







[image: image]


WHY YOU’RE WRONG
ABOUT THE RIGHT

Behind the Myths:
The Surprising Truth
About Conservatives

S. E. CUPP AND BRETT JOSHPE

[image: image]


[image: image]
Threshold Editions
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2008 by S. E. Cupp and Brett Joshpe

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in
any form whatsoever. For information address Threshold Editions Subsidiary Rights
Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Threshold Editions hardcover edition May 2008

THRESHOLD EDITIONS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon &
Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com.

Designed by Jan Pisciotta

Manufactured in the United States of America

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Cupp, S. E.
               Why you’re wrong about the Right : behind the myths : the surprising truth
about conservatives / S. E. Cupp and Brett Joshpe.
    p. cm.
1. Republican Party (U.S. : 1854- )    2. Republican Party (U.S. : 1854- ) —Public
opinion.    3. Conservatives—Public opinion.    4. Conservatives—Attitudes.   
5. Public opinion—United States.    I. Joshpe, Brett.    II. Title.
JK2356.C87 2008
324.2734—dc22
            2007050499
ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-6282-5
ISBN-10:    1-4165-6282-6
eISBN-13: 978-1-4165-6328-0


To all the brave American men and women
—of every political view—
who have ever worn a uniform. Thank you.



CONTENTS

Introduction

Chapter 1        Republicans Are Racist

Chapter 2        Republicans Are Elitist WASPs

Chapter 3        Republicans Are Humorless

Chapter 4        Republicans Don’t Care About Education

Chapter 5        Republicans Are NASCAR-Loving Rednecks

Chapter 6        Republicans Hate the Planet

Chapter 7        Republicans Are Stupid

Chapter 8        Republicans Are Intolerant

Chapter 9        Republicans Aren’t Cool

Chapter 10        Republicans Are Bad in Bed

Chapter 11        Republicans Don’t Care About You

Chapter 12        Republicans Are Religious Extremists

Chapter 13        Republicans Love Them Their Guns

Chapter 14        Republicans Are Sexist

Chapter 15        Republicans Are Greedy

Chapter 16        Republicans Are Undemocratic

Chapter 17        Republicans Are Homophobic

Chapter 18        Republicans Hate Foreigners

Chapter 19        Republicans Are Warmongers

Chapter 20        All Republicans Think Alike

Conclusion

Glossary

Notes

Acknowledgments



FOREWORD

by Tucker Carlson

I remember the day I decided I wasn’t a liberal. It was a Saturday morning in 1976 and I was having breakfast with my brother and my father in our kitchen in Southern California. The three of us were sitting around the table eating cereal in our undershorts when the doorbell rang. It was Mrs. Raymond, my first-grade teacher. Mrs. Raymond was about twenty-eight and, I now realize, a living period piece. Visualize every fashion cliché of the 1970s—eight-inch earrings, high-heel sandals, earth tone blouse opened one button too low—and you’ve got Mrs. Raymond. She had politics to match.


Even at seven I sensed where Mrs. Raymond was coming from ideologically. We spent entire school days making solar ovens, or weaving Native American god’s eyes out of popsicle sticks and yarn. She lectured us on the evils of the class system, and of white bread. One day, she combined the two, explaining with obvious pleasure that medieval lords died younger than their serfs, since the latter couldn’t afford to have their grain finely milled and therefore ate darker bread. (It was years before I realized this was ludicrous, but it was too late; to this day I’ve never tasted Wonder Bread.) She made frequent and nasty references to President Ford.

One day Mrs. Raymond’s politics got the best of her. We came back from recess and found our classroom dark. Mrs. Raymond was sitting alone in the gloom. In a quavering voice, she told us to put our heads on our desks and close our eyes. This was a couple of years before Jonestown, but it was still creepy as hell. Even the unruly kids obeyed. Then she started sobbing, loudly. “The world is such a bad place,” she wailed. “So unfair. So mean. You don’t even understand.”

We definitely didn’t understand. I didn’t think my father would understand either, so I didn’t tell him about the sobbing incident. Which is probably why he’d hired Mrs. Raymond to come to our house on Saturday morning and tutor my brother and me in subjects she had neglected to teach during the week, like penmanship and reading. My father didn’t know she was crazy.

Once inside the house, Mrs. Raymond made a beeline for the kitchen table, apparently to find out what we’d been eating. What she saw stopped her cold. “Cap’n Crunch!” she shouted. “Mr. Carlson, you’re letting your boys eat Cap’n Crunch! How could you do that?” She had a look of shock and horror on her face, the look of a priest who has stumbled into a black Mass.

I can’t remember precisely what happened next (I’ve repressed it deeply), but I know my father didn’t react well. I’m pretty sure there was profanity involved. In any case, Mrs. Raymond left and never came back.

It was a traumatic experience, but instructive. I decided right then that there are two kinds of people in this world: people who want to control what sort of breakfast cereal you eat, and those who don’t. This is the basic division, and it matters. A busybody is merely an ineffective totalitarian. If Mrs. Raymond ever gained absolute power, a lot of people would die. I sensed that then. I know it now.

I spent sixteen more years of school in the grip of various Mrs. Raymonds, mediocrities whose basic desire wasn’t to teach but to control, and if possible, to indoctrinate. By the time I got to college, I’d become pretty cynical about formal education. Senior year, I signed up for Introduction to Women’s Studies. I wasn’t especially interested in the subject (I haven’t taken feminism seriously since the first time someone tried to explain to me, with a straight face, that women have less power than men in society) but I was short on credits, and by that point I understood the rules: denounce the penis, pass the course. For a lazy man, it was found money. I wrote paper after schlocky paper about the horrors of the patriarchy and the dignity of the oppressed. Guaranteed Bs, every one.

It got boring after a while, so for my final project I wrote a long, supposedly biographical essay about my mother, whom I described as “my feminist hero.” The idea was to see how far I could push it. The answer: pretty far. The paper opened with my mom, a spunky pioneering female journalist, walking through a phalanx of hateful, jeering male reporters on her first day in the newsroom. “They spit on her because she was a woman, but they could not break her spirit. She persevered. . . . “

To this day, it may be the most florid thing ever to leave my keyboard, and I’m including my subsequent stint as a newspaper editorial writer. Not a word was true, and not only that, it was pretty obviously fiction. Or it should have been obvious. I got a B, about the highest possible grade a non-woman could receive.

The experience got me wondering: Does anybody in the academic world ever get the joke? To find out, one of my roommates and I decided to create a fake environmental terrorist group (this was pre-9/11, when the idea seemed a lot funnier) to see what would happen. We posted handbills announcing that our “radical eco-action coalition” had “spiked all trees larger than six inches in diameter on campus. No longer will our green siblings fall defenselessly to the saws and scythes of the capitalist stooges known as ‘buildings and grounds.’” We went on to call for the forced removal of all aerosol deodorant products from campus, and demanded that the bookstore stop selling Fruit Stripe gum, on the grounds that key ingredients in the cherry flavor were “produced in Brazil by underpaid and oppressed workers.” We threatened violence if our demands were ignored.

Nobody paid the slightest attention. We sent our manifesto to the school newspaper. Still no response. At the time I wondered if the campus was too apathetic to care. Now I realize that in the context of college our positions didn’t seem that unusual. It’s hard to see something as bonkers if you agree with it.

That was almost twenty years ago, but I suspect the school hasn’t changed much. There’s nothing more hidebound or reactionary than an ostensibly liberal college. Conservatism, on the other hand, has changed. After two terms of George W. Bush, it’s harder than ever to know what it means to be a conservative, though for a working definition, this book is an excellent place to start. Cupp and Joshpe have thought it through, and write with the sort of easy wit we could use more of on the right.

As for my own definition, I’m not much for litmus tests, but if I had to design one I’d say a conservative instinctively sides with the individual over the group. He understands that not every choice is a moral issue, that sometimes people just prefer plastic to paper, a Suburban to a Prius, and that’s okay. He’s for diversity, in the true sense. You can eat any kind of breakfast cereal you want in front of a conservative. He won’t judge you.





INTRODUCTION

By S. E. Cupp

Popularity’s a funny thing. Growing up, when popularity is of course most important, my level of “in-ness” ran the gamut, from eating lunch at the “head table” to eating lunch in the bathroom. One year I had six different boyfriends, and another it was as if I’d been crop-dusted by anthrax. And of course it mattered—it mattered desperately—but to cope with the capricious unpredictability of the popularity see-saw, I became very friendly with that old childhood adage, “I know you are, but what am I?”


But as you get older, popularity comes to mean other things. There are no more school cafeterias, awkward dances, or yearbook superlatives to tell you who’s in and who’s out. Now we go to our newspapers, magazines, the internet, and television for that—whether it’s the society pages, business, sports, or celebrities, popularity is judged now by an editor and circulation numbers. Or box office returns, television ratings, the Billboard charts, and web hits. And even though the celebrities, athletes, business tycoons, musicians, and movie stars may wonder if they’re more popular than their competitors, you’re not Beyoncé, so what the hell do you care? Indeed, in your day-to-day life, when are you ever touched by the callous and catty whim of popularity’s chilly hand?

Well, if you’re a young Republican in New York City—all the time. Sure, I might be the toast of Topeka, but here in New York, and undoubtedly in the rest of the blue states and even bluer big cities, I’m a pariah, the worst of the worst. I’m like the ex-con who just moved across the street from the elementary school, or the punk rocker who rented the place above yours, or the weird old lady who throws rocks off her porch and has long conversations with a broom handle. I’m a nuisance, a bad seed, a danger to the community, even.

So when my college friend Brett approached me to write a book about conservatism, I was once again confronted by that childhood dilemma that sends so many of us to therapy. We’re going to be so unpopular.

Our friends are already repulsed by us. Sure, they love us on the surface, where it counts, but deep down they wish us long, slow deaths that leave us identifiable only by dental records. Our neighbors, the ones who know our dark secret thanks to copious amounts of mail from the RNC, look at us askance in the elevator and secretly hope our apartments will be ransacked by thieves, left as empty as our souls. And our coworkers think that every paycheck we cash might as well go straight into Satan’s bank account.

But because I’ve held “unpopular beliefs” for so long, I’ve developed thick (yet remarkably soft to the touch) skin. So I decided to throw caution, and some may say common sense, to the wind, and I did it with alacrity and unbridled enthusiasm. I relished the chance to stick to my guns, regardless of who liked it and who didn’t. No more tiptoeing around my political beliefs, couching them in less offensive and more popular sentiment, or biting my tongue altogether. I was going to put it out there. So in the summer of 2005, we began.

The original premise of the book was simple: We’d try to convince readers that Republicans are not necessarily what you’d expect them to be. Brett and I were perfect examples—we grew up in the liberal Northeast, went to very liberal colleges and graduate schools, lived in liberal New York City, and worked primarily with liberals, I at the New York Times, and he at a large law firm, a job that he’d later leave to more rigorously tend to this book. (Note: Regardless of my politics, I’d like it to be known that I love my job, and hope to keep it a very, very long time. The New York Times is a great place to work!) Furthermore, we fancied ourselves hip and smart, two adjectives liberals generally like to think they own. We lived among liberals, worked with liberals, socialized with liberals. We couldn’t avoid them. They were our deliverymen, our dry cleaners, our waitresses and video store clerks. They taught our classes, poured our drinks, sat next to us at New York Mets games. And yet, Brett and I disagreed fundamentally with everyone around us, from the ubiquitous antiwar protesters to my friend who thinks taxes are a nice way to say an annual thanks to the government. What were we doing here?

There had to be more people like us. Surely we’d met other Republicans in New York, and there were probably a few in Los Angeles and even in Boston and Miami. (And I’m sure I saw one or two in Chicago.) And they might have some pretty interesting stories. So the plan was to find these “surprising conservatives” and tell their stories, with the idea that if we could find enough of them, we could prove conservatism isn’t all that unpopular, even in places considered liberal. But therein lay the problem: finding them. We knew only a handful, and a few posts on websites like Craigs-list netted some very unsavory results. One gentleman out of Portland, Oregon, for example, was indeed an unlikely conservative—a skateboard designer who headlined a heavy-metal band. But he was also, we discovered, a skinhead.

It became clear that, unless we wanted to invest in some high-tech surveillance equipment, we’d never know just whom we were endorsing, and a gaffe like that could jeopardize the whole operation. So after a few months of searching, we decided to shift our goals—to what, we didn’t know, but shifting of some kind would definitely take place.

Meanwhile, we learned that through a circuitous connection, we could get to conservative writer and culture critic David Horowitz. We decided we’d interview him, if he’d agree, and see what we had when it was over, hoping to gain some kind of new direction out of our conversation. Horowitz was game, and we sat in Brett’s bedroom, my ancient, practically Amish tape recorder rolling, cell phones on speaker, and talked with him for two hours. We felt very official. I wore a suit. It was a great interview, punctuated alternately by incredibly insightful analysis and the kind of hilarious outbursts that spice up any good interview (like his insistence that “Tom Cruise is a nut, a phony”). And when it was done, we thought: Why not parlay this interview with a well-known conservative pundit into another? So on a whim, I emailed my favorite pundit, Tucker Carlson, through his literary agent. To my surprise, she returned my request with a phone number, and said he was expecting my call. He agreed without hesitation to speak with me and—I have to gush for a moment—was one of the nicest, friendliest, funniest, smartest people I’ve ever interviewed. (Granted, that not-so-extensive list was then headlined by actor Jerry O’Connell, whom I’d profiled for my college paper, but nonetheless, I was smitten.)

So from there our goal was clear—interview as many well-known conservatives, Republicans, neoconservatives, far-Righters, libertarians, and moderates as we could find and write a book about the stereotypes surrounding the Right, in their voices and ours. And, as we soon learned, the stereotypes were many. Republicans, according to popular culture, are racist, misogynistic, homophobic, closed-minded, fanatical, stupid, redneck, elitist, uncaring, uncharitable, prudish, and most offensively, unfunny. In fact, we stumbled on one definition of “Republican” that made particularly adroit use of more than one of these stereotypes:



Republican: An individual who believes that the white male Christian God should be the only object of worship on the planet, that power and wealth should remain in the hands of 1% of the world’s population while the remaining 99% starve, that health care should be privatized so the poor can’t afford basic medication, that a rape victim living on welfare should be forced to care for a baby she didn’t even ask for, and that America is the only real country on Earth while all those other countries they read about are just fakes invented by communists . . . oh wait, it’s terrorists now, isn’t it?”1

Eventually, as the project evolved, the goal became not only to erase those stereotypes and prove them false, but to prove that not all conservatives behave, talk, and think alike. And when all was said and done, we’d asked more than forty “experts” to comment. (Actually, we asked more than two hundred, but only forty agreed to help. We now call them “God’s children.”) Some were, like Tucker, easy to reach and more than happy to help us out. For others it took months upon months of negotiating with handlers, agents, lawyers, and producers who wanted to vet every aspect of our project before agreeing to contribute. Some, like Lisa “Kennedy” Montgomery and Jonah Goldberg, were hilarious—so funny we couldn’t keep from laughing. And others gave us the kind of straight-up answers you’d never expect to hear from someone in the public eye.


And not all were total strangers to us. Jon Zimmerman and Jeremy Rabkin, both published experts in their fields, were once my professors. We met former White House advisor K. T. McFarland at a city council fund-raiser, and Deroy Murdock, a syndicated columnist, at another. And I met NASCAR driver Tony Stewart at his 2005 championship luncheon at the 21 Club in New York. Others became friends through the process. After months of emailing with former New York Mets pitcher Al Leiter, we finally arranged a get-together. After about four hours of great interview, and several beers later, we ended up going out to dinner, and then out for drinks. When the Mets blew their playoff chances in 2007, it was somewhat comforting to know we could vent our frustrations with a former player—and we did.

As the months rolled on, we grew confident—cocky, even—in our project. When people like Newt Gingrich and Ted Nugent take your phone calls, it can go to your head. We imagined ourselves the next Woodward and Bernstein, forty pounds overweight from our many medals and trophies, living large in our mansions with regular visits from sitting and past presidents. I would get a dachshund and wear only gold lamé. We were going to be beloved (like so many Republicans). When we had enough interviews in the can, we decided it was time to take the next step. And that’s where everything fell apart.

Getting a literary agent is the first job of any writer looking to publish a book. Nonfiction or fiction, most publishing houses won’t even consider your proposal or manuscript if you’re unrepresented. You’d think people would line up for the contractual right to take 15 percent from you, but it’s very much the other way around. So we began what we knew would be a difficult search for an agent who wanted to represent not only a conservative project, but also two conservative writers. Since most agents were headquartered in New York City, we knew this was an almost impossible endeavor. We queried dozens, conducting exhaustive research to find agents who considered themselves either apolitical or sympathetic to conservative politics. You’d also think that, as businesspeople, agents would make finding the next great idea and making a boatload of money priority one. But this was decidedly not the case. Even Ann Coulter, who one could certainly argue has no trouble getting her opinions out there, wrote:



While the radio and Internet can bring conservatives to people’s homes with the flick of a dial or modem, conservative books have to clear three sets of liberal censors before making their way to readers. First the books have to be published. Then the public has to know the book exists. Finally, potential readers have to find a bookstore where they can buy it. All this is complicated by the fact that publishers don’t like conservative books, the major media ignore them, and bookstores refuse to stock them.2

And that first liberal censor was proving to be an incredibly powerful one. Upon querying one of New York’s top agents, for example, we received the following response, via email to Why You’re Wrong About the Right:

I don’t think I am wrong. And this lot in power are venal, corrupt, think the law is only for them when it benefits them, determined that their view of the world is the only one that counts and that anyone who disagrees should be punished in some form (including making the rest of the world sicker because of their “moral” stances on issues), secretive and conspiratorial to the point of undermining the constitution of the republic, up to their ears in the blood of our children, and have made us more vulnerable to attack not less, while making the top 3% immorally richer at the expense of the rest of us. I have no interest in a book that intends to exonerate these people from their responsibilities. God knows, they refuse to do it themselves. Sorry.

Not only were we being rejected, we were also being scolded. Another top agent wrote to us, dismissively:

This is the kind of query that makes me wonder if writers read our profiles at all. If you’d bothered to go to our website, or really read my profile on writers.net or agentquery.com, you’d find that we have a reputation for progressive politics. Something like this would never be appropriate for our agency.

Something “like this”? What’s more progressive than a book by a new generation of urban conservatives at a time when the cult of liberalism is so de rigueur, it’s almost boring?


And then there were the responses of pity and sympathy. The “I wish I could, but...” replies. One agent wrote us, “I’m sympathetic, since I sometimes think I’m the only political conservative in the New York publishing industry, and have certainly experienced the same frustrations you describe.” Another agent wrote, “As luck would have it, you’ve found one of probably a half dozen people in New York publishing who aren’t crazy radical Leftists.” Both felt our pain. Both passed.

Of course we also received dozens of standard “no” replies, and still another agent called me just to say he hoped my teeth fell out. I’d sent out my first query on April 5, 2006, and ten months later, our manuscript was collecting dust. We started to consider taking the book to a less-established agent outside the city, or even publishing it ourselves. I dreaded the phone calls I’d have to make to our contributors. “Thanks for everything, but we just can’t sell the thing.” But then, as it goes in the movies, on February 15, 2007, our query found itself on the right person’s desk. John Talbot would take us on—and he was shocked it had taken us so long to find an agent. He thought it was perfect for Threshold, a conservative imprint at Simon & Schuster, and predicted he’d sell the book within two weeks—and he did. If one day I name my firstborn John, you’ll all know why.



Back to popularity. The point of this book is not to echo popular sentiment, or to feed a demographic what it wants or expects to hear for the sake of book sales. The Left already does that very well. If you’re looking for that scathing profile of President Bush, or the book on stupid Americans, look no further than Al Franken or Michael Moore. This book intends to surprise, shock, even alarm, and we hope it does so in a provocative and even humorous way. Furthermore, whether this is naiveté or booze talking, we honestly believe that this book is for everyone. It’s for the conservative, looking for ammunition to better argue with his liberal friends. It’s for the undecided, sick of getting her political “news” from the blowhards on television. And, yes, it’s for the liberal, who, as a smart and cultured person of the world, wants to be better informed and speak the language of authority, instead of the language of hyperbole and hypocrisy. (And it’s also for my mother, who can’t wait to see my name in print, but that’s neither here nor there.)


As for Brett and me, we’re no experts, and don’t claim to be. We’re simply Republicans with an axe to grind. But if you got to know us, we think you’d really like us! We love sports and movies and music. We enjoy a fine glass of whiskey and cheap, American beer. We love a forty-dollar steak as much as a two-dollar Nathan’s hot dog. We live in cramped New York City apartments that we can barely afford and love it (though if you’re giving out rent- stabilized apartments in the West Village, we won’t say no). We’re close to our families and have wonderful friends, despite their weird political views. We’re often funny, and our parents say we’re not half bad-looking. We also have a healthy helping of crazy, which makes us colorful and fun to be around. Brett, for example, can imitate the batting stances of nearly every famous Mets player, past and present. And I once put a balloon in my shirt, went to a swanky hotel bar, ordered a cocktail, and pretended to be drunk and pregnant—out of sheer boredom! Sometimes when we go out we’ll change our names and pretend to be CIA agents, just to mess with people. And we’re full of fascinating contradictions. For example, I’m a longtime atheist pursuing a master’s degree in religious studies. I find Hollywood repulsive, but I’m totally addicted to perezhilton.com. I love to fish, but am afraid of the water. Brett is bored by art and rarely gets to a museum, but is himself an amateur artist and photographer. He hates Washington, D.C., but hopes to one day go into politics. In other words, we’re just everyday twenty-somethings who happen to be conservatives.

Though we may be fun, we know that alone does not sell books. We’re nobodies, which speaks volumes about the character of our many contributors—all of whom had little to gain by investing in a project that could easily have gone nowhere. And that’s why we went to them—to say the things we have no business saying. I, a white, twenty-something woman, can’t speak with authority on race relations or the civil rights movement. But Shelby Steele can. We can’t speak expertly on global warming, the history of education, the popularity of NASCAR, or being a devout Christian in Major League Baseball, but Naomi Orsekes, Jon Zimmerman, Andrew Giangola, and Curt Schilling can. And when mixed together, their opinions and knowledge, along with our research, combine—like a really meaty, Republican bouillabaisse—to create a better, more comprehensive and nuanced picture of the conservative viewpoint, one that reflects its incredible diversity and intellectual integrity.



So we say to you, go forth and buy many copies. I have a feeling our battle with popularity is only just beginning. Which reminds me—it might be time to dust off that comeback for the liberals who continue to insist that Republicans are racist, homophobic, uncaring, uncool, uptight, stupid, and the rest. To them I say, “I know you are, but what am I?”



WHY YOU’RE WRONG
ABOUT THE RIGHT



CHAPTER 1


Republicans Are Racist

The Myth of the White Supremacist

They say a leopard can’t change its spots and Republicans can’t change their “negro-lynching,” white robe wearing, and card-carrying membership ways of the KKK. . . . To Limbaugh and Republicans we say, “If you can’t stand the heat, don’t stand so close to the burning cross.”1

—A. Alexander

Comedian Dave Chappelle’s Chappelle’s Show featured a sketch in which he plays a blind “white supremacist” who doesn’t know he’s actually black. While utterly hilarious, the sketch is also an ingenious and provocative depiction of the folly and blind ignorance of racism, and a reminder to all of us to take a quick glance in the mirror once in a while. Nearly twenty-five years after Steve Martin, the whitest guy in America, famously opened The Jerk with the line, “I was born a poor, black child . . .” Chappelle gave us a clever reverse-take for the new millennium. While no point was made about the character’s politics, one could draw a convincing parallel between the blind, black, white supremacist and the hackneyed image of the “Republican Racist,” the backward hillbilly who knows not what he does, or worse, knows exactly what he does . . . and likes it. Why is it that comedians seem to have the keenest take on race today? Kanye West saying “George Bush doesn’t care about black people” in the middle of a benefit for victims of Hurricane Katrina wasn’t profound, or funny—it was awkward. But Chris Rock, mocking West shortly thereafter at another Katrina victims’ benefit by saying “George Bush hates midgets” was hilarious, and pointed out the absurdity of West’s claim. It seemed for Rock (and the rest of intelligent America) that George Bush’s alleged contempt for black people was just as responsible for the Katrina disaster as was his contempt for the vertically challenged, which is to say, not at all. Maybe we should appoint Chris Rock, Dave Chappelle, and Steve Martin (circa The Jerk, not Cheaper By the Dozen 2) overseers of U.S. race relations?


Racism, more than a century and a half after the Civil War and more than forty years after the civil rights movement began, is still an issue in the United States, and pinning the “racist” label on a powerful group of people is a highly effective means of deflating their influence, regardless of the veracity of the claim. So the carefully crafted and desperately clung to image of the Republican Racist remains at the top of the liberal tool box, and it doesn’t take much (of any real substance) to get them to whip it out.

But is it true? The answer is complicated. Racism is both a historical and a current fact, and a great many have contributed to its continuation over the centuries, including, in some cases, blacks and minorities themselves. But one thing is certain: History has been hijacked and rewritten to implicate Republicans as the most racist folk in the history of the world, despite a stellar and often-forgotten record of civil rights success.

Historical Republican achievement in racial equality extends back to the party’s roots, of course, with the first Republican president, Abraham Lincoln, who led the Union to victory over the slave-owning Confederacy in the Civil War. As Republican Party historian Michael Zak points out, this wasn’t really a war between the North and South, it was a war between Republicans and Democrats. “The Democrats chose to become the slavery party. No Republican ever owned a slave. That’s not semantics, that’s a fact.”2 Indeed, Republicans passed the first Civil Rights Act following the Civil War. They then passed the Fourteenth Amendment, which protected all persons from deprivation of due process or equal protection by the states. Every Democrat in Congress voted against its passage. Similarly, 98 percent of Republicans voted for the Fifteenth Amendment, which gave blacks the right to vote, and 97 percent of Democrats voted against it.

The Democratic Party is also the party whose national slogan in 1868 was, “This is a White Man’s Government,” a reflection of the racist paranoia of the era.3 It is the same party whose members have included George Wallace, the former Democratic governor of Alabama, who raised the Confederate flag above the state capitol in 1963; Hugo Black, Supreme Court justice and former Ku Klux Klansman; Robert Byrd, former Ku Klux Klansman and West Virginia senior senator; and former South Carolina senator Ernest Hollings, who said during the 1984 presidential primary that “you had wetbacks from California that came in here for Cranston,” to explain why his opponent finished second in a straw poll.4 Even former attorney general Robert F. Kennedy directed the FBI to wiretap the home telephone of Martin Luther King, Jr.

Recent Republican presidents have only improved on the party’s legacy of progressive race relations. The elder George Bush appointed Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court, only the second black ever appointed to the high court. George W. Bush appointed two consecutive black secretaries of state, the first and second in history, and Condoleezza Rice has remained one of his most trusted advisors. Yet, as National Review managing editor Jay Nordlinger asserts, “No one cares. Because [Bush] doesn’t care. If Clinton did this, he’d be talking about it constantly. Maryland governor Bob Ehrlich said to me in an interview that if Condi Rice were a Democrat, they’d have parades for her. She’d be on the cover of Time magazine every week.”5

And in desperate efforts to preserve the image of the racist Republican, Democrats minimize the accomplishments of Republicans in racial equality by effectively demeaning members of the very constituency they claim to represent. Popular talk-radio host and author of the best-seller Shut Up and Sing! Laura Ingraham observes that the elevation of conservative blacks to high posts is somehow perceived by the Left as less legitimate or important. “Condoleezza Rice, Colin Powell, Clarence Thomas, and the list goes on of black Americans elevated to the highest positions in government by a Republican president—yet they somehow don’t count.”6

Furthermore, there is a pervasive notion among many on the Left that “black Republican” is somehow an oxymoron, and that blacks who vote Republican are doing a disservice to their race. As if that weren’t insulting enough, some even go so far as to insist that blacks who align with conservative ideology are—knowingly or not—just trying to suck up to the so-called white establishment. In 1999, Bill Maxwell, a black columnist for the St. Petersburg Times, wrote a scathing critique of black Republicans that should make anyone, regardless of skin color, bristle:



By all standards, some creatures are just plain strange, making us do double takes because their compositions or habits or appearances defy our sense of logic and our way of viewing reality. Take the wildebeest, the warthog, the hyena, the brown pelican, the Shar-Pei. These animals, seemingly wrought by committee, make us laugh or shake our heads. Another such creature, of the human kind—and perhaps the strangest of all—is the black Republican. Do not laugh. This is a serious matter, given yet another Alan Keyes run—absurd as it may be—for the White House. He is the talk show host who exhibits an obnoxious Messianic complex that emerges each time he appears on TV to debate his white counterparts. My grandfather, a smart Pentecostal pastor who died five years ago, would have said that Keyes, along with others like him, is “out there cuttin’ up ‘round them white folks.” This was my gramps’ portrayal of black sycophants, whose raison d’etre was pleasing their white “superiors.”7

Deroy Murdock, a nationally syndicated columnist and contributing editor with National Review Online, discussed this hostility toward black conservatives, the skewed version of history, and why he votes for Republicans even though he is black. “The Republican Party and conservatives generally have spent the last 147 years trying to liberate black Americans and make them self-reliant, while Democrats and liberals have spent most of that time either trying to hold blacks behind or making them dependent on big-government solutions. While the Right generally has tried to create a society built on equal opportunity where race matters less, the Left usually has tried to amplify the importance of race while apportioning power and privilege on the basis of skin color.”8

But there was a shift. Despite a history of unfettered commitment to racial equality by Republicans, the Left somehow got black Americans to side with them. Ted Hayes is a homeless advocate in Los Angeles. Hayes administered one of the most successful homeless shelters in the country, Dome Village, and then voluntarily decided to live there himself. (Incidentally, he was unable to renew the lease to Dome Village once his landlord demanded much higher rent—after learning that Hayes was a black Republican.) He discussed the surprising transition from Republicans as the party of racial equality to Democrats.

“I began to realize that we abandoned our base. We were deceived by welfare and food stamps, clothing, housing and Medicaid and foster care. We got ripped off and went right back into slavery.”9


And the shift was very successful. Democrats embraced the racial equality cause vocally, if not always in practice, then in promise, and blacks embraced Democrats, thanks in no small part to the mistakes of a few high-profile Republicans. Trent Lott, for example, celebrated segregation-era politics when he said in 1984 that the “spirit of Jefferson Davis” still exists in the party. Hayes blames the shift not on overt hostility or racism, but on a slow and gradual history of neglect and indifference. “[Republicans] don’t deal with social prejudices, and that’s their fault because they have strayed from the foundations of the Republican Party, particularly of 1854. The party of 1854 was based primarily on the eradication of slavery and social, political, and economic injustice in America and throughout the world. And unfortunately, even though they never attacked black people or minorities or poor people, they never really retook the battlefield of social issues. Basically, modern Democrats took us the route of socialism and welfare, which has destroyed poor, black people in America.”10

That route began with the “political realignment of 1964,” when Lyndon Johnson’s civil rights accomplishments, combined with Republican nominee Barry Goldwater’s opposition to the Civil Rights Act, further contributed to this profound shift in voting patterns of blacks. But that historical moment has also been rewritten. Contrary to the popular myth, Goldwater was known as an integrationist who supported equal rights but opposed the Civil Rights Act not out of hostility toward blacks, but for denying private businesses certain rights of association and demanding that they serve all people, which he saw as a stripping away of the rights of private business owners. Additionally, twenty-seven out of thirty-one Republican senators supported the bill, whereas twenty-one Democrats voted against it, including Sam Ervin, Robert Byrd, and Al Gore, Sr. It was Republican minority leader Everett Dirksen who wrote and introduced the 1964 Civil Rights Act and who delivered a speech in favor of the act with the words, “Nothing is so powerful as an idea whose time has come.”11

But the legacy of the shift is still very visible today in the collective suspicion of the Republican agenda as it applies to blacks and minorities. The cult of the Republican Racist is both a product of revisionist history and a political weapon of necessity. That political necessity helps to keep the myth of the Republican Racist alive. Byron York, the White House correspondent for National Review, explains that “for years Democrats have portrayed themselves as the sole guardians of civil rights, not only because they support the cause but also to obscure the fact that for so many years the Democratic Party was an obstacle to civil rights. Now, of course, Democrats depend on receiving 90-plus percent of the African-American vote in presidential election years. Even with that vote, they lose, and if they received even slightly less than that, they would never, ever win. So their survival depends on the need to portray Republicans as racists, or at least as insensitive to civil rights. I think that message is often megaphoned in the media, and so Republicans find themselves constantly on the defensive.”12



Regardless of who started what, the legacy of racism in the United States is, of course, all of ours now. And as both sides work eagerly to figure out ways to solve existing problems (and appeal to valuable voting constituencies), the question of who is doing a better job is often raised—by the media, by popular culture, by the parties themselves. The answer has much to do with differing views on agency, opportunity, and oppression.


Indeed, those who argue that blacks and other minorities suffer from a lack of opportunity that is ubiquitously afforded to whites often embrace programs and initiatives like welfare and affirmative action meant to counter that imbalance. But while the imbalance may be real, the programs are not the answer, and are in fact a huge part of the problem.

Shelby Steele, the renowned race relations expert, academic, and author, asserted that progress in this country is hindered by a double standard that is part of what he calls “white guilt.” “Affirmative action is a perfect example,” says Steele. “It gives something to somebody without asking anything. It ought to be contingent on performance; at least you ought to have to meet a certain elevated grade point average. It’s up to black people to pull themselves together and become competitive in American life, in our economic life. No one can make you equal. You have to do that yourself.”13

Agency, something rarely addressed by today’s most vocal black leadership, is a hugely important part of dissecting race relations, and Steele makes no small point of it.

“If you want to help [blacks], the first thing you have to do is ask something from them. And you have to make all reform contingent on their performance. If they don’t perform, they don’t get any rewards. The Great Society asks nothing. ‘We white people will put our shoulders to the wheel but we’re not going to ask black people. In fact we’re going to take responsibility off your shoulders.’ It’s the sickest, most absurd social reform ever created. It never worked, it never will. It made black America worse. Black kids today, on the SAT exam, score lower than they did in 1990.”14

Several years ago Bill Cosby made remarks that few would dare to utter when he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the lower economic people are not holding up their end in this deal. These people are not parenting. They’re buying things for the kid—$500 sneakers—for what? They won’t spend $250 on Hooked on Phonics.”15

These were comments that some undoubtedly found offensive, but that others, including some blacks, believed to be the kind of honest statements that could lead to true progress. Again, it seems to be the comedians who have the best perspective (or maybe just the most freedom of expression).

Ted Hayes said about Cosby, “I’m 100 percent in his corner. Bill Cosby is the voice of the next generation. He and people like him are the foundation-layers for the next forty years, but the last forty years have been nothing but devastation for our people.”16



In his seminal piece The Case for Democracy, Natan Sharansky lays out his platform for achieving peace, stability, and democracy throughout the world. The historical model that he uses to describe his proposal is the United States’ response to the Soviet Union during the Cold War. He notes that when several members of Congress, including conservative Democrat Henry “Scoop” Jackson, brought Soviet persecution of their own political dissidents to light and started tying U.S. benefits to Soviet internal reform, the political tide in the Kremlin changed, paving the way for the erosion of a totalitarian communist regime.


Sharansky uses the Soviet experience as the framework for achieving reform in other areas of the world. He argues that all democratic societies have something in common: They treat their own people with respect. Conversely, the most oppressive leaders and societies can be defined not by how poorly they treat outsiders, but by how little dignity they afford insiders. Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya Sen likewise concluded that a nation that practiced true democracy would never experience famine, since democracies put the livelihood of their people in their own hands. Sen used India as an example, pointing out that, despite the Third World conditions in some regions, India has not experienced famine since gaining its independence in 1948. It is in the nondemocratic societies that leaders have the greatest capacity to shift attention from their own failures to artificially created scapegoats, such as the United States. This only functions to perpetuate the leader’s power as he points to the scapegoat, whose continued existence provides the leader with continued relevance.

Sharansky does not address race in America, although his discussion of democracy aptly applies to racial politics in this country. Much of the black leadership in America has arguably done a great disservice to its own people, as a number of race relations experts have dared to point out. Unfortunately for the black community, their progress has been shunted, not expedited, by their own leadership, as public figures like Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton claim any setback as the work of men like George W. Bush. People, like countries, do not progress by pointing to others. Success comes only with self-agency.

Today’s left-wing racial equality advocates are, by any standards, horrendous spokespeople for an incredibly important cause. Much was made of President Bush’s refusal to attend the NAACP convention for several consecutive years. Although many used the absence to once again disparage the president for his lack of racial consciousness, the Bush administration pointed to the lack of respect given Bush and Republicans by Julian Bond, chairman of the NAACP. Bond said Republicans’ idea of equal rights “is the American flag and the Confederate swastika flying side-by-side.”17 Jesse Jackson’s anti-Semitism is well known and well documented, thanks to shocking statements like, “I’m sick and tired of hearing about the Holocaust,” and referring to New York City as “Hymie-town” in 1984.18 Democratic congressman Charles Rangel said that “George Bush is our Bull Connor,”19 a reference to the former Birmingham, Alabama, police commissioner who used dogs and hoses to disrupt civil rights marches. Connor was a Democrat. Rangel. Bond. Sharpton. Jackson. These “leaders” have severely deprived their constituencies by pursuing political scapegoats at the expense of dignity and fairness. And even worse, when someone on the left makes blatantly racist comments stemming from utter ignorance, they are rarely checked. Equal opportunity offender Joe Biden, Democratic senator from Delaware, offered this explanation for why Iowa’s schools performed better than those in Washington, D.C.: “There’s less than one percent of the population of Iowa that is African American. There is probably less than four or five percent that are minorities. What is it in Washington? So look, it goes back to what you start off with, what you’re dealing with.” The left-leaning Washington Post called this offense a mere “stumble.”20
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