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PROLOGUE


LOST AND FOUND


“Who am I? Why am I here?” Insiders laughed when Ross Perot’s running mate, Admiral James Stockdale, blurted out those words in the 1992 vice presidential debate. Yet in his own bumbling way, the late admiral had stumbled upon two of the most important and overlooked questions in American politics. As a newcomer making his prime-time debut, Stockdale can be forgiven for wondering who he was and why he was there. When we look around at the current political landscape, we wonder, what’s Washington’s excuse?


Most Americans think people in Washington have no idea what they’re doing. From the budget deficit to Iraq to Hurricane Katrina, the Bush administration did a heck of a job calling government’s competence into question.


But as two politicians who have spent most of the past two decades in Washington, we have encountered a more disturbing truth. Although Washington has its share of screw-ups and incompetents, most politicians here are pretty good at what they’re doing. The trouble is, they’re not always sure why they’re doing it.


We’re both dyed-in-the-wool, lifelong Democrats, but we can’t help but notice that in recent years, both parties in Washington lost their way. Americans scratch their heads in wonder that Republicans and Democrats can’t find common purpose. But the challenge is deeper: Each party needs to be clearer in its own purpose.


How could conservatism—which even with its many shortcomings was once a rigorous doctrine—have come to such a small-minded, unsatisfying demise? Republicans who rode to power on conservative ideals turned them into a hollow faith. Conservatism became a strategy for winning elections, not leading a nation—for staying in power, not respecting its limits. Conservative leaders forgot what made them conservatives in the first place: a recognition that rigid ideology has always been the God That Failed, and that no idea is good if it doesn’t work.


Ironically, conservatives made government bigger, not smaller. In Senator John McCain’s phrase, Washington Republicans spent like drunken sailors—a conservative administration leading the biggest domestic spending spree since Lyndon Johnson. No wonder Republicans are confused of late: They say their purpose is to get government off our backs, but they have little interest in or intention of doing so, and years of conclusive proof show that left to their own devices, they’ll do just the opposite.


With Republicans confused and corrupted by being in power, Democrats became so desperate to stop the damage that we often forgot to show where we’d like to lead the country instead. In the 1990s, Democrats began to define a new mission for the country and the party, with impressive results. But in recent years, our anger and frustration with the other side steered us away from our real strength: America hires Democrats to help solve problems, not to listen to us whine about them.


If all this were just about politics—one confused party somehow outmaneuvering the other—it might not matter that so many Republicans and some Democrats lost their way. But what’s at stake is far more important than momentary partisan advantage. Today, America cannot afford to stumble. Our enemies are few, but after September 11, 2001, their intentions are clear. Our rivals also are few, but the rapid economic progress of competitors like India and China suggests that their aim is clear, too.


Lack of purpose comes at a heavy price. When the greatest superpower can’t decide whether it even needs friends, the world is a more dangerous place. When the White House and Congress set out blindly to tax less and spend more, they literally mortgage the country’s future to emerging economic rivals like China, which is all too happy to help us go deep in debt. When politicians in Washington care more about holding onto power than about what to do with it, they invite a culture of corruption that raids taxpayers’ pockets and saps the nation’s strength.


It shouldn’t be this way. From the outset, America has been the most purposeful nation on earth. Americans work harder, plan more, and dream bigger than anyone else. One of the best-selling books so far this century is Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Life. There is no excuse for American politics to be driven by anything less than purpose.


When historians look back on the early twenty-first century, they will have no trouble finding the precise moment when the Republican majority in Washington lost its way for good. On Palm Sunday weekend, 2005, then Majority Leader Tom DeLay—desperate to divert attention from his ethical troubles—called the House of Representatives into emergency session to try to rescue Terry Schiavo, a Florida woman who had spent fifteen years in a coma and showed no prospect of recovery. Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist, a capable doctor before he went into politics, watched a videotape of Schiavo and claimed to see miraculous signs of life. President Bush, on vacation from the rest of America’s problems, rushed back from Crawford, Texas, to address the Schiavo crisis. Poor Terry Schiavo did not come back to life, even after the Republican Congress passed a law ordering federal courts to prolong her ordeal.


The Schiavo case was merely the most wrenching example of the pervasive pointlessness of current politics. The nation is at war, the government is broke, Washington is on the take—and yet the deeper the pile of problems, the shallower the political system’s response. Faced with the long, arduous challenge of turning America around, Washington has instead become the patron saint of lost causes.


Washington isn’t lost because those in charge are bad people. (Well, perhaps some of them are.) There’s a larger reason: The old maps don’t work anymore, and many of the old landmarks are gone.


Look how much the landscape has changed since 9/11. For all the terrors of the Cold War, we could count on a clear, identifiable enemy. All we had to do was outrun the Soviet bear. Today, we’re at war with a radical totalitarianism we cannot comprehend, which has its roots in a culture with which we are scarcely familiar. We knew what it meant to win the Cold War: contain Soviet expansion, expand freedom and democracy, and maintain our military edge. Five years into the war on terror, we still don’t know how victory will be defined, and Americans are not at all certain that we’re winning.


The economic compact we grew up with is largely gone, too. Not so long ago, Americans could count on spending an entire career working for the same company. People knew of at least one sure ticket: If they worked hard enough, they were bound to get ahead. Even people without fancy educations could find a good job. And that good job brought its own certainties: health care, a pension, and sometimes a promotion. When the country grew, so did wages. Although the American economy is still fundamentally strong, Americans can no longer count on any of those assurances. A good job is hard to find, no job is secure, and paychecks aren’t growing. The greatest source of anxiety is that all that hard work doesn’t pay off.


Finally, the social fabric that used to knit us together is hanging by a thread. The American family has been through decades of turmoil. Forced to work more, parents spend less time with their children and more time worrying about them. We are endlessly torn between community and convenience: a famously gregarious nation of people at risk of turning into iPods passing in the night.


Security, opportunity, and community are the foundations on which American society was built. In the blink of an eye, they’ve been washed out from under us. We sense the peril, but cannot find our footing. Our leaders are suspended in animation, like cartoon characters who have run off the cliff—afraid to look down for fear that they will fall to the ground below.


So instead of facing the need to build new foundations, American politics struggles mightily to cover up for the loss of everything we used to take for granted. The 2004 presidential election pitted one party’s sense of loss against the other’s. Republicans tried to make their sputtering strategy for the war on terror sound as reassuring as America’s strategy for winning the Cold War. In President Bush’s words, “You’re either with us or against us.” For millions of overworked, underpaid families concerned about the culture, Republicans had another simple, if unrelated, answer: a ban on same-sex marriage. Democrats, meanwhile, responded to legitimate fears about the vanishing economic compact between employees and employers by making believe that it would magically reappear if we complained loudly enough about outsourcing. In a split decision, Republicans won the 2004 contest, two existential anxieties to one.


Americans are frustrated and perplexed by politics becoming even meaner, more polarized, and less purposeful in the wake of 9/11 than it was before. President Bush said he faced the same challenges at home and abroad as Franklin Roosevelt. The comparison is revealing, but not in the way Bush intended. FDR inherited a country divided by the Depression as it faced war, and united it; Bush on 9/11 inherited a country that longed to be united, and further divided it. FDR inherited a depression and gave America the greatest middle-class expansion it has ever known. Bush inherited the longest economic boom in history and gave the middle class the highest anxiety in memory.


A deeper challenge remains, even as Bush fades from view. It’s no accident that our political breakdown coincides with the collapse of the old economic, cultural, and security arrangements. The ugly political polarization of the past decade is the shrapnel from another clash of civilizations—the old certainties we can’t quite hold onto colliding with the new certainties we’re fumbling in the dark to find.


The trouble with politics today is that it is more consumed with solving political problems than with solving the country’s problems. Since 9/11, Republicans have sought mightily to turn national security into a political project. When our country was attacked, partisan politics was the last thing on most Americans’ minds. Indeed, an end to partisan bickering would have been the one welcome casualty in the war on terror. The Bush White House chose instead to put politics first, exploiting Americans’ fears in order to make partisan gains in the 2002 midterm elections and hold onto the White House in 2004. The Republican playbook for the post–9/11 world has been to make Americans fear Democrats and terrorists as twin threats to the nation’s security.


Yet, in their own way, some Democrats bought into Karl Rove’s logic that the most important challenge of our time is how to win an election. If Republicans could get away with divisive, smashmouth, take-no-prisoners politics, frustrated Democrats wondered, why couldn’t we? Much as Democrats lamented Bush’s policy failures, we spent much of his time in office envying his electoral success. We cursed Rove for wrecking the country, then longed for handlers who could keep up with his playbook. On both sides of the aisle, the political debate sunk to a new low: Ask not what your country can do for you, ask focus groups what they want you to do for them.


If not for the consequences, the bipartisan identity crisis might have been entertaining. Republicans found themselves trapped in the limbo of Bush’s “compassionate conservatism,” unsure at any given moment whether government should expand or contract. They couldn’t run fast enough from Bush’s record, but they had no national agenda to run on in its place. Democrats became the party of second opinions, wandering from one pathologist to the next. Consultants told Democrats to talk more about God; bloggers told them to talk trash about Bush; political self-help books urged them to use their words, rediscover their values, and stand and fight for what they used to believe in.


We’ve spent much of our careers helping Democrats win. But in our view, that is the right answer to the wrong question. The politics of the Bush era, on both sides of the aisle, was based on a mistaken premise. America is not a partisan prize or political project. Without a map to the challenges of the new era, all political roads lead to ruin.


This book is based on the premise that instead of mourning old arrangements, we should make new ones. Seventy-five years ago, at a time of similar uncertainty, FDR told the Commonwealth Club:


New conditions impose new requirements upon Government and those who conduct Government. . . . Faith in America, faith in our tradition of personal responsibility, faith in our institutions, faith in ourselves demands that we recognize the new terms of the old social contract. . . . Failure is not an American habit, and in the strength of great hope we must all shoulder our common load.


This book is a first draft of the new conditions, new requirements, and new terms that our new era will demand. Part 1 explains where the old political battles and arrangements have failed the nation—and how we can get beyond them. Part 2 lays out The Plan—a new social contract for the twenty-first century and a new patriotism and responsibility to make it happen. No matter your political leanings—Democrat, Republican, Independent, or none of the above—we hope the ideas in these pages will inspire you to think about the great challenges ahead. Whether or not you agree with the specifics of our plan, we urge you to hold us all to the spirit behind it: There is nothing wrong with America—or either party—that can’t be set right by finding the courage, the ideas, and the energy to solve our country’s problems.




PART ONE


WHAT WENT WRONG




CHAPTER 1


HACKS AND WONKS


Before America can carry out the policies in The Plan, we need to recognize where politics has led us astray.


Strip away the job titles and party labels, and you will find two tribes of people in Washington: political Hacks and policy Wonks. Hacks come to Washington because anywhere else they’d be bored to death. Wonks come here because nowhere else could they bore so many to death. These divisions extend far beyond the Hack havens of political campaigns and consulting firms and the Wonk ghettos of think tanks on Dupont Circle. Some journalists are Wonks, but most are Hacks. Some columnists are Hacks, but most are Wonks. All members of Congress pass themselves off as Wonks, but many got elected as Hacks. Lobbyists are Hacks who make money pretending to be Wonks. The Washington Monthly, the New Republic, and the political blogosphere consist largely of Wonks pretending to be Hacks.


After two decades in Washington, we have come to the conclusion that the gap between Republicans and Democrats is as nothing compared to the one between these two tribes. Wonks think all Hacks are creatures from another planet, like James Carville. Hacks share Paul Begala’s view that Wonks are all “propeller heads.” Wonks think they’re smarter than Hacks. Hacks think that if being smart makes someone a Wonk, they’d rather be stupid.


We should know. When we began working together in the Clinton White House, we came from different tribes—one of us a Hack, the other a Wonk. (We’re not telling which.) We made a deal to teach each other the secrets, quirks, and idioms of our respective sects. Together, we took on a series of issues—crime, welfare, family values—that had been stuck at the crossroads between politics and policy for a generation.


Along the way, we discovered uncomfortable truths about both our circles. Wonks could be the most naive smart people in the world, overflowing with knowledge about what could work in theory, clueless as to what would work in practice. Don’t doubt Albert Einstein’s intelligence because he thought that “the hardest thing in the world to understand is the income tax”; blame the Wonk genius at the IRS who designed the form. When all you have is policy, the whole world is a programmatic solution. After too many encounters with the Clinton administration’s Wonks, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan once warned us, “Anyone who admits that he doesn’t have all the answers will always be welcome in my office.”


In 1993, a series of high-profile murders produced a groundswell of public support for the Clinton crime bill, which would later put 100,000 new community police officers on the street, ban assault weapons, and stiffen penalties for violent crime. One multiagency group of Wonks, terrified that the public might get what it wanted, formed a violence prevention task force whose sole purpose seemed to be churning out ideas the public would not support. The task force included one of the most ridiculously named subcommittees of all time, the Subgroup on Place. Hacks still laugh about it.


On the other hand, if Wonks could be comically off base, Hacks were often downright dangerous. In 1993, some of the president’s top communications strategists tried to postpone a bill-signing ceremony for a few weeks to arrange a better photo opportunity. A Wonk had to point out that under the Constitution, if the president fails to sign a bill within ten days while the Congress is adjourned, the bill is pocket-vetoed and does not become law. Wonks still laugh about that, too.


In 1995, President Clinton brought in Dick Morris, a smart but troubled Republican operative, to get the White House’s politics back on track. Morris turned out to be a useful spur to the bureaucracy, because at the White House we deployed our own Madman Theory: If the agencies wouldn’t go along with our sensible proposals, we told them that the president might just listen to Dick Morris’s nuttiest suggestions. Agency productivity soared as a result.


Just as the Wonks had a program for every problem, Morris had a poll number for every program. It became our job to shoot down Morris’s Hack ideas if they didn’t pass Wonk muster. Every week, Morris had at least one notion crazy enough to get us laughed out of office if we had tried to enact it. One time he proposed putting voluntary warning labels on violent toys, so that parents would know, for example, that a toy gun was actually a toy gun.


Throughout history, Hacks and Wonks have been the yin and yang of politics. And in every administration, Wonks and Hacks fight it out. The measure of a great president is his ability to make sense of them both. A president must know the real problems on Americans’ minds. For that he needs Hacks. But ultimately, he needs policies that will actually solve those problems. For that he needs Wonks.


PUTTING POLITICS FIRST


But in the last few years, something terrible has destroyed our political equilibrium. The political world suffered a devastating outbreak of what might be called Rove Flu—a virus that destroys any part of the brain not dedicated to partisan political manipulation. Now Hacks are everywhere. Like woolly mammoths on the run from Neanderthals, Wonks are all but extinct.


Although Hacks have never been in short supply in our nation’s capital, the rise of one-party rule in Washington over the past four years unleashed an all-out Hack attack. Every issue, every debate, every job opening was seen as an opportunity to gain partisan advantage. Internal disagreement was stifled, independent thought discouraged, party discipline strictly enforced—and that’s just how they treated their friends.


President Bush husbanded some big policy changes through the Republican Congress. Unfortunately, his policies were better at causing problems than solving them. Tax cuts fueled huge deficits. The Medicare prescription drug law, at a ten-year cost of nearly a trillion dollars, did more to raise seniors’ blood pressure than to treat it.


Democrats are understandably eager to blame all these epic failures on ideology. To be sure, Bush ran perhaps the most partisan and ideological White House in the modern era. His party’s long-standing fondness for tax cuts evolved into a pathological need to ask less of the wealthy. His unilateralism left America with fewer allies and a greater share of the burden and the bills. But ideology was just one reason the president’s agenda failed. The deeper reason was darker and more disturbing: The Bush White House was so obsessed with how to profit politically from its agenda that it never even asked whether its policies would actually work. It should come as no surprise that they didn’t.


Journalist Ron Suskind first sounded this warning in January 2003, in an extraordinary Esquire interview with John DiIulio, the brilliant academic who had resigned from Bush’s faith-based initiative the previous year. DiIulio told Suskind, “There is no precedent in any modern White House for what is going on in this one: a complete lack of a policy apparatus. What you’ve got is everything—and I mean everything—being run by the political arm.” As if to prove the point, the White House got DiIulio to disavow the allegations as soon as they became public.


Every White House worries too much about politics. The Bush White House worried about little else. As DiIulio put it:


The lack of even basic policy knowledge, and the only casual interest in knowing more, was somewhat breathtaking: discussions by fairly senior people who meant Medicaid but were talking Medicare; near instant shifts from discussing any actual policy pros and cons to discussing political communications, media strategy, etc.


By the time Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill left the Bush administration, he actually pined for the less political days of his time in the Nixon White House. As O’Neill told Suskind for The Price of Loyalty, the book about his time working for Bush, “The biggest difference between then and now is that our group was mostly about evidence and analysis, and Karl, Dick, Karen, and the gang seemed to be mostly about politics.”


Any president who lets people like Karl Rove make the key decisions is sure to get the big ones wrong. Even the most gifted Hacks, like Rove and Morris, have an insurmountable blind spot: The only results they understand come from polling.


Perhaps the best recent example of paint-by-numbers politics was the Medicare prescription drug bill. The bill was conceived of as a way to win over elderly voters who were fed up with high drug prices. But in order to placate pharmaceutical interests, the bill was written to prohibit the government from negotiating lower drug prices. To appease conservatives angry over the bill’s price tag, it was made deliberately confusing: It pays 75 percent of the first $2,250 (after a $250 deductible), then nothing until a recipient’s out-of-pocket costs have reached $3,600. The collective result: Soon everyone came to hate it—seniors, conservatives, pharmacists, and even the Republican members of Congress who voted for it.


One prominent Hack, Tom Scully—then an assistant secretary in the Department of Health and Human Services, later a health care lobbyist—allegedly threatened to fire Richard Foster, a career government actuary, if he revealed how much the prescription drug bill would explode Medicare spending. Remember the good old days when Republicans went to jail for covering up burglaries and conducting covert wars against communism? Now they’re under fire for covering up massive social spending. No wonder conservatives are unhappy. It’s as if Oliver North were running a secret Head Start program in the White House basement.


THE COMPASSION OF THE CONSERVATIVE


President Bush served as Hack-in-Chief even when he studiously pretended not to be doing so. Consider his loftiest attempts to describe his governing philosophy: compassionate conservatism, changing the tone in Washington, the Responsibility Era, and the Ownership Society.


From an electoral standpoint, each of these phrases was a brilliant political slogan. In the 2000 campaign, Bush’s pitch for compassionate conservatism put a kinder, gentler face on a Republican Party still reeling from the 1995 budget battle when Republicans shut down the government in an attempt to force deep cuts in Medicaid, Medicare, education, and the environment. Bill Clinton, no slouch at campaigning, called it the cleverest slogan he’d ever heard. Unfortunately, it also proved to be one of the emptiest.


Compassionate conservatism was never primarily a policy agenda. First and foremost, it was a political project. Just as Peggy Noonan had coined “a kinder, gentler nation” to inoculate Bush’s father against the dark side of Reaganism, Karl Rove and company used “compassionate conservatism” to imply that George W. Bush wouldn’t be another antigovernment Republican. As a short-term political gambit, it worked famously. As a governing philosophy, however, it was a disaster—too much faith, not enough works. Bush’s compassion agenda died by his own hand in May 2001, when he called for a new war on poverty the same week he threatened the Senate he would veto anything less than his full $1.6-trillion tax cut. Bush proved that Bill Clinton had been right back in 1999, when he said:


This compassionate conservatism has a great ring to it, you know. It sounds soooo good. And near as I can tell, here’s what it means: It means, “I like you. I do. And I would like to be for the patients’ bill of rights, and I’d like to be for closing the gun show loophole, and I’d like not to squander the surplus and, you know, save Social Security and Medicare for the next generation. I’d like to raise the minimum wage. I’d like to do these things. But I just can’t. And I feel terrible about it.”


Bush’s promise to change the tone in Washington met the same fate. Politically, the phrase was bold and breathtaking. The country longed to move beyond the brutish hyperpartisanship of the late 1990s; here was a Republican candidate promising to rein in his party’s worst attack-dog instincts. As president, however, Bush did what had seemed impossible: His administration actually managed to make Washington more partisan and the tone of political debate more vicious and superficial. Bush came into office promising to be a compassionate conservative, soon left us yearning for a competent conservative, and seems destined to be remembered for presiding over the heyday of the corrupt conservative.


But the Waterloo for Bush’s political generals and their armies of Hacks turned out to be his sweeping ambitions to “usher in a Responsibility Era” and create an “Ownership Society.” Clinton’s greatest achievements, from reforming welfare in 1996 to bringing the budget into surplus in 1998, had shown that more than any other value, responsibility had the power to solve seemingly intractable problems. But even that proved too much for the Bush administration to deliver. After record budget deficits, repeated political scandals, rampant bureaucratic incompetence, and the president’s stubborn refusal to admit mistakes, hold anyone accountable, or level with the American people, it became clear that the Responsibility Era would not begin until Bush left office.
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