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“It was invisible, as always.… On election day America is Republican until five or six in the evening. It is in the last few hours of the day that working people and their families vote, on the way home from work, or after supper; it is then, at evening, that America goes Democratic if it goes Democratic at all. All of this is invisible, for it is the essence of the act that as it happens it is a mystery in which millions of people fit one fragment of the total secret together, none of them knowing the shape of the whole.”

—Theodore H. White, The Making of the President 1960



IN THEODORE WHITE’S NOW CANONICAL TELLING OF THE legend, the sacred democratic ritual begins as silently as snow falling on a serene New England landscape. His beautiful rendering of America’s political system offers a comforting image of a peaceful process that reveals itself to a citizenry that rises the morning after an election to gaze wondrously upon the glorious results of their efforts, like watchful children awakening to winter’s first snowfall. The beauty of the voting booth, seen through the lens of Teddy White’s inspiring works, is how our glorious Republic moves forward.

Except when it doesn’t. In those moments when a cultural shift is so sharp and sudden that its impact jars the political class out of a deep slumber, there is nothing gentle, nothing amiable about politics. These moments are more Norman Lear than Norman Rockwell, and the aftershocks seem all the more violent because few ever see a great political unraveling coming until after a Washington coalition crumbles and consensus disintegrates into cacophony.

This book tells the story of the unexpected rise and self-inflicted fall of the modern Republican Party, a movement that found a path to power in the middle of the 1960s and went on to dominate American life for forty years. With the national Grand Old Party seemingly on a glide path to ideological and demographic irrelevance as a presidential force, it’s difficult to remember, but we used to be the ones to beat. From 1968 to 2008, Republicans lost only when Democrats took care to sound more conservative than liberal. Between Richard Nixon and Barack Obama, the only Democrats to win the presidency of the United States were two white Southern Baptists who sought office by positioning themselves as nontraditional Democrats who understood the failings of liberalism and appreciated the virtues of conservatism. Republicans were not beyond the mainstream of American politics. For that forty-year period, Republicans were the mainstream of American politics.

But as conservatives endure two terms of Barack Obama and face the possibility of eight more years with a Clinton in the White House, all too often these days it’s the Republicans who sound angry, extreme, and too out of touch. If the GOP wants to regain its place as the decisive force in national politics, it needs to reengage with its real legacy, which is one of principled conservatism combined with clear-eyed pragmatism. We Republicans have been at our best when we are true to one of the deepest insights of conservatism: that politics, like mankind itself, isn’t perfectible in a fallen universe. And if we continue to let the perfect become the enemy of the good, then we will continue to dwindle in influence.

The good news is that the GOP’s ongoing decline as a national party is not inevitable. History tells us, actually, that we’re pretty good when the odds are the longest. Republicans emerged from what seemed an invincibly liberal political culture in the middle of what Time founder Henry Luce called the American Century when Lionel Trilling suggested that “in the United States at this time liberalism is not only the dominant but even the sole intellectual tradition.” Trilling, one of America’s foremost mid-century literary critics, dismissed conservative thought as little more than “irritable mental gestures which seek to resemble ideas.” History proved Trilling’s quote to be as untimely as the one uttered by a British record executive who told the Beatles’ manager, Brian Epstein, that bands with guitars were on their way out.

Conservatism would ultimately rise, not through “irritable mental gestures” or by being nativist or racist or blindly ideological. No, the party succeeded in direct proportion to its respect for overarching ideas about the nation and about the world that had a practical impact on the lives of Americans. Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan dominated the ideological middle of American thought because these GOP giants won elections by putting principled pragmatism ahead of reflexive purity.

Note that I say principled pragmatism: like our greatest leaders of any stripe—Washington, Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, TR, FDR, JFK—Republicans of the modern era, driven by conservatives, resonated with a majority of Americans when they demonstrated a genuine commitment to the ideas of greater liberty, a restrained state, social order, and strength abroad. These are the key conservative principles that most Americans agree with, have always agreed with, and will agree with in the future. Republicans who try to use the power of the state to interfere in matters of personal liberty will be as doomed as the big-government Democrats who wanted to use the authority of government to impose a singular “Great Society” on all of America. Conservatives know that the world is made up of what Edmund Burke described as “little platoons”—the small towns or the city neighborhoods where happiness is pursued.

The right path to power lies in appreciating that politics isn’t a science but an art—that America has been at her best and will be again when the common wisdom of the people, carefully weighed in the Madisonian scales of the Constitution, has a prime place in the governance of the nation. And history shows that the common wisdom of the people is essentially conservative in that most people want to find the right balance between freedom and responsibility.

For Eisenhower and Reagan, the two great leaders of the modern Republican Party, restraint both at home and abroad were the philosophical foundations of their presidencies. Both saw their first challenge as limiting the federal government’s ever-expanding reach at home. Ike’s presidency followed twenty years of New Deal activism, while Reagan’s focus was on reversing the more destructive, unintended consequences of LBJ’s Great Society. These two Republicans won four landslide victories between them because they were also shrewd enough to yield to immovable political realities that even their landslide victories could not wash away.

General Eisenhower knew that President Eisenhower would have to employ the same principled pragmatism in the White House that served him so well as the Atlantic commander in World War II managing mercurial generals like George Patton and Bernard Montgomery. Unlike most GOP activists in 1952, Eisenhower knew that no conservative president—no matter his popularity—would be able to eliminate Social Security and a bevy of other popular New Deal programs. It was a political pragmatism that frustrated conservatives like William F. Buckley, Jr., but it was a shrewd approach embraced even by the likes of Margaret Thatcher three decades later during her conservative revolution in the Britain of the late 1970s and 1980s. Though Thatcher remained in a perpetual political war with powerful union leaders and a socialist zeal that had laid waste to England’s economy over a generation, the Iron Lady also knew that Great Britain’s government-run National Health Service was simply beyond her political reach. So instead of dying a noble political death before even getting elected, Thatcher instead became the longest-serving prime minister of the twentieth century. As General George Washington learned on Long Island in the momentous summer of 1776, it is sometimes the battles great generals avoid that lead to glorious victories for freedom.

Reagan followed another GOP giant’s mantra—Teddy Roosevelt’s—by believing America was served best by a commander in chief who spoke softly and carried the big stick of American economic and military might. Eisenhower the general and Reagan the “warmonger” ended up being the most successful GOP politicians in the party’s 160-year history while, ironically, presiding over a combined sixteen years that were among the most peaceful in the last American Century. Ike’s restrained foreign policy was underscored in his farewell address to the nation as the world’s greatest general ominously warned of a burgeoning “military-industrial complex.”

Ike was the first Republican to run the Oval Office in two decades and held on to the White House for eight years—crushing all political comers. Reagan proved his critics wrong by being pragmatic enough to hold on to his conservative base while appealing to enough Democrats and independents to win forty-nine states in 1984. He managed that improbable feat after raising taxes, taking on Social Security, avoiding abortion battles, and allowing the federal deficit to explode to unprecedented heights. There would be compromises and deal cutting, dreams deferred and half measures accepted. The greatest conservative icon of the twentieth century knew that mortals must confront the world as it is, not as we wish it to be, if we want to win elections and bring that world closer to our ideal conservative vision.

Politics and governing aren’t for the stupid or the fainthearted. And sustained conservative gains are made when candidates focus less on indulging every whim of their political base and more on what successful Republicans from Eisenhower to Nixon to Reagan focused on: bending the world to overarching conservative purposes rather than obsessing on the twists and turns of any given moment, a scenario all too sadly familiar today.

In this constitutional republic of ours, destiny belongs to leaders who speak out not only against their opponents but who also have the nerve to stand down their most ferocious supporters when the action those supporters crave would clearly prove politically disastrous. That’s one of the best-kept secrets of successful statecraft, a secret that largely eluded Democrats in the years between 1968 and 1992, when presidential candidates and party operatives feared staring down the most extreme in their midst. As a result of the Democratic Party’s reluctance to face down its own political extremists, the Republican Party became a moderating force to the Democrats’ extreme brand of liberalism, gained control of the contours of political debate, redesigned foreign policy, and reshaped the Supreme Court. To understand the earth-shifting nature of just this last change, consider this: William Rehnquist would, over this time, move from being called the “Lone Dissenter” to “Mr. Chief Justice.”

The last two decades have been less kind to the GOP. While the right made great gains on talk radio, the Internet, and cable TV, the party has experienced a precipitous fall in national elections. The Republican Party’s nominee has now lost the popular vote against Democratic candidates in five of the last six presidential races. This 180-degree turn from the twenty years preceding Bill Clinton’s election means the GOP’s continued march toward obsolescence as a presidential party could cost them more than the White House. It will also tilt a closely divided Supreme Court left on issues like guns, abortion, health care, and federalism. Those who would move the party so far right on social issues that their nominated candidates become unelectable are, to borrow an infamous phrase from the Vietnam War, “destroying the village to save it.”

For Republicans—and I remain a proudly defiant one—the way forward begins with a look back. To win the future requires us, in Lincoln’s formulation, to think anew and act anew, but only after we take a deep breath and truly come to terms with how we reached the mountaintop and why we lost our footing. Once we do that, we shall, God willing, save our party—and our country. This much is clear: both need saving. There is nothing invisible or mysterious about that.


Introduction
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Forty Augusts: From Watts to Katrina

AMERICANS THINK OF AUGUST AS A TIME FOR BASEBALL AND days at the beach; for barbecues, long weekends, and back-to-school shopping. But our idyllic vision of the eighth month is divorced from the violence of history, for history tends to take big jumps in the seemingly slow days of summer. Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated in Sarajevo, igniting the First World War, in August. Hiroshima and Nagasaki were obliterated in seconds as August ushered in the horrors of the atomic age. From the mobilization of the Wehrmacht to launch Case White, Hitler’s invasion of Poland, to the resignation of Richard Nixon; from the nighttime escape of George Washington’s army after the Battle of Long Island in 1776 to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1991, August has often been the most momentous of months.

It’s fitting, then, that we can trace the rise and the fall of the modern Republican Party’s dominance in American politics to two Augusts forty years apart: the first in 1965, at the high-water mark of Great Society liberalism, the second in 2005, only ten months after the reelection of a Republican president led prominent GOP leaders to wonder aloud about the possibilities of a permanent Republican majority.

* * *

On Friday, August 6, 1965, the Voting Rights Act was passed into law, assuring people of color full access to the voting booth a hundred years after the chains of slavery had been broken by Lincoln. The act’s passage ended the most remarkable run of legislation in U.S. history, a panoply of initiatives dubbed the Great Society, with President Lyndon B. Johnson pushing through Medicare, Medicaid, Head Start, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and more landmark legislation in a shorter period than any previous president.

It helped that LBJ carried a martyr’s cause. A year after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, his vice president was swept into office with 61 percent of the popular vote, carrying 486 of 538 electoral votes in the biggest landslide since FDR swept Republican Alf Landon of Kansas aside in 1936. By the time he passed the Voting Rights Act, Johnson was carrying a 75 percent approval rating and had all but rendered helpless any Republican who dared to oppose him.

America seemed to be awash in unprecedented prosperity and the news coming out of Vietnam was so distant that the brash Texan felt comfortable using a Christmas ceremony to declare that the days of his remarkable ascent were “the most hopeful times in all the years since Christ was born in Bethlehem.”

By the summer of 1965, most Americans seemed to accept that what was being built out of Washington would guarantee world peace, prosperity, even the end of disease. As it was in the years immediately following World War II, the consensus in Washington was that liberalism’s ascent was all but unstoppable. LBJ was burning with confidence, perhaps because he had spent his first full year in the White House doing what George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and thirty-five previous presidents over two centuries had not been able to do: deliver on the American promise that under the law, all men were created equal. In that year, LBJ bent history without breaking a sweat. And on August 6, when Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act, he enjoyed a level of power and popularity rarely experienced by any American president.

To the wise men of Washington, the ruthless Texan was not only driving a stake through the heart of segregation; he was also delivering a fatal blow to the two-party system itself. That August, newspaper columnists and television anchors had every reason to believe they were witnessing nothing less than the historic end of the Republican Party. The Goldwater experiment had collapsed in failure the year before, when that conservative candidate was crushed by Johnson in his historic landslide. Conservatism’s intellectual force was reduced to questioning the legitimacy of national polls reaffirming LBJ’s supremacy, while the party was bitterly divided between Barry Goldwater’s conservative wing and Nelson Rockefeller’s liberal Republican East Coast elites.

As it approached the 1966 midterms, the GOP was in such a sorry state that it could barely afford the rent to keep its national headquarters open. On the night Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act, it seemed as if the century-old duopoly that Democrats and Republicans held over American politics was coming to an end, with the Grand Old Party going the way of the Whigs.

Five days later in Los Angeles, on August 11, a white police officer pushed a black woman. That single act would start a chain reaction that would lead to the most destructive riot in U.S. history, bring down the Johnson presidency, fuel the rise of Ronald Reagan, and usher in forty years of conservatism. The fact that political and intellectual elites would fail to grasp the cultural and electoral impact of those events until the election of Reagan as California governor fourteen months later illustrates how long conventional wisdom in Washington and New York has been disconnected from the events and attitudes that shape American elections.

California voters were set on edge in the summer of 1965 by the violent Watts riots and the chaotic campus protests in Berkeley. Images of affluent white students turning over police cars and occupying administration buildings stirred resentment among middle-class voters. Images of black youths running through the burning streets of South Central Los Angeles stirred up fear among suburban whites. That fear and resentment soon turned into voter rage against a popular but disconnected California governor who spent the first days of the Watts riots on vacation in Greece. The political class’s disconnect from working-class voters only fed into the cause of an aging actor who once considered himself an FDR Democrat. When he ran for governor, Ronald Reagan was dismissed by Democrats and the national media as a lightweight who harbored extreme views. His Democratic opponent, California’s legendary governor Edmund “Pat” Brown, thought so little of Reagan that his allies were instructed to aid Reagan in the GOP primary.

Brown got his wish and became the first of many who aided Reagan’s ascent by underestimating that remarkable politician. With the cultural chaos of 1965 erupting across the nation—Watts, Berkeley, the sexual revolution, and a growing drug culture—Reagan was a candidate who seemed born for his times. The morning after Reagan’s first victory, the political elite of California and Washington awoke to observe a radical new landscape that looked nothing like the opening pages of Theodore White’s The Making of the President 1960. Six years after JFK’s win, and just two years after LBJ’s historic victory had defined Goldwater conservatism as dangerously radical, it was the liberal Democratic Party that was now seen by middle-class voters as out of touch and extreme.

Two years later, the radicalism and seismic violence of the 1968 Chicago Democratic National Convention propelled Richard Nixon into the White House by the narrowest of margins and set American liberalism back on its heels for a generation. In 1980, Reagan brought his conservative revolution to Washington and finished the careers of most of the Senate’s great liberal icons. Reagan followed up four years later with the historic forty-nine-state victory in 1984 and his vice president, George H. W. Bush, easily disposed of Michael Dukakis in 1988. Over the two decades following Watts and Berkeley, Republicans won five of six presidential elections by running against organized labor, Hollywood, civil rights groups, trial lawyers, and national media outlets.

But conservatives didn’t need The New York Times or the Teamsters on their side so long as middle-class voters kept their focus set on the cultural chaos still emblematized by Watts, the Pill, Berkeley, the murders of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, the violence of the Chicago convention, the Weathermen, antiwar radicalism, LSD, Woodstock, Jane Fonda, Kent State, the Black Panthers, and a multitude of radical forces that terrified voters and clung to national Democratic candidates for a generation.

In 1988, the success of George H. W. Bush’s presidential campaign suggested that a right-wing pose could even elect a moderate Republican to the White House, for Bush overcame Michael Dukakis’s national lead in the polls only after going to war against the Massachusetts governor as an extremist liberal far outside the American mainstream. Yet Dukakis was far outside the American mainstream, and nobody who knew anything about George Bush of Andover, Yale, and Kennebunkport ever truly believed that the man his family still calls “Poppy” was simply an L.L. Bean version of George Wallace. It’s a misreading of the ’88 campaign to think that Republicans have to go hard-right to win. That analysis has been packaged and promulgated by frustrated liberals who want to believe that Bush won by coded racial appeals and raw red-meat patriotism. Here’s the problem: furloughing first-degree murderers isn’t a good idea, and most Americans want their children in classrooms reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.

But political winds often shift suddenly and without warning. Over the next two presidential elections, a man derided by Republican operatives as a pot-smoking, draft-dodging serial adulterer would crush two Republican heroes of World War II in presidential elections and win states in every region of the country—including the Deep South. The cultural battles that carried George H. W. Bush to victory in 1988 also propelled the GOP to a House majority for the first time in a generation, but carried no weight in presidential campaigns. Clinton, the pro-choice politician dismissed as a 1960s radical, carried states like Arkansas, Louisiana, Missouri, Tennessee, Kentucky, Georgia, and Florida. Republicans, meanwhile, were put on the defensive by a Southern strategy that failed to win the South while simultaneously managing to offend swing voters in other regions.

Before Bill Clinton’s 1992 victory, Republican presidential candidates carried the state of Maine in 1972, 1976, 1980, 1984, and 1988. They also carried Connecticut in every presidential race over that same period. But in 1992, Democrats would begin a run in Maine and Connecticut that continues today. In fact, over the past two decades, the Grand Old Party’s record in New England presidential contests is one win and thirty-five losses. Add New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey to that tally over that same time period and the party’s record falls to one win and fifty-three losses. After considering that the Republican Party’s record in those three big industrial states in the 1970s and 1980s was twelve wins to three losses, one can begin to see just how massive the party’s falloff has been in the Northeast.

Twenty years after the ’88 race, not a single New England voter was represented by a Republican in the House of Representatives. The Republican Party that had enjoyed forty-nine-state landslides over a twelve-year period is now reduced to a regional party that has carried only one New England state in two decades of presidential races. The candidate who did that, George W. Bush, was elected president in 2000 because of New Hampshire’s three electoral votes, but that victory owed more to his opponent’s weaknesses than the GOP’s strengths. Al Gore turned in three of the worst debate performances in modern political history and decided, for reasons still unknown even to close allies, to distance himself from Bill Clinton.

The attacks of September 11 would lead to GOP victories in the 2002 off-year elections and Bush’s win over John Kerry in 2004. But those wins had as much to do with America’s struggle against al Qaeda as Winston Churchill’s selection as prime minister in 1940 had to do with World War II. And just as Britain’s six-year struggle with Nazism led exhausted voters to throw Churchill out of 10 Downing Street once victory was at hand, George W. Bush’s Republican Party lost Congress when the threat of al Qaeda was less imminent. But while Churchill’s leadership from 1940 to 1945 is rightfully considered one of the finest hours for any leader in recorded history, Republican stewardship of the events following the September 11 attacks on America were so poorly executed that William F. Buckley—who a half century earlier had given voice to the principles of modern conservatism and proven Lionel Trilling to be embarrassingly off base—wondered in a 2007 National Review column whether the Republican Party would survive the political fallout of the Iraq War.

Republicans had been winning elections for a generation after the riots and student protests of the 1960s as the party of order. The bungled war against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was just the latest in a series of cataclysmic political events that had undermined the GOP’s image as the tonic to cultural chaos. From a Republican-engineered government shutdown in 1995, to the failed impeachment of a Democratic president in 1999, to Bush’s divisive victory in the recount of 2000, to al Qaeda’s attacks in 2001, to the Enron scandal in 2002, to the Iraq invasion in 2003 and Abu Ghraib in 2004, the political party that had promised to bring order to America’s political system during the tumult of the 1960s and 1970s was viewed (often unfairly) as the creator of chaos three decades later.

The end of the GOP’s forty-year reign came with the landfall of Hurricane Katrina in August 2005. Forty Augusts after riots ripped through minority neighborhoods in South Central Los Angeles, levees began to break, almost instantly submerging New Orleans’s Ninth Ward.

Now Americans again saw images of black Americans on their television sets around the clock. But forty years after images of black men rioting in the streets turned voters against liberal Democratic candidates, images of the daily suffering in New Orleans would end George W. Bush’s effectiveness as a president and bring to an end the forty-year period of conservative dominance in American politics. Even George F. Will, the poet-pundit of the rise of Reaganism, detected that the administration’s failures were of more than passing significance. Katrina reminded us, Will wrote in Newsweek in the aftermath of the storm, that conservatives must always hold that “the first business of government, on which everything depends, is security.”

When government fails at such a moment, the governed have a right to wonder whether those who hold ultimate power are up to the task. The government of George W. Bush was self-evidently not. In the days and weeks following the landfall of Hurricane Katrina, my family and I made daily trips to the impacted areas in Mississippi and Louisiana. We organized the relief efforts through local churches, whose members had provided George W. Bush an overwhelming majority of their votes. But as we spent those first few weeks spreading our relief efforts across the Gulf Coast, most of those evangelical church members who were answering God’s call to feed the hungry and clothe the poor began asking aloud where FEMA and other federal agencies funded by our tax dollars were. By the second week of our relief efforts, I began to notice the “Bush for President” bumper stickers from the 2004 race begin to get peeled off the minivans.

Hurricane Katrina did not turn my Southern evangelical friends into die-hard Democrats, but Katrina and Iraq did depress the GOP base and feed into a disillusionment with swing voters that led to Nancy Pelosi being elected speaker of the House fourteen months after the hurricane came onshore. Perhaps that is because the second President Bush presided over a large, even expanding federal establishment, and yet Washington—so intent on building nations in the far corners of the earth—failed to protect the nation at home. And so in another August a world, and a biblical forty years, away from Watts, the party that found the means to rise by promising to bring order to chaos allowed chaos to trump order as an American city drowned.

This book is my effort to explain what happened in the forty Augusts between Watts and Katrina, how decisions made by Republican leaders over the past decade continue to cloud our party’s future prospects, and how conservatives can in fact hold on to their base while at the same time reconnecting with those Americans who once saw the Republican Party as their best chance to move their family upward, straight into the heart of the American Dream. I do not believe that will happen. I know that will happen. In the pages that follow, I will tell you why.
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A Dislike for Ike


“Should any political party attempt to abolish social security and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.”

—Dwight D. Eisenhower




“It stands athwart history, yelling Stop, at a time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much patience with those who do.”

—William F. Buckley, Jr.,
in the inaugural issue of National Review, describing the mission of the magazine



IN THE AUTUMN OF 1951, THE WHITE HOUSE WAS UNDERGOING such extensive renovations—the first significant work to be done on the house in years—that Bess and Harry Truman had moved out, taking up residence across Pennsylvania Avenue at Blair House, the government’s guest quarters that had once been the home of Francis Preston Blair, Andrew Jackson’s confidential adviser. There President Truman sat down with General Dwight D. Eisenhower, then supreme commander of NATO forces in Europe, who was in Washington on official business.

Over lunch on this autumn Monday—it was November 5, almost precisely a year to the day before the ’52 election—the commander in chief had an offer for the visiting military hero. Should Eisenhower—the architect of Normandy, liberator of Western Europe—want it, Truman would “guarantee” the general the Democratic presidential nomination in 1952. Truman himself would step aside and vigorously campaign for the immensely popular Ike. It was not the first time Eisenhower had been approached with such a scenario. At Potsdam in 1945, shortly after Franklin Roosevelt’s death had
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