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The conscience of the Conservative is pricked by anyone who would debase the dignity of the individual human being. Today, therefore, he is at odds with dictators who rule by terror, and equally with those gentler collectivists who ask our permission to play God  with the human race.

—BARRY GOLDWATER, The Conscience of a Conservative, 1960
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I WILL START BY SAYING that I regret having to write this book.

I regret it because its necessity is a sign that the American conservative movement, which has been a force for great good to our country and to the world, is lost. This book aims to describe how it went wrong, and why, and how it might correct course. Given the state of our politics, it is no exaggeration to say that this is an urgent matter.

Conservatives can hold no one else responsible for this. It is a crisis of our own making. The good news is that fixing American conservatism is both of vital importance to our civic well-being and eminently achievable. But to do so, we have to be honest about what has happened.

I am a committed conservative. That means that I believe in the power of conservative principles to transform lives, lift countries, alleviate suffering, and make people prosperous and free. I strongly believe that given the choice between free markets and free minds versus more government control over our lives, the United States will almost always choose the conservative path.

But the question has become: Will “conservatives” choose the conservative path? Or will we instead sacrifice principle to do what is easiest and most politically expedient? When it comes to the election of 2016, well, we already have the answers. As conservative principle retreated, something new and troubling took its place. Going forward, those questions remain open, the answers remain unclear, and the early signs are troubling.

I grew up on a cattle ranch in northern Arizona, where conditions were spartan and life was what you made it. That experience taught me the value of standing alone sometimes, and it has everything to do with why I am now writing this book. And for the ultimate example in standing alone, we conservatives owe a great debt to a towering figure from Arizona, Senator Barry Goldwater, who more than fifty years ago stood alone when it was extremely difficult to do so, and in so doing started a movement of conservatives that twenty years later would see the election of one of our greatest presidents, Ronald Reagan. That this book takes its name from Senator Goldwater’s seminal book is an homage to both his fierce independence and his visionary leadership.

Goldwater’s fight was for the soul of the country, and so, too, is ours. When he wrote this in his own time, he may as well have been writing it in ours: “Though we Conservatives are deeply persuaded that our society is ailing, and know that Conservatism holds the key to national salvation—and feel sure the country agrees with us—we seem unable to demonstrate the practical relevance of Conservative principles to the needs of the day.”

The effect that Goldwater had on my state and on the way that Americans think about their relationship to their government cannot be overstated. It is our relationship to our government and the foundational institutions of American liberty that are now under severe stress.

That conservatism has become compromised by other powerful forces—nationalism, populism, xenophobia, extreme partisanship, even celebrity—explains part of how and why we lost our way. That we who call ourselves conservative have been willing partners in that compromise explains the rest.

It doesn’t have to be this way. In fact, it simply cannot be this way.

Going forward from here, for Americans to have the benefit of conservative principles, we must once again have the benefit of truly conservative leadership. Unabashed, unafraid, unreserved conservative leadership. But almost two decades into the new century, we conservatives have suffered a crisis of confidence, which in turn has led to a crisis of principle. In the election campaign of 2016, it was as if we no longer had the courage of our convictions and so chose to simply abandon conviction altogether, taking up instead an unfamiliar banner and a new set of values that had never been our own.

That an enigmatic Republican nominee succeeded in becoming president resolves nothing in terms of the future of American conservatism. In fact, an enigma by definition is a riddle, and riddles are meant to be solved. We—as conservatives and as Americans—have a lot of solving to do, to restore principle and look to the future.

Politicians can be herdlike creatures, too often prone to taking the path of least resistance. I understand the impulse and have often sought that well-trodden path myself. I must say, it would have been much easier for me to have taken that path this time as well and fallen in line with most in my party. But in good conscience, I could not. The stakes, for the future of conservatism and for the future of our country, are simply too high.


CONSCIENCE OF A CONSERVATIVE
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FOR THREE STRAIGHT DAYS in October 1969, at the peak of both the Vietnam War and our tensions with the Soviet Union, the United States military was secretly placed on full war readiness around the globe, and bombers armed with nuclear weapons flew patterns close to Soviet airspace. The Nixon administration let the Soviets know, via diplomatic channels, that “the madman was loose,” meaning that it was impossible to say what President Nixon might do next.

At approximately the same time, Nixon told his chief of staff, Bob Haldeman: “I want the North Vietnamese to believe that I’ve reached the point that I might do anything to stop the war. We’ll just slip the word to them that…‘you know Nixon is obsessed about communism. We can’t restrain him when he is angry—and he has his hand on the nuclear button’—Ho Chi Minh himself will be in Paris in two days begging for peace.”

Nixon believed that there can be value in being unpredictable. If your adversaries don’t know what you’re going to do or how you’ll react, you may be able to establish a strategic advantage over them and elicit a better response in a given situation than if your response is predictable or preordained. Another power, not wanting to test such unpredictability, might then forego territorial ambitions or think twice about causing trouble in its own sphere of influence.

This theory of unpredictability, dubbed the “madman theory,” assumes a strategy underlying the unpredictability. Absent strategy, we are left with no theory, just the madman. Or, more to the point, we are left with erratic behavior in the highest office, which is not a virtue in foreign policy—or in any policy, really.

Erratic behavior, unmoored from principle, is the opposite of conservatism, which is, I believe, the animating idea of government and its relationship to the governed as established by our Founders—that government should be limited and prudent in its exercise of the power granted it by the people. It is these principles that I was schooled in and that inspire and humble me every day.

In short, there is a significant difference between appearing to have problems with impulse control and actually having impulse-control problems. And so in our own time, in a very different presidency, we would do well to examine anew the efficacy of unpredictability.

—

On December 2, 2016, at 7:44 P.M., not quite a month after he was elected president, President-Elect Donald J. Trump tweeted this message to his followers: “The President of Taiwan CALLED ME today to wish me congratulations on winning the Presidency. Thank you!”

The 104 characters described a diplomatic breach, after which a firestorm had erupted. Trump’s first tweet was followed at 8:41 P.M. with this: “Interesting how the U.S. sells Taiwan billions of dollars of military equipment but I should not accept a congratulatory call.”

The context for Trump’s tweets is that that same morning, upsetting the “One China” protocol that had been observed by six American presidents from both parties since 1979, Trump had taken a phone call from the president of Taiwan, risking our relationship with Beijing, which is precarious under the best of circumstances. Foreign policy experts across the ideological spectrum were aghast—the established kabuki theater of international diplomacy and stability had been violated, and flagrantly so. For anyone who pays attention to these matters, the breach was a big deal.

For my part, I will say that overreaction seems to be the order of the day (and perhaps the desired effect) when it comes to all things to do with Donald Trump, and that the sky did not fall after the president-elect’s chat with Taiwanese president Tsai Ing-wen. At least it hasn’t yet. I will also say that it may even be past time to consider a change—in a nuanced way—in our relationship with China and Taiwan, if that change is pursued purposefully.

But in the tweeting life of our president, strategy is difficult to detect. Influencing the news cycles seems to be the principal goal; achieving short-term tactical advantage, you bet. But ultimately, it’s all noise and no signal. And in the absence of preparation and a well-considered strategy—especially when one is moving global chess pieces—volatile unpredictability is not a virtue. We have quite enough volatile actors to deal with internationally as it is without becoming one of them.

Of course, I could be wrong about the president’s seeming lack of strategy in Taiwan or on other matters, and because he is my president and as an American I fervently wish him to succeed, I have been more than willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Particularly because I so trust and admire his national security team, Defense Secretary James Mattis and—since the removal of the conspiracy theorist Michael Flynn—National Security Advisor H. R. McMaster.

In any case, the Chinese government, dismissing the breach of protocol as a “small trick,” seemed to take it all in stride. So maybe Mr. Trump’s gambit was both strategic and successful after all.

But it is one thing to seek to keep your global adversaries or “near-peer competitors” off-balance with strategic unpredictability and quite another to keep the American people themselves similarly at a loss as to what exactly is going on, which is now a daily occurrence, to say nothing at all about the vexation on the part of our many traditional allies all over the world.

I began writing this book after returning from a trip to Mexico City on a one-senator diplomatic mission to calm and reassure the nation to our south—a vitally important friend and trading partner—that all will be well, that America is still America. But is it?

The meetings with Mexican officials were planned before the election, but they took on greater significance after Trump’s win. But even before the election, it was obvious that my party had taken a sharp turn away from the conservative principles that have defined it for nearly a century and that I have tried to uphold for my entire life. And the animating question of how this had happened to my party seemed already to be a profound problem for our democracy, one badly in need of a solution.

I write this book because we as conservatives—and conservatism itself—are in crisis.

On its face, that might seem a preposterous claim, given that the American political party most closely and most often associated with conservatism currently occupies the White House and controls both houses of Congress. But make no mistake, as a governing philosophy, conservatism is indeed in crisis—and not in spite of this apparent success but because of it.

Let me explain.

In terms of global ideological struggle, we conservatives have since the Second World War feared and prepared for the rise of left-wing governments in Europe, and as part of this vigilance, we have relentlessly and with justification sought to curb the excesses of liberalism in the United States. After all, the health of our system depends on two healthy governing parties, and our role in striking this balance has been to keep a check on the power of the government. In this endeavor, our results have been decidedly mixed. Since the early twentieth century, the size and scope of the government of the United States has experienced explosive growth by every metric—particularly since the New Deal, during which much of our current social welfare and regulatory institutions were conceived, giving government a greater and greater share of control over the lives of individuals. Call it the First Law of Political Thermodynamics: Governments Grow. Such growth has made the job of the conservative all the more necessary, and all the more urgent, to fight this encroachment with everything we’ve got.

That remains the right fight for conservatives, but we must always be strong enough to look honestly at ourselves, too. Liberals have much to answer for for the role they’ve played in achieving our current dysfunction, but I will let liberals take care of themselves. Because all political actors are also fallible mortals, we—the conservative part of our polity—also have excesses and extremes, our own worst impulses to keep in check. That is the subject of this book.

How is it that the Republican Party, the political movement that has long been animated by the simple, strong ideas of limited government and economic freedom, has been swept up in a populist fever and has fallen for ideas that are the opposite of what so many of us have believed for so long—from ardent belief in free trade to realpolitik federal budgeting to responsible immigration policy to making the Republican Party as big a tent as possible—all united by a belief that, as George Will once wrote, “limited government by its limitations nurtures in men and women the responsibilities that make them competent for, and worthy of, freedom”?

By any honest assessment of where we are as a party, without a major course correction, we are simply on the way out. The demographic picture of America is rapidly changing, and we have to change with it. George W. Bush got 56 percent of the white vote, and won. Mitt Romney got 59 percent of the white vote, and lost. Every four years in this country, the electorate gets about two percentage points less white; as an increasingly old and increasingly white party, we are skidding with each passing election toward irrelevance in terms of appealing to a broad electorate. We hold out our hand, expecting our share of nonwhite votes, and yet we give these Americans too few reasons to come our way. Instead, we demonize them, marginalize them, blame them for our country’s problems. We knew all of this before the last election, but we quickly set it aside for the sugar high of populism, nativism, and demagoguery. The crash from this sugar high will be particularly unpleasant.

But it’s deeper than that. We have given in to the politics of anger—the belief that riling up the base can make up for failed attempts to broaden the electorate. These are the spasms of a dying party. Anger and resentment and blaming groups of people for our problems might work politically in the short term, but it’s a dangerous impulse in a pluralistic society, and we know from history that it’s an impulse that, once acted upon, never ends well.

I had hoped before the last election that we would salvage our party and actually learn and act on the lessons from the famous “autopsy” that the Republican Party issued after Mitt Romney’s unsuccessful presidential run in 2012, which set forth a program of how to grow and be a relevant and dynamic part of a rapidly changing America. We would once again be the party animated by ideas and not ire. But we instead took a step closer to the apocalyptic brink by becoming a party that calls for the jailing of its political opponents.

This problem, of course, has been a long time coming. I remember when we were the party of ideas. I still have a T-shirt from the early 1990s, commemorating the barnstorming battle royale national tour taken by two Texas Republican congressmen—Dick Armey and Bill Archer—selling out lecture halls to debate the benefits of a national flat tax versus a national consumption tax. I was back home in Arizona then, running a think tank called the Goldwater Institute, and I lived for these kinds of debates, with large and consequential ideas. Even the Contract with America, which was advanced by another character with extraordinary talents for self-promotion, Newt Gingrich, was issues-based. Some of the Institute’s patrons would regularly urge me to turn the Institute over to more hot-button social issues, but politically those issues could be terribly destructive and divisive, as they were often only intended as the bases for culture wars, so—with the libertarian western senator whose name the Institute proudly bore always in the back of my mind—I resisted. Give me the great economic thinkers and arguments, because that is where the Institute can make a difference. The issues that increase freedom and broaden opportunity for the most people are the issues that I wanted to devote my energies to.

It’s funny: At the same time that I was executive director of the Goldwater Institute in Arizona, Mike Pence was doing the same thing at the Indiana Policy Review, another free-market think tank. We were elected to Congress the same year—2000—just in time to watch President Bush push through No Child Left Behind and the Medicare Part D prescription drug benefit, programs that were absolutely anathema to think-tank Republicans. We were sitting on the House floor one day, and Mike joked that we were like Minutemen who had finally arrived at the battlefront only to be told that the revolution was over. We were desperate to engage big ideas, in a setting of intellectual curiosity and vigorous debate. I kept that Armey-Archer T-shirt so that I could remember a time when Republicans thought about ideas and enjoyed those good-spirited and consequential debates. It seems that time is gone, replaced by a race to the bottom to see who can be meaner and madder and crazier.

It is not enough to be conservative anymore. You have to be vicious. Of course, this culture of vicious dehumanization is bipartisan. But in the election of 2016, our side outdid itself. It helps if you ascribe the absolute worst motives to your opponents, traffic in outlandish conspiracy theories, abandon reason and any old-fashioned notions of the common good, and have an unquenchable appetite for destruction. But Donald Trump is not the source code for our obsession with the politics of personal destruction.

Our crisis has many fathers. Among them is Newt Gingrich, the modern progenitor of that school of politics. Any honest accounting of how we got to this new day has to reckon with Newt, whose talent for politics exceeded his interest in governing. I arrived in Congress after Gingrich departed, but I did serve with his consigliere, Tom DeLay. I remember when he gave his farewell address in the well of the House in 2006. It was DeLay who most embodied the coarse turn that politics had taken under Gingrich. DeLay was a consummate ends-justify-the-means tough guy, who by then was under indictment for his troubles.

I had arrived back at the Capitol Building straight from a family beach vacation, and on the plane I had spent nearly an hour in the cramped bathroom trying to dislodge a piece of sand that had hitched a ride in my left eye. As DeLay gave his resignation speech on the House floor, I worried that an observant reporter might mistake my moistened and still-red left eye for remorse over my role in hastening DeLay’s departure from Congress. After more than five years in Congress I had my share of regrets, but doing my part in helping Tom DeLay draw a premature congressional pension wasn’t one of them. His speech on the House floor confirmed my conclusion.

DeLay began by noting that there are three ways to end political careers: death, defeat, or retirement. He was happy, he said, “to bid farewell to this House under the happiest of the available options.” It was a good line, though the Democrats present when his speech was given—many skipped the speech entirely, and others walked out in the middle—would accurately argue that DeLay’s retirement had been prompted by his knowledge of imminent defeat in November.

From there, DeLay spoke for a defiant twenty minutes, which he described as a defense of principled partisanship. It was a powerful speech, well crafted, and for DeLay, who was not known to be an eloquent speaker, well delivered. It just wasn’t believable.

“You show me a nation without partisanship, and I’ll show you a tyranny,” DeLay intoned. He’s right. Principled partisanship is good. Compromise for the sake of compromise is no virtue. The worst legislation we pass in Congress, whether it’s a silly suspension bill honoring Dairy Goat Awareness Week or a bloated appropriation bill, flies through the People’s House and the world’s greatest deliberative body with little dissent. But the truth is that DeLay wasn’t
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