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 FROM THEN TO
 NOT QUITE NOW




PROLOGUE


This book is about the politics of values and the value of politics. I tell a story and advance a thesis, intertwined.

There are facts and opinions here. I think it is clear which are which. When dealing with facts, I try to be fair and accurate. I like to think my opinions have come from the facts, and not the other way around. I will demonstrate that as best I can, but will not pursue it at length. In politics it is difficult to keep facts and opinions separated. After all, I have been known to criticize others for squeezing facts in the service of partisanship or ideology, wittingly or unwittingly.

And so it seems I ought to begin by offering readers some of my relevant political biography. Readers can then intelligently discount what I say here, if such discount is deemed necessary. Moreover, as we shall see, my political hegira can be seen to have an extra bearing on the tale. After all, I am a so-called Reagan Democrat; at least I was when I started writing this book. And Reagan Democrats are extra-important people these days.

I was born in the Bronx, in August 1933, which makes me sixty-two plus a little as this book meets its publication date in late 1995. I have always been a Democrat. I grew up in a Jewish neighborhood where at age seven I found a Willkie-for-President button, and no one knew what a Willkie was.

In 1952 I was a student at Hobart College in Geneva, New York, and if nineteen-year-olds had been eligible to vote for president I would have enthusiastically cast my ballot for Adlai Stevenson. It would not have made much difference: Dwight Eisenhower won, big. On the day after the election, a college professor of mine told the class that General Eisenhower’s ascendancy would lead to military fascism in America.

On election day in 1956 I was living in San Antonio, Texas, while I served in the air force. I cast my first presidential vote for Stevenson. Ike won by an even bigger margin than in 1952. Fascism never did arrive.

By 1960 I was living in Stamford, Connecticut, to where I had come to edit a trade magazine, Rivers and Harbors. This time I was able to work for Stevenson; I sat at a table on a downtown Stamford street gathering signatures for a “Draft Stevenson” petition for the Democratic convention. Senator John Kennedy was nominated. I voted for him and came to admire him greatly. Anyway, all we reflexive Democrats knew enough to know that Kennedy’s opponent, Richard Nixon, was a bad, bad man.

Of course, in 1964 I voted for Lyndon Johnson. After all, Barry Goldwater was a very, very bad man, and a hundred psychiatrists had signed an advertisement certifying him as crazy. None of them had met Goldwater, which may tell you who was crazy.

In 1965 my first adult book was published, This U.S.A., in collaboration with Richard M. Scammon. That led to a call from the White House office of Bill Moyers, which led to a job as a White House speechwriter for President Johnson. (When the first phone call came from Washington I was not at home, and my six-year-old son told me when I returned that “Mr. House” had called.)

By that time I had run twice for minor local office, as a Democrat, in Stamford. I lost twice. But it wasn’t until I got to the White House in August of 1966 that I realized that it was more than just running for office that I didn’t understand.

Shortly after I began my distinguished public service as a presidential scribbler, I got into a conversation with the late Peter Lisagor of the Chicago Sun Times and Hugh Sidey of Time magazine. The conversation soon turned to Vietnam, about which I knew little, and something called the DMZ, about which I had not heard. I nodded sagely about that old DMZ, learning only later what was under discussion. (Young readers: It was the demilitarized zone between North and South Vietnam.)

I thought President Johnson was quite a piece of work, and I liked him. In any event, I soon learned something about Vietnam and, along with the majority of other Americans at that time, agreed with what we were trying to do there. (In fact, despite its tragic ending and great complexity, I think that case might still be made, when seen as one losing campaign in an epic and victorious cold war.)

Soon, many—but not all—liberal Democrats in Congress opposed the president in Vietnam. Allegedly learned liberal professors were attacking the way LBJ ran the War on Poverty, saying money was siphoned from that war to pay for the other. I knew that charge was wrong-headed; much of my speechwriting was about the poverty war.

In August 1968, the whole world was watching as Democrats raucously and sometimes violently played out opposing sides of a cultural revolution at the Chicago convention. I was at the LBJ ranch drafting a speech for President Johnson to deliver to his riven party. He decided not to attend. And I have wondered since why the ACLU didn’t condemn the demonstrators who tried to disrupt the free meeting of the most important political party in the world.

After LBJ left the White House in early 1969, most of the remaining liberal hawks turned dovish on Vietnam and soon metamorphosed into ostriches on foreign policy—all while the cold war was still white hot. In 1970 Richard Scammon and I published The Real Majority, which warned that Democrats were heading into big trouble. More about that will follow.

In 1972 I realized that I could not vote for the Democratic presidential candidate, George McGovern, who thought America was guilty of too much and preached “Come Home America” while there was still an evil empire out there. In the 1980s most liberals refused to see the Soviet hand in Central America. Speaker Tip O’Neill was against helping the Contras in Nicaragua because (he said) he had always taken guidance from the Maryknoll Sisters (by then a very radical organization), and because he remembered that, fifty years earlier, a friend had told him that the United Fruit Company had exploited the peasants in Central America. All this in a party where many ethnic voters supported Captive Nations Week because they knew what was happening to their relatives behind the Iron Curtain.

By my lights, the domestic policy views of the liberals weren’t much better. I grew up in a Democratic party that was a political home to many immigrants and their offspring. They did not spend a whole lot of time thinking about American guilt. Maybe racists and company bosses were guilty, but not America. I grew up in a Democratic party where liberals denounced quotas. After all, that’s what was keeping Jews and blacks out of many colleges and medical schools. By the early 1970s the same party was too often endorsing new forms of “affirmative action” that came to be seen as the functional equivalent of quotas.

My Democratic party was tough on crime; the cops were Irish Democrats. Support for public schools was inviolate; they were temples of tough discipline and good behavior, where the melting pot bubbled innocuously and powerfully among multicultural student populations. This effect of the public schools was regarded as a good thing; it helped smooth out the tensions between whites and blacks, Catholics and Protestants, Jews and Christians. That Democratic party was a workingman’s party that stood for vigorous economic growth replete with smokestacks. The pinched environmentalists of that time, called “conservationists,” were Republicans.

During the 1970s my elderly mother was robbed on the street, and my father was mugged in the lobby of his apartment building. In the 1980s my former sister-in-law was murdered in Philadelphia. The killer was never apprehended. Crime was no longer an abstraction.

Over the years, so many traditional Democratic themes not only were abandoned by the liberal and most vocal part of the Democratic party but were picked up by the Republicans. The GOP became the party of internationalism, merit, economic growth, and domestic order. I would like to call it the biggest heist in American political history, but in truth the Democrats weren’t robbed: they gave away those issues, gratis.

After the Democrats went down in flames in 1972, I helped start, and later became chairman, of a Democratic anti-McGovernite factional group called the Coalition for a Democratic Majority (CDM). I had become an ideological Reagan Democrat before the term was cool, or even known.

I tried to vote and work for Democrats whenever possible. I had been happy to vote for Hubert Humphrey in 1968. I worked as his speechwriter in his 1970 Minnesota Senate campaign. I found my champion in Senator Henry M. “Scoop” Jackson and worked in his campaigns in the 1972 and 1976 Democratic presidential primaries, but he lost both times. Jimmy Carter got my vote in 1976; after all, he had run to Scoop Jackson’s right in the primaries. But I couldn’t vote for Carter in 1980, by which time he had announced that America had “an inordinate fear of communism” and had generally shown himself as just one more instrument of the liberal “New Politics.”

By 1984 I had moved into the District of Columbia, where, in effect, a voter’s presidential ballot doesn’t count because the city typically goes about five to one Democratic. I voted for Fritz Mondale, who was a decent man and a friend, despite the lefter-than-thou primary campaign that had captured all the Democratic candidates. (If I thought my vote would determine who would be president, I would have voted for Reagan, not because of Mondale but because of what had become of Mondale’s party.)

I had another reason for voting for Governor Michael Dukakis in 1988. I still thought I might again be active within the Democratic party, and I wanted to be able to say truthfully, if challenged, that I voted for the Democrat. Anyway, I knew he was going to lose. My general theory was that sooner or later, for good or for ill, Democrats would recapture the White House, and it would be best for all if the party still had a moderate wing.

The 1992 election was different. Governor Clinton had run his campaign as a dynamic moderate who preached, “No More Something for Nothing,” a slogan that resonated in my political soul. He hadn’t burned his bridges to the liberals, but he seemed more than halfway on our side, and that was enough to keep me hopeful. He was saying what I had been waiting to hear from a Democratic presidential candidate for many years. How could I not support him? And the cold war was over. How much harm could a Democratic president do, even if he ended up captured by the liberals, as Carter was?

So I wrote a column endorsing Clinton over Bush. It was the first time in a dozen years of column writing that I had publicly come out directly for a candidate. (It is included as an appendix to this book.) I first started thinking about this book as a way to assess neutrally how far Clinton and the Democrats had moved toward that “No More Something for Nothing” idea. You will see how I came out.

I think the polling evidence is clear that Clinton won in 1992 largely because he was able to gain the votes of many Reagan Democrats, or as we called them in my cell, CDM Democrats. We potential swing voters had become very important people for either party. That became apparent during the congressional elections of 1994. Such voters will be around in 1996.

If all that needs discounting, then discount.

There is a personal political epilogue to this book, which tries to look ahead.



HOW A THEME GREW


This story and this thesis start bubbling during a Houston summer at the 1992 Republican Convention when the most potent political issue in America, values, came steaming back into play, for the first time as a negative. What some foolish Republicans did in Houston, how the mostly mindless, mostly liberal media reported it, and what the traumatized Republicans did not subsequently do about the values issue, led in some large measure to the election of Bill Clinton. (It was not just the economy.) For an extended moment it looked as if the Democrats had at least leveled the playing field regarding this values situation, by far the scariest and most urgent part of our politics, and our lives.

Not unrelated, Clinton’s election in 1992 was the first one captured by a Democrat by a margin of more than a whisker since 1964. That was twenty-eight years and seven presidential elections earlier, a long time by any standard. Clinton’s victory in 1992, and how he won, opened a once-in-a-generation window of political opportunity for the Democrats.

Then, remarkably, Clinton and the Democratic Congress profoundly mishandled the values issue. And so, on election day 1994, despite a reinvigorated economy, the Democrats were decimated. It seemed that the magic grail of values had passed back to the GOP, there to rest for a long time. We will learn more about that in the presidential election season of 1996.
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Here is my take on what’s going on: I believe that the values situation in America has deteriorated. I believe that government has played a big role in allowing values to erode. I think that values are our most potent political issue. I know that values are our most important real issue. I believe that in the governmental arena, most of the blame for what has happened goes to liberal guilt peddlers whose remedies almost invariably involved what has been called “something for nothing.” This erosion is not irreversible; it does not involve reraveling a sweater. I believe that what government has caused, government should cure, through politics. I believe that what liberalism has caused, conservatism can cure. I believe that liberalism, which has contributed so much to America, might still change and help lead.

The values situation is bad stuff, striking at the heart of a decent life, for blacks and whites, males and females, in every area of the country. We are talking about mothers without husbands and children without on-site fathers, hurting financially, often fearing violence, often causing violence, learning too little, worried about morality, too often hustling to gain group victim points, and possibly cleaving what is still a remarkably successful and patriotic society. It’s worse by far than most plausible bad-news economic scenarios. Moreover, eroding values create bad economic news, so much of it, for example, keyed to the low income of the growing number of female-headed households. (Paradoxically, the values issue may well be exaggerated, but even at half strength, it’s terrible.)

I suggest here that whichever political party, whichever political candidate (including perhaps a new party or two, with a third or fourth presidential candidate), is seen as best understanding and dealing with that values issue—will be honored. Honored at the polls. Honored at the polls at national, state, and local levels. Honored at the polls in 1996 and, I bet, for a long time after that. Honored at the polls in a way that will likely realign and refashion the existing American political landscape.

More important by far, the current combined partisan opportunity can also serve as a great opportunity for America itself. In a more direct way than one might imagine, it can help shape the rest of the world, also in a salutary manner. Not bad for some issues that not long ago were scorned as “demagogic.”

How all this plays out, from Houston to now, and beyond, will be explored in this book. To do so wisely and well requires some discussion of theory and history, now.

BEGINNINGS, 1968

For me all this started in the autumn of 1968 as I sat at lunch with Richard Scammon in the White House Mess, a dining room burnished in glistening dark wood and staffed entirely by male Filipino U.S. Navy stewards. (A different era.) Scammon and I talked about the year that was, and quite a year it had been.

We chatted about some of the events of 1968 that would come to gain near-mythical proportions: the bloody Tet offensive in Vietnam, a campaign within the Democratic party to dump President Johnson from office, the tragic assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Kennedy, racial riots in 120 cities, a tumultuous and bloody Democratic political convention in Chicago, student insurrections, and George Wallace’s third-party candidacy which had raised the issue of race in a way never seen before in American politics.

But as Scammon and I talked, we noted some other things that were going on. Contrary to popular belief, the polls showed that young people were more hawkish on Vietnam than their elders. Young people were also more likely to be pro-Wallace than their elders, which did not exactly fit the common portrait of the dawning of the Age of Aquarius. The Gallup Poll asking Americans to identify “the most important problem” revealed that crime and race relations shared top billing with Vietnam, and, if combined, those social concerns outdistanced Vietnam, by far. And, how strange! Voters were disaffected with Democrats, the incumbents, something that is not supposed to happen when the economy is doing well, which it was.

It was a mix of conditions that would elect Richard Nixon by an apparently thin margin but a margin that, when examined, was ideologically much wider than it seemed. (Surveys showed that the Wallace vote would have split heavily for Nixon.)

Scammon had witnessed 1968 from his position as director of the Elections Research Center, where he held forth as America’s most prominent psephologist. I was serving as a thirty-five-year-old speech-writer for President Lyndon Johnson. I had been told the year before by some other staff members that LBJ wanted me on his 1968 campaign plane, and for a special reason. Why? I quote what they said he said, because it will become relevant later: “That Wattenberg,” LBJ overstated, “he really hates Republicans.”

With all this in mind, Scammon and I talked about collaborating on a new book. Two years later it was published, entitled The Real Majority. It received great attention, neon cover-story type of attention, op-ed praise and op-ed scorn, climbing to the very bottom of the best-seller list.* One cliché about The Real Majority was that it had become “the Bible of both political parties.” That may even be true; elected officials in both parties have since told us it was their bible. It even established an abstract folk heroine. Scammon and I wrote that the typical voter was a “forty-seven-year-old wife of a machinist living in Dayton, Ohio”; she was “unyoung, unpoor and unblack,” “middle aged, middle class and middle minded”; and it would be wise to know that “her brother-in-law is a policeman and she does not have enough money to move if her suburban neighborhood deteriorates.” (Life magazine located a very nice woman who met most of these criteria.)

Our central theme in The Real Majority was elemental. In the 1960s, we said, a new tidal political issue had reached shore in America, washing across the most important spot on the political spectrum: the center. We called that tide “the social issue,” a coinage that has since come into general usage. We believed that the SI had become coequal with an earlier tidal concern, the economic issue. We believed, too, that the SI had contributed heavily to Nixon’s 1968 victory.

We further said that unless the Democrats paid serious attention to that socially turbulent center, they would likely keep on losing in the national arena. They didn’t, and they did.

We published in 1970. The book dealt principally with voting behavior in the 1960s, a decade of social tumult and social turbulence. On the face of it, then, it should not have been surprising that Scammon and I placed such a high priority on social concerns. Everything seemed to be coming unglued.

But The Real Majority was not designed as a book just about the sixties. We had modestly set out to write a general theory of elections, of which the social issue was one very important part.
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A long political generation has now gone by. The social issue is now often called “values,” sometimes “cultural issues,” and sometimes still the “social issue.” (I use “values” here as the superior rubric, for reasons that will be explained soon.) Many of the conditions that Scammon and I had written about have since evolved.

I’ve written several books since then. Most did not concentrate on politics but on our material well-being and on changing social demographics. By most of these measures America is doing quite well. But regarding the values-social-cultural concerns brought up in The Real Majority, there has been deterioration. New social maladies have emerged. At best the situation is unhappy; at worst, perhaps combustible. I have come to the conclusion that the values issues are no longer merely co-equal with economic concerns. The values issues are now the most important.

This book is an attempt to marry what I have learned about politics with what I have learned about social demographics. It is an optimist’s book of deep concern, with a suggested direction for plausible partial political remedies. Optimists still think there are remedies.

UNDERSTANDING VALUES

To get a preliminary flavor of what’s going on in America, consider this much published, much believed, and phony poll of teachers.

Top Problems In Public Schools, Identified By Teachers


 	1940
 	1990
 
  	Talking out of turn
 	Drug abuse
 
  	Chewing gum
 	Alcohol abuse
 
  	Making noise
 	Pregnancy
 
  	Running in halls
 	Suicide
 
  	Cutting in line
 	Rape
 
  	Dress code infraction
 	Robbery
 
  	Littering
 	Assault
 
 

It turns out it wasn’t a survey at all. It was one Texan’s opinion of what had happened in his lifetime. (T. Cullen Davis, of Fort Worth.) But the fact that so many Americans believed it to be true may make the list more important than if it were a reliable public opinion poll. Do we really think that our young people today are drunk, pregnant, and suicidal; that they are junkies, rapists, robbers, and thugs?

Now, I am not now, nor have I ever been, one of those who believes that “America is going into decline.” This country self-corrects. But, I hesitate to bring it up, even I do not know the future. This, though, I predict: Should America founder, it will founder not on economics but on values.

I believe we should try to learn something from what has gone on in the past twenty-five years as politics and policy have played themselves out sadly in the realm of government.

I say this with some sorrow. I am not now, nor have I ever been, antigovernment, or even anti big government. In fact, one has to believe in government to believe as I do. As I said, and will say again, what government has caused, government can cure; what government has done, government can undo; what government has screwed up, government can unscrew up. I don’t think most Americans hate government, but they surely hate some of what government has done recently.

That can change if we create a different kind of politics in this very new moment of the mid-1990s. And then let this fresh politics work its magic. After a generation of politics bashing, there is something we forget: American politics, when it works right, can be magical.
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Just what is this values issue, this social issue, this cultural issue? It is hard to define with any precision. We shall have to pick up pieces of it as we go along. Offered first is a dictionary definition. Then comes a lazy tactical description of what it mostly is not. Then a list. And finally an attempt at an operational typology of terms, which sounds grander than it is.

Here is how Webster’s New World Dictionary defines the gauzy word “values”:


The social principles, goals, or standards held by an individual, class, society etc. That which is desirable or worthy of esteem for its own sake; thing or quality having intrinsic worth.



(As used here “values” can be assumed to be “traditional values,” or “the values of virtue.” After all, there could be “bad values.”)

Seen another way, from the tactical and rather parochial point of view of a political campaign consultant in the heat of a campaign, the values/social/cultural issues might be seen best as a string of negatives. That is, these are the issues that are mostly not the bread and butter economic issues that surface in a political contest: not taxes, not spending, not unemployment, not deficits, not wages. These are the issues that are not usually associated with foreign policy: not Haiti, not Kuwait, not the defense budget, not Russia, not NATO, not Bosnia.

Excuse the fudging here—I say “mostly” and “usually”—because there are times when the values issues impinge on classic foreign policy and economic concerns. (For example: Is antiwar draft dodging a social issue or a foreign policy issue? Don’t high crime rates have a huge negative economic effect?) In general, however, in this narrow political campaign sense, it might be said that the values issues are what are left over after economics and foreign policy have been taken off the table.

Here is a list, alphabetized but surely incomplete, of some of the items that, in the last generation, have been seen as social/values/ cultural issues:

abortion

illegitimacy

amnesty

infidelity

bra burning

movies and television

busing

muticulturalism

capital punishment

“Murphy Brown”

condoms in the classroom

patriotism

crime

permissiveness

dependency

the pledge of allegiance

discipline in schools

political correctness

disparagement of America

pornography

disruption

prayer in school

draft dodging

promiscuity

drugs

quotas

elitism

race

family values

rap music

feminism

school discipline

flag burning

sex education

Gennifer Flowers

Troopergate

gays in the military

values

gun control

welfare

homelessness

Willie Horton

homosexuality

work ethic

That’s forty-four items, not an inconsiderable number, and it is much less than a complete list. It’s worth examining. It is very, very broad: from prayer, to crime, to homosexuality, to welfare, to music. It is, in fact, too broad for some of the purposes here. And so, some different nomenclature is offered to keep things simple.

The overarching term “values” is used to describe everything included above, aspects of which are seen by some or many voters to violate “the (worthy) social principles, goals, or standards held by an individual, class, society etc.”

And we shall then subdivide values into two separate categories: social issues and cultural issues. Graphically, thusly:
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There are some important distinctions between the social issues and the cultural issues. The social issues, as used here, are (1) important, (2) harmful to society as a whole, and (3) agreed to be both important and harmful to society as a whole by a vast consensus of Americans. Further, I particularly concentrate on social issues that (4) hold out the possibility of plausible governmental reform because (5) these issues were in some large measure engendered by governmental action, and (6) they are issues that President Clinton and/or Democrats promised to do something about, opening up a possibility of some real political action.

Crime clearly fits these criteria as a social issue. Almost everyone agrees it’s terrible and that we can do something about it. Americans are fearful, and not just in areas where crime is highest. If you don’t believe that, come talk to the folks in my affluent neighborhood, in Northwest Washington—liberal, well educated, and frightened.

Welfare fits too. Almost everyone agrees it is malfunctioning in a serious way, harming us and harming recipients. A woman on welfare said this to an interviewer in 1990: “Public aid made the problems with my older girls worse. If they knew they wouldn’t get no help, they wouldn’t be having all those babies.”*

Education fits, certainly educational discipline fits, and it’s a lot easier to fix than welfare or crime.

And I argue here that preference, proportionalism, quotas—that is, certain aspects of affirmative-action-as-now-practiced—also fits. That is a harder argument.

Those four big social issues—crime, welfare, educational discipline, and quotas—are examined here as the prime examples of what’s wrong and what ought to be done about it.

The cultural issues are quite different. There are monumental arguments about whether this subset of the values issues are important or not, harmful or not. Accordingly, there is certainly no broad consensus about whether they are important and harmful. This makes it hard to figure out what to do about them in a governmental context and, in any event, many of these issues are not government-driven. The Democrats haven’t promised to do anything about them, reducing the possibility of serious political action to slim, at best.

I do not mean to downgrade the cultural issues; they are powerful and potent to many voters. I am offering mostly a tactical distinction between the social and cultural issues. It is in the social arena where there is a strong possibility of remedial action on important matters.

For now, consider again the earlier incomplete big list of forty-four values items and note only that there is a massive political point to be drawn from that compendium of a quarter of a century’s worth of turbulence. As the political scientists say, many of those issues are salient. Using those issues, sometimes demagogically, usually not, Republicans won five of six presidential elections between 1968 and 1988, most of them by solid margins, some by landslides. The sixth case, Jimmy Carter in 1976, also showed the force of the issue in its own way.

The 1992 presidential season will be examined in the next chapter. Later, we will observe how Clinton and the Democrats governed, see what happened in the congressional elections of 1994, consider extraordinary developments in 1995, and divine what the future holds.

GROWING GUILT, 1972

Let us pick up the values trail back in 1972, almost a quarter of a century ago, the first presidential election after the publication of The Real Majority. It was the year that showed clearly that the social concerns were not just a political mutation that had flowered evanescently in a hothouse moment now known so conveniently as the sixties.

In the early 1970s the war in Vietnam was winding down, certainly in terms of American combat involvement. When Senator George McGovern was nominated for president at the Democratic convention in Miami in July 1972, American troop strength in Vietnam had already been reduced by more than 90 percent, to 47,000, with none of those troops serving in combat roles. The phasing out of the Selective Service draft had already begun.

What happened at the Miami convention that year was a walking advertisement that the values issues were not out of season, despite the wilting of Vietnam. In fact, those issues were only reaching full bloom. The surface stuff was easy to see, and it was broadcast prominently and with purposeful verve, on television, into 50 million American homes.

There were some long-haired shaggy delegates in shorts and sandals, apparently straight from Central Casting. There were hippies, and Yippies Jerry Rubin and Abbie Hoffman, surrounded by cameramen. I watched the chairman of the Democratic National Committee, the late Lawrence O’Brien, hounded out of a public meeting by black welfare mothers, hooting loudly.

There was the bitter fight over which group of Illinois delegates would be seated at the convention. The high symbolism was shown right out front: The boss of bosses, Mayor Richard Daley, the putative villain of the tumultuous 1968 Chicago convention, was dumped as a delegate, in part by Jesse Jackson, a young activist minister. I had occasion recently to watch the old 1972 film clips of Jackson—militant, surly, dashing, dashiki clad, sporting an outsized Afro. The film gives fuller meaning to the idea that American politics tends to moderate and absorb even the thorniest of players.

(The McGovern campaign coordinator for Texas was a young man from Arkansas, Bill Clinton. He was helped by a young woman named Hillary Rodham.)

But the politics of 1972 were not just show biz, symbols, and video. Serious ideas were bubbling, particularly in the social sector. Institutions were crumbling; new ones were forming and solidifying. New laws were being passed. Old ones were being been reinterpreted, with the force of new law. Reflecting these new ideas were new regulations, directives, court orders, and guidelines. Conditions were changing, driven by, and driving, all of the above. And it would intensify as the years unfolded.

Consider briefly some of those ideas, institutions, rules, regulations, and conditions.

Much of the left wing of the Democratic party—adored and widely chronicled by most of the media—had signed on to the notion that America was a sick society. America was said to be racist, sexist, sexually repressed, environmentally retrograde, imperialist, corrupt, arrogant—and guilty.*

Such a harshly negative view of America tends to see the unfortunate as victims. That view changes things: The unfortunate need our help, may deserve our help, but victims are entitled to restitution. It was America’s fault! Accordingly, it was maintained, victims were entitled to more than they were getting, even though federal social welfare spending had more than tripled in real dollars during the 1960s, and doubled during Nixon’s tenure.

And so liberal special interest groups—civil rights, feminist, gay, environmental, consumer, civil libertarian, welfare, peace (to only begin a list)—formed or expanded. Their goal was to diagnose America’s sickness for Americans, and then to gain political entitlement or reparations for victims, each group in its own way. If that case is accepted, the victims were getting something in return for something done to them. If that case is not accepted the victims were getting something … for nothing.

In pushing this guilt-laden view, the so-called cause groups took some good old American ideas, quite properly tried to extend them, and then extended them over the line—in many cases far over the line. Some of those ideas would be pushed to a point where a solid majority of Americans would see them as alien to the American experience, alien to the American way of life. Sooner or later these views came to be seen as value-busting, and often budget-busting as well.

For me, and for tens of millions of other Democrats, this trash-America process was itself sick. It was getting rather easy not to hate Republicans.

Looking back, there are three important observations that should be offered about the liberal cause groups that erupted in the sixties and seventies. They were remarkably successful in their own terms. They were a long-term tactical disaster for the political party in which they assembled. And they leave a mixed legacy to America, some quite good, some very bad, and with many of the deleterious features concentrated in the realm of values.

Now, in the mid-nineties—an extraordinary moment of political opportunity—we ought to sift out the bad from the good.

In those early hothouse years, the blossoming left-liberal ideas set in motion a number of social issues, upon which we concentrate. Here is a brief rundown:

Welfare

Americans believe in the value “work equals reward.” But in Goldberg v. Kelly, in 1970, the Supreme Court ruled that before a state could cut off an individual’s welfare grant, the recipient was first entitled to a “pretermination evidentiary hearing.” As Justice Hugo Black noted in his dissent, the ruling had the effect of freezing welfare into a constitutional structure.

That was the idea. In the late 1960s, the dynamic welfare rights leader George Wiley pushed the idea that welfare was indeed a right, that it should not be a stigma, and that receiving welfare was a noble condition. That case was pushed by Wiley’s organization, the National Welfare Rights Organization, which issued studies and papers maintaining that welfare ought to be regarded as highly as work, that more people ought to seek welfare payments, that benefits ought to be much higher, and that welfare recipients were owed whatever they got. On the action side, the NWRO recruited eligible people to the welfare rolls.

Wiley’s vision concerned a value where no additional work was required for additional reward. For a while that view resonated among potential recipients and in state and federal legislatures.

In the ten years from 1970 to 1980 welfare rolls went up from 7.4 million to 10.6 million, a 43 percent increase.

The rate of illegitimate births, for all races, went from 11 percent in 1970 to 18 percent in 1980, a 64 percent surge.

Crime

Most Americans believe in the value “crime does not pay,” or at least “crime should not pay.” But new, and soft, court decisions, often pushed by civil libertarian groups, had the effect of making it easier for crime to pay off. For that reason, and a variety of others, it became harder to arrest, to convict, and to incarcerate. For criminals there might be something for nothing out there. Government had acted, unwisely.

In 1950, of all reported robberies, 14 percent resulted in a prison sentence. In 1983, the rate was 2 percent.



From 1957 to 1993 the violent crime rate soared by 538 percent.

That was bad enough. But there is the matter of public rhetoric to consider as well. It plays a powerful role in our politics, and in our life. It can elevate us, or depress us; it can make us believe that our government is on our side, or against us. As a former speech-writer, I believe in the Public Scrivener’s Code, whose first item is, “Rhetoric yields reality,” or, at least, “You can’t change reality without first changing rhetoric.”

How did most Americans view the crime situation? The public saw the police as mostly heroic and understood them to be the thin blue line between chaos and civilization. But while the criminal law was being at least partially unraveled and crime rates went up, the radical left spoke out. They called the cops “pigs,” who enforced an ugly thing called “law ’n’ order,” which, they said, was nothing but a “codeword for racism.” That figured: America was guilty.

Such language originated from a small fringe group. But, alas, under the apparent doctrine of “no enemies on the left,” mainstream liberals rarely repudiated the extremists in public. In fact, in some instances, as in “law ’n’ order is a codeword for racism,” there was often rhetorical agreement.

Merit

This may be the most powerful and unifying American value. The idea of individual merit, was, in fact, the organizing principle of the modern civil rights movement. Segregation and institutionalized discrimination had been an evil stain on American life, in large measure because the principles of separation thwarted the idea that blacks could move ahead based on merit, just as whites did. The stated civil rights goal in the 1950s and early 1960s was to create a “color-blind” society.

But the second phase of the civil rights movement, which was roughly coincident with the advent of the McGovernite cause groups, went beyond such “equality of opportunity.” The new goal was “equality of results.”

In the realm of employment, as in many other areas, this change started with long-overdue new laws, and then developed in strange ways, mostly outside the legislative process. Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act properly and finally prohibited discrimination in hiring, promoting, firing, transferring, training, and pay. But affirmative action did not come about through an act of Congress. In its modern connotation it surfaced a year later through President Johnson’s Executive Order 11246, which required government contractors to pursue affirmative measures, like outreach and advertising, to promote the hiring of blacks and other minorities. It did not mean, not even close, numerical standards by race; it did not mean preference, proportionalism, or quotas. In fact, the Order specifically prohibited preference.

But in 1970 a federal court ruling, Contractors of Eastern Pennsylvania v. Schultz, held that “goals and timetables” were required to implement affirmative action. Then, in Griggs v. Duke Power in 1971, the Court held that high school diplomas or test scores could not be used as a prerequisite for employment because in such competition blacks as a group did not do as well as whites as a group. The proof was in the pudding: If minorities didn’t have their proportionate share of jobs, if there was “disparate impact” from hiring policy, even if caused by tests that were fair, a company could face legal challenge and penalties (as well as adverse publicity).

The emerging formula was apparent: Affirmative action + goals + timetables + sanctions = racial proportionalism (commonly called “reverse discrimination” or “quotas”). The value of “merit” was under attack. And the new civil rights line maintained that those who stuck with merit were racist: Americans were as guilty as ever.

Many aspects of the recent history of the feminist movement are not dissimilar from that of the civil rights movement. Feminism, too, was a noble fight against discrimination, followed by a demand for equality of results, challenging merit.

Education

There was, once, a clear value expressed implicitly and explicitly throughout our schools: “work plus discipline equals reward,” which was a long way of saying “merit.” That has been diluted, by government. As we shall see later, it involves “social promotion,” “grade inflation,” “student warehousing,” as well as the growing inability to discipline rowdy students. All this was necessary, we were told, because poor student performance wasn’t even the fault of the students; it was America’s fault. And so, students were entitled to reward without hard work. There was less of an apparent payoff for merit.

In a somewhat different sense, the diminishment of merit and the elevation of guilt can also be seen at the root of the epic political argument about “busing,” or more specifically “busing to achieve racial balance.”

The decision Brown v. Board of Education (1954) had stated that it was unconstitutional for children to be assigned to schools on the basis of race. With a remarkable display of legal legerdemain, a series of subsequent court decisions, pushed by civil rights groups, legislated an opposite principle: that children should be assigned to schools on the basis of race.

And so many white parents who thought they merited and earned their place in a decent neighborhood, where their children could go to decent schools, suddenly found out otherwise. Their children were to be transported each day from such neighborhoods. Perhaps it should not be called a value, but the idea of the neighborhood school, particularly for younger children, had been hallowed in American life. Suddenly, for millions of Americans, it was gone, while liberal politicians said “busing isn’t a real issue, it’s demagoguery.”

From 1960 to 1980 per student spending on education went from $1,700 to $3,835 in constant dollars.

From 1967 to 1980 the average combined Verbal-Math SAT score fell from 958 to 890.

Homelessness

The list could go on and on. A 1972 ruling (Margaret Papachristou v. Jacksonville, Florida) overturned a municipal statute dealing with vagrancy. No longer were “beggars,” “drunkards,” “vagabonds,” and “rogues” to be prohibited from plying their trade on public streets. In the 1970s a series of court decisions, brought about in part through the efforts of a determined group of civil liberties lawyers, made it more difficult to hospitalize the mentally ill. The deinstitutionalization of hundreds of thousands of mental patients followed.

Legal rulings had helped create more unstable people on the street and less legal ability to deal with them. Not long after, the number of homeless people soared, which was blamed on a lack of jobs and housing for poor people.

Drugs, Sex

These days we tend to forget that there was a serious intellectual movement in America that was pro-drug. Drugs were said to be “consciousness raising” and “mind expanding.” There was that nifty item called the “drug culture.” How nice. “Feed your head,” sang the Jefferson Airplane, avatars of the Bay Area druggie scene. “Tune in, turn on, drop out,” exhorted ex-Harvard professor Dr. Timothy Leary. Some, like Ken Kesey, the Merry Prankster, speculated that LSD might form the basis of a new worldwide body of religious thought.

There was the issue of “sexual liberation,” which could lead to sexual promiscuity. There seemed to be something for nothing out there.

 	The incidence of cocaine use among young adults more than doubled in five years during the 1970s. How many Americans ended up dead or brain fried? No one knows. 
 	The incidence of sexually transmitted diseases—principally syphilis and gonorrhea—climbed by 64 percent from 1970 to 1980. 
 

Rhetoric

Always, there were the inflammatory words, even about issues that made a great deal of sense. Most Americans, for example, harbor nothing but good feelings for the environment, but they also have strong feelings in favor of economic growth and material comfort. When some environmentalists described the sum total of American goods and services as the “Gross National Pollution,” that was a problem. The environmentalists looked at energy consumption and condemned the “single-family home ethic,” which happened to be just the ethic where most Americans hung their hat.

Beyond all that were other issues, cultural ones: abolition of the display of Christmas symbols in public places, pornography in the open marketplace, taxpayer funding of allegedly pornographic and/or blasphemous art designed to shock and offend taxpayers, the abolition of the death penalty, the discontinuation of prayer in the schools, and many other items—each of which had high symbolic value and offended large majorities of Americans.

Abortion is also a values issue, subcategory cultural issue. It will receive special discussion later on. So will gun control.

Note that the social issues mentioned here, and many of the cultural issues, had a governmental base to them. And so as values were seen to erode, an American political countertheme grew: Values matter most.
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Democrats had dug themselves a deep hole on the values issues. It does not take a learned election expert to know that a national political party associated with an agenda that is seen to be against the neighborhood school, against single-family homes, against work, against prayer, against merit, and against Christmas—and perceived to be in favor of vagrancy, murderers, crime, promiscuity, drugs, pornography, and quotas—will soon be in deep trouble. (It enables their opponents to say that Democrats are not the party of “normal people,” to use Speaker Newt Gingrich’s unfortunate phrase.)

Politicians in both parties knew this. I worked in the 1972 Democratic presidential primary campaign of the late sainted Senator Henry M. “Scoop” Jackson. The campaign slogan was “Common Sense for a Change.”

Nixon made a similar case in the general election of 1972, running against McGovern. Republican senator Hugh Scott, then minority leader of the Senate, made the argument with a particular flourish. McGovernites, he said, favored the “three A’s,” that is “Acid,” “Abortion,” and “Amnesty.” Liberal Democrats retorted, “Nixon is a white-collar Wallace,” perhaps forgetting that Wallace had received as many votes in the 1972 Democratic primaries as McGovern did. (Abortion and amnesty became the law of the land, but in politics, as in life, timing matters.)

Nixon beat McGovern in the biggest landslide of American history. He lost only one of fifty states, Massachusetts, often called “the most liberal state in the union.” Even there the Democrat’s proportion of the two-party vote sunk from 63 percent in 1968 to a less-than-robust 54 percent in 1972.

Now, one can argue about the merits of some of these issues. Some of them made sense, at least in a moderate form. But there can be little doubt that the tonality, symbolism, and cost associated with them were a political disaster.

Let us move on from 1972, bearing in mind two thoughts about this governmental, legal, and institutional value-busting activity: (Mostly) government did it. (Mostly) liberalism did it.

Interestingly enough, social liberalism proceeded at flank speed during Republican, nonliberal administrations—Nixon’s and Gerald Ford’s. Why? Regardless of who won the presidency, Democratic liberals ended up highly influential in a Congress with a Democratic majority. They were entrenched in the courts. They were ensconced at the regulatory agencies. Young liberals were disproportionately represented at staff levels in the Congress, the courts, and the regulatory agencies. The media had a liberal tilt.

CARTER’S TEMPORARY U-TURN, 1976

For a time, in 1976, it seemed as if the Democratic party had understood the error of its ways. A cover of New York magazine in 1976 carried the headline, “The Dawn of an Old Era,” and featured the smiling visage of Scoop Jackson, my hero. The piece called Jackson the front-runner. And Scoop Jackson, it should be noted, was called “conservative” by many other Democrats.

But it wasn’t to be Jackson’s year. The prize went to the man who gave the nomination speech for Jackson in 1972 and someone who in the presidential primaries of 1976 ran to Jackson’s conservative side in many ways: Governor Jimmy Carter of Georgia. We tend to forget, but Carter surfaced first as the anti-Washington candidate—a position alien to Scoop Jackson’s New Deal view that government could often be a solution, not a problem.

As Carter opened his campaign early in 1976 he was almost totally unknown to American voters. That is obviously a problem for a candidate, but it can also be a blessing. There is sometimes a golden moment in political life, when a candidate begins to look like a contender but before the press begins exposing his frailties, and before the candidate’s image is shaped in the public mind. In that brief and shining interval, the candidate can paint his own portrait, from his own palette, on fresh canvas, in colors of his own choosing.

When Carter’s campaign gained overnight credibility with a stunning victory in the Iowa caucuses in February, Carter had that magic moment. And how did he paint himself? As a very religious man, a southerner, a military man, a farmer, a nuclear engineer, and a strong family man. Talk about values. His big pledge (in the aftermath of Watergate) was that he would never tell a lie (a prevarication the moment it was uttered.)

Carter won in Iowa and then took the New Hampshire primary, where he again stressed his anti-Washington theme. He made the cover of Time and Newsweek. Suddenly he was the front-runner and a national and international superstar.

The Massachusetts primary was next, on March 2, 1976. For a variety of political reasons, Scoop Jackson had decided not to run in either Iowa or New Hampshire. But Jackson shoved in his whole stack in Massachusetts, campaigning there at length, conducting telephone banks, and buying extensive and expensive television advertising. His campaign slogan was “Jackson Means Jobs.” He had heavy union support. He opposed school busing to change racial balance, which had been imposed on the city of Boston by a federal judge.

The allegedly conservative Jackson solidly won the primary in the allegedly most liberal state of the union. But, interestingly, Jackson did not carry Boston, the major liberal city in that most liberal state. That prize went to a man who based almost his entire campaign on busing, the social issue that had plagued Boston. The winner in Boston, no liberal he, was—George Wallace!

Carter ran fourth. But one night during that Massachusetts campaign, I chatted with Carter’s campaign press secretary, Jody Powell, over a drink at the Parker House in Boston. After a while he said, “Carter’s going to beat Jackson because we’re going to take votes from Jackson’s well.” That is just what happened.

Scoop Jackson was competitive in the North. After winning Massachusetts, he carried New York. He lost a crucial contest to Carter in Pennsylvania. Then, as the primaries moved to the South, any hope of Jackson’s recouping was doomed. Carter, a Georgian, cleaned up. In a critical race he nosed out George Wallace in Florida (which Wallace had won in a landslide in 1972). Then, in blitzkrieg fashion, Carter mopped up the rest of the South.

There was an interesting and revealing detour in the Carter campaign. On April 8, 1976, Carter was interviewed by the New York Daily News about “scattered site” federally subsidized housing that could bring poor minority populations into middle-class neighborhoods. Carter said, in language that would cause a media firestorm, that he saw “nothing wrong with ethnic purity being maintained.”

When the press pursued him on the ethnic purity issue in the course of the next few days, questioning whether Carter was playing a sneaky race card with Goebbels-like language, he defended his language thusly: “I have nothing against a community that’s made up of people who are Polish or Czechoslovakian or French-Canadian or blacks who are trying to maintain the ethnic purity of their neighborhoods,” and “I think it’s good to maintain the homogeneity of neighborhoods if they’ve been established that way.” Offering an example of such homogeneity he used phrases like “black intrusion” into white neighborhoods, of “alien groups” in neighborhoods, and of “injecting” a “diametrically opposite kind of family,” or “a different kind of person,” into such neighborhoods.

Carter complained about the press coverage of the ethnic purity flap, and also sounded a more liberal theme. He “would not permit discrimination against a family moving into the neighborhood,” he would “never condone any sort of discrimination against, say, a black family, or any other family, from moving into that neighborhood,” and he would rather “withdraw from the race” than use “racist” appeals to win.

(What would have happened if George Wallace, or Ronald Reagan, or George Bush had used the phrase “ethnic purity”? Or, for that matter, Pat Buchanan?)

The press regarded the ethnic purity flap as a great gaffe. Perhaps it was. But there is no evidence that it hurt Carter in the subsequent primaries. In fact, it probably solidly positioned him as a nonliberal on racial matters, not a bad place to be. My sense at the time was that Carter was screaming at the unfairness of being put in a politically profitable briar patch. He ended up getting it both ways: He had beaten the racial ogre of the Democratic party, George Wallace, in the South, with the heavy support of the black community. Then he sent out code to the “inner urban ethnic peripherals” that he wasn’t going to countenance blockbusting.

Ultimately he apologized for using “ethnic purity” but still insisted that he “would not arbitrarily use federal force” to change the ethnic character of a neighborhood.

After a while the issue went away. Carter, with his anti-Washington, never-tell-a-lie, pro-family-military-southern-agrarian image, gathered enough delegates to be nominated without a fight at the New York convention in July 1976. After the love-in, Carter led President Gerald Ford in the polls by thirty-three points, 62 to 29 percent, a monumental lead, even after discounting the massive, and massively favorable, positive television exposure that Carter received during the convention.

But as Carter campaigned, he became more closely identified with the perception of the national (and liberal) Democratic party. Carter’s lead shrank. In late August, after the Republican convention, his margin was fifteen points. In early October it was down to six.

Carter won the election, but by a mere two points, and for an interesting reason. Southern whites, the most socially conservative part of the electorate, voted their southernness, not their conservatism. He carried ten of eleven of the southern states of the Old Confederacy, something no other Democrat had done since 1944.

Carter was elected because he was (barely) able to cross the threshold and be seen as a social moderate.

But running for office and running a country are not the same. As president, Carter’s governance was seen as liberal, certainly on the social issues. Here is what Dick Scammon and I wrote about Jimmy Carter in 1978, little more than a year after he took office, in the American Enterprise Institute’s Public Opinion Magazine:


But quite a different picture emerges when one examines the sub-cabinet and sub-sub-cabinet appointments. Perhaps unwittingly, perhaps wittingly, it is not moderate technocrats who most prominently populate these slots. Ideologues live there—ideologues from every one of the activist movements of the last decade. Environmentalists, consumerists, civil rights and women’s activists, veterans of the peace movements have moved en masse from their ginger groups to large federal offices controlling massive budgets and armies of bureaucrats. A recent Fortune article names sixty high-level appointments made from activist groups; beneath them are a small army of their cohorts.

… The Democratic Party now has a large and militant flapping left wing, nurtured by activists who are veterans of a decade-and-a-half of civil rights, anti-war, environmental, consumerist, and feminist causes. In a party that is slightly to the left of the people, the activists are to the left of the party and the apparatchiks are often to the left of the activists. They are part of the Carter coalition, they have moved into government and no one knows what their long-range effect will be. It is fair to ask, however, “upon what meat doth this our Caesar feed?”



Don’t get confused: The quotation refers to Carter in 1978, not Clinton in 1994.

REAGAN DUMPS DEMS, 1980-1984

Carter had problems when he came up for reelection in 1980. The economy was in poor shape; interest rates were sky high; Americans were held hostage in Iran; Ted Kennedy had run primaries against him for not being sufficiently liberal. Worse still, he was attacked as too liberal and too permissive by the man who knew how to attack liberalism better than anyone else, before or since.

That candidate was Ronald Reagan. Recall how he ran. His five watchwords were work, family, neighborhood, peace, and freedom—which may be a better formulation of the values issue than any offered here. He talked, on rare occasion, about welfare queens. He trumpeted Milton Friedman’s mantra that there is no free lunch. (Say, doesn’t that sound like Clinton’s “No More Something for Nothing”?)

And Reagan said (quite interestingly in the context of this book) that “Government is the problem, not the solution.” Reagan’s was a near-plenary case: he thought most big government was harmful in its essence. The brief presented here is less simple: At the least, some government is hurting us, grievously. At the least, we ought to try to change those aspects of government that are hurting us. If we agree on that, let’s have an extended dialogue about whether big government is harmful by its nature.

Reagan won by ten points.
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As Reagan’s first term moved toward its end in 1984, the Democrats again moved willingly into the liberal trap that gave out something for nothing to victims, cause groups, and special interests. A few years later I interviewed Gary Hart, one of the major players in the 1984 primary season. Here is how he described what went on:


Candidates going around to constituency groups which included labor, included minorities, included environmentalists, included arms controllers, and having to take an oath to a litany of their demands.



Hart, in fact, tried rhetorically to run against those special interests in the Democratic party, although his opponents believed he was as much in their thrall as they were, if not more so.

And 1984 saw the first and formal political presence of Jesse Jackson, who had moved beyond his militant activist phase and presented himself as a presidential candidate. There is something quite revealing about Jesse Jackson and the 1984 campaign. There were about twenty separate public debates during the 1984 election season and seven other major candidates in the race: Walter Mondale, John Glenn, Ernest Hollings, George McGovern, Gary Hart, Alan Cranston, and Reuben Askew. All were, or had been, elected officeholders, ranging from moderate, to moderate liberal, to liberal, to quite liberal.

Jackson, who had never been elected to anything, ran in 1984 from a fairly radical position, in terms of both optics and substance. He was supported by the antiwhite, anti-Semitic minister of the Nation of Islam, Louis Farrakhan; he went to Cuba and saluted the communist dictator, saying, “Viva Castro”; he hugged the PLO terrorist Yassir Arafat; he got snarled in an apparently anti-Semitic episode (“Hymietown” was what he called New York City); he called for a massive defense cut. His economic and international views came close to socialism in many respects. His views on the values issues were almost without exception the most unpopular ones available: pro-increased welfare, pro-quotas, pro-busing, pro-set-asides, and anti-death penalty.

In the course of those twenty-odd public debates, not one Democrat candidate directly and publicly disagreed with Jesse Jackson. (When you talked to them privately, it was clear they did disagree with him.) There were, of course, political reasons for this: Jackson wasn’t going to win so why antagonize him? Jackson was black, and who needs a race fight? Jackson’s delegates might come in handy in the convention, Jackson could help get the black vote in the general election, and so on, and on.

Against this, of course, was a quaint notion: If voters saw that Democrats didn’t disagree with Jackson, might they not think that they were cowed by him, and that perhaps they might well partially agree with him?

The eventual nominee, Walter Mondale, is a fine man and an able public servant, but he put yet another nail in the Democratic coffin. Feminist groups demanded that he choose a woman for his vice-presidential nominee. He did. She was Geraldine Ferraro, a three-term congresswoman, quite able, quite decent, but by no stretch of the imagination credentialed to be vice president by any conventional standard. She said to me in a television interview:


If I were not a woman I would not have been the candidate…. Because my experience—is obviously—as a third term member of Congress…. I mean how many third term members of Congress are on the national ticket? I would not have even been considered if I were not a woman … if I were Gerald Ferraro from New York…. I’m realistic and honest enough to admit that.



The message Mondale sent was clear: Merit didn’t matter most.

Perhaps the most pathetic political sight I have seen was the final night of the San Francisco convention in July 1984. Democrats passed out an estimated 30,000 plastic American flags. On cue, everyone in the Moscone Convention Center flapped their little plastic flag.

The message, as I sensed it, was, “Yes, America, we know you have perceived us as cavalier about patriotism, work, religion, crime, and discipline, but, really, America, we’re Americans too, and we really share your values.” They believed that, and for good reason. It was true. Alas, they could neither campaign nor govern that way. Such has been the power of the liberal special interest constituencies.

So completely had Democrats dug themselves into a hole that Reagan didn’t even have to do much attacking. Surrogates could drive home the point. Former Democrat, former Hubert Humphrey brain truster, U.N. ambassador Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, addressed the Republican convention in Dallas in prime time and excoriated the “San Francisco Democrats.” Speaking in a foreign policy context, she said that Democrats “always blame America first.”

But “blame America first” can be seen in a context beyond foreign policy. If there is a sick society and it is creating victims, who of course need greater entitlement, then it is intellectually consistent to blame America first about our domestic situation. There are at least two problems with that view: most Americans didn’t believe it was true, and it is a political loser.

Reagan floated serenely above the Democrats’ self-inflicted bruise, the sort of injury that comes from continually banging a head into a stone wall. Not only had Mondale been unable to dodge the values bullet, he impaled himself on another Democratic bugaboo: higher taxes. (Mondale’s famous convention quotation: “Mr. Reagan will raise taxes, and so will I. He won’t tell you. I just did.”)

Higher taxes is not a great issue for any politician. (Flash!) It is a particularly bad issue for Democrats, who are known as tax-and-spenders. But taxes are not a single bullet theory of politics. Taxes are important, but they are seen by voters in a context of other issues, very much including the social ones, and particularly in the context of how the tax money is spent. When government programs are seen to be not only expensive, not only wasteful, but also harmful, then taxes hit voters several times: once when their dollar leaves their pocket to go to Washington and once again when it comes back home in a way that hurts.

Reagan beat Mondale in 1984 by 59 to 41 percent, right up there in landslide country. The theme, that values matter most, was strong.

BUSH CAPTURES THE ISSUE

Perhaps the quintessential values issue candidacy of our time was George Bush’s in 1988. Of course, as was their habit, the Democrats presented him with a setup. Their Atlanta convention, which nominated Michael Dukakis, was designed to show harmony. It displayed plenty of that. But harmony on what theme? All year long, once again, no Democrat running for the presidency dared to criticize second-place finisher Jesse Jackson. In Atlanta, Reverend Jackson was lionized and was frequently proclaimed to be “the conscience of the Democratic party.”

With the ball properly teed up, Bush picked up his driver. To begin, he didn’t blame America first; he didn’t think it was a sick society. In fact, he reveled in America:


This is America: the Knights of Columbus, the Grange, Hadassah, the Disabled American Veterans, the Order of AHEPA, the Business and Professional Women of America, the union hall, the Bible study group, LULAC,* “Holy Name”—a brilliant diversity spread like stars, like a thousand points of light in a broad and peaceful sky.



Not a victim in a carload. These were Americans helping America. And, as could have been predicted, Bush drilled home the social issues. The liberal media said that the theme was demagogic, but that is a charge that should be examined more closely. It bears much relevance to the thesis of this book.

Consider three prominent examples from the 1988 race: (1) the ACLU, (2) the pledge of allegiance, and (3) Willie Horton.

ACLU—the American Civil Liberties Union

The Democratic nominee, Governor Michael Dukakis, from liberal Massachusetts, said, rather proudly, that he was “a card-carrying member of the ACLU.” Now, readers may agree or disagree with the positions put forth over recent years by the ACLU, but they should also accept that the ACLU deals with issues of serious public policy, worthy of political discourse. Moreover, the ACLU, almost by definition, is in the business of defending minority rights. Politicians are in the business of assembling majorities.

It is the ACLU that pushes the idea that a Christmas creche or a Hanukkah menorah on a public square is unconstitutional, that voluntary/silent/nonsectarian prayer in public school is unconstitutional, that the death penalty qualifies as cruel and unusual punishment, that violent criminals deserve a better break from both the courts and the police, that use of marijuana is constitutionally protected, that suicide should be legal, that homosexuality should not be taken into account in a child custody hearing, that the distribution of child pornography should be free of state interference, that metal detectors at airports are unconstitutional, that the word “God” should not be in the pledge of allegiance, and so on. They do sort of specialize in sociocultural matters.

Isn’t it legitimate for one candidate to nail another who proudly announces his membership in an organization with such a public policy agenda. If not, why not?

Pledge/Flag

While governor, Dukakis had vetoed a bill stipulating that Massachusetts students would begin each school day by reciting the pledge of allegiance. Dukakis didn’t say he opposed the pledge, nor did he say he supported it, only that he vetoed the law because he believed the state courts would not uphold it. Maybe so.

But the pledge is something special. While of relatively recent vintage (written in 1892, appearing first in the magazine Youth’s Companion), it is has become the ultimate symbol of American patriotism. And politics deals in symbols as well as substance. Symbols often drive substance.

Transnational opinion polls show clearly that among the modern industrial democracies, Americans are by far the most patriotic people. For twenty years Americans had been served up a bunch of liberal blame-America stuff, including the peace movement flying the flag upside down. They were sick of it.

Bush, of course, made the pledge an issue and put an exclamation point on it by visiting a flag factory in New Jersey. Demagoguery? Why? Because it is not a real issue? Readers: It is voters who decide what real issues are, in the context of the times. They thought it was real. So did I.

Willie Horton

This was the most interesting one. Republicans said Horton showed how far Democrats and liberals had strayed from understanding the potency of the crime issue. For Democrats, Horton showed how mean-spirited and demagogic the Republicans were, and how, when they chose, they would “play the race card.”

Recall the facts: Horton was a convicted murderer, serving a life sentence. His sentence allowed no possibility of parole. Notwithstanding the fact that such a no-parole prisoner had little incentive to return, Horton was given a series of weekend furloughs. On one of them, he traveled to Maryland, where he raped a woman and assaulted her husband. Horton is a black man.

Republicans attacked. Two different television commercials were aired, a harsh one sponsored by an independent committee (allegedly without the knowledge or approval of the Bush campaign) and a somewhat gentler one by the Bush campaign itself.

Dukakis, and the Democrats, then attempted to explain Willie Horton. Furloughs were fine, they said. It was good prison policy. Lots of states had such policies, including California under a governor named Reagan. (But there was a crucial distinction: No other state offered furloughs for lifers with no potential for parole.) Democrats denounced the Bush campaign for “injecting race into the campaign,” which they deemed to be divisive and cynical.

The Horton-crime and the Horton-race issues deserve some separate thought. “Willie Horton” was a perfectly valid metaphor for how far social issue Democrats had moved from common sense on the issue of criminality. It was a metaphor, too, for how public policy affects the crime rate and private lives: The assaulted couple were direct victims of a policy decision by an elected legislature.

The race issue is more complex. The Horton hot button, interestingly enough, was first used against Dukakis by Senator Albert Gore when he ran in the New York State primary in April 1988. When questioned about it later—when Bush was accused of demagoguery on the issue—Gore said, in effect, that he didn’t know Horton was black. Some liberals said that was different, Gore had a good civil rights record.

Therefore what? Nonliberals can’t touch the issue? Do blacks get a free pass on crime, even though the violent crime rate among blacks is five times higher than the white rate, and most of the victims of black crime are other blacks, and it is black inner-city neighborhoods that are being made into free-fire zones? Would it have been all right to run the Horton ads, but without showing the Horton picture? (The independent committee commercial did show Horton’s picture. The Bush campaign ads, running after the independent committee spots had aired, did not.)

I think the Horton issue, with photograph, was legitimate. If he had been white and looked like a thug—which Horton did—his photograph would have been used.

Horton turned out to be even more important than it seemed in 1988. In some ways, Horton, or Hortonism, or the values issue, ended up helping defeat not one but two candidates for president: Michael Dukakis in 1988 and George Bush in 1992.

After the Democratic convention in Atlanta in July 1988, Dukakis was leading Bush in the polls by seventeen percentage points. That was a solid lead, even though pumped up by the bounce from the convention. The Republicans unsheathed the values issue. Bush closed the gap, moved ahead, and won moderately, 54 percent to 46 percent, as befits a moderate. The theme grew: It could help moderates, too.

The most surprising aspect of the 1988 campaign was that the Dukakis Democrats were surprised by the nature of the Republican campaign. Anyone with a whit of political common sense knew it was coming. About how Bush was hurt by Horton—we shall soon return to Houston and the convention of 1992.

*Which is pretty good for a work of political analysis, and at a time when only ten, not fifteen, books made the New York Times list and how-to books were included in the nonfiction lists.

*Respondent interview, recounted in Susan J. Popkin, “Welfare: View from the Bottom,” Social Problems (February 1990).

*In 1974 I wrote a book entitled The Real America, which challenged the “Failure and Guilt Complex.”

*AHEPA stands for the American Hellenic Educational Progressive Association; LULAC is the League of United Latin American Citizens.



1992: DEMOCRATS
 GET THE MESSAGE,
 REPUBLICANS LOSE IT


Remember 1992. It could have been the beginning of the beginning of a new Democratic party.

Slowly, it seemed, Democrats—even some liberals, even on some of the most tender issues—began to get the idea. For a portrait of a party in change, consider this March 1992 statement from a liberal senator, John Kerry of Massachusetts:


But there is a negative side and we can no longer simply will away the growing consensus of perception within America’s white majority. We must be willing to acknowledge publicly what we know to be true:—that just as the benefits to America of affirmative action cannot be denied neither can the costs…. By that failure, we send a message to many of those who feel alienated or abandoned by their government that we simply don’t care about them, and that we don’t realize that it is they, far more than we, who have borne the burden of compliance to the law. The truth is that affirmative action has kept America thinking in racial terms and as Yale Law professor Stephen Carter has recently and so provocatively asked: “is it a good thing, is it a safe thing, to encourage America to think in racial terms?”



Among those Democrats who understood very clearly what had happened to his party in 1988, and what had happened before that, was Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas.

Starting with his announcement speech in the fall of 1991, then drummed upon in his stump speeches, echoed in the Democratic platform, reinforced with television commercials, and restated in the presidential debates, Clinton made certain points, again and again:

That he was a “different Democrat,” that neither liberalism nor conservatism was working, that we needed a “third way” in order to “reinvent government,” and that both parties were “brain dead.”

That government programs had to be based on “reciprocity” honoring those who “played by the rules,” which meant “No More Something for Nothing,” an astonishing line coming from a Democrat with solid ties to liberal Democrats.

That he believed America should “end welfare as we know it.”

That he believed that an erosion of “personal responsibility” was at the root of so many of our national problems.

As the campaign wound on, other things became known about Clinton. He believed in the death penalty. During the primary season he twice returned to Arkansas to hear, and deny, last-minute pleas for clemency in capital cases. One concerned the death sentence for Rickey Ray Rector, who was black and mentally impaired. In 1988 Michael Dukakis had told a national television audience that he would not seek a death penalty for a criminal even if that criminal had raped and murdered his wife, Kitty. In 1992 Clinton flew home to (in effect) personally wield the syringe that would end Rickey Ray Rector’s life by lethal injection.

Unlike earlier Democrats, Clinton understood that catering to the whims of Jesse Jackson was politically suicidal. In May 1991 the Democratic Leadership Council, whose chairman was Governor Bill Clinton, met in Cleveland and purposefully and publicly broke an earlier precedent: they did not invite Jackson to speak. That gained positive national publicity for the DLC.

In June 1992 Clinton appeared at the Rainbow Coalition meeting in Washington, D.C., and denounced rap singer Sister Souljah for suggesting that blacks should start killing whites rather than blacks. Reverend Jackson thought Clinton’s denunciation in poor taste. Clinton, in effect, told Jackson to stuff it. That too gained positive national publicity for Bill Clinton.

Of the five Democrats who entered the primaries, Clinton was the only one to stress the social issues, although former Sen. Paul Tsongas ran to his conservative side on economic issues. In fact, Clinton had intended to run an even harder-line campaign, to distinguish himself better from the liberal positions of Governor Mario Cuomo, whom he had assumed would be his principal opponent. (Cuomo never entered the fray in 1992.)
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