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Praise for Arthur C. Brooks’s The Battle

“[An] outstanding volume.”

—Ed Feulner, president, Heritage Foundation

“Clear, sharp, well reasoned and tough.”

—Karl Rove

“Brooks’s key insight in The Battle is that the case for free enterprise is not materialism, but human flourishing.”

—Newt Gingrich

“Arthur Brooks is one of America’s most astute, bold, and iconoclastic thinkers. The Battle provides yet more evidence of that fact.”

—William J. Bennett

“This is the playbook for the resurgence of the free enterprise movement.”

—former Vice President Dick Cheney

“Sometimes it takes someone who was on the other side to explain things clearly, as Brooks does in his eye-opening book.”

—Ron Kessler, Newsmax

“The book is a perfect Father’s Day present and a great gift for any college grad or newly minted JD, MBA or MD who needs to understand the country’s situation today.”

—radio show host Hugh Hewitt

“Brooks describes the players, outlines the stakes, and marshals the evidence that free enterprise produces richer, happier polities.”

—Matthew Continetti, National Review 

“The Battle makes the moral case for enterprise ... that the nonwelfare state not only produces more wealth, but makes people happier, as happiness comes not from equality, but from self-fulfillment, as in ‘earned success.’”

—Washington Examiner

“A fierce and necessary manifesto for the renewal of a commonsense right.”

—Brian C. Anderson, The American Spectator

“The Battle is both a manifesto on behalf of the free enterprise system and a call to action for Americans to rally against the threats to it now emanating from Washington.”

—James Pierson, Claremont Review of Books

“A timely reminder of the power of freedom.”

—St. Petersburg Times
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Foreword

THE CHOICE, THE FACTS, AND THE ARGUMENT: Why The Battle: How the Fight Between Free Enterprise 
and Big Government Will Shape America’s Future Is One of 
the Most Important Books in Your Lifetime





BY NEWT GINGRICH

 

 

 

 

 

ARTHUR C. BROOKS has written a book that will take its place with Charles Murray’s Losing Ground as one of the pivotal books around which American history turned.

From his very first sentences Brooks outlines a stark and compelling analysis of the crisis of contemporary America.

Brooks begins, “America faces a new culture war. This is not the culture war of the 1990s. This is not a fight over guns, abortions, religion, and gays. Nor is it about Republicans versus Democrats. Rather, it is a struggle between two competing visions of America’s future.”

The Battle then addresses three big facts:

First, there is a fundamental disagreement about America’s future between a socialist, redistributionist minority (the 30 percent coalition) and a massive free enterprise, work ethic,  opportunity-oriented majority (the 70 percent majority). For years I have spoken and written that “we are the majority.” It is a concept I learned from Ronald Reagan in the 1970s. Now Brooks provides the ammunition to factually explain why the 70 percent should govern America as a reflection of our legitimate majority status.

Second, there is an elite system of power that enables the 30 percent coalition to dominate the 70 percent majority. There are the seeds of an extraordinary history book buried in a few paragraphs of The Battle. How did the coalition of word users come to so thoroughly dominate the coalition of workers and doers? How did the elites on academic campuses come to define legitimacy for the news media, the Hollywood system, the courts, and the bureaucracy? Brooks makes clear that the dominance of the hard left in these worlds is a fact. He sets the stage for someone (maybe another AEI scholar) to develop the historic explanation of how this usurpation of the people by the elite came to be.

Third, this is a conflict over values in which those who represent redistributionist, left-wing materialism have stolen the language of morality while those who favor freedom, individual opportunity, the right to pursue happiness, and personal liberty have been maneuvered into a series of banal and ultimately unattractive positions in the public debate. Brooks’s outline of a morally dominant culture of freedom shaming the materialistic, statist, coercive culture of redistribution is as important for our generation as Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom was for the Reagan-Thatcher generation.

What makes The Battle so important is its unique combination of intellectual clarity and the best succinct analysis of the values of the American people I have ever read.

Brooks argues that conservatism—in its market-oriented, individual liberty, equality of opportunity, right to pursue happiness, and work ethic form—is both popular and historically the most positive way for people to live.

After you have read this book and committed its arguments and its salient facts to memory, you will be able to debate any elitist redistributionist leftist and win the day in both moral rhetoric and factual analysis.

Every American concerned about their country’s future and worried by the radicalism of the Obama-Pelosi-Reid machine should read The Battle. It is the ammunition with which to save our country and change our history for the better.





Introduction

THIS IS A BOOK about American culture. I don’t mean traditional “culture issues,” such as religion, abortion, and homosexual rights. Rather, it is a book about the true center of what makes our culture exceptional and different from others: free enterprise.

Free enterprise is the system characterized by individual liberty over collectivism, earned success over entitlement, and private entrepreneurship over government control. This book will make the case that free enterprise is truly mainstream, is loved by Americans for nonmaterialist reasons, and is a fundamental key to our happiness as a people. However, I do not expect you to accept or reject my arguments based on any subjective criteria. In this book, I will prove these arguments—to my satisfaction and, I hope, to yours too—not with theory or philosophy or ideology but with data on public opinion, economic prosperity, and (most important) human happiness.

I originally published this book in the summer of 2010, after the Obama administration had established itself but before  the 2010 midterm election. It was a time of dramatic turmoil: This period saw the rise of the grassroots Tea Party movement against big government in America. The movement, which Gallup polls show was supported by fully one-third of Americans and was seen favorably by a large majority, was not a demand for government jobs or services during a terrible recession. It was a rebellion against the expansion of government.1

The Tea Party protests were nothing less than a manifestation of true American cultural exceptionalism. In 2009 and 2010, protesters in Greece, France, Spain, and Portugal were taking to the streets, demanding an end to fiscal austerity and a continuation of absurdly early retirement ages and lavish state pensions. In short, they were insisting income and benefits be redistributed from their fellow citizens amid the worst recession in decades. In America, in contrast, protesters were demanding an end to fiscal profligacy and government expansion.

The first edition of this book suggested that a major political wave was in the works, with the culture of free enterprise at its core. And the following November, 242 Republicans took back the House of Representatives. It was the biggest midterm gain in House seats for either party since 1938. The Republicans only narrowly missed taking back the Senate from the Democrats, increased their share of governorships from 23 to 29, and gained a record 680 seats in state legislatures. And these were not the apparatchik Republicans of old. The Republican Study Committee, which contains the House of Representatives’ fiscal conservative caucus, swelled from 115 members before the election to 176 afterward. The GOP House leader John Boehner  called the election “a repudiation of Washington,” and President Obama agreed, calling it “a shellacking.”

It’s still too early to tell whether the November 2010 election will change the political orientation of the current administration. Some early indications are that President Obama is moving his policies and staff more to the center as a result. If the midterm results lead to the president refocusing more on free enterprise in the second half of his term, it will be good for America and good for his reelection chances in 2012.

In the wake of the 2010 election, three explanations emerged for what had happened—two incorrect and one correct. The first came from many triumphalist Republicans, who saw in the victory a resuscitation of the Republican brand. But understandable as it was, this was a dangerous misinterpretation. Indeed, on the brink of the midterms, polls showed that 42 percent of Americans had a negative attitude toward the Democratic Party—and 43 percent a negative attitude toward the Republican Party.

Fortunately for Republicans, this explanation was not shared by the new House leaders, who were contrite about past failures and determined not to display hubris at the victory. “I don’t necessarily see it as an election in favor of Republicans,” noted Wisconsin Republican congressman Paul Ryan. “I see it as an election opposed to the direction in which the president and his party have taken the country, which was in a very big government direction.”

Unfortunately for Democrats, their party’s leadership was less humble. Instead, they reelected their House leader, liberal  San Francisco congresswoman Nancy Pelosi, and embraced a second mistaken interpretation of the election results. As many Democrats explained it to me and others, no real shift had taken place, and there was no mandate for change. All that had happened was a little conservative brainwashing of the unreliable political middle. Under this view, there are 50 or 60 seats in the House of Representatives that tend to fluctuate between the Democratic Party and the GOP. The Democrats gained 31 of these seats in 2006 and picked up another 21 in 2008. In 2010, the awful labor market in the United States led Americans (who were too impatient and ill-informed to understand the Democrats’ beneficial economic policies) simply to flip these seats plus a few more back to the Republicans.

This explanation attributes no blame whatsoever to ideology and makes no acknowledgment of any popular rebellion against what the elites were doing in this country. It also allows its adherents to keep making the principled case for what they are doing, to stick with the same agenda, and to maintain the same leadership. In short, it enables them to continue to occupy what they consider the moral high ground in America and to continue to move us in the direction of European-style social democracy.

The third explanation for the midterm election is the one prefigured in this book, in its explanation of the 2008 election. In a nutshell, Americans in 2008 had punished an unprincipled Republican party—a party that had failed to prevent an economic crisis, then reacted to it with bailouts of car companies and deficit-driven, state-expanding stimulus spending. But  the political left that came to office after the 2008 election delivered exactly the opposite of what most Americans wanted. The deficit expanded, the state grew, and regulation exploded. Entrepreneurs found it harder to operate, and businesspeople felt vilified if they earned a profit during tough times. Ordinary Americans saw makers penalized and takers rewarded, with bailouts for poorly managed companies and homeowners who had made irresponsible borrowing decisions. The government-sponsored enterprises (GSEs)—“Fannie” and “Freddie”—that had sparked the housing crisis were empowered instead of dismantled.

A new kind of ethical populism swept America. In a now-famous televised rant on the floor of the Chicago Board of Trade in February 2009, CNBC correspondent Rick Santelli shouted, “The government is promoting bad behavior.” As those around him applauded, he continued, “This is America! How many of you people want to pay for your neighbors’ mortgage that has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills? ... President Obama, are you listening?”

Whether he was listening or not, the president’s handling of the economy plummeted in popularity, and the Democratic Congress’s favorability fell even further, at its lowest point in December 2010 scraping 13 percent, a level usually reserved for enemy nations and the Internal Revenue Service.2

Curiously to some, the most overt protesters were not the poor and unemployed. Nor were they rich people trying to avoid the punitive tax increases advocated by the governing political left. They were employed, middle-class folks, unlikely to face  either joblessness or higher taxes, but still outraged by what they saw as increasingly statist policies from Washington. Liberal pundits and politicians opined that this was a result of some sort of “false consciousness” on the part of the protesters or a conspiracy to fool the public by conservative news outlets. “This is not grass roots,” pronounced then–Senate majority leader Harry Reid, holding up a square of bright green Astroturf. The demonstrations were, he said, “about as phony as this grass.”3

But in truth, there was no conspiracy at work. The real story is the one in this book: Free enterprise is fundamental to whom we believe we are as a people. Our system is not primarily about money but about freedom and flourishing. The questions we face are cultural, not financial. And politicians, Republicans or Democrats, meddle with our culture of free enterprise at their peril.

The cultural disagreements discussed in this book were (and are) so strong, in fact, that I consider the 2010 midterm election a skirmish in the new “culture war” in America. The conflict implied in this metaphor is not (and I believe never will be) a violent one, but rather a vigorous competition of ideas that is fundamental to a free society. Indeed, the fact that a book like this can be published is evidence of the fact that the American system—despite our disagreements—is still healthy.

The Battle does not advocate this new culture war—it merely identifies it. The redistributive policies of the recent past and the open statism of our political leaders have provoked it. And now, that conflict is playing out all around us. It determined the  outcome of the 2010 election and is defining the issues at stake in the momentous policy debates of 2011 and 2012.

This book highlights the consequences of acquiescing to statism and effectively abandoning
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