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			Preface

			Over martinis, Manolos, and manicures, my friends and I chat about our jobs, relationships, real estate, and the latest US Weekly scandal. We are modern women living the Sex and the City dream—entrepreneurs, mothers, and fashion mavens who have managed to do it all. But there’s one curious blind spot in my friends’ worldview: they don’t seem to be aware of how conservatism made all this possible.

			As women today, we have a tremendous amount of power. Savvy women are taking over the world: More women than ever own businesses (29% of business owners and rising1), matriculate from medical or law school (47% of medical school matriculants2, and 47.3% of law school matriculants3), and are the breadwinners of their households (a record 40% of households as of 20134). We are living in a beautiful new dawn of women’s achievement and empowerment, and women deserve to hear the substantive facts and arguments about the policies that shape our world. But when I started investigating the facts behind what really are the best public policies for women, I found the answers defied a lot of “common wisdom” about how women should vote. I knew I had to get the message out there, because it’s more important than ever for public policy to shape this world in which women can lead our best lives. 

			For me, uncovering the true power of public policy in my life has been a lifelong journey. Long before I became openly political, I lived by a set of principles that I didn’t label as liberal or conservative—I simply thought of them as common sense. But through an extraordinary combination of experiences on Wall Street, Main Street, and even Pennsylvania Avenue (the White House), I began to see the ways that public policy and my private ideals were firmly intertwined; at the same time, I saw how each of these “streets” could sometimes grow disconnected from others, and I realized the importance of educating people on how public policy touches us all.

			I also realized that the ideals I’d simply thought of as common sense were actually a value system that defines my life and gives it meaning and purpose, from the boardroom to the family room. In particular, I identified seven core values that united my politics with my lifestyle and the ideas I hold closest to my heart—the seven values we’ll explore together in this book. But, these are much more than simply my personal code; these are the principles that I believe unite all women, as well. For so many of us, we may not realize it but we already live by this code; now it is time for us to come together to support public policy that embodies it. To this end, I realized it was time for someone to lay out a substantive, data-driven examination of the policies that are closest to women’s lives today, so that I could share the benefits that I’ve felt in my own life from my conservative worldview. 

			These core values: personal responsibility, financial independence, investment in opportunity, belief in the future, leadership by example, strength, and paying it forward, are all values that I shared with my hardworking friends on both sides of the aisle. Yet, the numbers prove that, as a female conservative, I’m an outlier. From the hipster college coed running an internet start-up to the 85-year-old Nanna who inquires weekly about her granddaughter’s marriage prospects, far more American women identify themselves as Democrats than Republicans (52:35 of women lean Democratic, according to a July 2015 Pew study).5 For decades, if a woman considered herself sympathetic to the poor, sensitive to the environment, and an advocate for peace over war, she likely considered herself a Democrat. No doubt, Democrats in the last few decades have been a lot better at talking to (and about) women. Conservatives have done poorly in listening to and connecting with women, and we have a bad track record of humoring public figures who don’t represent the views of the bulk of conservatives when it comes to women and women’s issues. This may explain why so many women live like conservatives, but identify as liberals. I would have been that way, too, if I hadn’t taken my own unique path. But first, to understand what unites us, we have to understand what divided us in the first place.

			Why can’t we be friends?

			The song “Why Can’t We Be Friends?” is by a band called War. That’s a little irony that could also be a metaphor for so much of the debate between liberals and conservatives.

			We’re all committed—liberal and conservative alike—to reducing suffering in the world. So why can’t we get along?

			The roots of the divide between liberalism and conservatism go way back. Conservatism is (confusingly enough) based on an Enlightenment-era school of thought called “classical liberalism.” It was a big innovation in the concept of freedom as a God-given right that each individual is born with. Instead of treating individuals as pawns of the state, individual rights began to be explored in philosophy and politics as the end goal of policy-making. A lot of Enlightenment thinkers and leaders (including America’s Founding Fathers) came to the conclusion that the best way to protect individual liberty is to minimize government intrusion into individual lives. The role of government, in their eyes, was to maintain the rule of law and provide a safe and fair environment in which people could pursue their own fates.

			Modern liberalism sprang from a late nineteenth-, early twentieth-century school of thought called “progressivism.” Progressivism sprang, in part, from an expanded interest in pragmatism, as politicians and philosophers weighed the concepts of “the greater good” versus individual liberty. They argued that sacrificing certain areas of individual liberty (by raising taxes or imposing greater government regulation) was worthwhile if it enhanced the overall quality of life for society, or the “greater good.” They believed the government could serve to pro-actively improve lives through the distribution of benefits, jobs, services, and more; and that this process could also be used to eliminate social ills. This was a radical departure from the “classical liberal” view of government. Instead of limiting the government’s primary role to the rule of law, progressives (and today’s liberals) viewed government as a tool that could be used to enhance the lives of everyone through direct intervention.

			In today’s polarized political environment, it’s easy to forget that we’re all coming from the same place: trying to eliminate suffering and ensure fairness. Liberals have expressed fears about conservative ideas that appeal strongly to our appreciation of fairness and order: they say they don’t want freedom to devolve into anarchy, and they don’t want capitalism to devolve into a rat race in which people get left out in the cold. Liberals have also excelled at communicating with women on these issues, drawing on the sorts of real-life concerns that compassionate women care about deeply. Liberals also claimed a monopoly on feminism in the 1960s and 70s, deepening the impression that the Democratic Party is inherently pro-woman and the Republican Party (by inverse) must be anti-woman.

			So which ideology really offers women a better deal? My friends were skeptical so I decided what we need is a look at the facts.

			It was a Republican President (Ronald Reagan) who appointed the first female Supreme Court Justice, Sandra Day O’Connor. It was a Republican President (George W. Bush) who will very likely go down in history for saving more female lives on earth through his President’s Emergency Plan for Aids Relief (PEPFAR) than any world leader in history. And now, it is Republican women who are surging in the number of state legislature seats held, with 10% growth in the past year alone, while Democratic women in the same offices have stagnated or decreased.6 This movement is significant because state legislature officials often move on to Congress and thus are considered an important indicator of the political sentiment in the country and the future composition of Congress. In other words, it is conservatives who will likely be sending more women to Washington. And, it was a Republican president who appointed me, a woman, to his National Security Council.

			My hope is to illuminate how conservative policies really do make the world better for savvy women, but that doesn’t mean I’m going easy on conservatives. Conservatives have let a few speak for many—and the wrong few, at that. Rogue, intermittent statements over the past two decades by the likes of Rush Limbaugh, who called student Sandra Fluke an unpleasant name, further fueled the liberal fire. Inadvertent comments by Presidential candidates that insinuate a lack of support for women’s issues continue to do damage to the image of the Right Wing. Even when conservatism wins over some liberal women through good finance and security policies, too often when it comes to social issues, mixing women and conservatism has been like wearing polka dots with stripes.

			I realized that if, as conservatives, we could learn to interact with women in a way that would encourage them to listen, they will find that conservatism offers them a more powerful set of beliefs by which to enhance their lives, as I’ve found in my own life. It’s going to take a two-part process: calling out the people on the right who don’t truly represent the majority’s opinion on women and women’s issues, and also putting our ideas out there in a manner that acknowledges the special challenges and decisions women face. 

			I was lucky that I got to learn from some great leaders, and that I had the opportunity to participate in a form of service to government that few have the privilege to experience. But in these times of crisis, conservatives can’t rely on awakening one person at a time. The values I recognized as the core of conservatism are values that a lot of women are already living by. It’s time to change the conversation—to stop the criticisms of the other side and to cease apologizing to women for conservatism’s failures and missteps. Let’s simply talk about which values are actually the best embodiment of women’s power for good in the world…and for ourselves. How can we make public policy a better tool to enable and empower women? How can women use the principles we already live by in our private lives, in our public positions? I think the answers are in my new trend alert: Red is the New Black.

		


		
			Chapter 1

			_______

			Personal 
Accountability

			You dart from your late-running meeting to the annual sample sale at your favorite shoe designer’s boutique. You reach the store five minutes before they close, just in time to spot the one pair of positively purr-fect kitten heels you’ve been coveting for ages. As you reach for them, another woman pushes past you, knocking your latte onto your dress as she snatches the shoes without even a glance at you. What just happened?

			Successful women live by a code of personal responsibility. We take accountability for our actions, and treat others as we wish to be treated. It’s the foundation of who we are. But not everyone lives by our code. How did we come to this point at which, as women, we are united by the same aims (our gorgeous shoes!) but divided so deeply by our attitudes on how to attain them? A rude act in a shoe store may seem like an isolated incident, but sometimes it can be the sign of a cultural attitude of entitlement and irresponsibility gone too far.

			When it comes to all public policy, the fundamental question that divides most of us is: how much government intervention do we want? But when it comes specifically to social policy, it is not only how involved we want the government to be, but also how involved you, each and every individual, want to be. The dividing line for social policy is whether you are willing to look after yourself to the fullest extent possible. This key question underlies every core social policy in America, from education to health care to abortion to civil liberties.

			 

			There’s No “I” in Team but There is a “Me”

			I’ve always found it a bit perplexing when someone says, “There’s no ‘I’ in ‘team,’” to admonish someone else for being self-centered. If you look closely, there is a “me” within the word “team.” I like to reconcile the saying this way: there’s no room on a team for one person’s ego or self-focus, but because of our individuality and unique perspectives, each of us—you and me and we—are all a necessary and important part of any team. Together, we make a far more powerful team than any one of us alone.

			The “me” in “team” has been a guiding principle of my day-to-day activities. Some of the most intimate aspects of my life are actually governed by our country’s domestic policy—those laws and regulations that enable, guide, and even restrict our daily endeavors within America. These policies touch areas including education, health care, benefits such as welfare and social security, labor laws like minimum wage, and civil liberties that even affect what we’re allowed to say and where. In other words, the choice of whether to take the path of personal responsibility is everywhere.

			There was a time in my twenties, when I was working and living in New York, during which I realized how important my own sense of personal accountability would be to my core identity. My conservative awakening was a process that took finding a job, losing a job, being invited to work at the White House, and having a personal brush with the creation of life, to fully understand the value of personal accountability and how it had always been there, guiding my decisions. So why did it take so long for me to reach that conclusion?

			 

			Liberal Ladies and Conservative Curmudgeons

			When it comes to social policy, liberalism seems like the kind-hearted way to go. It’s not surprising that a lot of women are attracted to it like it’s a tall, single guy with a steady job and his own place.

			Liberals want what we all want: less suffering in the world. On its face, liberal policy says, “We don’t want anyone to suffer. We want to cushion people from the consequences of their actions because everyone makes mistakes. We want to help people make the best decisions for them, and protect them from harm.” This appeals strongly to us women because we’re taught to be nurturers. Find me a woman who is raising her hand to say, “Yes, I’d like to see more suffering in the world, please!” Liberalism seems downright lady-like.

			Let’s get this straight: no one wants to see more suffering in the world. Conservatives just have very different ideas of how to prevent suffering than liberals do. It doesn’t help that many prominent conservatives—in the government and on the airwaves—focus more on the “bootstraps” part of their message than the compassionate side. Unfortunately, that makes it easy to paint conservatives as cold-hearted curmudgeons.

			Today’s highly polarized media environment can make it seem like choosing one approach or the other is a choice between good and evil, in which each side believes they are the One True Way. The reality is, there’s a lot in common between what conservatives and liberals want, and holding either point of view doesn’t automatically make you a fool or a bad person. There’s a very old saying often attributed to Churchill, but actually predating him1 (proving just how old this debate is!): “If you’re not a liberal at age twenty-five, you have no heart. If you’re not a conservative by age thirty-five, you have no brain.” 

			At first glance, it seems conservatives come out on top in that statement, but it’s a jab at both sides. The truth is, liberals are much better at communicating the “heart” of their message, while conservatives tend to focus on cold facts and grim statements of necessity. Just take a look at liberals’ favorite conservative to hate, Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker. In supporting mandatory drug tests for welfare seekers, Walker infamously stated, “My belief is that we shouldn’t be paying for them to sit on the couch, watching TV or playing Xbox.”2 We can debate the merits of mandatory drug testing for welfare recipients, but whatever your point of view is, it’s undeniable that Walker’s statement didn’t do a good job of communicating conservative compassion toward the poverty-stricken or those struggling with addiction.

			Walker’s not alone in the foot-in-mouth department. In 2012, then-presidential candidate Mitt Romney was quoted saying, “I like being able to fire people.” That’s enough to make steam come out of nearly anyone’s ears! But in context, Romney wasn’t talking about taking pleasure in firing employees—he was talking about how much he valued the ability to change his health insurance plan if he wanted to (“firing” his insurer).3 That’s something lots of people would agree with, but the way Romney put it was a massive flop. It’s enough to make conservatives groan, “Mitt, did you really have to say it like that?”

			Think about the people in your life, though—people who represent a wide range of views. How many people could you say, with absolute certainty, want to see innocent, helpless, or disadvantaged people suffer? Just like Mitt Romney didn’t actually mean he loves firing employees, many conservatives have good intentions behind their fumbling words—in fact, often they have the very same intentions that the majority of Americans have.

			But when both sides retreat into their corners, it becomes impossible to find common ground. Liberals won’t forgive conservatives’ tone, effectively ignoring the substance of their remarks, while conservatives won’t acknowledge the seriousness of their missteps, insisting that anyone with a brain should be able to see the wisdom of their points. Conservatives thus alienate anyone who might have qualms about conservatives’ seeming lack of sympathy or compassion. It’s no surprise that women flock to the liberal side.

			 

			Does Liberal = Kind + Compassionate?

			No one wants to see families go without basic necessities, or society’s most vulnerable left out in the cold. Whether we’re dropping some canned goods off at our retired Nanna’s place, or advising a friend to get out of a bad relationship, women are protectors and providers (despite anyone who might tell you those are men’s jobs). That’s why liberal policy is so appealing to many women: liberals claim the government is the best entity to protect and provide for all of society. But, unfortunately, it just so happens that the most efficient way for a big entity like government to “protect and provide” for hundreds of millions of people is to restrict their choices and funnel them all toward the single government vending machine of handouts. 

			So how does this tie back to the woman in the shoe store? The one who knocked your coffee over and snatched the shoes you wanted? It’s not just that you lost the shoes. It’s not just that you ruined your dress. It’s the thought that people are willing to shove you aside to grab what they want. Politeness is more than a social nicety; it’s a part of what hangs our society together—it’s the outer face of personal accountability and respect toward others. As you can already tell, the problem goes way beyond sample sales.

			So what’s the difference between you and the woman who thought it was acceptable to bounce off you like a rubber wall to get to what she wanted? She was acting like a liberal and you were acting like a conservative.

			I know. You immediately say aloud, “That doesn’t sound very fair to liberals!” But, maybe the liberals you know are more conservative than you or any of them realize.

			Choosing between conservative and liberal ideologies isn’t a choice between good and evil, it’s a choice between two methods of pursuing the same social benefits. The primary difference between conservative and liberal domestic or social policy is: conservatives try to ensure happiness and prosperity by creating equal opportunity for all. Liberals try to ensure happiness and prosperity by creating equal outcomes for all. That’s where the traditional more government/less government divide between conservatives and liberals originates. To create more opportunity, conservatives often advocate for less government intrusion and restriction on individuals’ lives, depending on the rule of law to help establish equal opportunities by creating a world in which government’s main role is to keep people from defrauding each other, so they can compete fairly. This system depends heavily on personal accountability. Liberals tend to see government as an instrument of ensuring equal outcomes for individuals, however; they elect to remedy social maladies such as poverty by using the government’s power to tax and regulate to redistribute wealth and services among all levels of society. However, after nearly a century of the political experiment of redistribution, when one in seven Americans live in poverty, our schools are failing, and it is easier to get an abortion than to think through your readiness for parenting, it is time to question government as the panacea to social ills. When people are sheltered from consequences, they also lose their sense of responsibility, and respect for themselves and the people around them.

			In our shoe store example, you are respecting the rule of law and fair competition in order to get the shoes you want. Your opponent, on the other hand, may be acting out a conditioned response to an environment of handouts and entitlement: she who grabs the hardest and fastest gets the prize, and getting the prize is more important than responsibility for one’s actions. 

			Many psychologists today are quantifying and studying what we always knew in our hearts: that children need to learn to take ownership of their actions in order to become successful, responsible, and empathetic adults.4 Why wouldn’t we have the same expectations for grown-ups? This is the real way to protect and provide for people, and reduce suffering overall: teach people to protect and provide for themselves. America needs domestic policies that serve and empower, underpinned by personal accountability.

			President Ronald Reagan encountered significant criticism when he enacted policies to cut back government grants to nonprofits; one of his advisors, Michael Deaver, made matters worse when he told private charities to “pick up the slack.”5 That didn’t paint an appealing picture—it made Reagan look like a cynical miser. At the time, nonprofits resented the move, blaming Reagan for tight competition over limited government grants.

			However, Reagan didn’t enact those policies because he wanted people to suffer. This is the same man who said, in his 1981 inaugural speech, “We shall reflect the compassion that is so much a part of your makeup. How can we love our country and not love our countrymen, and loving them, not reach out a hand when they fall, heal them when they are sick and provide opportunities to make them self-sufficient so they will be equal in fact and not just in theory?”6

			Reagan’s policies on nonprofits actually encouraged and enhanced charitable giving in practice: “In the Reagan years, charitable giving rose by more than 25 percent in inflation-adjusted dollars, twice the rate of the previous decade.”7 Donors did, indeed, step up.

			Conservatives think that strong communities will take care of their most needy; that’s why conservatives are such big supporters of private charity. Surprisingly, study after study demonstrates that conservatives give more to charity than liberals do!8 Conservatives understand that a local charity can be more accountable to results and efficiency than a massive government program run by unelected officials. And that’s just a small piece of the big picture of how personal accountability drives conservative policy. So how would this all look in our shoe store?

			If the sales associates were running the sample sale like a conservative government, everyone would be let in according to when they arrived to the store and would be free to seek the shoes they wanted—as long as they were available. But because your shoe nemesis’s behavior was out of bounds (rushing in after you and knocking your coffee all over you), an attendant may step in and ensure the shoes are returned to you, thus enforcing the rule of law. And the presence of watchful associates, combined with a greater emphasis on personal responsibility, should discourage coffee-knocking in the first place.

			If the sales associates were running the sample sale like a liberal government, they may ask both of you who is in greater need of the shoes, and then give them to the woman who makes a better case for her need, regardless of who got there first. The idea here is that coffee-knocking and other less-than-charming behavior should be discouraged because it’s no longer necessary to resort to those tactics to get what you need; the associates will ensure each shopper receives what the associates deem she deserves…in theory.

			How does this play out in real life? Three major areas of social policy provide great examples: welfare, abortion, and education.

			 

			Welfare Reform: “We Want to Prevent Suffering”

			There’s a hot debate in America at the moment regarding the notion of free stuff. Democratic candidates want to provide highly desirable benefits, like universal health care and college tuition. Republican candidates believe these benefits should be procured at a state and/or individual level. The Democratic point of view is that these benefits are basic rights that will help Americans prosper. The Republican viewpoint is that these benefits are important but must be valued, and thus invested in, by the individual, unless in the event of catastrophe, in which case the federal government can offer a safety net. The ideas of either side are not necessarily wrong; however, history has shown time and time again that benefits without a serious system of accountability have two failings: First, they are not sustainable as a cost to the taxpayer. Instead of solving a financial problem, they add regulation, complexity and expense, which compound the existing financial problem. Second, benefits that don’t require recipients to “put some skin in the game” become less valued, less valuable, and more prone to fraud and exploitation, at a societal and economic cost.

			“Welfare reform” is a phrase that gets tossed around a lot like a hot potato. Liberals use it like a bad word, while conservatives blink owlishly and say, “Well, who doesn’t want to fix things?” It simply depends on who’s doing the fixing. President Clinton’s welfare reform bill of 1996 created the now all-too-familiar situation of workers who refuse to take on more hours because doing so endangers their benefits. The bill was enough to make one of his upper-level appointees, Peter Edelman, a confirmed Democrat, resign in protest, citing the bill as “the worst thing Bill Clinton has done.”9 This West Wing drama may seem miles away from your daily life, but it actually hits quite close to home. I experienced the consequences personally when my family sought elder care for my aging father-in-law in Vermont, and discovered it was extraordinarily difficult to find someone willing to work forty hours a week for us, because so many hourly workers didn’t want to risk losing their low-income assistance benefits.

			Conservative ideas for reform haven’t gone over so well either, as described in the previous section. While conservatives have many sensible ideas about consolidating welfare programs and making them more effective, conservative tone-deafness when dealing with those in poverty led to an extremely odd incident in 2002 when protesters stormed The Heritage Foundation and threatened to pelt conservative welfare policy analyst Robert Rector with shoes.10

			For the most part, however, conservatives tend to combine compassion with common sense. Contrary to what you might have heard, many conservatives (like me!) support a government safety net for those who face a major catastrophe. One good example of such a program is COBRA, the federal healthcare program that allows people who lose their jobs or encounter a life-changing event to continue their employer-provided healthcare coverage for up to eighteen months. However, reform is critically needed to ensure fraud is eliminated from our welfare system, programs are focused on getting people back on their feet (not sustaining them indefinitely), and recipients are required to demonstrate that they’re contributing suitable efforts to minimize their time on welfare.

			How have liberal policies fared by these standards? According to one analyst, Clinton’s 1996 welfare reform “may have initially reduced poverty, [but] it left those still living at that income level worse off than they were before, reaching fewer of them and giving those it did reach less.”11 While overall poverty levels were reduced during Clinton’s era, his reforms also seemed to generate “a huge spike in extreme poverty.”12 In other words, those who remained poor were getting poorer…much poorer. Another drawback of Clinton’s reforms developed as time wore on and the economy began to take another downturn; those who really needed the assistance most didn’t seem to be getting it. Now welfare was both expensive and ineffective. Where was all this money going? Well, part of the problem seems to be that when money was allocated to states in a lump sum with relatively little accountability for this program, it was often portioned off into other programs that didn’t as directly, or effectively, assist the poor.13 So no one along this money train—the states receiving the block grants or the individuals receiving benefits—had the “skin in the game” to ensure their participation was focused toward individual and economic improvement.

			Liberal welfare policy hasn’t been exactly great for women, in particular. President Ronald Reagan once said, “The best social program is a productive job for anyone who’s willing to work.”14 But liberal policies in the last eight years have had the opposite effect, destroying jobs…with a disproportionate effect on women. From 2009 through March 2012, men lost 57,000 jobs, but women lost 683,000 jobs.15 Two million women have fallen into poverty in that time—that’s more than 16 percent of women.16 Even in their personal sphere, it seems liberal politicians aren’t working toward women’s prosperity: President Obama’s White House paid female employees 13 percent less than what male employees earned,17 while Hillary Clinton paid female staffers about three quarters the amount she paid male staffers, according to Senate budget data.18 Yet, liberals claim they want to advance the economic interests of women. In fact, under liberal policies, while men’s wages have made slight improvements in the last four years as America struggles out of recession, women’s wages have continued to decline.19 The situation is especially dire for single mothers, whose poverty rate is nearly twice that of single fathers.20 Yet this was during an era in which liberal economic policies reigned, with the supposed goal of lifting everyone—including women—out of poverty.

			I graduated college in a terrible job market during the early 90s, when Clinton’s policies were just going into effect. Like many graduates today, my first prospects in the job market were bleak—and they got even bleaker when my very first job fell through, leaving me unemployed, inexperienced, and under-qualified in New York City. At the urging of friends, I signed up for unemployment benefits. I can safely say it was one of the most demoralizing experiences of my life. My self-esteem plummeted and, instead of finding comfort and security in the assistance, I only felt drearier about my future. After a few short months, I chose to work for a temp agency (even though it would mean sacrificing my benefits without any clear promise of steady income) rather than remain on unemployment. Six years and an MBA later, I returned to one of the companies for which I’d worked as a temp, this time working as a highly trained mortgage bond trader. I know how it feels to need help and I remembered that feeling as I approached my role as a financial policy advisor in the White House.

			My time at the White House was a wakeup call. I’d volunteered for various organizations my whole life, and thought I’d known what it meant to sacrifice for others, but then I met the people who’d dedicated their lives and careers to making America—and the world—better. They taught me what the true definition of service was. They worked hard, often with very little obvious reward, but as soon as I experienced the fulfillment of seeing my ideas and policy recommendations improve the lives of others, I realized why. That experience crystallized for me what I had been beginning to become aware of since graduating college—that helping others and personal responsibility went hand in hand.

			To fully understand welfare and how to fix it, let’s go back to the beginning and take a look at how it all began.

			Welfare as we know it today began with The New Deal, a series of policies and programs set in place by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the depths of the Great Depression. When America faced unprecedented suffering and poverty, Roosevelt believed the best and most effective way to protect those who fell victim to hard times was through massive government intervention. This included subsidizing certain activities (like agriculture), funding work programs, and creating other programs and agencies to distribute financial aid directly to families.

			Subsequent generations grew up taking it for granted that the government’s role in their lives included providing a safety net if they fell on hard times. The innovations of The New Deal opened up the possibility of creating other familiar forms of government assistance. Today, millions of people depend, to some degree, on government assistance to meet their daily needs (52.2 million, 20% of the American population—or, one in five people).21 You probably have friends who benefit from policies originated in The New Deal, and you might not even realize it.22

			Conservatives’ main objection to New Deal-inspired policies is that they are often followed by massive instances of fraud and corruption, demonstrate few measurable results, and damage economic prosperity in a way that keeps everyone down. And underpinning the economic reasons for welfare reform is a philosophical reason: fostering a culture of dependence and entitlement is not only unsustainable—as it undermines America’s growth and prosperity—but it also deprives citizens of the personal fulfillment of achieving one’s own success. When one in five Americans receives government benefits in some form or another, it seems like these programs are no longer just about helping the poorest of the poor or those who have suffered recent catastrophe; they start to look like the status quo.

			Today’s welfare policy challenges are considerable: the policies require an income redistribution that is fundamentally un-American, they are fraught with fraud and irresponsible expense, and they incent reliance rather than independence. 

			Consider 2004, in which a total of $1 trillion was transferred from the pockets of the top two quintiles of American earners, and funneled into services primarily benefiting the bottom three quintiles.23 This is a massive reallocation of income into programs that aren’t doing much to help people get back on their own two feet—and are, in fact, harming institutions like marriage that could provide the stability for these receivers of benefits to go off the dole.24

			Government spending on welfare rose 32%, to a high of $1 trillion,25 under the most recent liberal presidency. However, according to a recent Government Accountability Office (GOA) report, “improper payments” (wasteful spending due to error or fraud) of welfare benefits rose to nearly $125 billion in 2014.26 This is more than just a big chunk of money; it’s a big chunk of government. The wasteful spending was traced to 124 programs across 22 agencies. The problem is systemic.

			And that’s just the money that’s being improperly disbursed to claimants who are actually dead (much of that money is being reeled in by fraudsters using the deceased’s personal information to claim their government assistance). What about the money that actually makes it to the people who qualify for it? Is it helping them get back on their feet?

			To start, we can ask if welfare is encouraging people to give up the bad behaviors that might have landed them in hard times in the first place. Several states have tried to pass legislation that would require welfare applicants to pass a drug test before receiving benefits—as Florida Governor Rick Scott put it, if you apply for a job, you often have to pass a drug test to qualify for employment, so why not do the same to qualify for welfare benefits, which are often supposed to be a temporary measure to help someone out while they attempt to reenter the job market?27 The Florida drug testing law was struck down in court, causing many other states to abandon their efforts to pass similar legislation, out of fear of litigation. Many liberals hailed this outcome as a triumph, even though 71% of Floridians supported the drug testing law.28

			Getting clean and sober should be one of the fundamental ways that a person demonstrates they’re ready to start rebuilding their life and independence. And they’re not alone in the struggle to get clean—the government also funds plenty of programs to assist those struggling with addiction,29 including millions of dollars in block grants to substance abuse prevention and treatment services,30 alongside the many private charities that serve addicted populations. Conservatives aren’t trying to leave anyone out in the cold. But conservatives do want to ensure that people who receive government assistance are as committed to getting on their own two feet again as the government is to helping them.

			Just in case you needed more proof that welfare in its current form isn’t about getting back on your feet, let’s explore the widespread phenomenon of underemployment encouraged by welfare. The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimates that the equivalent of about 2.5 million full-time workers will leave the workforce by 2024 due to employment disincentives from the Affordable Care Act (ACA, also known as Obamacare) alone.31

			Maybe you know someone whose nanny or housecleaner declined more hours because it would disqualify her for welfare benefits. Or maybe you know a recent college graduate struggling to launch her career, who turned down a part-time job offer because it threatened her unemployment check. These decisions are a result of what is often called the “welfare cliff.”

			That sounds scary – you don’t want to imagine people in need falling off a cliff when they seek help! But the important part to realize is that this is a cliff created by welfare itself, not by poverty. That same CBO report on the economic effects of the ACA states, “CBO estimates that the ACA will reduce the total number of hours worked, on net, by about 1.5 percent to 2.0 percent during the period from 2017 to 2024, almost entirely because workers will choose to supply less labor—given the new taxes and other incentives they will face and the financial benefits some will receive.” Additionally, “Although CBO projects that total employment (and compensation) will increase over the coming decade, that increase will be smaller than it would have been in the absence of the ACA. The decline in fulltime-equivalent employment stemming from the ACA will consist of some people not being employed at all and other people working fewer hours[.]”32 

			In other words, people aren’t just going on welfare because it’s more lucrative than getting a job; they’re also losing jobs because welfare raises taxes so high that employers can’t afford to take on more workers, and the entire economy struggles. And these are just the projected results of one program.

			Welfare cliffs aren’t new, though. They’ve been around for a while, and their cause can be found in several liberal policies. According to a paper by Senate Budget Committee Ranking Member Jeff Sessions, “Federal policy seeks expanded welfare enrollment as an explicit goal—regardless of need.”33 When your goal is to serve the most people, instead of the most needy, you wind up creating incentives to receive benefits instead of working. On top of that, according to Sessions, “Eligibility standards have been loosened as benefits have increased.”34 In other words, it’s becoming easier and more lucrative to depend on government assistance.

			Welfare can have a negative impact on women’s lives in particular, as well. Welfare has been linked to lower marriage rates among the poor, as women seek to preserve the higher government benefits that come with single status.35 Yet single parenting is a major risk factor for poverty and can ensure that a woman, and her children, remain poor.

			Conservatives don’t want to punish the poor. We’re not the Scrooges the media makes us out to be. But we want to help the country’s poverty-stricken two ways: by helping them get back on their feet, and by creating an economy in which they can thrive, and in which their eventual success isn’t punished with redistributive policies.

			Let’s redefine welfare to what it was originally intended to be: temporary assistance for a small group of the nation’s most impoverished families, designed to guide them back to self-sufficiency. Welfare reform should focus on results-based programs, in order to ensure those who need help truly receive it, and that such help propels them toward independence and success. Fraud needs to be eliminated, and standards need to be set in place to ensure that those who are applying for programs such as unemployment benefits are sincerely looking for work. Money should be funneled into job-readiness programs and other programs that actively assist recipients in getting on their own two feet.

			 

			Abortion: “Everyone Makes Mistakes”

			Another aspect of liberal policy that appeals to our feminine side is forgiveness: everyone makes mistakes, so let’s try to cushion people from the consequences of their actions.

			I believe that when a woman has sex, she makes a choice about the risks she exposes herself to. One of those risks is pregnancy. While I may be an abortion moderate by conservative standards, supporting exceptions to some abortion restrictions in the case of rape or incest, I believe that providing free, government-backed abortions is a bad idea, morally and economically. Legalizing abortion may not reduce unwanted pregnancy as much as simply expanding access to contraceptives, according to data from some countries.36 Look at it this way: educating women on the consequences of their choices, and how to prevent those consequences, will do a better job of reducing unfavorable outcomes than shielding women from those consequences.

			When other women find out that I’m pro-life, many of them inevitably say, “Women should be in charge of their own bodies,” or, “How can you let the government decide what you should be able to do with your body?” And, frankly, I couldn’t agree more! But here’s the thing: being pro-life isn’t being anti-choice. I am afforded a choice. I’m just making that choice when I actually have the sex instead of once I discover I may be pregnant. Why is it any less of an empowering choice to protect myself when I have sex than it is to consider terminating a pregnancy? 

			I do believe in considerations for mothers’ lives and in the case of rape and incest. I also support partial term limits as a path toward getting to a place in which everyone accepts personal accountability for their actions. But I stand against the policy of offering elective abortion, at nearly any point during pregnancy, as a widespread and acceptable form of family planning.

			My views are based on the values necessary for a society in which life is respected at any age, and from a deeply personal experience. Single and over 35, I worried endlessly that I might never have the opportunity to have children. I took faith in the possibility that I could bear or adopt a child on my own at some point in the future. I also just had a lot of faith in God. I had been in a relationship with my now-husband since age 34. We both firmly believed in waiting to have children until we could responsibly provide for them, monetarily and as a nurturing family unit. I was ready to make that commitment to him earlier than he was, for he was free from the nagging of that darn biological clock. Finally, at age 39, I found myself a newlywed and ready to start a family. We tried for a few months and I proactively involved an expert OB/GYN specializing in AMA, which I had previously only known to stand for “American Medical Association,” but apparently also means “Advanced Maternal Age,” an acronym that is as common, in urban areas like New York City, as “LOL!”

			Unfortunately, the statistics for AMA conception are not so pretty, so the doctors weren’t particularly optimistic that I would be able to conceive naturally, and recommended I soon begin in vitro fertilization (IVF). I had mixed feelings about IVF, but I desperately wanted a child, so I underwent the counseling and training. As I left the training session and hopped into a cab to the airport for a short getaway with my husband, I broke down in tears. This was complicated stuff—how had so many of my dear friends undergone this scary process multiples times on their own and without complaint, giving themselves shots of potent chemicals at home and enduring many other ordeals? How would I do this? I prayed. I prayed I would not have to do this. Sometime around that weekend, unbeknownst to us, my prayers were answered and we conceived our first daughter. 

			Weeks later, knowingly pregnant but early enough that implantation wasn’t guaranteed, I was receiving one of the weekly acupuncture treatments I had started a few months earlier, along with eating lots of high protein, high fat foods like avocados and walnuts (maybe old wives tales, but it couldn’t hurt, right?). My close friend, “A,” had undergone two IVF cycles like a champ and ultimately gave birth to amazing twins. She swore by the acupuncture and shared with me that she liked to use the quiet time to think about the type of mother she hoped to be. I loved that advice and so, lying there covered in needles, in the warm, new-agey fourth floor walk-up acupuncture office with the hum of NYC traffic below, I prayed again. During that prayer, I made a bit of a deal with that little pre-implanted peanut in my tummy, all but begging her to stick, to be strong during pregnancy. And, all of a sudden, as I lay there, a force, a tremor so significant that it’s impossible to replicate or explain, rattled within my entire stomach area. It was almost alien-like, to be honest. But, then, I knew. Our Peanut had heard me. Peanut was there.

			I never took a yoga class until my late 30s. I barely know my zodiac sign and, admittedly, couldn’t tell you the signs of my children. I had never considered myself a particularly spiritual person beyond practicing my religion. But that incident in the acupuncturist’s office gave me a new meaning for when and what life in my belly meant. For all intents and purposes, I became a mother that evening and I would never be the same again, no matter what would transpire during my pregnancy.

			There have been more than 1 billion abortions worldwide since 1980. Developing nations have a much higher rate of abortion, as you would expect. But even in developed nations, 28% of pregnancies end in abortion.37 

			In the US, abortions peaked in the early eighties and now remain steady at about 1 million per year. More than half of the states have passed “right to know” legislation, which ensures women know the risks, realities, and alternatives related to abortion before they can terminate a pregnancy. Other efforts to offer alternatives including waiting periods, limits on taxpayer funding, laws requiring ultrasound viewing, partial term laws, and other mitigation efforts.38

			Abortion goes to the core of my conservative views, so much so that I take an almost libertarian approach: my gut instinct is that the government should not tell women, or anyone else for that matter, what to do with our bodies. If states want to make laws discouraging abortion, people can make a choice about which state they want to live in. That’s the idealistic stance, but, in reality, the problem with unregulated abortion is twofold: First of all, more than ever, we want and need a society in which all lives matter, so we must do a better job ensuring all lives are respected, even if there’s an argument about the exact day or month at which that life begins. Secondly, abortions are symptomatic of a problem with poverty and lack of resources that is growing rather than diminishing in our country. Abortions are sought more by single, young, lower income, black women than by any other female group. In the US, nearly 25% of all pregnancies end in induced abortion. The bulk of these abortions are sought by young women in their teens and twenties, and two thirds of these are by unmarried women. Lower income women are more likely to have abortions and black women are three times more likely to end a pregnancy.39 Also concerning, half of all pregnancies in the US are unintended. How, as women, can we find ourselves in the position that half of our pregnancies are unintended? That’s not the government’s fault. If we want to take control of our lives as women, the most powerful point at which we can do it is when we make choices about when and how to have sex.

			These stats reveal that abortion is treating the symptom, not the cause, of a social problem.

			When women are held responsible for their choices, they’re more likely to make responsible choices. But either way, the terms pro-choice and pro-life are misnomers. Women are making a choice when we engage in sexual relations. We need to consider the consequences at the time of that choice, to avoid having to make a far more difficult and consequential choice later. We don’t need more handouts; we need a society that promotes individual responsibility and awareness. Unwed childbearing has risen steadily in the U.S. despite the availability of legal abortion, and 37% of single-parent households lack self-sufficiency.40 

			A key aspect of solving many of these issues as they impact us in our day-to-day lives is a new definition and manifestation of family planning—organizations that help people consider and prepare for pregnancy far beyond contraception. This means going beyond just offering abortive or contraceptive services, to helping people consider budgets, childcare, marital support, and eldercare stress management, as well as offering a value system that will sustain them and their families. Families—and especially mothers—are in need of help and support more than ever as religious institutions play less of a role in communities (according to recent Pew research, the number of Christians in America has declined as those unaffiliated with any faith has risen),41 globalization enables family members to disperse to follow their dreams around the world, and the demands on parents and families increase. How can we offer the support they need, and where can it come from? America needs to figure that out and create better family support and planning layer of civil society. Let’s start by inventing more vigorous programs aimed at planning and support throughout pregnancy and beyond, robust family planning education, and a remedy to the welfare programs that incentivize single motherhood over the nuclear families that best benefit children and parents. 

			 

			Education: “Help Them Make the Best Decisions”

			There are few, if any, who would disagree that the U.S. education system is badly in need of a mom takeover. By almost every measure, our schools are failing our children and our families. At their creation, public schools sounded like a good idea: schools funded by tax money, meeting high standards of achievement, and ensuring that every child enters civic life with a basic understanding of how the world, and America’s government, works. After all, that’s why Thomas Jefferson supported public education: because a republic works best if the voting public is educated and informed. In a famous letter to George Wythe in 1786, Jefferson wrote, “I think by far the most important bill in our whole code is that for the diffusion of knowledge among the people. No other sure foundation can be devised, for the preservation of freedom and happiness.”42

			What it is likely Jefferson didn’t envision was a public education machine that forces most parents to hunt for the least bad school to send their children to, instead of affording them the freedom to choose the best.

			Today, more than one half of public school students in America are in poverty.43 Yet, because of the monopoly of public schools on education funds, these students are forced to attend schools that will likely do little to lift them out of poverty. According to research by the Council on Foreign Relations, the United States invests more in public education than most other developed countries, but our students don’t even rank in the top 10 in reading, science or math compared to other developed nations. More than 25 percent of U.S. students do not graduate high school in four years; for Hispanic and African-American students, the number nears 40 percent. Furthermore, an estimated 30 percent of high school graduates lack the basic math, science, and reading skills to pass the necessary tests required to enter the military.44 Yet, without access to vouchers, charter schools, or other options, our most impoverished children have no choice but to attend the worst schools in the country, ensuring the cycle of poverty continues.

			That reveals the problematic side of the liberal mission of “saving people from themselves” by putting them on a narrow path: restricting choices gives more control to the government, and control is addictive. It’s an attitude that bleeds out into more areas than just education policy.

			If public education is to get back on track, standards are key—even if you are completely libertarian, I think we can all agree that as a nation we need to ensure a certain level of access, competency, and progress in our school system.

			But who sets those standards? Federal oversight of education began in 1965 with the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson, a former teacher himself, who believed that educational opportunity should be “our first national goal.”45 It would be decades before another president enacted substantive education policy reform—decades in which American schools steadily declined.

			The education problem is a tough nut to crack. Task force after task force of the country’s greatest minds have tried to tackle it. Ronald Reagan himself attended fifty-one meetings just to discuss the results of the groundbreaking report, A Nation at Risk.46 

			One of America’s most heralded CEOs, Lou Gerstner, who oversaw IBM Corporation during tremendous growth and expansion, has devoted his post-business career to education reform. In 2008, he wrote, “High school and college graduation rates, test scores, and the number of graduates majoring in science and engineering are all flat or down over the past two decades.”47 And our students’ performance is poorer than that of other nations during this time. What happened over the last twenty years to cause these declining standards?

			Speak to most experts and they’ll tell you a big part of the problem is teacher preparedness. Guaranteed tenure is partly to blame. Historically, a widely recognized problem with communism is that a guaranteed job provided no motivation to rise or improve performance, yet our public schools are ruled by a system in which tenured teachers are virtually guaranteed a job for life no matter what they do, good or bad.

			Think about this: In New York City, roughly 200 teachers sit in empty rooms collecting full pay (costing taxpayers $22 million) because it’s next to impossible to fire them.48 You can thank teachers unions for this innovation of the public school system, called “rubber rooms.”

			Teachers unions got started on a solid principle: protect teachers from exploitation and abuse by unscrupulous employers. Unfortunately, the ills caused by teachers unions have become greater than those they were designed to protect against. Union rules and tenure make it so difficult to fire teachers who underperform (or even, in some cases, those under investigation for molesting students) that in some places, like New York City, those teachers are simply assigned to an empty room where they sit all day, collecting full pay.

			Our tax money funds public schools, whether we want it to or not—whether we even send our kids to the local public school or not. Why can’t that money flow in a more productive direction? School districts across the country are trying to implement school choice programs that use taxpayer funds to sponsor scholarships to the schools of parents’ choice, and other free market reforms; but those efforts are facing serious opposition from teachers unions and other liberal groups.49

			That’s because teachers unions aren’t about teachers anymore. In fact, teachers unions oppose some free-market education reforms that stand to benefit teachers enormously, such as merit pay and alternative certification. Teachers unions have grown so big, and have gained such powerful allies, that they have become a cause in and of themselves, independent of education. Their cause isn’t supporting better education for all; it’s about keeping teachers unions in control, and that hurts students, parents, and average working teachers, too. Many teachers disagree with their unions’ policies or even wish to opt out of membership in their union, but membership is a requirement of employment at public schools and mandatory membership fees can range up to $850 per year, leading some teachers to fight the rule of the unions in court.50
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