






[image: ]





BY JAMES CARVILLE AND PAUL BEGALA


Buck Up, Suck Up…and Come Back When You Foul Up

ALSO BY JAMES CARVILLE

Had Enough?

Stickin’

…And the Horse He Rode In On

We’re Right, They’re Wrong

All’s Fair

(with Mary Matalin)

ALSO BY PAUL BEGALA

It’s Still the Economy, Stupid

Is Our Children Learning?















[image: ]SIMON & SCHUSTER

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2006 by James Carville and Paul Begala

All rights reserved,

including the right of reproduction

in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-9295-5
ISBN-10: 0-7432-9295-2

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com









For Diane: twenty-five years after I first flirted with her in the student lounge, she still makes my heart race.

Paul


For every man and woman in the United States Marine Corps who has fought, is fighting, or will fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. Semper Fi.

James






Introduction



Lord Acton was right.

The British historian and philosopher of the late nineteenth century is most famous for his observation that “power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

The Republicans in Washington today have absolute power. They control the White House. They control the Senate. They control the House. They control the federal bureaucracy. They control the military. They control the federal judiciary. They control the money of corporate special interests. They control powerful right-wing grassroots organizations. They control a conservative media that includes radio, television, print, and websites. They control an array of right-wing think tanks.

About the only thing they can’t control is their lust for power.

This absolute power has corrupted the Republicans, absolutely. This tremendous concentration of power has corrupted our democracy, degraded our military, diminished our stature in the world, damaged our environment, bankrupted our Treasury, and indentured our children to foreign debt-holders.

There is one reason and one reason only the Bush Republicans enjoy this unchallenged power:

Democrats let them win it.

By being too timid or too weak, too hesitant or too confused, Democrats have allowed Republicans to run amok. Most important, Democrats have not clearly and courageously stated what they stand for and what they stand against.

It is the goal of this book to do just that. We’ve spent our adult lifetimes toiling in the Democratic vineyards. We love our country and we love our party and we’re determined to take them back.

If you’re looking for a book that merely bashes the Republicans, this will disappoint. We take a backseat to no one in our contempt for what the GOP is doing to our country. And this book catalogs the damage in some detail. But more important, the purpose of this book is to look unflinchingly at what Democrats must do and say in order to take back our party, our country, and our future.

To be sure, we don’t have all the answers. But we’ve got a good start on them. Not because we’re geniuses—rather, because we’re not. Too many Democrats over-think things. This is politics, not organic chemistry. Success has less to do with brains than with guts. The concepts are comparatively easy; it’s the execution that’s hard. Democrats have failed at the basics: defining their message, attacking their opponents, defending their leaders, inspiring their voters.

When we set out to write this book, we took a hard look at what the Bush-Cheney team did right and what the Kerry-Edwards team did wrong in the 2004 campaign. The short answer is, everything. Researching and writing that chapter was painful. We had to confront the reality that, in some cases, people we’ve considered friends for decades made terrible strategic and tactical decisions—and their failure has given us four more years of the Bush-Cheney policies we believe are ruining our country.

Some of our friends in the progressive movement believe the answer is for Democrats to rally the base, to move more squarely to the left. They see a Democratic Party that is too close to corporate special interests, too eager to please big money, too willing to sell out working people, too quick to go along with an unwise and unjust war.

On the other hand, some of our friends in the center believe the answer to the Democrats’ problems is to move to the center. They see a Democratic party in thrall to Hollywood bigshots and cultural elites. They see a party too beholden to liberal pressure groups like the National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League, too contemptuous of people of faith, too dismissive of the middle-class values moms and dads try to pass on to their children.

They are, in our view, like the proverbial blind people examining the donkey (hey, we’re Democrats; we can’t very well use an elephant analogy). They’re both right and they’re both wrong. They each have a point and they both miss the point. Sure, we want the Democrats to stand more forcefully against corporate greed and we are still angry that so many leading Democrats believed Mr. Bush’s falsehoods and supported his march to war in Iraq. At the same time, we believe some liberal pressure groups have too much influence, that some left-wing intellectual elites truly do have contempt for traditional American values. We believe Democrats should be the party of family, faith, and flag.

Here’s what both sides of this false choice get wrong: the problem with the Democratic Party is not ideological, it’s anatomical. We lack a backbone. Consider this book an attempt at a spinal transplant.

It’s not that people know what we stand for and disagree; it’s that they have no idea what we stand for, and so they think we’re too weak to lead. The Bible says no one will follow an uncertain trumpet. The purpose of this book is hand the Democrats a trumpet and teach ’em to blow like Gabriel himself.

This book is focused on a set of issues that we believe have cost Democrats elections—issues that we believe we can Take Back. We believe we can Take Back national security, social issues, and taxes. We believe we can Take Back the issues of energy and the environment; we can Take Back the fairness of the media; we can Take Back the issue of health care; and we can Take Back our political system from the lobbyists and power brokers. We can Take Back all of those issues—but to do so we’ve got to stand up and speak out.

When the current President Bush’s father was running for president in 1988, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan observed that if we can’t beat these guys, we need to find another country. Of course, in 1988 Democrats couldn’t beat Bush Sr.’s team—and we didn’t find another country. We know how Moynihan must have felt, however. After all the damage of the first term of George W. Bush, it was hard to imagine how the Democrats could have lost to those guys. And yet a combination of the Bush campaign’s strategic brilliance and the Democrats’ lack of a clear message and a strategy for delivering it sent George W. Bush back to the White House for a second term.

We wrote this book, in short, because we’re sick of watching Democrats lose. We’re also sick of Democrats whining about the Republicans’ hardball tactics. We want our party to toughen up, smarten up, and listen up.

The stakes could not be higher. President Bush was re-elected despite the fact that a near-majority of Americans believed he was not doing a good job. Since then his position with the American people has only deteriorated. And yet Democrats seem unable to capitalize on the Bush/GOP collapse.

The debacle of the 2004 election gave birth to this book. As we prepared to write it, we met with some of the smartest, savviest people in American politics. We talked with them about the issues that were hurting Democrats. And we thought about how to take those issues back. Those conversations were enlightening, but the one light-bulb moment Paul had actually came from his twelve-year-old son, John.

Paul and John were driving out to their farm in the Shenandoah Valley in October, 2004. It was a beautiful fall day so they decided to take the back-roads to enjoy the scenery. They passed a trailer on the side of the road. It was a little old, a little rundown. And it had a brand-new Bush-Cheney sign in the window. “Dad,” John asked, “why are those folks for Bush and Cheney if you say they only care about the rich? And why are we for Kerry and Edwards if you say Democrats care about the poor? We’re not poor.”

We had a long talk about it. We discussed why, for many people, values trump economics. And we talked about how wrong some Democratic intellectual elites are when they denigrate working-class people who vote Republican. They condescendingly argue the Republicans have pulled the wool over their eyes; that they’ve been tricked into voting against their economic self-interest. We think that analysis is overblown. It just might be that these folks know full-well that the GOP doesn’t represent their economic interests, but they’ve come to think the Democrats don’t respect their culture and values and religion. Just as many rich liberals proudly vote against their economic self-interest, that working-class family living in that trailer is doing the same thing. When forced to make a choice, they go with their values, not their wallets. Why is it we celebrate prosperous progressives for voting against their economic self-interests, but denigrate poor and middle-class people who do?

The conclusion of that talk was the realization that rather than patronize poor people who put their principles ahead of their pocketbooks, Democrats need to make that choice unnecessary. We can and should represent both. Democrats need to show respect for voters’ cultural concerns, while fighting for their economic interests. The problem is the values debate has been limited to a bizarre and tiny set of issues—principally abortion, gay rights and gun control. But poverty is a values issue. Lack of health care is a values issue. The minimum wage is a values issue. Lying about a war is the ultimate values issue. In this book we suggest ways both to Take Back the more narrow values issue—engage rather than ignore God, guns, and gays—and to expand the range of issues values voters should consider.

This book is a blueprint—a call to arms—for Democrats to give voice to their beliefs. To stand up proudly and speak out strongly that both our economic ideas and our moral values are more in line with those of most Americans than the Republicans are. Most of all, this book is an effort to take back so much of what we’ve lost: not just power and position in Washington, but something more important—the soul of a great party and the future of a great nation.








“Houston, We Have a Problem”



When astronaut Jim Lovell uttered those words from Apollo 13, it was one of the great understatements of American history. An explosion had ruptured an oxygen tank. The spacecraft was essentially rudderless, the crew without a road map to get back on track. As Lovell described it, “Our normal supply of electricity, light, and water was lost, and we were about two hundred thousand miles from Earth.” 1

The skinny guys in the skinny ties back at NASA knew this was most definitely a problem. And that’s what made them different from the Democratic Party at the dawn of the twenty-first century.

There are still several leading Democrats who think we don’t have a problem. They look at the 2000 election and point out that Al Gore won. We agree, he did—and not just the popular vote. A sensible examination of the ballots in Florida shows that Gore carried that state, and therefore the electoral college.2

But in the zeal to blame Ralph Nader and Katherine Harris and Chief Justice Rehnquist, Democrats (including us) failed to ask the bigger question: How could the incumbent party, running in a time of peace and prosperity, make the election close enough for the Republicans to steal?

If 2000 should have been a wake-up call, 2004 was an old-fashioned ass-kicking. And yet, say the “No Problem” Democrats, we almost won. We won the moderate vote, they say. We won the independent vote, they say. And if you add up the totals in the eighteen battleground states, apparently we won them, too. Moreover, if just sixty thousand people in Ohio (fewer than turn out for an Ohio State game) had switched sides, Senator John Kerry would be President John Kerry.

The only thing is: We lost the White House. As Casey Stengel said, “You could look it up.”

This bizarre logic is like us telling our wives that if they take out their contacts, squint their eyes real tight, cock their heads, and turn off the lights, we look like George Clooney and Brad Pitt. You can do that, but it doesn’t make us actually look like Clooney and Pitt.

Now open your eyes, put your contacts back in, and look at the reality. We’re realists, so we know how bleak things have gotten for the Democrats of late. John Kerry’s defeat at the hands of George W. Bush was a calamity for our nation and the world. But it was also a symptom of the catastrophe that has befallen the party we love. Not only did George W. Bush win on November 2, 2004, so did the Republican candidate for Senate in Oklahoma, Tom Coburn, who called for the death penalty for doctors who perform abortions. He also called his state’s legislators “crapheads.” And he decried “rampant lesbianism” in Oklahoma schools. He won. By 12 percent.3 Against Democratic congressman Brad Carson, who is a Rhodes Scholar, a former Defense Department official, and a member in good standing of the First Baptist Church of Claremore, Oklahoma—not exactly a dangerous extremist.4

Perhaps worse, if that’s possible, Jim Bunning won. The Hall of Fame pitcher with the Detroit Tigers and the Philadelphia Phillies went from being a reliable right-hander to being a flaky ultra-right-winger. He said his opponent, a respected physician named Daniel Mongiardo, looked like one of Saddam Hussein’s sons. Bunning also claimed that Mongiardo, or Mongiardo’s staff, roughed up his wife—with no evidence to back it up. And after promising to debate Mongiardo, Bunning refused to show up, preferring instead to debate via satellite from Washington with the aid of a teleprompter. Bunning, who isn’t recognized as a senator even when he’s in the halls of the Capitol, said he needed a large security detail to protect him from al Qaeda terrorists. “There may be strangers among us,” he murmured darkly to a Paducah, Kentucky, television station. It got so bad that Louisville’s Courier-Journal hinted at mental illness: “Is his increasing belligerence an indication of something worse? Has Sen. Bunning drifted into territory that indicates a serious health concern?”5

And Bunning won. You know what that means? We couldn’t beat an alleged nutcase in a swing state.

Or take Jim DeMint, who ran for Senate calling for a 23 percent national sales tax to replace the income tax. And he said gays and pregnant women with live-in boyfriends should be banned from teaching. Of course, since he also supported outlawing abortion, DeMint’s plan would put a pregnant, unwed teacher in a hell of a bind. In DeMint’s world, she couldn’t have the baby—she’d lose her job for being pregnant. And she couldn’t have an abortion—she’d go to jail.6

DeMint won. Against the popular and successful state education commissioner, Inez Tanenbaum.

We point out these victorious Republican wack jobs not to depress you, nor to amuse you. We do so to alarm you. If we can’t beat these clowns, we ought to find another country to run in.

And yet we couldn’t beat them.

Not because we didn’t have good candidates; Carson, Mongiardo, and Tennenbaum are high-quality people who would have excelled in the Senate. Rather, we lost because, as corporate marketers would say, there’s something wrong with Brand D. Brand R is strong enough to sustain even weak candidates, while Brand D is so weak even a good candidate can’t win with it in a tough state.

You can blame John Kerry if it makes you feel better. But the problem is much bigger than one candidate in one campaign. The problem, in part, is that on some important issues, people think Democrats are out of step with the mainstream. But the bigger problem is that people don’t know what it is the party stands for. That’s a problem we must solve.

Time for the Donkeys to Kick Some Ass

It’s high time—indeed, past time—for Democrats to take back the country. Democrats in the post-Clinton era have come to be a modern-day Mount Losemore, and yet, despite the failings of the past, they are positioned for a comeback. We believe that if Democrats think a little more and fight a lot more, they can be the dominant party in American politics once again—and deep into the twenty-first century.

Some of the keys to taking back power are tactical. Some of them are cultural. But most of them are existential. Democrats must say loud and clear what it is they believe in. If we want to take our country back, we must first take our party back—back from the mushy-spined mealy-mouthed wimps; back from the Pollyannas who deny there’s a problem; back from the accommodationists who think being a lighter shade of Republican is the key to survival.

While we mourn the loss of House and Senate seats, the White House has always been the big enchilada of American politics. So take a look at the presidential map from 2004. The Kerry-Edwards ticket lost the entire South, most of the Midwest, and all of the Rocky Mountain States. They carried only eight states outside the Northeast.
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And when you look closer, the picture gets worse. The county-by-county map is downright frightening.

Sure, some of that is because Bush-Cheney carried lots of counties where there are more pine trees than people. But according to an analysis by Ron Brownstein and Richard Rainey of the Los Angeles Times, Republicans carried 97 of the 100 fastest-growing countries.7 Many of these counties are what demographers call “exurbs”—fast-growing places that are farther out from cities than bedroom communities. Brownstein and Rainey call them “the new frontier between suburbs and the countryside.”8 Bush carried 94 of these counties in 2000, but back then they gave him only a margin of 1.06 million votes; in 2004 they gave him a cushion of 1.7 million votes.

Why? Many of these communities are bursting at the seams with young families. The Bush campaign made these communities their top geographic priority and pitched a values-based message tailor-made for people who think their children are threatened by a culture that’s out of control. The Republicans’ pitch that they’re “regular guys,” while Democrats are cultural and intellectual elitists who look down their noses at middle-class values, has real power in these places. Robert E. Lang, director of the Metropolitan Institute at Virginia Tech, told the L.A. Times he thinks voters in the exurbs can be understood this way: “I think their conservatism is born out of a feeling that Bush looks like a regular guy, and the Democrats are all snots and they are not addressing my concerns.”9

Even in states Democrats carried, the margins were narrow, and the GOP made inroads. Take Pennsylvania, a key swing state the Democrats carried in both 2000 and 2004. But look at the results by county for the last three elections, and you see the erosion from Clinton’s big blue win to Kerry’s carrying just the most populous counties. Southwestern Pennsylvania has counties that went for McGovern but which Kerry lost. If the trend continues, color Pennsylvania red in the 2008 election.

When you switch the analysis from geography to demography, the results aren’t any better. In 2000, George W. Bush lost to Al Gore by 11 percent among women. In 2004 he lost by only 3 percent. He did so by trouncing Kerry among married women, 55 percent to 44 percent.10 And while Gore won a whopping 58 percent of the votes of working women, Kerry managed an anemic 51 percent. Combine Bush’s improvement among women with his dominance of the male vote (which he won, 55 percent), and you see why Bush carried the popular vote in 2004.11

Or let’s look at religion. You would think the first Catholic presidential nominee since JFK would dominate the Catholic vote as Kennedy did. You would be wrong. The Kerry-Edwards ticket could not even muster a majority, getting just 47 percent.12

In 1992, Clinton-Gore beat Bush-Quayle by nine points among Catholics, and in 1996 the Democratic ticket won a majority (53 percent) of Catholics.13 In 2000 the Gore-Lieberman ticket won Catholics 50 to 47.

In 2004, however, George W. Bush combined his gains among Catholics with a solid 59 percent of the Protestant vote—a 3 percent improvement from 2000.14

When you look at education, it’s not much better. Bush tied Kerry among college graduates but stomped him by six points (53 to 47) among noncollege folks.

All in all, there’s not a lot of great news in the 2004 election returns. But there ought to be some valuable lessons.

A Very Different Map

A dozen years earlier, the map was very different.

Sure, we love our old boss Bill Clinton, but even those who hate him have to admit he’s one of the great talents in American political history. In 1992 he carried thirty-two states plus the District of Columbia. He won four states in the Deep South—Georgia, Louisiana, Tennessee, and Arkansas. He beat George H. W. Bush in border states like Kentucky, West Virginia, and Missouri. He swept through midwestern states like Ohio, Iowa, and Michigan. He carried western states like Nevada, New Mexico, and Colorado. Hell, he even won Montana. Look at the map. Clinton won states in every region.
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And don’t believe the old line of bull about Ross Perot handing all those states to Clinton. Perot voters told the exit pollsters as they were leaving the voting booths that they were overwhelmingly disenchanted with President Bush. The fifteen-thousand-person exit poll of 1992 (which, unlike some more recent exit polls, was actually quite accurate) found that 81 percent of Perot’s voters said they disapproved of Bush’s handling of the economy—and they said the economy was the central issue in that election, followed by the deficit and health care.15 Fifty-three percent of Perot’s voters described them selves as moderate (as did 54 percent of Clinton’s voters; Bush voters were far more conservative: Only 41 percent described themselves as moderate).16 Perot’s voters were also strikingly secular—and pro-choice.17 In order to believe that Perot took voters from Bush, you’d have to believe that voters who thought Bush had done a terrible job on the economy; who thought the economy, the deficit, and health care were the major issues; who described themselves as moderate; and who were pro-choice would have preferred Bush—a conservative, pro-life president who was responsible for the bad economy. Nonsense. Everything we know about politics tells us that if Perot hadn’t been in the race, Clinton would have done even better against Bush.

Finally—and definitively—38 percent percent of Perot voters said they would have voted for Clinton if Perot hadn’t been on the ballot; 37 percent said they would have voted for Bush. Face it: Clinton would have won a slightly bigger victory if Perot hadn’t been in the race.18

 

Americans Wanted to Fire George W. Bush

As much fun as it is to revel in Bill Clinton’s success in 1992, let’s get back to 2004.

George W. Bush is the first incumbent president since Harry Truman to be reelected with a job approval rating below 50 percent in the year he was running.19 What’s more, even as they were voting for Bush, the majority of Americans were saying the country was moving in the wrong direction. To be sure, some of the Bush voters thought the country was going in the wrong direction because of what they saw as collapsing moral values and a corrupt culture. But still, it’s unheard of for a president to win when most of his fellow Americans think their country is headed in the wrong direction.

Why was Bush so vulnerable? The economic statistics read like an indictment: Eight million Americans were out of work on Election Day 2004.20 America lost 2.7 million manufacturing jobs in George W. Bush’s first term.21 Overall, the economy lost a net of 821,000 jobs under Bush, making him the first president since Hoover to preside over a loss of jobs.22

Census data show that the poverty rate, which had fallen every year Clinton was in office, had risen every year under Bush;23 the number of people without health insurance rose to a record high of 45 million; and median household income was as stagnant as one of the man-made ponds on Bush’s ranch in Crawford.24

When he was inaugurated in 2001, George W. Bush inherited the largest budget surplus in American history. Over ten years, it was projected to be $5.6 trillion.25 And in just four years he’d turned it into the largest deficit in history—a ten-year debt of $5.2 trillion.26 We aren’t exactly math majors, but that looks to be a $10.8 trillion reversal in just four years.

And then there’s Iraq. By Election Day, 1,121 heroes had lost their lives in Bush’s war. Another 8,355 had been wounded.27 National Guard and Reserve members—and their families—were being whipsawed by extended deployments and canceled returns. The taxpayers were spending about $5 billion a month to maintain operations in Iraq.28 On Election Day, the majority of Americans said things were going badly in Iraq.29

So why did Democrats lose in 2004?

 

You’ve Got to Stand for Something or You’ll Fall for Anything

We believe that the lack of a clear, simple, consistent message was the greatest shortcoming of Democrats in 2004. The Bush message was everything ours wasn’t. One of President Bush’s top strategists told us after the election. “From day one we talked about three things: strength, trust, and values.”30 In their story, Bush embodied all of those things, and John Kerry had none of them.

President Bush’s first slogan, “Steady Leadership in a Time of Change,” was, a Bush strategist told us, initially conceived with an eye toward a challenge from Howard Dean.31 Indeed, the Bush campaign secretly made an ad showing the desk in the Oval Office unoccupied. The camera slowly pushed in toward the desk as the announcer intoned that this was a dangerous world and asked whom the audience wanted sitting behind that desk if tragedy struck. But when Howard Dean flamed out and John Kerry emerged as the Democratic front-runner, a frustrated Bush campaign learned from focus groups that their ad no longer worked: Voters saw Kerry as a steady and strong presence at that Oval Office desk (whereas they did not think that about Dean).32

What to do? Team Bush decided to recalibrate its “Steady Leadership” message away from “steady versus crazy” (Bush versus Dean) to “steady versus changing with the political winds.” Even though voters initially saw Kerry as strong and steady enough to occupy the Oval Office, the Bush campaign decided to portray Kerry as unsteady—not in the sense of being unstable but in terms of being too uncertain and too political to guide the country in a crisis.

Kerry, the winner of the Silver Star for heroism, the Bronze Star for valor, and three Purple Hearts for being wounded for his country, was caricatured as embodying the three W’s—weak, waffling, and weird.

Once the Bush campaign settled on “strong and certain versus weak, waffling, and weird,” the issues almost selected themselves. Hence, the question of why Kerry voted against $87 billion to fund the war in Iraq became a bigger issue than health care. Why? Because it fit into a narrative. Bush alleged that Kerry had flip-flopped on funding our troops, and that he’d done so for political reasons. If true, that would mean Kerry was both weak on defense and too weak to stand up to political pressure. And Kerry’s comment about “voting for the $87 billion before I voted against it” was just fuel for the fire. When you know your message is “strong and certain versus weak, waffling, and weird,” a Bush strategist told us, the ads pretty much write themselves. The image of Kerry windsurfing became a natural metaphor for tacking one way and then the next. Having a message allows voters to make sense of the specific issues. Not having a message causes issues to lose their resonance.

What was the Democrats’ message? What values did Kerry embody that Bush lacked? What story was Kerry telling the American people?

Our friends who ran the Kerry campaign (and they really are our friends) continue to insist they did have a message. Proof that denial, as they say, is not just a river in Egypt. Here’s what they called a message:

J-HOS.

 

That’s right: J-HOS. (It’s pronounced “Jay-Hose,” by the way.) It stands for:


J—Jobs

H—Health Care

O—Oil

S—Security



That, of course, is a litany, not a narrative. Calling “J-HOS” a message is like calling a supermarket full of food a gourmet meal.

Instead of telling a story, Democrats focused on issues. They talked about the economy. They talked about health care. They talked about the environment. They talked about Iraq. They talked about prescription drugs and Social Security. They talked about equal rights and women’s rights and gay rights.

They talked and they talked, but voters weren’t listening or, more accurately, couldn’t hear any message in the laundry list of issues. Without a message, Democrats were, if you’ll pardon the expression, J-HOSED.

Presidential elections just aren’t about issues, per se. Sure, ideas matter. But without context, it’s hard to make sense of issues. We believe that when they’re voting in a race for an executive position, voters do not walk into the booth with a tick list of issues, the way they might for a legislative position. Choosing a president is a powerful act of self-definition. It’s more than the sum of specific issues; it’s about the candidate and the story. Bob Dole said it pretty well in 1996 when he remarked that asking people for their vote for president is like asking them who they would rather raise their kids for them if they died. (Unfortunately for Dole, voters preferred Bill and Hillary Clinton on that score in 1996.)

President Bush and his team believed presidential elections are about character, and so they talked about values. Senator Kerry and his team believed presidential elections are about issues, and so they talked about policy proposals: Bush’s team was right; Kerry’s team was wrong. Democrats approached the campaign with a checklist. Bush screwed up the economy: here’s our economic plan. Bush has done nothing on health care; here’s our health plan. Bush has botched the war on Iraq; here are our views on foreign policy. But absent an overarching story—or a clear, specific rationale for firing Bush and hiring Kerry—the campaign’s issue litany didn’t have any resonance. Or, as Bush has said, “It didn’t resignate with voters.”33 Sure, he mangles the nomenclature, but Bush damn sure understands the concept.

The political scientist Sam Popkin helped us understand this back in 1992, when he introduced us to his theory of low-information rationality. In laymen’s terms (at least in underachieving state school terms) it’s this: Voters infer. They reach broader conclusions based on the limited information they have.

Here’s an example. We once had a client who was endorsed by the gay community, who was a strong environmentalist, and who was very pro-union. If we gave you that information—and nothing more—and then we asked you what you thought his position on abortion rights was, you’d say pro-choice. And you’d be wrong. That client was the late Pennsylvania governor Bob Casey. Why would you infer that he was pro-choice? None of the issues has any logical, linear connection to abortion. But (and here’s where Dr. Popkin’s theory comes in) you didn’t simply say, “Gee, guys, you didn’t give me any information about abortion.” You reasoned. You inferred. You used your gut, your intuition, your common sense. You filled in the blanks. Popkin says it’s like a constellation—a point here, a point there, and then you connect the dots in a way that makes sense.

We put Popkin’s theory to the test in the 1992 Clinton campaign. As we began winning primaries, here was what voters knew about Clinton: He’d been accused of infidelity; he’d been accused of dodging the draft; he’d been a Rhodes Scholar; and he’d gone to Georgetown and Yale Law School. They took those stars and created a constellation of a spoiled, rich brat who never had to work for anything in his life. Voters initially thought Clinton was a product of privilege: a trust-fund baby who dodged the draft, tooled around in his daddy’s convertible, and had no sense of what their lives and their struggles were all about. (Come to think of it, they thought he was George W. Bush.)

So Clinton moved quickly to put a few more stars in the constellation. He told them about the Man from Hope—about how his poor mother had been widowed even before he was born. About how his grandparents had taken care of him while his mother studied to be a nurse. About how he’d grown up poor, worked his way through college, been inspired to public service by meeting John F. Kennedy.

In 1992 we combined the contrast of the candidates’ personal stories with voter anger about a president who, we said, had no new ideas to help people in a stagnant economy. Our message was CHANGE VERSUS MORE OF THE SAME. That’s what was written at the top of the sign in the Little Rock war room—above THE ECONOMY, STUPID. Clinton’s 1992 campaign told a story of the need for change in the middle class. The specifics of the economy and health care were illustrations of that story, not the story itself.

The overarching message—the master narrative, if you will—must precede the specific issues. A clear message allows voters to make sense of specific issues. Not having a message causes issues to lose their resonance.

 

War Matters

No president has ever lost reelection in wartime.

In 1864 the nation was still battered by civil war. Lincoln had enraged conservatives with his Emancipation Proclamation and had angered liberals by reversing John C. Frémont’s attempts to free the slaves in Missouri when the senator was serving as Union commander in the western United States. (How’s that for a flip-flop?) Lincoln looked so vulnerable that even his vice president, Hannibal Hamlin, considered opposing him. Other Republicans were touting General Ulysses S. Grant and Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase.

The Democrats, meanwhile, nominated Union general George McClellan, whom Lincoln had fired. The Democrats’ platform called for a cease-fire and a negotiated settlement with the South. McClellan himself merely said he’d prosecute the war more competently than Lincoln. (Sound familiar?)

But before McClellan could get up a head of steam, General William Tecumseh Sherman captured and burned Atlanta, and Lincoln was reelected on the slogan “Don’t change horses in the middle of the stream.”34

In 1900, William McKinley was running for reelection. McKinley had successfully prosecuted the Spanish-American War, which was won in just four months and was dubbed a “splendid little war.”35 But, perhaps emboldened by the support he received from his first little war, McKinley decided to launch a second war—this one to “liberate” the Philippines. By 1900, 120,000 American troops were bogged down in an occupation of the Philippines, and 4,200 American soldiers had been killed by insurgents who did not appreciate McKinley’s attempt to occupy their country. (Gee, why does that sound familiar?) McKinley argued that he was trying to help the Filipinos. He told a group of his fellow Methodists gathered at the White House that he was intent on bringing Christianity to the Philippines. The astonished guests were too polite to point out to the president that the Philippines had been evangelized by the Spanish some three hundred years earlier.36 Americans did not approve of McKinley’s occupation of the Philippines, but like it or not, America was at war, and McKinley was our commander. He was reelected handily over William Jennings Bryan.37

In 1944, Franklin Roosevelt sought an unprecedented fourth term, even though his health was failing. The Republican nominee, Thomas Dewey, attacked the sixty-two-year-old FDR as “a tired old man.”38 Republicans also implied that FDR had known about Pearl Harbor in advance but had done nothing. At the 1944 GOP Convention, Clare Booth Luce said FDR had “lied us into war” (déjà vu all over again).39 Republicans also questioned FDR’s stance on communism and his competence as an administrator. FDR flat out stole Lincoln’s slogan, “Don’t change horses in midstream.” And, like Lincoln, he won.40

In 1972 the country was bitterly divided over Vietnam. Dissatisfaction with the war had already claimed the political career of Lyndon Johnson. But Richard Nixon persuaded the country that war hero George McGovern was too weak on national security, and Republicans slammed Democrats, calling them the party of “abortion, acid and amnesty.” Nixon won in one of the great landslides of American presidential history.41

George W. Bush and his team no doubt, were fully mindful of this history in 2004. From day one, they wanted to stress that America was at war. Like McClellan in 1864 and McGovern in 1972, John Kerry had a much more impressive military career than the incumbent president, but it didn’t matter. As in 1900, even an unpopular occupation with Americans being gunned down by insurgents half a world away failed to turn voters against the incumbent. Americans just do not like changing horses in midstream.

That was why the Republicans scheduled their convention in New York City, just miles from Ground Zero and days from the anniversary of the September 11 attacks. That was why the first image in Bush’s first ad featured a flag-draped body being carried from the wreckage of the World Trade Center. That was why the second sentence of his convention speech got straight to 9/11: “In the heart of this great city, we saw tragedy arrive on a quiet morning. We saw the bravery of rescuers grow with danger. We learned of passengers on a doomed plane who died with a courage that frightened their killers. We have seen a shaken economy rise to its feet. And we have seen Americans in uniform storming mountain strongholds, and charging through sandstorms, and liberating millions, with acts of valor that would make the men of Normandy proud.”42 In the middle of the speech, Bush returned to 9/11, telling his audience, “Three days after September the eleventh, I stood where Americans died, in the ruins of the Twin Towers. Workers in hard hats were shouting to me, ‘Whatever it takes.’ A fellow grabbed me by the arm, and he said, ‘Do not let me down.’ Since that day, I wake up every morning thinking about how to better protect our country. I will never relent in defending America, whatever it takes.”43 He concluded his speech with his umpteenth reference to 9/11: “My fellow Americans, for as long as our country stands, people will look to the resurrection of New York City, and they will say: ‘Here buildings fell; here a nation rose.’”44 And yet for all those references to 9/11, Bush did not mention that he’d spent precious minutes after the attack reading The Pet Goat to schoolchildren in Florida; nor that he’d retreated to Louisiana, then Nebraska, on that fateful day, leaving Vice President Dick Cheney to tell military pilots to shoot down civilian aircraft.

The speech was not an aberration. From the beginning of the campaign to the end, Bush used 9/11 as the answer to everything, no matter the substance of the issue. If the issue was the deficit, the president’s answer was 9/11.45 The loss of jobs? September 11. Drought in the Midwest? September 11. No matter what the question was, 9/11 was the answer. No Democrat dared mention that six weeks before 9/11, the president had been warned by American intelligence that “Bin Laden Determined to Attack Inside U.S.”46

 

Voters Love Negative Campaigning

If 9/11 was Bush’s shield, he made sure he also had a sword, with which he relentlessly attacked. Presidential reelection campaigns are generally referenda on the incumbent. But as the 2004 elections approached, the president’s team knew that after four years of George W. Bush, voters were not convinced they wanted another four. The percentage of voters who approved of the job Bush was doing hovered dangerously below 50 percent. After all the unimaginable things we’d been through—9/11, the war in Afghanistan, the invasion of Iraq, even the Red Sox winning the World Series—voters’ views of George W. Bush were right back where they’d been when the Republican-dominated Supreme Court installed him as president in 2000.

And so, from the first day to the last, Bush and Cheney attacked Kerry. Bush strategists told us it was imperative that they make the election “a choice, not a referendum.”47

Think about that: a choice, not a referendum. With the president’s approval rating below 50 percent, they knew he would lose a referendum on his leadership: In other words, if he’d been unopposed, he would have lost. And the Bush strategists were probably right. If the presidential election had been like the California gubernatorial recall vote that dumped Gray Davis, Bush likely would have met the same fate as Davis. So they made a clear-eyed, cold-blooded decision to posit the election as a choice, not a referendum.

The Bush-Cheney campaign had three priorities: attack, attack, attack. When it looked like Howard Dean would be the Democratic nominee, Bush strategists loaded up on Dean attacks. They were prepared to attack him as a liberal who signed gay civil unions into law; as a peacenik who would not defend America; as a wild-eyed hothead whose hand you wouldn’t want on the rudder of the ship of state.

When Kerry surged past Dean, Team Bush simply swung their howitzers toward the man from Massachusetts. The obvious attack would have been “Massachusetts liberal.” The two words are so linked in the Republican lexicon, they might as well be Eng and Chang, the original so-called Siamese twins. The Bushies could have joined Kerry at the hip with, say, Michael Dukakis, for whom he served as lieutenant governor. Or Ted Kennedy, with whom he serves in the Senate. They could have attacked Kerry’s opposition to the death penalty and his support for tax increases and abortion rights: the standard Republican attack. While there was some of that, they actually took a different tack—a narrative they settled on surprisingly early and from which they rarely deviated.

In April 2003, nineteen months before the election, Bush’s attack dogs were already savaging Kerry. Carefully coordinated attacks forced Kerry to spend days explaining why he’d called for “regime change” for America. But these were just minor jabs, in the manner of a fighter who prods his opponent in the early rounds to test his defenses. The Bush team didn’t find much of a defense from the Democrats.

A year and a half before the election, Bush aides unveiled what was to be their main theme—their negative master narrative. They launched a massive campaign to define their opponent before he defined himself.

Their strategy was simple and deadly. One of the most powerful indictments in American politics is “He’s not one of us.” If a candidate is seen as someone who does not live your life, does not share your values, and is not someone you’d like to have a beer with, chances are that candidate is never going to be president. So the Bushies went to work, telling The New York Times that Kerry was ideologically and culturally out of step with mainstream America. Kerry was to be painted as weak, waffling, and weird. “He looks French,” sniffed one Bush strategist—whatever that means.48

By May 2004—months before Kerry had even accepted his party’s nomination—the Bush-Cheney campaign had aired an astonishing 49,050 negative ads in the top hundred media markets. The incumbent’s campaign was devoting 75 percent of its advertising budget to slamming Kerry.49

An early Bush-Cheney ad contrasted a leader of “confidence, resolve, and hope” against someone who held the “dangerous illusion that terrorists are not plotting and outlaw regimes are no threat.”50 This was a positive ad. Or was it? Implicit is the sense that Kerry must not be a leader of “confidence, resolve, and hope.” Like any successful political message, Bush’s interwove the negative indictment of Kerry and the positive narrative of Bush. Every ode to Bush’s strength suggested Kerry was weak; every attack on Kerry’s alleged weakness harked back to Bush’s strength. When you can discuss virtually any issue in a way that favors your candidate and disadvantages the opponent, you’ve got a message. And the Bush campaign most definitely had a message.

To be sure, there were a few small detours from “weak, waffling, and weird.” Kerry was attacked on taxes—having supported gas tax increases and taxed Social Security benefits. But these were the exceptions. “Weak, waffling, and weird” was the rule.

Some of the attacks were about small things, meant to paint Kerry as an out-of-touch elitist. The Bush campaign or its allies attacked Kerry’s suits, his homes, and his wealth—all intended to make Kerry look effete and elite, which is to say, both weak and weird.51 Never mind the facts that Bush himself wears exclusive and expensive Oxxford suits (which can run up to $14,000 apiece);52 that he owns a fifteen-hundred-acre, multimillion-dollar ranch, complete with a private lake stocked with his own private bass;53 or that he is filthy rich.54 Kerry was attacked for windsurfing even though a windsurfing board was a hell of a lot less expensive than the $250,000 cigarette boat (which one critic called “a penis extender”) that Bush liked to zoom around in.55

Silliness aside, the heart of the Bush attack on Kerry—the ultimate expression of “weak, waffling, and weird”—was the flip-flop. Kerry was accused of flip-flopping on:


	the death penalty for terrorists56


	the Israeli security fence

	affirmative action

	releasing oil from the Strategic Petroleum Reserve

	free trade

	No Child Left Behind

	the Patriot Act

	NAFTA

	abortion

	ethanol



Of course, the most consequential flip-flop attacks centered on national security. Bush personally outlined the narrative slamming Kerry: “He voted for the use of force in Iraq and then didn’t vote to fund the troops. He complained that we’re not spending enough money to help in the reconstruction of Iraq, and now he’s saying we’re spending too much. He said it was the right decision to go into Iraq; now he calls it the wrong war.”57

The portrait of Kerry as too weak and indecisive to lead during wartime was, as our former client Zell Miller would say, “unrelentless.” This was no accident, but rather the result of careful coordination. Look at the focus and consistency of speeches from the Republican convention.

Here’s what pro-choice, pro-gay-rights Republican Rudy Giuliani said at the Republican Convention:


President Bush, a leader who is willing to stick with difficult decisions even as public opinion shifts, and John Kerry, whose record in elected office suggests a man who changes his position often even on important issues.


New York governor George Pataki certainly stayed on message:


Well, what can we say of Senator Kerry? He was for the war and then he was against the war. Then he was for it but he wouldn’t fund it. Then he’d fund it but he wasn’t for it.


Here’s Michael Steele, the lieutenant governor of Maryland:


Senator Kerry’s leadership is illustrated best by the senator himself when he said, “I actually voted for the $87 billion before I voted against it.”


Dick Cheney also wielded the attack ax, saying,


On Iraq, Senator Kerry has disagreed with many of his fellow Democrats. But Senator Kerry’s liveliest disagreement is with himself. His back-and-forth reflects a habit of indecision and sends a message of confusion. And it is all part of a pattern.



And they were just the warm-up acts. Usually, incumbent presidents seeking reelection try to stay above the fray. They use surrogates to attack, if attacks are necessary. In 1984, Ronald Reagan ridiculed liberal ideas, but he never singled out Walter Mondale. In 1996, Bill Clinton was so confident that the American people wanted to keep him in office that he made this commitment in his convention address: “I believe that Bob Dole and Jack Kemp and Ross Perot love our country, and they have worked hard to serve it. It is legitimate, even necessary, to compare our record with theirs, our proposals for the future with theirs. And I expect them to make a vigorous effort to do the same. But I will not attack. I will not attack them personally or permit others to do it in this party if I can prevent it.”58

Reagan and Clinton could afford to take the high road while offering contrasts between competing worldviews. Bush could not risk being so lofty. Again and again he directly attacked Kerry, either by name or as “my opponent.” He portrayed himself as resolute, saying, “In the last four years, you and I have come to know each other. Even when we don’t agree, at least you know what I believe and where I stand.”

In his convention address, Bush returned to that theme, portraying Kerry as—you guessed it—weak, waffling, and weird:

My opponent and I have different approaches. I proposed, and the Congress overwhelmingly passed, $87 billion in funding needed by our troops doing battle in Afghanistan and Iraq. My opponent and his running mate voted against this money for bullets, and fuel, and vehicles, and body armor. When asked to explain his vote, the senator said, “I actually did vote for the $87 billion before I voted against it.” Then he said he was “proud” of that vote. Then, when pressed, he said it was a “complicated” matter. There is nothing complicated about supporting our troops in combat….59


As strategists, we were impressed with the focus and clarity of the Republican message. They had a job to do, and they did it. It was, as the mobsters said in The Godfather, nothing personal. Just business.

 

The Democrats’ Unilateral Surrender

Contrast the Republicans’ attack machine with what we saw at the Democratic convention. Democrats actually had a rule that you could not attack Republicans. At the Democratic convention? Come on. It’s like putting up a sign at Fenway Park that says, PLEASE DON’T BOO THE YANKEES. Most Americans are in the tradition of Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the daughter of President Theodore Roosevelt and the wife of House speaker Nicholas Longworth, who famously said, “If you haven’t got something nice to say about someone, sit right here by me.”60

The purpose of a political convention is to draw distinctions between your party and theirs, especially when you’re out of power. FDR understood that. In 1932 he was trying to seize the White House from Herbert Hoover. In his convention address, Roosevelt noted that he was breaking the old tradition that a party’s nominee should feign ignorance of the entire convention until weeks afterward, at which time he would formally accept the party’s decision. Roosevelt used his break with outdated tradition as a metaphor for his candidacy—and as a club to beat the Republicans, saying, “We will break foolish traditions and leave it to the Republican leadership, far more skilled in that art, to break promises.”61

FDR blamed the Depression squarely on the Republicans, ridiculing their defense that the whole world was in dire economic straits, and he said the Republican economic program “sees to it that a favored few are helped and hopes that some of their prosperity will leak through, sift through, to labor, to the farmer, to the small-business man. That theory belongs to the party of Toryism, and I had hoped that most of the Tories left this country in 1776.”62

But Roosevelt’s indictment of the Republicans was as much moral as economic. He decried their sinful selfishness, saying they’d given our country “a period of loose thinking, descending morals, an era of selfishness…. Republican leaders not only have failed in material things, they have failed in national vision, because in disaster they have held out no hope, they have pointed out no path for the people below to climb back to places of security and of safety in our American life.”63

Harry Truman continued in Roosevelt’s tradition. When he accepted the nomination in 1948, he put the wood to the GOP: “The Democratic Party is the people’s party, and the Republican Party is the party of special interest, and it always has been and always will be.” He vowed to “win this election and make the Republicans like it.” He kept returning to the theme of a Republican Party that “favors the privileged few and not the common everyday man. Ever since its inception, that party has been under the control of special privilege.”64

Those were the days. The tradition of Democrats playing hardball (and, by the way, winning) continued into the 1960s. In his ringing “New Frontier” address at the Democratic convention in Los Angeles, John F. Kennedy smacked Richard Nixon upside the head. Nixon, he said, “has often seemed to show charity towards none and malice for all.” But Kennedy was just warming to the task: “We know it will not be easy to campaign against a man who has spoken and voted on every side of every issue. Mr. Nixon may feel that it’s his turn now, after the New Deal and the Fair Deal—but before he deals, someone’s going to cut the cards.

“That ‘someone’ may be the millions of Americans who voted for President Eisenhower but would balk at his successor. For just as historians tell us that Richard the First was not fit to fill the shoes of the bold Henry the Second, and that Richard Cromwell was not fit to wear the mantle of his uncle, they might add in future years that Richard Nixon did not measure up to the footsteps of Dwight D. Eisenhower.”

Kennedy seemed to relish mocking Nixon: “His approach is as old as McKinley. His party is the party of the past, the party of memory. His speeches are generalities from Poor Richard’s Almanac. Their platform, made up of old, left-over Democratic planks, has the courage of our old convictions. Their pledge is to the status quo; and today there is no status quo.”65

Throughout the rest of the 1960s, the Democratic Party was defined by Lyndon Johnson and Robert F. Kennedy. The two didn’t like each other, but they hated Republicans even more. Each was accused of being ruthless.

In 2004 the Democrats weren’t ruthless. They were toothless.

Lest you think this is all 20/20 hindsight, we remind you that, watching the convention in Boston, Paul got so frustrated that he publicly attacked the Democrats for not attacking, telling Crossfire viewers, “The Kerry campaign has decided they want to run as positive a convention as they can. I have to say, I like negative stuff, so I’m not very happy with their strategy, and I’m not participating in their strategy.”66 James went Paul one better, calling the Kerry campaign “a perpetual committee listening to a perpetual focus group.”67

While the Republicans had a coordinated strategy of attacking, the Democrats carefully scrutinized speeches to ensure they were not too negative. One aide even tried to tell Clinton that his speech was too negative. Can you imagine the chutzpah (as we say down south) that took? If you recall Clinton’s speech, it wasn’t negative at all. It certainly offered a contrast between the competing visions of the two parties, but nothing even approaching the foam-at-the-mouth attacks of Dick Cheney’s speech. As a newly wealthy man, Clinton thanked the Republicans for cutting taxes for him and his fellow rich folks. But then he described the cost of those tax cuts: kids kicked out of Head Start, cops laid off, schools without enough money, homeland security underfunded. We’d discussed the speech with him beforehand, and we were worried that it read more like a budget address than a rip-roaring convention speech. And yet the folks running the convention had the opposite fear—that Clinton would be too negative. Clinton smiled and said, “Don’t worry, boys. I believe it’ll work out fine.”

And it did. In his warm and wonderful style, Clinton summarized the choice this way:


We Americans must choose for president one of two strong men who both love our country but who have very different worldviews: Democrats favor shared responsibility, shared opportunity, and more global cooperation. Republicans favor concentrated wealth and power, leaving people to fend for themselves, and more unilateral action. I think we’re right for two reasons: First, America works better when all people have a chance to live their dreams. Second, we live in an interdependent world in which we can’t kill, jail, or occupy all our potential adversaries, so we have to both fight terror and build a world with more partners and fewer terrorists.

We tried it their way for twelve years, our way for eight, and then their way for four more. By the only test that matters, whether people were better off when we finished than when we started, our way works better—it produced over 22 million good jobs, rising incomes, and a hundred times as many people moving out of poverty into the middle class. It produced more health care, the largest increase in college aid in fifty years, record home ownership, a cleaner environment, three surpluses in a row, a modernized defense force, strong efforts against terror, and an America respected as a world leader for peace, security, and prosperity.68



 

That was too negative?

Top Kerry strategists told us they were even angrier with Jimmy Carter. Carter gave a serious, thoughtful critique of Bush’s foreign policy. It had none of the derisive, contemptuous sarcasm of the speech by his fellow Georgian Zell Miller. Rather, it was classic Carter: rooted in a strong sense of morality, idealistic about America’s potential to do good, and grieving for America’s lost credibility. The man who was elected president because we craved decency and honor after the criminality of Richard Nixon returned to one of his most cherished themes—trust. “Truth is the foundation of our global leadership, but our credibility has been shattered and we are left increasingly isolated and vulnerable in a hostile world. Without truth—without trust—America cannot flourish. Trust is at the very heart of our democracy, the sacred covenant between the president and the people.”69 Carter did not mention George W. Bush by name. He didn’t ridicule him the way the Republicans did Kerry. And yet Team Kerry was furious with Carter for being too negative. We remember thinking that if this Nobel Peace Prize winner, this pillar of rectitude and decency, was too mean for them, the Kerry folks were in real trouble.

The lack of a focused convention—and the lack of a clear reason to fire the president—denied Kerry the customary convention bounce. While most candidates gain ten points from their convention, Kerry added only a point or two.70

 

Why Didn’t Democrats Attack Bush?

Democrats wrongly thought voters would be turned off by negative campaigning. Republicans understood that no matter what people say in focus groups, negative campaigning works—so long as it’s seen as fair, as factual, and as being about issues rather than personal failings.

We were told by high-ranking Democratic strategists that they’d conducted focus groups in Dayton, Ohio, and the denizens of Dayton told them they didn’t like negative campaigning. Our response was “And you believed them?”

Focus groups can be useful; Lord knows we’ve conducted and attended many. Here’s how they work: You grab a dozen or so poor souls in a place like Dayton. In this case you focus on undecided voters. You sit them around a table in a room with a giant one-way mirror and microphones hanging from the ceiling, and a stranger asks them questions. You can gain valuable insights from focus groups, but you’ve got to know how to separate the beef from the bullshit. When the good people of Dayton said they didn’t like negative campaigning, that was classic focus-group baloney. They were telling the moderator and a roomful of strangers what they thought they should say. If you’d asked them what they watched on TV, they’d have said, MacNeil/Lehrer, despite the fact that MacNeil hasn’t hosted the show in years. None of them is going to say, “To hell with PBS. I just love Desperate Housewives. Nothing I like more than watching sluts in the suburbs on a Sunday night!”

But we Democrats are sometimes awfully literal. And so the edict went forth: Thou Shalt Not Attack Bush.

Let’s be clear. We’re not advocating willy-nilly, unfocused attacks or savage personal destruction. Far from it. What we’re saying is that Democrats need a message that draws contrasts, one that says both what we’re for and what we’re against. There’s a difference. When the radical Republicans tried to impeach President Clinton, when they attacked him personally and viciously, the attacks backfired. But that doesn’t mean all attacks will backfire. Attacks on ideas and issues, attacks on policies and positions, and, most important, attacks on subjects that affect the real lives of real people—those kinds of attacks work. The distinction is important and was utterly lost on the Democrats in 2004. They were like the cat in Mark Twain’s aphorism about the cat that sits on a hot stove—it will never sit on a hot stove again, but it’ll never sit on a cold stove, either.

At one point James got so frustrated by the campaign’s lack of a message that he tried an intervention. At a meeting with the Kerry high command he begged them to focus on a clear message. He became so upset that he broke down and cried. Paul tried, too. He commandeered a huge whiteboard in Kerry headquarters and covered it with twelve possible negative messages on Bush: from framing the election in terms of truthfulness (claiming Bush misled us about the war, the deficit, being a uniter and not a divider, funding education, and more); to casting Bush as out of touch with real people; to arguing that he’s too rigid and ideological; to making the case that he was in over his head; to describing Bush as favoring the rich and special interests; to noting that he simply has the wrong priorities for America. Paul begged the campaign to pick one—any one would be better than nothing—and stick to it till the end.

Dream on. The campaign did not want a rationale to reject Bush. As one Kerry strategist lamented, “Our idea of a ‘negative frame’ is to say, ‘Bush is taking us in the wrong direction.’ Their idea of a negative frame is to say, ‘Kerry is a coward, liar, and not fit to be president of the United States.’ They’re hitting us with a baseball bat and we’re spitting on them.”71

 

Bush’s Brilliant Campaign

Lest this chapter become a litany of the Kerry team’s failures, it’s important to note that not only did our side do almost everything wrong, the other side did almost everything right. We’ve already shown you that they did the most important thing—choose a clear, consistent frame and then focus all their energy on it.

The Bush-Cheney ’04 campaign also set a new standard for tactics. For generations Democrats have beaten Republicans at the ground game: the get-out-the-vote efforts staffed by door-knockers, phone-callers, precinct captains, and street-walkers (no, not that kind of street-walker; my goodness, you have a dirty mind).

After narrowly losing the popular vote in 2000, Bush and his strategists looked long and hard at what the Democrats had done to turn out their voters. Karl Rove had said there were four million conservative, Christian evangelicals who’d failed to turn out for Bush in 2000. He’d made it his mission to find them, motivate them, and bring them to the polls.

When we heard this, we were skeptical. Bush & Co. were proposing to change the composition of the electorate. In 2000, 54.3 percent of the eligible voting-age population turned out to vote—105.4 million voters in all. By 2004 that figure had leaped to 59.6 percent, or 120.2 million.72 That’s the largest one-cycle increase in over fifty years.73

The 2004 increase barely eclipsed the jump in turnout between the 1988 and 1992 presidential elections. It’s easy to see why turnout surged in 1992—the economy was in bad shape, President George H. W. Bush ran a spirited campaign, H. Ross Perot, Jr., livened things up, and Bill Clinton wasn’t a bad campaigner, either. But why the surge from 2000 to 2004? Both campaigns featured the Bush-Cheney ticket. Was Kerry-Edwards that much more charismatic than Gore-Lieberman? No. The war in Iraq doubtless played a major role. As did George W. Bush’s uniquely polarizing effect. But a good bit of the credit for the increased turnout is due to the campaign tactics employed by Bush-Cheney ’04.

First, never let any of the hand-wringers tell you negative campaigning depresses turnout: 2004 was the most negative campaign in history (at least for the winning side), yet turnout jumped way up.

Second, the Republicans excelled at targeting. Realizing that there were damned few persuadable voters, they decided to forgo the usual strategy of targeting the tiny percentage of undecided voters and chose instead to find and inspire conservatives who’d been staying home. It’s hard for us to overstate how remarkable this accomplishment is. We’ve sat through hundreds of meetings in which Democrats pined and whined about how everything would be better if only we could persuade every American to vote. That’s a common misperception. Nonvoters typically mirror voters. A survey of nonvoters in the 2000 election, for example, found them evenly split between Bush and Gore—just like voters.74

So, rather than target undecided voters, Bush’s strategists focused most of their resources on “soft Republicans”—people who either weren’t registered to vote or often just didn’t show up. Team Bush did not merely target all nonvoters. They targeted conservative nonvoters. They did this through high-tech microtargeting.

Rather than just looking at whether a neighborhood tended to vote Democratic or Republican, Bush strategists did an enormous amount of data mining. They looked at reams of consumer data and cross-referenced it with analyses of how consumer choices reveal political persuasion. For example, Volvo drivers are overwhelmingly Democratic (no surprise), while Porsche drivers are Republicans. And it’s not just the car you drive that suggests your politics; it’s what you drink, watch, and talk about around the watercooler. As The Washington Post reported after the election:

Republican firms, including TargetPoint Consultants and National Media Inc., delved into commercial databases that pinpointed consumer buying patterns and television-watching habits to unearth such information as Coors beer and bourbon drinkers skewing Republican, brandy and cognac drinkers tilting Democratic; college football TV viewers were more Republican than those who watch professional football; viewers of Fox News were overwhelmingly committed to vote for Bush; homes with telephone caller ID tended to be Republican; people interested in gambling, fashion, and theater tended to be Democratic.75


Alex Gage of TargetPoint explained to the Post what the GOP did after they’d identified a potential Republican who hadn’t been voting: They pissed him or her off. The more elegant term is finding “anger points.” Or, as Gage said, “You used to get a tape-recorded voice of Ronald Reagan telling you how important it was to vote. That was our get-out-the-vote effort. In 2004, Gage told the Post, the message was much more carefully targeted—and designed to make you mad. If the GOP’s market research said you were very likely to vote pro-life, you’d get a call telling you that ‘if you don’t come out and vote, the number of abortions next year is going to go up.’”76

The proof of Bush’s superior targeting is this: While Kerry’s vote exceeded Al Gore’s by 6.8 million, Bush improved his 2000 vote total by a staggering 10.5 million.77 Think about that. With the same approval rating—the same level of popularity in the country—Bush increased his vote total by 10.5 million. That’s astonishing. Most presidents who are reelected win because the country concludes they’ve done a good job. Voters are satisfied with the direction the country’s going in, and they reward the commander in chief. In 2004, George W. Bush was no more popular than he was on the day he lost the popular vote to Al Gore. And yet instead of losing the popular vote to John Kerry, he won it by more than three million.

In the chapters to come, we’ll take a closer look at how individual issues—from abortion to guns to taxes to national security—affected the race. But the big-picture story of the 2004 election is that the Republicans had a message; we didn’t. The Republicans attacked; we didn’t. The Republicans targeted and turned out their voters; we didn’t.

 

Houston, We Have a Solution

Let’s check in with Jim Lovell, shall we? When we left him, he was (as David Bowie sang) “sitting in a tin can, far above the moon.” There was nothing in the manual about guiding a crippled spaceship that had drifted forty thousand miles off course, so Lovell and his crew did what any American would do: They improvised.

They crammed into the tiny lunar module, three men in an area designed to hold two, surviving four days with little food and water. And that was the easy part. The lunar module was so cramped, and had so little oxygen, that the carbon dioxide from the astronauts’ breath reached almost deadly levels. So they used duct tape and cardboard to rig an air-cleansing system. But because of the debris around the spacecraft, they couldn’t see the stars to navigate. So they reckoned from the sun and the moon and used the tiny thrusters on the lunar module to ease the spaceship onto a course that brought it into the moon’s orbit. Then they used the moon’s gravitational force as a slingshot to launch them back to Earth. It was creative and audacious—and successful. Today Lovell and his crew—as well as the folks at NASA, in Houston—are considered heroes.78

Lovell had named his spaceship Odyssey, and what an odyssey it took him on. So let’s take a little odyssey of our own. Let’s squeeze into what’s left of our damaged and diminished party, jettison what no longer works, improvise, create new tools and techniques, and chart a new course using the eternal, fixed constants of our Democratic solar system. Who knows? If it all works, maybe Tom Hanks will make a movie about this journey of survival and triumph, too.








Moral Values: God Is a Liberal



For much of the twentieth century, if you’d asked voters why they preferred Democrats, chances are you’d hear “Democrats care about the little guy.” Franklin D. Roosevelt reinvented the Democratic Party as a diverse coalition gathered around one central theme: using government as an engine of opportunity for the poor and the middle class. He was, in our estimation, the greatest president of the twentieth century. Yet in many ways, FDR had it easier than modern-day Democrats. In Roosevelt’s day, racist southern segregationists shared a party with liberal northern reformers. From FDR to JFK, Democrats held the coalition together in an uneasy alliance that focused on economic issues and minimized social—especially racial—issues.

But that alliance exploded in the 1960s. When Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act in 1965, he lamented that he was handing the South to the Republicans for a generation. If anything, LBJ was understating the power of racial resentment in our beloved South. Savvy Republicans saw the crack in the Democratic coalition and filled it with dynamite. They artfully co-opted racial tensions, not by talking about race but by couching it in a code that anyone born south of the Smith & Wesson Line could crack. In the wake of riots in the African-American neighborhoods of Watts, Newark, and Detroit, Richard Nixon talked of “law and order.” White southerners got it. Hell, white northerners and white midwesterners got it, too.

Ronald Reagan was even less nuanced. Standing in Philadelphia, Mississippi, where civil rights workers Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner, and James Chaney had been murdered, he declared, “I believe in states’ rights.”1

States’ rights. Those two words conveyed resentment and anger—and, yes, racism—without directly using racist language, which would have offended and repulsed white moderates. Of the eleven states of the Confederacy, Reagan carried ten, even though he was running against a true son of the South, a fifth-generation Georgian named Jimmy Carter.

So effective has the Republican Southern Strategy been that in 2004, George W. Bush went Reagan one better, carrying every single southern state.

Race—along with the Democrats’ embrace of civil rights—was the precipitating factor. But it was not the only one. During the Vietnam War, many on the left who rightly opposed the war wrongly attacked the working-class soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines who were fighting it. Like race, the war split the country along class lines, with the white working people who were at the heart of the New Deal coalition feeling that Democrats looked down on them.

While race and war have been dividing lines in American politics since before the nation’s founding, the pace of social change since the 1960s has been staggering. If FDR—or JFK, for that matter—were to return to the political scene today, he’d be confronted with divisive social, cultural, and religious issues that were not on any politician’s radar when he was alive: abortion, gay rights, gun control, school prayer, pornography, and more.

What’s interesting is that while the cultural terrain would be unrecognizable, the economic issues would be familiar: Republicans want to cut taxes for the wealthy, they pass special privileges for special interests, they oppose raising the minimum wage, they oppose unions’ efforts to organize working people, they want judges who will overturn laws on everything from child labor to worker safety. FDR or JFK would recognize the Republicans today; on those issues they are indistinguishable from the Republicans Roosevelt called “economic royalists.”2
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