the cusp of his own religious awakening, without understanding the culture or the demographics or the numbers of the evangelical world,” said Wead.

But that changed during the course of the campaign—so much so that, by the end, Wead was startled to see Bush evaluating campaign memos on ways to woo evangelical voters in terms of his own political future in Texas.

“He would look at those memos and just salivate about Texas,” said Wead. “He’d say, ‘God, I can do this in Texas.’ It was like the missing piece for him.”

Wead said he saw in Bush something he hadn’t expected. Bush wasn’t simply a man comfortable in the company of fellow evangelicals but a politico fully aware of how he would use them in a future race for governor. Rove, who’d met George W. more than fifteen years earlier and had maintained involvement in the Bush family’s political fortunes, had to have seen the same thing.

“He’s got the stuff in his blood,” said Wead. “People miss how calculated, how sophisticated and nuanced, his approach to evangelicals really is. You think it’s all spontaneous, that he’s operating totally by instinct on matters of faith in public, but that’s not true. He is a calculated animal from top to bottom.”

In the 1994 governor’s race, Bush triumphed where his father had not. The elder Bush was forever plagued by lukewarm support from Christian conservatives, who voted for him because he was a Republican but without the passion they’d shown Ronald Reagan. The younger Bush won wide support from conservative evangelicals in beating incumbent Ann Richards. According to exit polls, one in four Texas voters said they considered themselves part of the “religious right political movement.” And of those, most had backed Bush.

Under the bright skies of victory in the governor’s race, Karl Rove gave credit to the Christian Coalition and, by extension, to his political comrade-in-arms Ralph Reed.

“Christian conservatives helped tremendously in the suburbs where many of these churches are located,” Rove said.

The Christian Coalition in Texas had swelled to 63,000 members and had actively targeted Richards for defeat. Bush was the right choice on abortion: he opposed it. And Bush allies launched a whisper campaign across East Texas, a staunchly conservative and historically Democratic region, raising questions about Richards’s tolerance for gays and lesbians in her administration, a tactic Rove would use with disturbing efficiency in presidential politics more than a decade later. It was a red-meat issue for “values voters” of East Texas, a heavily Baptist region where political pollsters didn’t even call on Wednesday nights because so many people were at church.

The Christian Coalition was not the only reason Bush was elected governor, but it was an important part of the equation. The group identified church coordinators and distributed 2 million voter guides in churches, conducted phone banks, voter-identification drives, and get-out-the-vote efforts on Election Day.

The Sunday before the November 1994 election, campaign media consultant Don Sipple visited Bush at his home in Dallas. Sipple found him in his backyard, sitting in a lawn chair, throwing tennis balls into the pool for his dog to retrieve. Bush was smoking a stogie and radiating confidence.

“I gotta tell you, as a first-time candidate at this level, I’m telling you I’m in awe of your performance over the course of the campaign,” said Sipple. “How you grew stronger and more confident and exuded it.”

Bush smiled. He had gone into the governor’s race with assurances from Rove that he would win. Even as Bush’s mother predicted he could not beat the popular incumbent, Rove made the case. The political team produced a picture-perfect campaign, avoiding direct attacks on Richards that might appear personal, challenging her record on crime and education, sticking to a clear-cut agenda of Rove’s design. Team Bush did a lot of things right in the race, but nothing was more important than cultivating the state’s Christian conservatives. Bush sought out evangelical leaders in Texas and won them over in a way his father never did. In the decade to come, Bush became the most overtly religious president in memory, and, unlike his father, Christians became the foundation of his political success.

Karl Rove made certain that the failures of the father informed the strategies of the son.

Bush tossed another tennis ball into the pool. “Sip, my man,” he
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