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			Book Presentation: Take It Back by James Carville & Paul Begala

			Book Abstract

			In Take It Back, Carville and Begala diagnose why Democrats have been unable to connect with voters, despite the fact that the majority of Americans are dissatisfied with President Bush. “Democrats have failed at the basics: defining their message, attacking their opponents, defending their leaders, inspiring their voters.” Many middle-class and working-class voters chose Republicans, even though their economic policies conflict with voters’ self-interest, because they connect with Republicans over values. Republicans have managed to define “values” issues that are symbolic and divisive: abortion, gay rights and gun control. To regain the political playing field, Democrats need to expand the discussion of values and demonstrate that the party’s values are in the interest of the majority of Americans. Take It Back is a “call to arms” for Democrats to take back their party and renew their political message and strategies.

			About the Author

			James Carville is a veteran Democratic campaign strategist, best known for leading Clinton to victory in the presidential election of 1992. He has also managed successful Senate campaigns and foreign elections. He was co-host of CNN’s Crossfire and often makes appearances as a political commentator.

			Paul Begala was likewise a chief strategist for the winning 1992 Clinton presidential campaign and he has also worked on successful Senate campaigns. He served in the White House as an advisor and spokesperson under President Clinton. He was co-host of CNN’s Crossfire, and also co-hosted Equal Time with Oliver North on NBC.

		


		
			Summary of Take It Back (James Carville & Paul Begala)

			2004 Elections

			To fix the Democratic Party, it first pays to understand the party’s errors in the 2004 election, where “John Kerry’s defeat at the hands of George W. Bush was a calamity for our nation and the world.” Bush was the first incumbent since Truman to achieve re-election with an approval rating lower than 50 percent and the first president since Hoover during whose term the economy achieved a net job loss—under Bush, the country lost 821,000 net jobs, with a larger total of 2.7 million manufacturing jobs lost. Americans without health insurance had risen to record numbers and the deficit also exploded as the country moved from a record surplus under Clinton to a record deficit of $5.2 trillion. By Election Day, more than 1,000 soldiers had died in Iraq and over 8,000 were injured, in a war that the majority of Americans believed was going poorly. Losing the election in the face of such figures means that the Democrats had major failings in terms of their strategy and message.

			The main weakness was the lack of a clear message. Early on, the Bush campaign decided that their message centered on “strength, trust and values,” and adopted the slogan of “Steady leadership in a time of change.” They were able to cast Kerry, though an experienced Senator and receiver of several medals for his Vietnam service, as “weak, waffling and weird.” Republicans consistently spun stories about Kerry changing with the political wind, particularly attacking his change of decision to vote for the war, but then vote against funding it. The Bush team was able to craft compelling narratives about both Bush and Kerry. In contrast, Democrats approached the election not with a clear message, but with a laundry list of issues and proposals, like jobs, healthcare, oil, national security and the war. But the issues didn’t resonate with voters the way the Bush campaign’s emphasis on values did. “The overarching message – the master narrative, if you will– must precede the specific issues.”

			In the face of overwhelmingly negative campaigning by Republicans, Democrats failed in their strategy by not responding likewise. Despite a Republican convention filled with negative attacks, the Democratic convention “actually had a rule that you could not attack Republicans.” In making this decision, Democratic strategists relied too much upon focus groups who claimed to dislike negative campaigning. But Carville and Begala challenge such results and explain that focus groups, knowing their reactions are being scrutinized, will say what they think they should, even though they demonstrate that negative ads are remembered. “Attacks on ideas and issues, attacks on policies and positions, and most important, attacks on subjects that affect the real lives of real people—those kinds of attacks work.” Democrats needn’t stoop to personal slurs, but they need “a message that draws contrasts.” A clearer message and more aggressive campaigning are a must for the next round of elections.

			Moral Values

			Republicans have managed to position themselves as the party of moral superiority. Though progressives once comfortably broadcast their faith, as did Martin Luther King, Jr., in recent decades, Democrats have avoided publicly discussing religion. Meanwhile, Republicans have come to be the guardians of “family values.” They “have conducted a decades-long campaign to win over middle-class and lower-middle-class voters with cultural populism… [stoking] anger and resentment on cultural issues.” Abortion, gun control and gay marriage are the three most divisive issues on which Democrats need to change their strategy, to demonstrate that they can identify with the concerns of middle America.

			Fifty-six percent of Americans support a woman’s right to an abortion and many more support abortion in cases like rape, incest or the health of the mother. However, the majority of Americans also support some restrictions on abortions, such as partial birth abortion, late term-abortion and parental notification. Abortion rights groups, who strongly influence the Democratic platform on this issue, are out of step with the majority of Americans in their determination to oppose any restrictions to abortion. Democratic candidates need to maintain support for a woman’s right to an abortion, but back off of the issue and stop opposing some of the more divisive restrictions, which can position them on the liberal fringe for many voters. Instead, they should agree that the goal is to reduce abortions and vigorously attack Republicans’ lack of support for health care and social policies that could help make abortions less necessary in the first place.

			Gun control is another divisive cultural issue that Republicans use to persuade Americans to vote against their economic self-interest. “The majority of Americans support gun control, but at the same time, 72 percent say the Second Amendment guarantees each individual an inalienable right to own a gun.” Clinton-era gun control laws, such as the Brady Bill, though opposed by the NRA, have in fact worked well and are supported by most Americans, including the police. But voters perceive gun control as a political issue to be more about culture than it is about crime, for opponents feel that their culture and heritage are threatened. Democrats should argue for the stricter enforcement of the gun control laws already on the books and abandon efforts to extend the Brady Bill, such as the proposal to close the gun-show loophole. This proposal would only prevent a tiny number of gun sales and would expend much more political capital than it is worth. Furthermore, Democrats must demonstrate respect for gun owners and their culture, clarify their support of the Second Amendment and broadcast their own hunting and enjoyment of guns where applicable.

			Gay marriage was an issue the Republicans used successfully during the election to garner fear and moral outrage, once again attempting to paint Democrats who support it as being on the liberal fringe. Americans are closely divided on the issue; they narrowly support civil unions, but a majority opposes gay marriage, which Bush has described as “special rights.” But the issue itself has only a minimal direct effect on most Americans. Carville and Begala advise Democrats to slow down on the issue, as some Americans need more time to adjust to the pace of social change. At the same time, Democrats must work towards progress on gay rights by broadening the debate, away from gay marriage and its threat to traditional marriage, to being in favor of the issue of the Employment Non-Discrimination Act. “We should ask our friends who are queasy about marriage and the military whether they believe people should be fired on account of who they fall in love with.” By 2001, the number of people who believed that gays should be treated equally had gone up to 85%. Democrats can defuse the debate about whether homosexuality is inborn or choice by comparing it to other choices, like religion, which are also protected by law. And Democrats should also personalize the issue by proudly acknowledging family and acquaintances that are out and gay, to help counter the prejudices and stereotypes based upon ignorance.

			Above all, Democrats need to counter the Republicans’ claim to be the guardians of moral values on such issues. Though Christians comprise 83% of the population, Republicans have managed to paint the religion as a victimized minority in the culture wars, under attack by the liberal elite. A solution is for Democrats to respect religion and to more publicly and enthusiastically embrace their own religion where applicable, using it to support their own social policies, such as reducing poverty. “It is no accident that the last two presidents our party has produced were openly, explicitly religious.”

			National Security

			Democrats are too vulnerable on issues of national security. “Americans just don’t trust us with protecting the security of our nation” and this gravely endangers the party’s chances in a presidential election. Since Vietnam, when progressives opposed the war and were perceived as not supporting the returning soldiers, Democrats have been associated with lack of support for the military, and years of opposing military defense spending has added to the image. Republicans have capitalized on national security issues, particularly in the wake of 9-11. Bush, in fact, used 9-11 as the justification for many policies, such as the war in Afghanistan and the Patriot Act, and also for unrelated policies like missile defense, tax cuts and the war in Iraq. Linking Saddam Hussein to the terrorist attacks of 9-11 in defense of his case for war, despite no evidence for the link, as is now common knowledge, is one of the Bush administration’s biggest political lies and moral failings. The Iraq war has since made the US more vulnerable and overextended in areas of national security and Democrats must make this case strongly to voters.

			In the 2004 elections, John Kerry had a strong military record as a Purple Heart-decorated Vietnam veteran (unlike Bush and Cheney’s history of weaseling out of Vietnam service). He took the right tactic in vehemently criticizing Bush’s national security flaws, such as failing to use U.S. forces to aggressively pursue Osama bin Laden in the Caves of Tora Bora and instead choosing to let local fighters lead the offensive, thus permitting his escape. The Republican campaign, however, pulled electoral dirty tricks to trash Kerry’s military reputation during the election, as they have done to other opposition candidates like Senator John McCain, decorated Vietnam vet and Republican primary opponent.

			Democrats need to be strong yet patriotic in asserting their message on national security, even if it includes criticizing the war in Iraq. Democrats must stick to their principles and communicate this; leading up to the Iraq war, Democrats were inconsistent and hesitant in their mixed messages of support and opposition. Democrats need to demonstrate respect for soldiers and for symbols like the American flag, proclaiming their patriotism even if opposing the war. And Democrats need to strongly challenge Bush to declare and pursue the parameters for achieving victory in Iraq. They must challenge the administration’s policies on Iraq and on the war on terror. Sloppy and naïve intelligence gathering have lead to weaknesses, as in the search for weapons of mass destruction, and in the lack of understanding of the Iraqi insurgency. Bush’s goal for the war on terror, to “rid the world of evil-doers,” betrays a lack of understanding of terrorism “as if it was some abstract, generalized, unified global evil,” instead of a set of tactics used by many groups with different political agendas. Bush’s “sloppy thinking is indicative of a president with no clear goal, no real vision, and no sound plan for victory.”

			Democrats must call for America to resume its position as leader of the world supported by its allies, without which it cannot hope to win the struggle against terrorism. A strong leader “requires followers,” yet the Bush administration has succeeded in alienating many of our traditional supporters. Success against terrorism can only come with cooperation and communication with other countries. Democrats should make clear that “American power is enhanced by American prestige. The respect we have in the world is, in military parlance, a force multiplier.” To counter Bush’s blustery rhetoric claiming, “America will never be the country of the permission slip,” thus dismissing our relationship with other allies, Democrats must explain that Bush has severely damaged our standing and security by hurting our relationship with our allies. Bush’s status as “leader of the free world” has become laughable.

			Clean up Washington

			In addition to the lies perpetrated by Bush and Cheney to support going to war against Iraq, Republicans in Washington have presided over the most corruption since Nixon. Examples are legion. Take, for instance, the CIA leak scandal. The White House revealed the identity of CIA agent Valerie Plame to the press in order to punish her husband Joe Wilson, a former State Department official who had debunked White House claims that Iraq purchased uranium from Niger. The White House lied about the leak and the leak itself endangered many agents in the field, compromised important foreign intelligence assets and thus damaged national security in the interest
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