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			Book Presentation: The Right Nation by John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge

			Book Abstract

			The Right Nation is an attempt by two British journalists, John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, to explore and explain the conservative nature of American politics at the turn of the 21st century. The authors’ aim is neither to praise nor castigate the conservative movement that they maintain is triumphing over liberalism, but to examine it in an even handed way.

			Demographics, upward mobility, and the war on terror are just a few of the factors that the authors believe will work in favor of the conservative realignment that is underway in America. The authors recognize the possibility that conservatives could overreach as liberalism did with The Great Society, but they believe the evidence indicates that liberalism is on the defensive on all fronts and that conservatives are poised to dominate the American political landscape for a generation or more.

			About the Author

			John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge are Oxford-educated journalists who write for the British based Economist magazine. They have collaborated on four books together on topics ranging from globalization to business management. 

		


		
			Summary of The Right Nation (John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge)

			The Conservative Ascendancy

			The conservative movement is clicking on all cylinders in the United States. At the dawn of the 21st century, conservative ideas are gaining ground while liberals are playing defense. Behind this burgeoning movement is an army of issue-oriented foot soldiers, student activists, and intellectuals, all supported by a vast organizational infrastructure that includes the Republican Party, conservative think tanks and foundations, talk radio and media outlets like Fox News, and Christian churches and religious organizations.

			On almost every front the right is out-hustling, out-thinking, and out-organizing their liberal counterparts. The results are increasingly evident: as of 2004, conservatives now control The White House, both houses of Congress, the Supreme Court, and a majority of the nation’s governorships.

			Forty years ago, a conservative realignment would have seemed unlikely. The conservative icon Barry Goldwater was defeated in a landslide, Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society was in its heyday, and conservative publications like the National Review were far and few between (and confined to a mostly fringe readership).

			Snatching Victory from Defeat

			Goldwater’s defeat was hardly a surprise, even to his followers. Time magazine asked conservative columnist William Buckley, “What would happen if he [Goldwater] was elected President of the United States?” “That”, Buckley admitted, “might be a serious problem”. The conservative candidate who had so alarmed much of the electorate with his radical views and his fiery rhetoric – “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice” – had in fact inspired a loyal band of highly disciplined and determined supporters that vastly outnumbered LBJ’s supporters. This devoted cadre of activists and intellectuals would form the core of a movement whose influence on the Republican Party would far exceed their numbers. Over time they would steer the Republican Party in a decidedly rightward direction.

			The Left Self Destructs

			Goldwater seemed a decisive setback for the conservative movement at the time, but LBJ’s War on Poverty and the war in Vietnam would discredit liberalism in the eyes of many Americans. In particular, the Democrats’ civil rights agenda, with court-ordered busing to integrate segregated school districts, created a backlash among many Southerners and white middle-class suburban voters who had fled the cities to escape rising crime rates and other urban ills.

			The man who was able to translate resentment against the liberal overreaching of Johnson’s Great Society, the seeming breakdown of the civil order represented by the race riots and the counterculture movement, and persistent economic woes like “stagflation”, was Richard Nixon. He would win the presidency through what has since become known as the “Southern Strategy” – capitalizing on the widespread antipathy among many Southern whites below the Mason/Dixon line towards the Democrats’ civil rights agenda.

			The Reagan Revolution

			Nixon’s resignation following the Watergate scandal did not auger well for the conservative movement. But Gerald Ford’s caretaker presidency was followed by the malaise of Democrat Jimmy Carter’s presidency, which paved the way for the conservative rejuvenation under Ronald Reagan.

			Ronald Reagan, a former actor, and two-term governor of California, was the Right’s perfect pitchman to promote the conservative agenda that had been fermenting at think tanks and advocacy groups for decades. As the popular governor of California, Reagan had combined old-fashioned patriotic rhetoric with a principled form of pragmatism that seemed to be more about promoting personal virtue than about changing the world through government programs. Although once a Democrat during the F.D.R years, Reagan had since morphed into an advocate of limited government and he was a staunch anti-communist. These views, and his reticence about affirmative action, helped Reagan forge a powerful coalition that included Southerners disgruntled by civil rights, Midwesterners who sought a more limited government, and socially conservative democrats, particularly Catholics, who welcomed Reagan’s unabashed willingness to speak the language of personal responsibility when it came to topics like welfare and abortion.

			Reagan defeated Carter in a landslide, winning 44 states and 489 electoral votes. His margin four years later against Walter Mondale was even wider (Mondale won only his home state and the District of Colombia). Reagan’s two terms in office are generally regarded as a success. He oversaw the end of the Cold War, restored American confidence, and solidified the Republican advantage in the South and on cultural issues. His presidency, however, was marred by the Iran/Contra affair and record deficits.

			The Bush Dynasty

			George H.W. Bush, Reagan’s heir apparent, inherited the rightward momentum bequeathed by his predecessor, easily defeating the liberal governor from Massachusetts, Michael Dukakis, in the 1988 presidential race. Despite leading the United States to an impressive victory in the Desert Storm against Saddam Hussein, the elder Bush was never entirely trusted by the religious right or hard-core conservatives after he reneged on his pledge never to raise taxes and appointed moderate David Souter to the Supreme Court.

			Ironically, Bush’s tax policies are generally credited with undoing the damage of the Reagan deficits and paving the way for the prosperity of the 1990s, but a sluggish economy late in Bush’s term and the widespread perception that Bush was out of touch with the plight of ordinary folks helped doom his quest for a second term.

			Still, if it hadn’t been for a third-party candidate, the populist spoiler Ross Perot who siphoned fiscal conservatives away from the elder Bush, it is unlikely that a smooth talking governor from Arkansas, a moderate Democrat named Bill Clinton, could have defeated the sitting president.

			The Clinton Years

			Clinton was the most exciting politician to emerge from the baby boom generation. A Rhodes Scholar, educated at Yale and Oxford, Clinton combined an encyclopedic grasp of policy issues with enormous personal charm and political magnetism. Despite moving the Democratic Party to the center – or perhaps because he co-opted conservative issues so deftly – Clinton became the great nemesis of archconservatives.

			Clinton governed from the center and generally adhered to a conservative agenda – he favored smaller government, the death penalty, and welfare reform. Yet, a loosely organized but well funded effort to defeat Clinton was undertaken by conservative forces that ultimately led to Clinton’s impeachment, though not his removal from office.

			Clinton left office after two terms with the highest approval ratings of any modern president. In many respects, however, his tenure was largely defensive and anytime Clinton embarked on liberal policies – universal healthcare or allowing gays in the military – he was invariably beaten back by the right.

			Still, a vibrant economy, peace and prosperity, and Clinton’s high approval ratings should have meant an easy victory for his anointed successor, Vice President Al Gore. Instead, Gore, an awkward campaigner, waged a somewhat discordant populist campaign that failed to resonate with many voters. The result was a controversial election in which the sitting vice president won the popular vote by half a million, but ended up losing the presidency in the all-important electoral college to the popular governor of Texas, George W. Bush, the son of the man defeated by Clinton eight years before.

			The Accidental President?

			Few observers expected George W. Bush to govern from the right-of-center after he was elected. First, in terms of rhetoric and imagery, Bush campaigned as a “compassionate conservative”, implying he was a moderate breed of Republican. Second, the relatively inexperienced governor surrounded himself with establishment Republicans who a reputation for pragmatism and realism, men like Colin Powell, Dick Cheney, and Donald Rumsfeld. And third, the closeness of the disputed election would seem to have called for a move to the center by Bush in order to heal America’s deep divisions.

			Instead, the Bush Administration immediately tacked to the right, pushing through a massive tax cut, scrapping international agreements and treaties like the Kyoto Protocol and the ABM (anti-ballistic missile) treaty, while instituting a ban on Federal funding for stem cell research by executive fiat, all policies favored by the Right.

			The Bush Administration also angered the Left, and even moderates in the Republican Party, with its heavy-handed efforts to roll back environmental standards, gut the Freedom of Information Act, and generally shift the balance of power from Congress back to the Executive Branch. Bush’s approval ratings seemed to decline in the process and when moderate Republican Jim Jeffords bolted his party, shifting power back to the Democrats in the Senate, the perception was widespread that Bush might easily turn out to be a one-term president.

			Made in Texas

			Most Americans, to say nothing of the world at large, were having a difficult time warming up to George W. Bush. But so much of Bush’s governing style, his personality, and his mannerisms, can be traced back to his Texas upbringing. Unlike his father, who relocated to Texas and was considered something of an effete carpetbagger by “True Texans”, the younger Bush truly seems to have Texas encoded in his DNA.

			Understanding Texas is essential to understanding the presidency of George W. Bush. The first thing about Texas is its size; Texas is nearly as big as Britain and France combined. Texas is also a harsh and unforgiving land filled with arid plains, vast deserts and anonymous scrublands. The Texas climate is every bit as uninviting as the landscape.

			Historically, it has taken tough men – and women – to eke out a living in Texas. The environment has certainly left its imprint on the psychology of Texans in more ways than one. Many a Texan has risked their lives or fortunes in the Lone Star state in a desperate bid to prosper in an environment that too often punishes the tepid or the cautious. Rags-to-riches stories are a Texas staple – like that of C.M. “Dad” Joiner, a 71-year-old wildcatter who sank his last dollars into a makeshift oil well and struck “black gold”.

			Texas is also well known for its evangelism, its reverence for military tradition, and cronyism. Indeed, all three - God, Mammon, and War - have played an important role in shaping the style and substance of the Bush Administration, but not in the way most critics believe. To understand Bush, one must also understand that Bush is the first president with an MBA. This is not to say Bush was a particularly successful businessman before running for governor (indeed Bush’s financial good fortune owes much to his father’s benefactors and associates who frequently bailed the younger Bush out of financial difficulties). Rather, one must recognize that Bush places great faith in business. As he sees the world, it is business executives – and certainly not academics or government bureaucrats – who generate wealth and solve the world’s problems.

			Bush’s training at Harvard Business cannot be overlooked. He is a devotee of “management by objectives”, the notion that a leader lays out a “clear vision and agenda” and then leaves the details and operational duties to his subordinates. And Bush has surrounded himself with like-minded individuals – generally eschewing academics and ivory tower intellectuals in favor of hands-on CEOs, men such as Dick Cheney, Don Rumsfeld, and Don Evans.

			Not surprisingly, the Bush Administration has systematically worked to improve the climate for business, particularly big business, by rolling back taxes, loosening regulations, and championing the idea of tort reform. The energy industry, in particular, has found the Bush Administration closely attuned to its concerns.

			Bush’s Faith

			Bush has woven faith into his presidency more enthusiastically than any modern president. Indeed, Bush’s personal story, a wayward drinker who finds redemption through abstinence and prayer, has enormous resonance in the religious heartland. Bush has made no secret of his belief in faith and the power of prayer to change lives: “There is only one reason I am in the Oval Office and not in a bar. I found faith. I found God. I am here because of the power of prayer”.

			Prayer is an integral part of Bush’s life and each cabinet meeting begins with a prayer. The Bush Administration has been especially attentive in cultivating its ties to the religious right – a group that never quite trusted the elder Bush – and among Bush’s first official acts was to sign a ban on partial-birth abortions and to cut off funds to overseas groups that provide abortions.

			On the other hand, Bush’s hope to replace ineffective government programs with faith-based initiatives has not panned out. Still, Bush’s overt religiosity, which can seem so odd to many Europeans, puts him squarely in the American mainstream where recent polls suggest that 60 percent of Americans believe that God plays an important role in their lives and nearly 40 percent describe themselves as “born again.” Bush has managed to extend his appeal to religious Americans through overt displays of faith, but often in ways that are unlikely to cost him votes. For example, he champions “sexual abstinence” programs rather than tackling the abortion controversy head on.

			The Battle of Ideas

			“There is no such thing as spontaneous public opinion. It all has to be manufactured from a Center of Conviction and Energy.” That quote is from a 19th century British socialist named Beatrice Webb, but it could easily describe the seamless way conservative ideas have influenced the Bush agenda. Across the United States, the conservative movement – once a ragtag band of angry intellectuals, eccentric benefactors, and marginal think tanks – has become an establishment (though most conservatives still maintain a sense that they are scrappy underdogs contending with the ubiquitous forces of liberalism).

			Organizations like The American Enterprise Institute, and magazines like the Weekly Standard, are among the most recognizable and influential standard bearers of the conservative movement. More than a dozen AEI veterans have filled top positions in the Bush Administration and the Standard is considered essential reading within
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