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Introduction
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ON my desk at National Review, there is a piece of cardboard that was mailed to me by a man who is no great admirer of my work. “Conservatism SUCKS!” it declares in erratically scrawled capital letters. “Let’s get really conservative and go back to pre–Magna Carta days!”

This is a jab to which I have grown accustomed in the past few years, based as it is on a popular misapprehension as to what those of us on the Right actually believe. It is worth clearing up this error at the start. That in America the friends of liberty are called “conservatives” and the centralizing authoritarians are referred to as “liberals” is one of the great semantic jokes of history. In almost every other part of the world, rightward-leaning political movements seek primarily to conserve the long-established order, and in consequence compete not for meaningful ideological terrain but for stewardship and for stasis. Elections abroad tend to be narrow and meretricious affairs, in which minor reductions in the considerable power of the state take on great significance and “philosophy” is seen as a dirty, even dangerous, word.

In the United States, by happy contrast, conservatism is marked by its unorthodoxy and its radicalism. Conservatives are passionate and ambitious, and their concern is for neither the international norms nor the tribal precepts that have animated most of human history, but for the manifestation of eccentric ideas that have surfaced only recently—among them property rights; separation of powers; hard limits on the power of the state; staunch protections of the rights of conscience, assembly, speech, privacy, and self-protection; a preference for local governance over central planning; a free and dynamic market economy that permits rapid change and remarkable innovation; and, above all, a distrust of any government that would step in to answer questions that can be better resolved by civil society.

Insofar as conservatives look back into the past, they typically do so to reestablish their purchase on timeless truths about the nature of politics and of human beings and to reacquaint themselves with a subversive political framework that—although more than two centuries old—has been the most effective steward of political progress and material improvement in human history. So accustomed have we in the West become to the blessings of ordered liberty that it can be tempting to believe that this is the natural order of things. Alas, it is not. Thomas Jefferson, the principal author of the Declaration of Independence, correctly observed that “the natural progress of things is for liberty to yield, and government to gain ground,” adding wisely that freedoms, once lost, are rarely regained. But he did not mention that enjoying liberty in the first instance is a rare privilege indeed—one that has been accorded to only a handful of the billions of people who have come and gone from the Earth. If conservatism in America has one goal, it is to preserve that opportunity.

This country’s founding generation was preoccupied with designing a system that would prove difficult for evil and ambitious men to commandeer—not because there was an uncommonly large number of such men here in the late eighteenth century, but because history had shown them to be a feature of every age and a threat to all peoples. For most of the country’s history, my colleague Kevin D. Williamson notes, “politics” has been the word used to describe the altercation between those laboring under the impression that “our institutions could be channels of moral action and reliably ethical arbiters of such ill-defined standards as ‘fairness’ and ‘social justice,’ if only we put the right people in power,” and those who believe that “man is a fallen creature” who cannot always be trusted to act rationally and magnanimously. This question, of the essential nature of man, is at the very root of the disagreement between the Left and the Right—the Right’s skepticism resting heavily upon the presumption that human beings do not change when they are accorded great power and that, if anything, we should be more and not less suspicious of anybody who seeks out influence; the Left taking the opposing view.

The Right’s acknowledgment of the limitations of man and of the state that he has created is imperative. It is often asserted that free markets perform better than does central preparation, and that governments are unable to achieve by design what a free people may spontaneously. But it is rarely explained why this is the case. The answer is refreshingly simple: Because so much that the state does it is not designed to do well, however ingenious are the men and women we put in charge. Brilliant as our bureaucrats may be, they are simply incapable of running a country this size. As George Will discerned in 2014, the United States “is not a parcel to be ‘taken’ anywhere. It is the spontaneous order of 316 million people making billions of daily decisions, cooperatively contracting together, moving the country in gloriously unplanned directions.” It does not matter whether we have a Harvard professor or a business mogul or a lifelong politico running the Department of Energy; none of them can do half as well for a local in Springfield, Virginia, as that local can do for himself. It does not matter how accomplished or credentialed the economists at the head of the Department of Commerce are; they will never grasp the details of the market better than the businesses they are seeking to aid. All too often, our politics is focused on a rotten capital city that sits on the Eastern Seaboard and not on our various institutions of meaning: the churches, charities, clubs, associations, sports teams, businesses, families, towns, cities, counties, and states that make up the whole. This vexes conservatives, at least ostensibly. But they might do more with their aggravation the next time they are in a position of power, steadfastly resisting the temptation merely to replace one set of tsars with another and choosing, this time, actually to let go.

There will be such a time. That the United States remains so keenly politically divided—and that its conservatives have not yet given up—is a matter of great disappointment to social democrats and a source of considerable inspiration to me and to many millions of others. In the United States, questions that were long ago settled in Europe and beyond serve as matters of daily deliberation. Among those questions: “What role should the government play in health care?” “Should the national government take a leading or a limited role in the national economy?” “Are individuals to be trusted with their own protection and allowed to possess the tools with which they might defend themselves?”

The scholar Francis Fukuyama, who in the mid-1990s declared that history had come to an end, seems now to be disappointed that its contributors are still kicking. Lamenting rather hysterically in 2013 that America’s exceptional character was “not necessarily a good thing,” Fukuyama spoke for many progressives when he observed that in the rest of the world, “the losing side of the election generally accepts the right of the majority to govern and does not seek to use every institutional lever available to undermine the winner.” Not so in America, where change is slow and the losers are afforded ample opportunity to regroup and to push their ideas. Fleshing out his objections, Fukuyama turned recently to Obamacare, proposing that


only in America can a government mandate to buy something that is good for you in any case be characterized as an intolerable intrusion on individual liberty. According to many Republicans, Obamacare signals nothing short of the end of the United States, something that “we will never recover from,” in the words of one GOP House member.… It is this kind of rhetoric that makes non-Americans scratch their heads in disbelief.



Let them scratch. It should be clear by now that any genuine diversity of thought will naturally produce both good and bad results. As Fukuyama himself concedes, the same structural and cultural frameworks that have allowed a genuine political opposition to prosper have also “slowed down or prevented the growth of a large, European-style regulatory welfare state, allowing the private sector to flourish and unleashing the United States as a world leader in technology and entrepreneurship.”

Fukuyama and his ilk underestimate the virtue of the space that government retrenchment leaves, and do not understand that preventing the metastasis of the state has more benefits than just economic dynamism. Governments are unlike most private enterprise, which must stand or fall by its merits, and unlike civil society, which survives only by convincing volunteers that their time is being well spent. Able to recruit an almost endless stream of treasure and violence to its cause, Washington makes mistakes that live on for decades—becoming petrified by the self-interested and then wrapped for the electorate in warm language and vague sentiment that has little to do with the actual consequences of whatever is being discussed. Having a movement that opposes much of this in principle is not an annoyance; it is a prerequisite for liberty.

The Tea Party and libertarian contingents, both of which are perpetually rolling their eyes at mainstream Republicans and their allies, have done the broader movement a great service by demanding that such power as the ostensible champions of limited government enjoy is to be leveraged in service of reform. Those elements have been right, too, to observe that the conservatives whose idea of change is simply to replace the management have abandoned a core American principle: That there is only so much that the state can, and should, do. Some among this group have become sufficiently frustrated with their brothers-in-arms to have established new and discrete groups, even abandoning or amending the “conservative” and “libertarian” labels traditionally used to describe the two strongest building blocks of the Right’s coalition. These are the “conservatarians” referred to in the title of this book, and they have an important point to make.

But not an exhaustive one. Pace George Washington, parties and ideologies can be extraordinarily useful organizing tools, and those who dismiss them out of hand tend to ignore the fact that the cabal and the clique are as inevitable as is politics itself. Nonetheless, however virtuous or natural they might be, all organizations are at risk of stagnation and calcification, and range from time to time into the danger of losing their souls and their appeal. On drugs, on gay marriage, on defense, and on the structure of the government—to name just a few areas in which the Right is unself-reflective—conservatives have all too often tended to rely upon reflexive justifications that they might never accept in other areas, opening themselves up to charges of hypocrisy and weakening their case with both their natural allies and with the independent voters that have customarily been the key to their success. This, I will suggest, is a dangerous mistake.

This is a book about a party and a philosophy that, in a number of areas, has lost its way. It is a book about change but also about tradition; a book that is sometimes critical but ultimately optimistic; a book that, at its heart, appreciates the age-old truths that man is not capable of perfection, that what cannot go on forever will stop, and that there are no solutions, only trade-offs; and a book that attempts to apply those timeless principles to the present day.

It is a book that offers the good news that most of what ails America can—and by rights should—be fixed by the conservative movement. Conservatives remain keenly in touch with the principles that have led the country to its present position of plenty and of international primacy, but of late they have exhibited a nasty habit of focusing on the wrong things and ignoring what it was that catapulted them to a position of influence in the first place.

These mistakes have not been fatal. The supposedly ebullient progressive moment of 2012 was, it turns out, little more than a mirage—a particularly turbulent swing of the pendulum that benefited but did not solidify the Left’s agenda. Barack Obama and his philosophy have not captured the American heart.

Nor, alas, have conservatives. But, I will argue, they can. In particular, I hope to remind the American Right that ours is an iconoclastic movement. I do not, of course, have all the answers. Nobody does. But I hope, at least, to start an argument within the group and to force conservatives to reexamine some of their basic principles and to question why they support what they support. There is limited virtue in merely restating the case against one’s opponents, and I have no intention of doing so here. If you are looking for a straight-up polemic, then I suggest you buy a different book. If, perchance, you are interested in a reappraisal of the conservative movement that seeks to leave it ever more vital and more closely in touch with the timeless principles that have guided it to this point, I hope you will find here something of use.


1

WHAT’S WRONG WITH CONSERVATIVES?
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BARACK Obama’s reelection to the presidency was met with the hyperbole, panic, and unchecked euphoria that is typical of the Washington press corps. As morning broke on November 7, 2012, and the political class took stock of what had happened, a claim swiftly rose to the surface: Progressivism was now the dominant political philosophy in America, and conservatism as we had known it was dead. Obama’s victory, MSNBC’s Ari Melber wrote breathlessly in the Huffington Post, was “the most decisive mandate for an assertive, progressive governing model in well over a generation.”

Melber’s view was the regnant one, at least initially. In a hasty postmortem piece simply titled “Welcome to Liberal America,” Ben Smith and Zeke Miller predicted on the pop-culture blog BuzzFeed that “this is the country, and the Republican Party has to adapt.” The president’s rehiring, the pair contended, licensed him to “carry, if not quite fulfill, a liberal vision of activist government and soft but sometimes deadly power abroad that will define his party for a generation.”

Politics being a zero-sum game, the prevailing take was that the Republican Party was destined to go the way of the Whigs—powerless in the face of demographic change, unable to match the unassailable Democratic coalition, and years behind a deep-seated ideological switch that had pushed the United States away from the center right and toward the temptations of social democracy. If the GOP continued on its course, it would end up as a rump regional party. Sure, if the Republicans made some leftward changes and rode the political pendulum, they would likely hold office in the future. But they would not effect substantial change. Like conservative parties in other countries, the role of Republicans in American life would henceforth be to manage the welfare state better than does the Left, to slow the pace of change, and to blunt the sharper excesses of a dominant progressivism.

Elsewhere, the election victory was regarded as a likely overture to more radical social alterations: comprehensive immigration reform, tax increases, the nationalization of gay marriage, stricter gun control, the legalization of marijuana, drastic reductions in carbon emissions, and the entrenchment of Obamacare were all on the horizon. From wherever he is, the late British prime minister Harold Macmillan must have smiled a wry smile. When asked what he feared most in politics, Macmillan famously—perhaps apocryphally—replied, “Events, dear boy, events.” To have driven home the point, he might have added, “and the passage of time.”

It is probably inevitable that presidents’ second terms will collapse into themselves—frayed at the edges by the shifting sands of coalitions; racked by scandals, the consequences of which can be put off for only so long; and slowed in their momentum by the media’s tendency to always be looking for the next big thing. There is nothing special about our own era, and despite the reverent and deferential manner in which Barack Obama’s apologists continue to talk of him, our 44th president has not bucked this trend. In all likelihood, he will not. In his sixth year as the head of the executive branch, Barack Obama is as unpopular as was George W. Bush in the same period, is so lacking in political capital that he has been reduced to the indignities of executive action, and has been forced to watch as his signature legislative achievement, the Affordable Care Act, has become a dead weight around his party’s weakening neck.

Obama is now enmeshed in scandals involving the IRS, the NSA, the Department of Justice, the Department of State, the Department of Veterans Affairs, and the INS (Immigration and Naturalization Service). He is being investigated from many corners and sued, successfully, from others. Most important, perhaps, he is discovering that his legislative and philosophical platform has not taken root in any permanent sense—and, I would venture, cannot take root in any permanent sense. The areas in which the president has chosen to focus—health care, immigration, gun control, and climate change—barely register on the list of citizens’ concerns. Meanwhile, his abject lack of interest in foreign affairs is proving costly to his reputation (and that of America) and to the stability of the world. His base, once deeply in love with him and what he appeared to represent, is mostly unenthused. Across the country, ambitious Democrats are determined to distance themselves from the president, turning down opportunities to appear with him at campaign stops and taking harsh swipes at his agenda in a manner that would have been unthinkable just a few years back.

Rather than serving as the overture to a brave new era, it now seems that the period 2008–2012 was, in fact, the highwater mark of progressive electoral and legislative success. For two years, the Democratic Party had an all but free hand, enjoying a popular president in the White House, strong control of the House of Representatives, and a filibuster-proof majority in the Senate. By 2015, the tide has turned almost completely. Now, Republicans boast their largest majority in the House since World War II, are comfortably in charge of the Senate, and are continuing to dominate politics at the state and local levels. What could possibly have happened?

Lost in all the drama of November 7, 2012, was a crucial detail: That while voters preferred Barack Obama to Mitt Romney, they did not necessarily buy his ideology. Shortly after the election, The New Republic’s Timothy Noah tried to break down the exit polling to get a solid impression of what had just happened. Frustrated, he threw his hands up, griping that “the exercise [proved] weirdly difficult.”

On first glance it is indeed perplexing. Six in ten voters considered the economy to be the most important issue, seven out of ten voters considered that economy to be in dire straits, and a majority of voters trusted Romney more than Obama as an economic steward. And yet … Obama won. A majority disagreed with the president that taxes on people with incomes above $250,000 should be raised—a promise that Obama had repeatedly and publicly made. And yet, Obama won. A majority favored repealing Obamacare completely—a promise that Mitt Romney made the centerpiece of his campaign. And yet Obama won. A majority thought the country was “on the wrong track” and that “government does too much,” and only one-quarter of respondents said that their families’ financial situations were getting better.

And yet … well, you get the idea.

To paraphrase Smith and Miller, then: “this [the election result] is not the country.” To rebut Ari Melber, this is not the most decisive mandate for an assertive, progressive governing model in well over a generation. It’s a mess.

Conservatives should be pleased about this. But not too pleased. For while the president and his legislative agenda are disliked by a majority, so too are the Republican Party and its agenda. And, arguably, people dislike Republicans much, much more. Worse still, the recent memories of Republicans in power are not happy ones. The march of time may be rehabilitating George W. Bush’s reputation. But his years are still viewed unfavorably by most. Meanwhile, people under the age of thirty hold no warm memories of Ronald Reagan, of economic resurgence driven by deregulation, and of Cold War victory. For them, the most admired president of the past few decades is Bill Clinton. Obama may be on his way out, and Americans may have learned once more that the trailer is often better than the movie. But that doesn’t mean the old guard is on its way back in.

Before the GOP will be trusted again as the natural party of government, it will have to rebuild—and dramatically. During the Bush administration’s turbulent eight years, the Republican Party steadily ruined its reputation, damaging the public conception of conservatism in the process. Republicans spent too much, subsidized too much, spied too much, and controlled too much. The party abandoned its core principle of federalism, undermined free trade, favored the interests of big businesses over genuinely free markets, used government power to push social issues too aggressively, and, ultimately, was somewhat co-opted by the Christian Right, which moved from being one part of the coalition to being the dominant one. Most of all, the Republican Party lost its reputation for fiscal restraint, constitutional propriety, and mastery of foreign affairs. That conservatives were tempted to use power to get what they wanted when they held power is understandable. Life is easier when your man is in the White House. But government does not cease to be destructive because the men in charge carry the letter “R” after their names, and the willingness of many conservatives to abandon their principles the very moment that they wrapped their grubby hands around the levers of power has contributed to a reasonable suspicion that the Right’s objection to the use of government as an agent of social change is situational. If it is to win again, it will have to demonstrate that it is not merely agitating for a different form of Leviathan.

Alas, in a number of key areas, Republicans are still making the same mistakes. If they continue to do so, they will not only continue to give their party a bad name, they will convince the public that the very notion of liberty deserves a bad name, too. For the United States and for the world, this would be catastrophic.

AMONG the fashionable set, an article of faith has lately been consecrated: The GOP has become “extreme” and is running away from the political center and into unelectable territory. This claim has little but rhetoric to recommend it. Certainly, Republicans today are more conservative than they were during the Bush years. As a result of world events over which he had no control, and of a personal philosophy that infamously held that “if someone is hurting, the government must move,” President Bush moved the GOP onto unfamiliar ground, injuring the party’s historically positive foreign policy record and quixotically attempting to win over new constituencies with a series of domestic spending initiatives that were anathema to the rhetorical and political norms of the movement. But this was the exception, not the rule. It is Bush’s party—not the one of today—that is the aberration.

In the era of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, the Republican Party reduced taxes, cut regulations, and relentlessly attacked the popular conceit that the answer to the nation’s problems was invariably more government intervention. And the Republicans who followed—the class of rebels that arguably ruined Bill Clinton’s presidency—were perhaps even more conservative than was Reagan. These were the movers and shakers who created the “Contract with America”—the brash kids who in 1994 seized upon President Clinton’s overreach on health care and on gun control and took over the House of Representatives, promising to abolish a host of federal departments, to nix almost one hundred government programs, to pass a Constitutional amendment requiring a balanced budget, to slash the welfare rolls substantially, and to push powers back to the states. Sound familiar? It should. Today the Republican Party has merely moved back to its former position.

Its opponents have shifted, too. Following the brief Clintonian hiatus that was brought about in part by the conscious desire to again win the White House and in part by the realities and opportunities presented by a divided government, Democrats have returned to their favored post-1968 position on the far Left. The Democratic Leadership Council, once an influential and moderating force, has been abolished. The party has picked up positions on abortion, health care, religious liberty, and gun control that most Americans consider to be severe. It has made Obamacare—a law that most Americans did not want and still do not want—the centerpiece of its time in power. In 1996, Bill Clinton announced that “the era of big government is over.” The very notion of a Democrat saying those words today should make you snort derisively.

Taken together, the Republicans’ move back to the Right and the Democrats’ move back to the Left have created an illusion: that conservatives have become radicals in the second decade of the twenty-first century. But illusions are not to be trusted.

DESPITE all of the Right’s energy over the past fifty years—and a good deal of electoral success to boot—the basic assumptions of the American government have in no meaningful sense been reversed. One of the New York Times’s two conservatives, Ross Douthat, has described a “deep, abiding gulf between the widespread conservative idea of what a true Conservative Moment would look like and the mainstream idea of the same.” His case is a simple one: That while Ronald Reagan and his offspring managed to halt the march of the progressive movement and to publicly embarrass the more radical components of its agenda, they never succeeded in undoing the damage to limited government that had been done in the 1930s and 1960s. “To liberals and many moderates,” Douthat observes,


it often seems like the right gets what it wants in these arguments and then just gets more extreme, demanding cuts atop cuts, concessions atop concessions, deregulation upon deregulation, tax cuts upon tax cuts. But to many conservatives, the right has never come remotely close to getting what it actually wants, whether in the Reagan era or the Gingrich years or now the age of the Tea Party—because what it wants is an actually smaller government, as opposed to one that just grows somewhat more slowly than liberals and the left would like.



Allied with this misconception—that conservatives have “won” in any serious ideological sense in the past century—is the peculiar but popular delusion that the government can realistically be called “small.” To my eyes, and to those of many of my brothers-in-arms, the federal government is a vast, intrusive, unwieldy, undemocratic, bureaucratic disaster that never stops feeding, and that is slowly but surely dismantling the beautiful and necessary ideas of the American Founding in the name of a utopian future that never arrives. Nevertheless, each time that conservatives so much as hint at trimming back the rate of growth—not even cutting the budget in absolute terms, just slowing the rate of increase—they are immediately met with wailing, gnashing of teeth, and the risible and brazen insistence that the poor will die in the streets and the elderly will starve to death outside Denny’s.

“The sequester,” George Will wrote drily in 2013, “forced liberals to clarify their conviction that whatever the government’s size is at any moment, it is the bare minimum necessary to forestall intolerable suffering.” Rarely have truer words been spoken. The New York Times, which rather smugly regards itself as being America’s putative “newspaper of record,” loses its collective mind each and every time that there is even the slightest challenge to the status quo. In October 2013, on day six of the government shutdown, the Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist Maureen Dowd penned a risibly overwrought column titled “A Place Once Called Washington,” in which she looked forward to 2084 and described a scene “in the capital of the land formerly called North America.” Dowd imagined apes sitting where the Lincoln Memorial once stood, and Washington, D.C.’s “once beautiful boulevards” being “now strewn with the detritus of democracy, scraps of the original Constitution, corroded White House ID cards, stacks of worthless bills tumbling out of the Treasury Department … Because there was no clean [spending] bill,” Dowd narrated, “now there is only a filthy stench.”

Whatever one’s view of the wisdom of our current trench warfare and the political forces that have caused it, it takes an impressively fertile imagination to regard the government’s shutting down for the eighteenth time in four decades as a crisis of historical proportions—especially when one acknowledges that it continued to operate at 83 percent capacity, and that the House offered repeatedly to fund almost every part of the government in the interim and to furnish all parts of the government with the requested cash if Obamacare was delayed for just a single year.

It is this sort of ahistorical hysteria that has also led to progressives declaring routinely that, since conservatives have “destroyed the New Deal,” the Left’s efforts to grow the government actually amount to a heroic defense of the “last scraps of the welfare state.” Given that government spending on social programs is at its zenith, this, too, is patently absurd. Fifty years ago, the claim that America prioritized defense over welfare—or “guns over butter,” to borrow a phrase from a bad man—had some truth to it. In 1953, defense spending accounted for 54 percent of the federal budget and social spending represented only 26 percent. Given that defense is the primary role of government—and especially of the federal government—there was, of course, nothing wrong with this. But by the time of President Obama’s inauguration, the ratio of spending had been flipped somewhat dramatically. In 2009, social spending accounted for 61 percent of the federal budget, whereas defense took just 22 percent.

The change that took place in the latter half of the twentieth century was not temporary, but structural. In all likelihood, it is not going to be altered anytime soon. This, sadly, is the path that we have chosen. Federal taxes could be raised to record levels, the property of all millionaires could be summarily confiscated, and the entire Department of Defense could be eliminated, but if we continue on our present course, our social spending would still bankrupt the federal government. As Doug Elmendorf, director of the Congressional Budget Office (CBO), wrote in 2011,


one big challenge in bringing spending down is the fact that the rising costs of health care and the aging of the population are working in the opposite direction, pushing spending up for major government programs as they are currently structured. Largely because of those trends, spending on Social Security and the major health programs is projected to rise from 8.7 percent of GDP in 2007 to 12.2 percent in 2021. (The expansion of federal outlays for health insurance coverage in last year’s health care legislation plays a smaller role in that increase.)



Elmendorf went on to explain that, if the United States insists upon making no significant changes to social spending, defense and other federal outlays would have to be reduced by a whopping 60 percent by 2021 just to keep the budget where it was in 2011. He finished his post with a warning, writing that “we as a society will either have to pay more for our government, accept less in government services and benefits, or both.… For many people, none of those choices is appealing—but they cannot be avoided for very long.”

Whether they can or not, a significant number of people in America seem determined to pretend that there is no problem at hand. Witness, for instance, the New York Times editorial board’s astonishing 2013 reaction to a Republican proposal to cut the food stamp budget by a paltry $40 billion over ten years. This “turning of the screw,” the board contended, was “intolerable,” “cruel,” “mindless,” and even a “national embarrassment.” Never mind that the House had suggested cutting by 5 percent a program that had expanded by 70 percent in the five years during which Barack Obama had been president—and which would continue to expand. Never mind that the Congressional Budget Office had reported that, despite its extremely modest cuts, the bill would actually increase spending over the next decade by 57 percent—pushing up to $725 billion a program that had cost $461.7 billion in the previous ten years. Never mind all that. Republicans had dared to suggest even the most modest of fiscal restraint, and in the twenty-first century, that is heresy.

Over the past half-century, America’s progressives have managed successfully to export to the general public a perverted conception of morality in which forever advocating short-term gain at the expense of long-term solvency is somehow a sign of “compassion” and in which reality is expected to bend to meet good intentions and glib slogans and never to break in consequence. It is possible, if not probable, that the fiscal time bomb on which Americans now sit will eventually be solved with a “grand bargain”—a bipartisan moment in which both sides hold their noses and usher in a mixture of tax increases and spending cuts sufficient to avoid calamity. But whatever the mixture of those two variables is, cuts such as the one the Republican Party proposed to the food stamp program will have to be a routine and unremarkable feature of America’s fiscal future.

There was a time when we at least agreed on that. Now, the most familiar newspaper in the country cannot seem to wrap its head around it. Nor, apparently, can the political class. The subjugation of outcomes to intentions is by no means
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