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INTRODUCTION

“Aren’t you completely wrong?”

It is a natural question to the ideas in this book. Today, the argument that 9/11 permanently changed American politics and the Republicans have a decisive advantage in this new era garners fewer nods of approval and more skeptical hoots and eye rolls.

Hasn’t President Bush seen his poll numbers plummet? Didn’t the Bush administration have a largely bumbling 2005 and a stumbling start to 2006? Haven’t Democrats spent much of early 2006 confidently predicting they’ll win back the House and Senate? Aren’t Democrats nearly even with Republicans on the question of which party can better fight terrorism in recent polls? Don’t other surveys show that only 6 percent of respondents say terrorism is the most important problem facing the United States? How can I possibly make this case?

The answer is “yes” to the first five questions. But here’s the answer to the sixth: We can forget about the terrorists, but that doesn’t mean they’ve forgotten about us.

It is wonderful, a near-miracle, that we have not seen another attack on our own soil as horrific as 9/11 for four years and counting. (I knock on wood as I write that sentence.) But the grim calculus of our age is that sooner or later, another strike will come, or at the very least be attempted. There are two ways we can truly return to the political world of September 10, or the halcyon façade of peace and prosperity of the 1990s: Either al-Qaeda will be completely defeated and consigned to the ash heap of history, or the public will experience mass amnesia.

It’s safe to wonder if a growing segment of Americans are succumbing to the second option. As more and more days are put between September 11,2001, and today, and as an embattled al-Qaeda shifts to hit lower-profile targets in Iraq, Egypt, and other far-off locales, terrorism subsides from our top concerns. Of course, our fear of hijackings, bombs, and other attacks will slowly recede as our minds and news headlines are dominated by this week’s worry over prescription drug prices or high gas prices …

… until one day, it won’t.

On July 6, 2005, the top issues of the day in London were the bid to host the Olympics, the G-8 summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, and Jack Straw addressing EU export subsidies. The Observer newspaper had recently showcased a poll demonstrating that the British electorate demanded radical action on climate change.

And then, the following morning, all of those concerns were swept from the ledger, at least temporarily, as everyone reacted to bombings on buses and the Underground and tried to figure out what was going on.

A political candidate or party who prepares to face the voters with a focus on the standard domestic concerns is likely to get caught flat-footed (again) sometime in the not-too-distant future.

Doesn’t the souring public mood on Iraq show that Americans are tired of war, and have lost faith in the Republican Party’s ability to protect us from terrorists?

Predicting the long-term political impact of Iraq is difficult in the best of circumstances; it’s a fool’s errand to try to do it in a book that will hopefully stand the test of time. But let’s observe that recent difficulties in Iraq have provided too many Democrats a chance to vent their worst instincts.

To hear too many antiwar Democrats tell it, they never encounter a soldier proud of his or her work in Iraq. Rep. John Murtha, D-Pa., said he wouldn’t join the military today. In a January 2005 town hall meeting, Murtha and another antiwar Democratic House member, Jim Moran, were confronted by former Army sergeant Mark Seavey, who recently returned from Afghanistan: “I keep hearing you say how you talk to the troops and the troops are demoralized and I really resent that characterization. The morale of the troops that I talk to is phenomenal.” Seavey also noted that Moran failed to acknowledge, much less welcome, 200 of his constituents who had recently returned from Afghanistan.

Too many Democrats have embraced Cindy Sheehan, despite her less-publicized statements that the Iraq war was fought for Israel, her demand that U.S. troops immediately withdraw from Afghanistan, her labeling those attacking coalition troops in Iraq as “freedom fighters,” and her comment that President Bush is “ten times the terrorist that Osama ever was.”

The Democratic grass roots enthusiastically talk of President Bush’s impeachment, as if the country is clamoring for a rerun of an unpleasant chapter of the Clinton years.

Both men on the 2004 Democratic ticket, John Kerry and John Edwards, have publicly renounced their votes in support of the Iraq war. Peter Beinart, former editor of The New Republic, regrets his advocacy of toppling Saddam and now contends that the leaky, unpopular sanctions regime on Iraq was sufficient.

Unfortunately, a voter can’t quite be reassured by the about-face of prominent, once-hawkish Democrats. The argument of the born-again doves is that “we thought this was a good idea, and then we found out the circumstances had changed (no WMDs) and it got harder. We supported establishing a democracy in the heart of the Middle East until it got hard.”

Perhaps the Democrats’ widely disparate views on Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, and the use of military force will someday congeal into a coherent set of policies that Americans will feel confident is up to the task of protecting them from a relentless, merciless, and blood-thirsty foe. Until that day, voters will have the choice of the Republican worldview, warts and all, or the incoherent option from the other side of the aisle.

We will see.






ONE

Post-9/11 America

The real human response to the horrors of life is to put them out of the mind—by focusing on the glories or the duties of life. For this reason terror campaigns provide their own antidote. They provide the people who are supposed to be terrorized with a powerful new duty—to save themselves, to destroy those who would destroy them. This is where we are headed now.

Michael Kelly, Atlantic, November 2001

 

Estimates vary a bit, but roughly 18 million to 20 million people live within a 50-mile radius of Ground Zero. It is safe to assume that the vast majority of those individuals witnessed the collapse of the towers and the sudden horrific deaths of thousands of human beings.

Within seven minutes of the first crash, almost the whole world, or at least those with access to television or radio, could vicariously experience the events at Ground Zero in New York City on September 11, 2001. Republican pollster David Winston estimates that 80 to 90 percent of Americans saw the second plane hit the tower as it happened. Even if that seems high, we can safely assume that a percentage in that neighborhood saw the collapse of the towers, live on their television set.

“There’s a very big difference between watching an event on tape, on the news, and watching an event live,” Winston says. “The moment the plane hit the tower, the audience was watching 500 people die in real time. It was a supremely unsettling experience, something a lot of people had to work through. It’s not all that different from dealing with the death of a parent. You never forget it or get over it; you just have to learn how to live with it.”

In an instant, the sense of safety that was so definitive that it could be taken for granted—a sense that seemed to define post-Cold War reality—was proven illusory. Fears that had seemed unimaginable or impossible were suddenly realities. Almost everything we thought we knew about the world was wrong. A part of us—the capacity to believe so thoroughly that concepts such as evil and barbarianism were irrelevant to modern life—died with the victims.

The details that came in the hours and days following 9/11 changed the scale of the event from soaring airliners and colossal office towers to the smaller but perhaps even more devastating impact on ordinary human lives. A mother tearfully told how her children had been asking to make a cell-phone call to their father in heaven.1 A psychologist described a 3-year-old girl in his office who had been playing during a sibling’s appointment, pushing little human figures off his desk. It took the therapist a moment to realize the child had caught a glimpse on television of people leaping to their deaths from the towers and was reenacting her nightmares. The altered skyline looked too alien, too wrong to spur the real pain in our guts. It was the smaller sights and details: seeing the toughest and strongest of men, working with callused hands, succumbing to grief as they dug through the wreckage at Ground Zero. Atlanta residents building a memorial of candles and flower petals on the front step of their neighbors who lost their son, a Cantor Fitzgerald employee, in the attacks.

The immediate victims’ pain was so palpable and our empathy was so intense that many Americans felt the strange phenomenon of missing people they had never met. Weeks after the attacks, the satirical magazine the Onion would encapsulate ordinary Americans’ supreme desire to help and their sense of helplessness with the article “Not Knowing What Else to Do, Woman Bakes American-Flag Cake.”

There was shock, there was horror, there was fear. But there was also anger. “Find them and kill them,” said David Gonzalez, a New York sidewalk vendor and Peruvian immigrant. “No court. No trial. Electrocute them.”

Capital punishment opponents suddenly found themselves wishing for Osama bin Laden’s head on a pike. Columnists joked that the front-page headline of the Village Voice(“The Bastards!”) could have run in the New York Post.2

Today, five years later, the sounds and images of that day still pack an unequaled emotional punch. Watching the footage of two French documentarians, it is nearly impossible to have a dispassionate reaction to the drone of the first plane before it hits the tower and the instantaneous “holy s—t” from firefighters who were coincidentally responding to a routine gas-leak call. A short phrase, “Let’s roll”—the galvanizing words of the passengers on United Flight 93—now has overwhelming emotional power.

So powerful are the images of that day that the sensitive souls who manage television news use this video footage minimally or not at all.3 But its disappearance from our television screens has not dulled the vivid pictures imprinted on our mind’s eye: The sight of people jumping to their deaths from 100 stories. The huge dust clouds of the exploding South Tower making well-dressed New Yorkers run for their lives. The Statue of Liberty standing in a hellish black cloud. The exodus of ash-covered New Yorkers over the Brooklyn Bridge. The snapshots taken by fleeing Trade Center employees of firemen ascending to danger while civilians fled from it. The cross that remained from the wreckage. The three firefighters raising a flag over Ground Zero.

But in addition to vicariously experiencing those events at the site, on that day Americans across the country had their own intensely emotional experiences reacting to the events in New York, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania. Winston describes a focus group convened in a northeastern city about six months after 9/11:

 

One woman in this group had three or four kids. We were discussing the 9/11 attacks and how they affected us, and she went into this very short, very tense description of driving from school to school and picking up her children. All of us—myself, the other participants—were riveted. It was clear that while this story wasn’t unique, something else was there. I was describing this woman’s story to my wife, and her immediate reaction was, “Which child did she pick up first?” And with that, it was like the tumblers falling into place. That mother in that focus group and every mother who had children at more than one school had the moral equivalent of Sophie’s Choice4 on that day: Which child did she pick up first? All this mother wanted in a leader is to find someone who would make sure she never had to make that choice again.

 

The emotion has not dissipated with time.

Winston describes another focus group, this time in Ohio, during the presidential campaign:

We’re again discussing the 9/11 attacks, and in all of the participants, but particularly these mothers, this remarkable detail is still there, this remarkable emotion still there, still front and center. It wasn’t that they talk about it all the time, but the recall of the details of that day was very easy. They’re describing this very personal situation, this fear of whether they will get to their children in time.

One woman described that she had just dropped her child off and was driving away when the radio is describing what is happening. And at first she is wondering whether she should turn around, but the message on the radio seems to be that everything’s okay, and she decides not to pick up her child from school. Well, another mother sitting near her [in the focus group] turns around with this intense velocity and said, “I picked my kids up.” It was an icy exchange, almost as if saying, “I was a good parent.” They’re discussing this three years later, and the emotion was like it was yesterday. What that told me was that the level of emotion and recall was still very much there.

 

President Bush actually referred to this agonizing choice parents faced in a campaign commercial in August 2004. Seated next to Laura Bush, the president spoke softly: “My most solemn duty is to lead our nation to protect ourselves. I can’t imagine the great agony of a mom or a dad having to make the decision about which child to pick up first on September the 11th. We cannot hesitate, we cannot yield, we must do everything in our power to bring an enemy to justice before they hurt us again.”

Some said this ad was emotionally manipulative, and Chad Clanton, one of John Kerry’s campaign spokesmen, responded, “If you ever wanted proof that the Bush campaign has reached the point of desperation, now we have it.” Kerry adviser Tad Devine said the ad was a sign that “the president and his campaign are floundering and in search of a strategy.” ABC News political director Mark Halperin wrote, “Surely there will be for some a whiff of the desperate in using this [theme] now.”

One wonders if they had seen the same focus groups that Winston did. Did the parents who watched the commercial see it as a desperate ploy? Or did they see it as their president articulating their deepest concern, demonstrating that he felt just the way they felt that day?

Undoubtedly, these kinds of thoughts went through Bush’s mind that day—he learned of the attacks while at a school, looking into the faces of children. His first order upon returning to Air Force One was, “Be sure to get the first lady and my daughters protected.”5

This great primal instinct of the lion and lioness protecting the cubs was ignited in every American with an intensity unrivaled in most citizen’s lives. When adrenaline is released and the mind switches to the instinctive fight-or-flight mentality, all of the senses are sharpened, and the memory begins “recording” all of this sensory data, since the mind isn’t sure what stimuli are important and are to be focused on. Almost everyone has very intense, vivid memories of the minute details of 9/11—the smells, the sounds, the sights. Some Americans have had intense, traumatic experiences before. But this was the first nationwide near-death experience, when for one morning every American was suddenly seized by the thoughts of “What’s happening? Where are my loved ones? How can I keep them safe?”

There is no doubt an event like 9/11 changes the way you look at the world; it also often changes a person’s political beliefs. People whose top priorities were jobs and the economy or social issues suddenly find themselves confronting more immediate and personal issues: safety and protection from threats.

Ironically, media focus groups found this “protect my children first, all other issues second” phenomenon throughout the campaigns of 2002 and 2004. But somehow these public feelings didn’t quite dominate the headlines or shape the campaign coverage.

“More than a year before the [presidential] election, we went to St. Louis to do focus groups with voters to talk about the economy,” says Susan Page, political correspondent for USA Today. “Jim Norman, our polling director, and I went to St. Louis to do that, and we tried—we had these focus groups and tried to get people to talk about the economy. The economy was hurting in St. Louis. We had a woman whose husband had lost his job and she was concerned about health care coverage. We had a guy who’d had a skilled blue-collar job at the airport for 20 years. There’d been so many layoffs he was back to working the night shift, but we could not get them to continue focusing on the economy because they kept coming back to terrorism, on their own, and I remember one woman said, ‘If you’re dead, it doesn’t matter how much money you’re making.’”6

No event in this nation’s history—indeed, world history—compared. In the space of just 102 minutes, more Americans were killed than were lost at Pearl Harbor. More Americans died on a single day during the battle at Gettysburg, but the 9/11 deaths were mostly civilians, not soldiers approaching a battlefield. The previous defining generational “where were you when you heard the news” moment, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, was about the death of one high-profile figure.

These feelings may fade, but they don’t disappear. We will move on, but the memories will always linger. We still, as political writer Peggy Noonan puts it, “get mugged by memories.”

Some political observers see this emotional phenomenon and conclude that America is gripped by a paralyzing fear. One of those making this argument is University of Maryland political scientist Benjamin Barber, who advised Howard Dean’s presidential campaign on foreign policy. In his international affairs tome Fear’s Empire: War, Terrorism, and Democracy, Barber describes an America where “parents keep kids home or send them to school in a state of permanent anxiety,”7 mothers buy gas masks for 2-year olds, and citizens engage in “quasi-hysterical behavior, including people wrapping their suburban homes in plastic sheeting.”

Barber also contends Americans are “fearful of the otherness of the world, and oddly oblivious to the fact that they embody that otherness in their own diversity, they look to coerce hostile parts of the planet into submission with a strong-willed militancy.” This seems hampered by excess intellectualism. Is it really an abstract otherness that Americans fear? Or is it slightly more specific concepts like airplanes leveling skyscrapers, anthrax in the mail, bombs in the subway, or a private plane targeting the nearest chemical plant?

Barber is right about the intense fear that terrorism can generate, but his picture of American life is more caricature than portrait. Today, a half-decade after 9/11, most U.S. citizens do not live in constant fear of terrorism. However, the issue is never far from their minds, and there are a thousand tiny reminders each day. The events of any given day—Iraq, relations with Europe, developments in the Middle East—are big news, and Americans pay attention to them because of the memories of that day. Every time there is an accident at a chemical plant, a small plane crash, a train derailment, a power outage, the question hangs in the air, spoken or unspoken: Was it terrorism?

And, of course, there have been additional attacks. The anthrax mailings, attempted shoe bomber Richard Reid, Bali bombing, Madrid train bombings, bombing of the British consulate in Istanbul, Beslan school massacre, London Underground bombings. Sadly, by the time you read this, there will probably be more added to this list.

The nebulous and adaptable nature of the threat we face means that Americans rarely feel safe. Big cities are natural targets, but then again, so is the local post office. There’s reason to worry if you live near a nuclear reactor or if you’re in a rural part of the country with crop dusters. Perhaps the only location unlikely to be in a terrorist’s crosshairs is, ironically, the Unabomber’s shack in the middle of nowhere.

 

SECURITY MOMS

 

When it became acceptable to think about politics again in early 2002, pollsters and political taxonomists were classifying a new trendy voter subdemographic: security moms. These suburban mothers had formed a key part of Democratic victories in the presidential races of 1992 and 1996 and Gore’s popular vote victory in 2000, but the attacks suddenly changed these voters’ priorities dramatically. A constituency that had long supported gun control now wanted airline pilots to have guns and took up firearms lessons in dramatic numbers. Whereas once these women saw the Pentagon as a wasteful gobbler of funds that could be used in schools, now they wanted the troops to have every resource and advantage.

A gender gap that had been the bane of Republican campaign strategists evaporated. As one self-described security mom told Timemagazine, “Since 9/11, all I want in a President is a person who is strong.”8 Far more women than men told pollsters that they were depressed, losing sleep and fearful after 9/11. Women’s support for defense spending—even for expensive, untried concepts such as a missile defense system—shot up to levels roughly equal with men’s.9

Broadly speaking, Dad had to worry if his office was going to be blown up, and how to react if he saw a suspicious guy taking pictures of the local power plant. Mom was the one picking the kids up from school that day and who bought the duct tape and the bottled water.

“National security had previously been seen as a guy thing. Now it was an issue that resonated with laptop mom, with diner mom, with soccer mom,” says Alex Castellanos, the Bush campaign’s top strategist for television advertising. “The challenge we faced was, how do we tell that this is an issue of personal safety? Terror is about you, your kids, and the shopping mall.”

But the political world did not pick up on this phenomenon uniformly. Shortly before the 2004 election, several Democratic pollsters argued that the security mom demographic was a creation of media hype.10

Anna Greenberg, vice president of Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research Inc., tried to debunk the idea that security moms represent a distinctive bloc of voters. By her analysis, the women most likely to be supporting Bush and the Republican Party are married and have young children—a group that she said makes up 26 percent of all female voters. “We know that married white women are conservative,”she said. “The notion that this is a group that is moving around is false. It’s a conservative group of voters—on security, social issues, and taxes.”

Greenberg noted that when respondents were asked why they would vote for Bush, the war on terrorism was the second most important reason for men (30 percent) and the third most important reason for women (24 percent). In fact, even among white married women, the war on terrorism (24 percent) trailed behind a strong leader who does what he says (33 percent) and his faith and values (29 percent). When Greenberg asked women what they would like to see more of from Kerry, “a strong enough backbone to deal with terrorist threats” trailed plans for the economy and health care, plans for Iraq, honesty and convictions, and standing up to corporate interest for women, while it ranked second for men.11 (The top answer for men was what Kerry would do differently on the economy and health care.)

And yet, on Election Day 2004, … the security moms showed up at the voting booth and pulled the lever for Bush.

Bush carried white women by 11 points (55-44)—a big improvement over the single point (49-48) by which he carried this group in 2000. Bush’s margin among those who are married and have children expanded modestly, from 56-41 in 2000 to 59-40 in 2004.

A national Los Angeles Times poll released in late October found 64 percent of women with children said they planned to vote Republican and 28 percent Democratic because of concerns over domestic security. In New Mexico, a blue state in 2000, Kerry won 49 percent of the female vote, down 5 points from Gore’s 54 percent. Analysts suggested Kerry would have won both Ohio and New Mexico had he maintained the level of support Gore had among women.

“We’ve gone from a country where the key vote is soccer moms to a country where the key vote is moms worried about lunatics from countries where the primary sport is soccer,” comedian Dennis Miller joked.

Of course, one didn’t have to be a mother to experience a dramatic change in political views on that Tuesday. Many conservatives were born on the morning of September 11, 2001.

 

WARBLOGGERS

 

On September 11, 2001, major news sites such as CNN, the New York Times, and the BBC were unavailable for much of the day due to high traffic. With the usual news sources down for the count, community Web sites, discussion groups, and mailing lists lit up with vast amounts of information about the attacks. Later in the day, when the telephone circuits began to jam, e-mail proved the only way to assure distant friends and relatives of someone’s safety.

While the televised news coverage in the early days after the attack was heavily skewed toward talking heads, the Internet was rife with personal accounts from ordinary New Yorkers and Washingtonians. Web video of the attacks shot by amateurs offered raw, expletive-laden reactions to the events as they happened.

Blogs had been around a while, but they made their splash on the culture at large in days after the attacks. Many who went onto the Web looking to learn more about al-Qaeda and terrorism found an enormous amount of information: policy papers, timelines, interviews, research, firsthand accounts, and so forth. The attacks were a shock to many, but policy experts had been studying the growing threat for years, and the Internet was ready to reveal the face and the thinking of the enemy.

And with the ability to post one’s own comments, chat boards became the national water cooler. At a time when Americans felt shocked, afraid, and angry, the Internet gave them an option to connect to many who felt the same way. It also allowed for expressions of anger or suspicion too raw for the sensibilities of television or newspapers. Sites such as Little Green Footballs kept a sharp eye on the reaction of the Arab press and offered a more blunt assessment on the role of Islam in the terrorists’ motives.

There were thousands of blogs that grew in 2001. But if any philosophy dominated the most widely read blogs, it was probably that of the technophilic, comfortable if not wealthy, often-but-not-always male news junkie. On September 10, many were socially liberal and economically conservative libertarian types. But after 9/11, they described themselves as warbloggers—hawks who put fighting terrorism as their top issue, far above any other priority.

The pro-war libertarian style was typified by University of Tennessee law professor Glenn Reynolds, Colorado Springs-based writer Stephen Green, Los Angeles-based mystery novelist Roger Simon—guys who have little or no use for the Bush administration’s stand on most social issues.

Reynolds summarized how the different style of the blogs refuted a lot of conventional wisdom in war coverage:

 

“Fact checking” journalistic reports was a major aspect of the warblogs’ work, and the results were occasionally startling. Correspondent Jon Lee Anderson of the New Yorker reported from Baghdad that the American bombing campaign had left “a landscape of death and wanton devastation, all stamped ‘Made in America.’” Warbloggers immediately noted that commercial satellite images of Baghdad, released by the private company SpaceImaging that same day, showed no such devastation, with the city remaining largely intact and traffic moving normally through the streets. This correction received a good deal of attention nationwide, and bloggers also noted on-the-ground reports from a blogger in Baghdad (the pseudonymous Salam Pax, now a columnist for the Guardian in London) that damage was less than Western media were claiming—and noting that Saddam’s men had been filling trenches with oil and igniting them for several days.

Similarly, Australian journalist and blogger Tim Blair noted a report by Robert Fisk of the London-based Independent regarding an American missile that hit a marketplace in Baghdad. Blair reproduced the serial number reported by Fisk as proof that it was an American missile. But several knowledgeable readers weighed in to establish that while the missile was probably American, it was an antiradar missile. It likely struck the marketplace because the Iraqis had concealed a SAM battery there, perhaps in the hopes of drawing fire and causing civilian deaths that could be blamed on the Americans. So Fisk’s reporting, which was expected to make the American effort look bad, thus wound up demonstrating that the Iraqi government was likely guilty of a war crime.12

How did the electorate go from 39 percent Democrats and 35 percent in 2000 to a 37-37 split in 2004? Perhaps that 2 percent represents these 9/11 Republicans.

 

FROM THE ERA OF MICHAEL JACKSON TO THE ERA OF ANDREW JACKSON

 

Hawkish political bloggers discovered a new term to describe themselves after 9/11: Jacksonians. Named after President Andrew Jackson, historian Walter Russell Meade described the philosophy:

 

To understand how Crabgrass Jacksonianism is shaping and will continue to shape American foreign policy, we must begin with another unfashionable concept: honor. Although few Americans today use this anachronistic word, honor remains a core value for tens of millions of middle-class Americans, women as well as men.

Jacksonian honor must be acknowledged by the outside world. One is entided to, and demands, the appropriate respect: recognition of rights and just claims, acknowledgment of one’s personal dignity. Many Americans will still fight, sometimes with weapons, when they feel they have not been treated with the proper respect. But even among the less violent, Americans stand on their dignity and rights.

Courage is the crowning and indispensable part of the code. Jacksonians must be ready to defend their honor in great things and small. Americans ought to stick up for what they believe. In the nineteenth century, Jacksonian Americans fought duels long after aristocrats in Europe had given them up, and Americans today remain far more likely than Europeans to settle personal quarrels with extreme and even deadly violence.

An honorable person is ready to kill or to die for family and flag.

Jacksonian America has clear ideas about how wars should be fought, how enemies should be treated, and what should happen when the wars are over. It recognizes two kinds of enemies and two kinds of fighting: honorable enemies fight a clean fight and are entitled to be opposed in the same way; dishonorable enemies fight dirty wars and in that case all rules are off.

An honorable enemy is one who declares war before beginning combat; fights according to recognized rules of war, honoring such traditions as the flag of truce; treats civilians in occupied territory with due consideration; and—a crucial point—refrains from the mistreatment of prisoners of war. Those who surrender should be treated with generosity. Adversaries who honor the code will benefit from its protections, while those who want a dirty fight will get one.

Probably as a result of frontier warfare, Jacksonian opinion came to believe that it was breaking the spirit of the enemy nation, rather than the fighting power of the enemy’s armies, that was the chief object of warfare. It was not enough to defeat a tribe in battle; one had to “pacify” the tribe, to convince it utterly that resistance was and always would be futile and destructive. For this to happen, the war had to go to the enemy’s home. The villages had to be burned, food supplies destroyed, civilians had to be killed. From the tiniest child to the most revered of the elderly sages, everyone in the enemy nation had to understand that further armed resistance to the will of the American people—whatever that might be—was simply not an option.

Jacksonians believe that there is an honor code in international life … and those who live by the code will be treated under it. But those who violate the code—who commit terrorist acts in peacetime, for example—forfeit its protection and deserve no consideration.13

 

A fascinating example of the Jacksonian spirit from an unlikely American source came at a November 2002 dinner at London’s posh Charlotte Street Hotel. The scene: Hamish McAlpine, a British movie distributor, is dining with American movie director Larry Clark, creator of the gritty, sexually explicit, and controversial Kids and Bully. McAlpine is distributing Clark’s upcoming film, Ken Park.

McAlpine gets revved about current events. According to Clark’s account in the LA Weekly, a statement released by Clark’s publicist, and a Londoner’s account to Web-based Hollywood reporter Jeffrey Wells, the conversation went something like this:

 

MCALPINE: I would never live in America. I think September 11th was the best thing that ever happened to America. It will make Americans understand why the rest of the world hates them.

CLARK: Why?

MCALPINE: Israel and the American support of the Jews.

CLARK: Isn’t it the fanatic Muslim fundamentalists who want to set the world back 1,000 years?

MCALPINE: No, it’s f—ing Israel, and America supports and backs Israel. The Arabs want peace, and if Israel would go back to the borders before the 1967 war, there would be peace. The Arabs say that.

CLARK: Who says that?

MCALPINE: Yasser Arafat.

CLARK: Do you believe Yasser Arafat?

MCALPINE: Hamas says it, too.

CLARK: Hamas sends in suicide bombers to kill innocent people and civilians. What about that?

MCALPINE: They deserve to die.

CLARK: What!?

MCALPINE: They f—ing deserve to die. What are you gonna do about it?

CLARK: What about the innocent little children and babies who get blown up?

MCALPINE: They f—ing deserve to die.

 

McAlpine disputes Clark’s account of the conversation, contending that the discussion was about “how to end the violence in the Middle East,” that Clark used the words “sand niggers” to describe Arabs, and that 9/11 was never mentioned.14 McAlpine subsequently commenced a libel action against Clark. But there is little disagreement about how the chat concluded: Clark, a New Yorker who witnessed the 9/11 attacks from his loft window, responded by punching McAlpine several times in the face—breaking his nose—and then overturning the dinner table on his debating partner.

“I was wrong,” Clark said afterward to the New York Post. “I shouldn’t have punched him. I shouldn’t have lost it. But at the same time, I wouldn’t have been able to look myself in the mirror the next morning if I hadn’t done anything. I’m not gonna let this [bleeping] idiot talk about supporting terrorism and the killing of innocent people. I am an American!” Clark told the Post that the police who arrested him were sympathetic. “The cops were very nice and they seemed to feel like they would have done the same thing. They let me go with a ticket.”15

Here we have a Hollywood director, whose fare before and after 9/11 is far from Frank Capra’s Why We Fight, destroying his deal with his distributor and risking arrest and imprisonment simply to defend American honor. The long-term effect of 9/11 is not just fear and a bare-knuckle intolerance for America-bashing, however.

“We as a country are sometimes taught to be cynical about each other, particularly before that day,” Winston says. “What we watched on that day were average Americans just doing their jobs and being heroic. Suddenly this attitude of who we were became much more positive. Police, firemen, emergency responders—even the officials seemed to be rising to the moment. We had real American heroes again. It was the heroic nature of what this nation could be. Just average joes doing extraordinary things reestablished a faith in who we are.”

Across the country, tens of thousands of Americans, eager to donate blood, lined up around the block from their hospitals, blood banks, and Red Cross centers.16 Businesses were closed, normal life was on hold indefinitely, and waiting to donate helped people feel useful. Waiting with others, even complete strangers, was a chance to release the anger and to talk. After seeing the evil that humanity was capable of, it was reassuring to see strangers, ordinary folk, willing to wait as long as it would take and give a bit of what ran through their veins in the hope of alleviating the suffering of complete strangers.

Although fear reverberated and echoed through the nation, it was followed by an uncommon feeling in the day-to-day lives of Americans: courage, the absolute refusal to falter in the face of danger. The flag came out everywhere. For some, it was a defiant gesture. If being an American made one a target, many citizens weren’t ashamed to wear the bull’s-eye.

“Just as the terrorists know that we are watching them, we know that they are watching us,” said Moses Davila, an unemployed teacher from Puerto Rico. “When they see us in the streets, wearing the flag, they know that we are not afraid of them, and that we will defeat them.”17

The reaction to the attacks revealed that whatever their flaws in ordinary times, Americans pull together in a crisis. The vast majority of the nation’s souls can harness deep reserves of determination, compassion, and strength in the face of adversity.

While the intensity of the post-9/11 emotions will fade to a certain extent, it is hard to dispute that something in the American consciousness changed permanently that day. Any given morning could bring an unexpected moment of danger, so Americans put a new precedence on preparedness.

“We are all soldiers now,” Peggy Noonan wrote in the weeks after 9/11. “We have been drafted by history.”18

Threats will never seem as theoretical or far-fetched. If evil was ever considered a theological artifact, a construct of an outmoded morality in a postmodern age, it was dispelled by the eyes in the mug shot of hijacking ringleader Muhammad Atta.

The argument that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter sounds empty and naive in a time like this, repeated by those morally indifferent to what separates bomb victims and suicide bombers. What freedom were the hijackers fighting for that day?

Only a delusional political observer would predict that voters will stop thinking about terrorism when they go to the polls for the midterm elections of 2006, 2008, or even 2010. It is not merely the war on Islamist fundamentalist terrorism that will continue well into the next decade but candidates’ emphasis of their ideas, resolve, and policy proposals on this issue.

Problems that seemed far away and irrelevant to American lives—“it’s terrible what the Taliban did to those Buddha statues, but it’s not really our problem”—suddenly seem to be an immediate concern with direct impact on the nation’s future. The curriculum at Pakistani madrassas is suddenly almost as important as the curriculum at American grade schools.

The typical political issues of the day—the budget, what’s on television—will always seem a bit more abstract and less compelling.

A 1984 Ronald Reagan reelection campaign commercial reminded voters that “there was a bear in the woods.” (The large, menacing bear in the commercial clearly signified the Soviet Union, but the parallel may have been too metaphorical for some voters; there was some confusion over whether the president was touting his stand on foreign policy or hunting rights.) Beginning in 2001 and continuing through today, Americans face something scarier, the wolves of al-Qaeda, hungry for blood and unhesitant about attacking the most defenseless. The wolves metaphor was used in one of President Bush’s 2004 campaign commercials.

“I don’t think you’ll ever see the public go fully back to the pre-9/11 mindset,” says one Bush campaign insider. “I also think people want to look forward, and in the future, arguments about terrorism and 9/11 might not necessarily resonate as much as they did, but we’re not going back to the days where the top issue is prescription drugs and school uniforms. This issue of who is going to keep Americans safe is going to at least always simmer beneath the surface as long as we are at war with al-Qaeda.”

Only a few Democrats seem to grasp how the emotional intensity of this topic knocks all other political issues off the table. Senator Biden sounded like a Republican when he said, “Let me put it to you this way: The Lord Almighty, or Allah, whoever, if he came to every kitchen table in America and said, ‘Look, I have a Faustian bargain for you, you choose. I will guarantee to you that I will end all terror threats against the United States within the year, but in return for that there will be no help for education, no help for Social Security, no help for health care.’ What do you do? My answer is that seventy-five percent of the American people would buy that bargain.”19

Biden has remained hawkish, but most Democrats are soft on the issue. The reelection of George W. Bush in 2004 proved that.






TWO

An Unpopular Position on Gay Marriage Is a Headache; An Unpopular Position on National Security Is the Ebola Virus

In this dramatically different world, candidates for public office face a new fundamental test: Can they keep the people safe?

This is the new criterion for political leadership, and since the attacks, this is the issue that has determined the winners and losers on Election Day. In a tribute to the psychological power of denial, those who have failed to convince the public that they can protect the country have begun insisting that our most recent elections were actually decided on other issues.

Almost immediately after Kerry’s concession speech on November 3, 2004, Democrats set out to apportion the blame and organized their rhetorical firing squad in its traditional circular formation. The online magazine Slate ran a sometimes intentionally hilarious, sometimes not, series of articles by near-suicidal liberals attempting to explain “Why Americans Hate Democrats.”

Perhaps the most vitriolic explanation came from novelist Jane Smiley, who wrote, “The election results reflect the decision of the right wing to cultivate and exploit ignorance in the citizenry. I suppose the good news is that 55 million Americans have evaded the ignorance-inducing machine. But 58 million have not. Ignorance and bloodlust have a long tradition in the United States, especially in the red states.”

One can hardly wait to see the reaction to the campaign strategy that naturally emerges from this viewpoint. Picture a 2006 Democratic slogan in the red states: “Vote for Us, You Ignorant, Bloodthirsty Hicks.”

Smiley’s nuanced insight into red-state voter psychology was equaled only by Katha Pollitt, a columnist for the Nation, who wrote, “If a voter wants Christian Jihad, he may not be willing to desert the cause for health insurance.”

 

ARE GAYS THE NEW RALPH NADER?

 

Shortly after the quadrennial recriminations began, a consensus emerged that Democrats’ liberal views on social issues were a leading obstacle to their electoral success.

Steven Waldman, editor in chief of Beliefnet, a religion and spirituality Web site, pointed the finger at party members who were unable to say the word God without making air quotes. “On some level, the hardest thing that Democratic leaders, activists, and journalists have to do is honestly ask themselves this: Do you hold very religious people in contempt? If you do, religious people will sense it—and will vote against you. And there are more of them than there are of you,” he advised.1

Hank Sheinkopf, a Democratic political consultant, chalked up his party’s poor showing to cultural elitism. He told party leaders, “Dump the croissants and spend some time at a Veterans of Foreign Wars hall. Go to the local Wal-Mart, not to Starbucks. The Democrats might learn a lot more and then begin to understand the long road to winning this republic back.”

Bruce Reed, president of the Democratic Leadership Council, concluded, “The number one issue on voters’ minds Tuesday was something that we don’t discuss in polite company in the blue states: moral values. The heartland—that great bastion of fiscal conservatism at home and restraint abroad—had good reasons to doubt Bush’s values, but doubted ours instead.”

In this discussion, gay marriage became the lightning rod and a leading scapegoat as the deciding factor in what many Democrats had declared to be a must-win election. Liberal bloggers snarked, “Gays are the new Ralph Nader.”

California’s Democratic senator Dianne Feinstein criticized San Francisco’s mayor Gavin Newsom for his gay-marriage efforts. “I believe it did energize a very conservative vote. The whole issue has been too much, too fast, too soon.”2

In some drastically underreported comments, former president Bill Clinton singled out the issue of gay marriage as the leading cause of John Kerry’s defeat. In a quote omitted from wire service coverage of Clinton’s speech to Utica, New York’s Hamilton College, the former president said, “Gay marriage was an overwhelming factor in the defeat of John Kerry.”3

His comments were covered only by the local newspaper. “With one decision of one [state] Supreme Court, all of a sudden we have a constitutional amendment designed, I think, to whip people up, to inflame them, make them stop thinking about other issues.”

Clinton said the issue contributed to “an astonishing turnout among evangelical Christians who were voting on the basis of moral values.”

Of course, the gay-marriage explanation was also being enthusiastically endorsed by social conservatives, eager to take credit for the president’s win. “It was these value voters who ushered the president down the aisle for a second term,” Tony Perkins, president of the Family Research Council, told the San Francisco Chronicle.

Same-sex marriage “was the great iceberg,” said Robert Knight, director of the Culture & Family Institute, an affiliate of Concerned Women of America. “A lot of analysts saw the tip but didn’t understand the power of the mass underneath. It galvanized millions of Christians to turn out and vote, and George Bush and the GOP got the lion’s share of that vote.”

Knight cited “massive efforts” by religious groups in Ohio “to rally pastors and to get Christians out of the pews and into the voting booths.” Some gay leaders agreed. “I think it’s pretty clear that [Bush political czar] Karl Rove’s strategy of using gay and lesbian families as wedge issues in this election worked,” said Christopher Barron, political director of the Log Cabin Republicans, who refused to endorse Bush. “It’s hard to argue with results.”4

No, actually, it’s not.

 

THE SUPREMACY OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY ISSUE

 

Studies of voters didn’t back the conclusion that gay marriage was the issue that put Bush over the top. Gay marriage isn’t exactly sweeping the nation, and it may have helped energize some religious voters, but that wasn’t what cost Kerry the election.
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Many Democratic analysts were struck by exit poll results indicating that 22 percent of respondents identified “moral values” as the most important issue—and that those voters sided with the president, 80 to 18. However, “terrorism” was named by 19 percent of the voters, and Bush did even better with this subgroup, winning 86 to 14.

Despite the widespread perception that moral values had exploded onto the scene in 2004, the number of voters who cited it as their top issue actually remained the same from 2000.

In a postelection roundtable with reporters, the Bush campaign architect Karl Rove said he thought gay marriage referendums in 11 states signaled the strength of the issue but didn’t necessarily influence the presidential outcome. Appearing on Meet the Press the Sunday after the election, Rove said, “What essentially happened in this race was people became concerned about three issues—first, the war, then the economy, jobs, and taxes, and, third, moral values. And then everything else dropped off of the plate. And security grew the most in comparison to past races, but values grew second, the second most amount.”

Put simply, Kerry lost because he was weak or was perceived to be less resolute and ruthless in fighting terrorism.

The final months of the campaign season were marked by several events that kept the terrorism issue front and center: the September 4 Beslan school massacre in Russia, a GOP convention that evoked 9/11 and the nation’s response repeatedly, one-and-a-half debates focusing nearly exclusively on foreign policy issues, a continuing focus on the issue in Bush and Cheney’s stump speeches and advertising, and on the Friday before the election, the appearance of Osama bin Laden on videotape.

“Seeing the awful images of carnage from the Russian school massacre locked in voters who were worried about protecting their children,” says one GOP operative. “These voters knew it could happen here, and so they were willing to go with the guy who they had problems with elsewhere because they thought he would be more likely to prevent it from happening. It locked them in so much that George W. Bush could lose three presidential debates and still win by 3 points.”

Other than pledges of multilateralism that didn’t resonate outside the bluest states, Kerry brought little new or different to the discussion of how to most effectively fight terrorism. Throughout much of his campaign, Kerry’s message on terrorism was “Bush has done X; I, as a new president, with a new cabinet, and with a Congress most likely controlled by the opposition party, will do X faster, spend more money on it, and do it better.”

Kerry, and a good chunk of the Democratic Party, honestly and totally believed that the best way to prove that he had the best policies to fight the war on terror was to remind voters he fought in Vietnam. To many ears, that sounded like a non sequitur. Military service can be a plus in a presidential candidate, but Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan had little or no military experience, and they all did pretty well leading the United States during wars hot and cold.

Paul Freedman, associate professor of politics at the University of Virginia, did serious number crunching and found that the political impact of the debate over gay marriage was overhyped.

 

Why did states with gay-marriage ballot measures vote so heavily for Bush? Because such measures don’t appear on state ballots randomly. Opponents of gay marriage concentrate their efforts in states that are most hospitable to a ban and are most likely to vote for Bush even without such a ballot measure. A state’s history of voting for Bush is more likely to lead to an anti-gay-marriage measure on that state’s ballot than the other way around.

These differences hold up at the state level even when each state’s past Bush vote is taken into account. When you control for that variable, a 10-point increase in the percentage of voters citing terrorism as the most important problem translates into a 3-point Bush gain. A 10-point increase in morality voters, however, has no effect. Nor does putting an anti-gay-marriage measure on the ballot. So, if you want to understand why Bush was reelected, stop obsessing about the morality gap and start looking at the terrorism gap.

 

Certain analysts did put values, gay marriage, and other social issues into perspective. Andrew Kohut of the Pew Research Center pointed out there was no disproportionate surge in the evangelical vote in 2004—evangelicals made up the same share of the electorate as they did in 2000.

USA Today’s Susan Page stated in a postelection web chat, “I think the most fundamental factor to understanding the 2004 campaign is this: It was the first presidential election since the September 11 attacks. Many Americans felt President Bush had done a pretty good job in responding to that terrorist event—although many had concerns about the war in Iraq—and they weren’t convinced that Senator Kerry would.”

Page’s comments came after her newspaper studied the counties across the nation that shifted parties from 2000 to 2004. The top reason, the paper concluded, was that “voters were drawn to Bush by memories of the 9/11 attacks and a reluctance to change leaders in the midst of war” and “Democrats were damaged by the perception that the party and its nominees are weak on national security.” The “values” issues of abortion and gay marriage, as well as an effective GOP outreach to Hispanic voters, were also mentioned, but credited to a lesser degree.

As the postelection analysis continued, Democrats who were less invested in the social-values-trump-all argument started focusing on the national security issue. A postelection survey by Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg and Democratic strategist James Carville found that Republicans scored a 28-point advantage over Democrats on “knowing what they stand for,” a 27-point advantage on “strength” and a 25-point advantage on “protecting America against any threat.”

Greenberg and Carville found that the Republicans’ top “positive attribute” was their stand for “a strong military,” with 44 percent of respondents naming it as one of the top phrases they associated with the Republican Party. “Religious faith” received 29 percent, and “defend the family” received 24 percent.

When asked for negative attributes, only 18 percent mentioned “too ready to use military force,” and only 12 percent named “weaken civil liberties.” The top three negatives for the GOP were “for the big corporations and most privileged” (34 percent), “spending overseas rather than attending to needs at home” (31 percent), and “big federal budget deficits” (29 percent).

Steve Rosenthal, of Americans Coming Together, architect of the Democrats’ get-out-the-vote drive, discounted the notion that “values voters” put the GOP over the top. Instead, they put national security center stage:


	By 54 percent to 41 percent, voters decided that Americans are now safer from terrorist threats than four years ago, national exit polls said.

	By 55 percent to 42 percent, voters accepted Bush’s view that Iraq is a part of the war on terrorism. By 51 percent to 45 percent, they still approved of the decision to go to war (though a majority expressed concerns about how the war is going).

	Just 40 percent said they trusted Kerry to do a good job handling the war on terrorism, compared with 58 percent who felt that way about the president.



“We lost 97 of the 100 fastest-growing counties across the United States in the last presidential election,” said Tim Roemer, Democratic former member of Congress from Indiana and former member of the 9/11 Commission. “The suburbs outside Indianapolis. The suburbs outside Chicago. The suburbs outside Phoenix. The fastest-growing areas with families across this great nation. We didn’t lose those 97 counties on cultural issues or on abortion. We primarily lost those because we did not have a compelling national security message. We needed to be able to convince soccer moms that we would make their children safer on the soccer field.”5

There’s another simple measuring stick. Policy on gay marriage, civil unions, and other values issues is set at the federal, state, and local levels. The response to terrorism and national security is mostly set at the federal level (although state governments may have some homeland security duties). If there’s any area where Democrats haven’t done quite as badly in recent years, it’s in gubernatorial races and in statehouse races.

As John Kerry’s advertising strategist Jim Margolis noted:

 

State House candidates aren’t grappling with issues of terrorism and war, and that’s where we’re getting killed. At the end of the day, the biggest structural problem for us as a party on the federal level and Congress and with the presidential campaign is the public simply doesn’t trust us to keep them safe. … Kerry was dragged down by an enduring and, to a large part, true set of negative stereotypes about the party. Until we can fix that and convince Americans that we’re not only the party of Michael Moore, that we are a party determined and willing and strong enough and brave enough to keep them safe, we’re going to keep getting these results on the national level.6

 

What’s more, 9/11 had a regional political effect that was not quite enough to swing northeastern states, but it was enough to shift the popular vote in the region and affect the nationwide total. Several of those electoral vote-rich coastal Gore states are starting to turn a paler shade of blue.

As veteran political reporter Robert David Sullivan noted, four of the five counties with the biggest GOP gains in raw votes in the country were those that make up Long Island. Kings (Brooklyn), Queens, Nassau, and Suffolk counties all went for Kerry, but his margin there was more than 250,000 votes lower than Gore’s in 2000. At the same time, Staten Island flipped from 57 percent for Gore to a 50 percent win for Bush, while New Jersey’s Ocean County (which has a high retiree population) went from a 49 percent plurality for Bush in 2000 to a 60 percent landslide this time.7

In New York City, Bush’s vote surged from 399,627 to 492,629. In Long Island and Westchester, it went from 607,224 to 720,719.

“Bush got a lot more votes in the five boroughs and in parts of New Jersey in 2004, and Kerry got a lower percentage than Gore did in a lot of places,” says Ira Stoll, editor of the New York Sun. “If you look at districts where Bush did better, it’s some of the places that lost a lot of people on 9/11. For example, I think a lot of Orthodox Jews may have voted for Gore-Lieberman in 2000 and may have voted Bush in 2004. Just anecdotally, I know people who were liberal Democrats before 9/11, and who are now still Democrats, but who voted for Bush and just think these terrorists are out to get us, and we’ve just got to do whatever it takes to defeat them before they get us again.”

If you look at the eight New Jersey counties closest to Manhattan, where residents were most likely to have a view of the Twin Towers, Bush’s number of votes and share of the vote increased by amounts ranging from the moderate to the dramatic.

Former Bush campaign staffer Patrick Ruffini examined Bush’s vote at the municipal level in New Jersey, and found a stunning display of how Bush’s share of the vote grew from 2000 to 2004. A smattering of municipalities saw Bush’s share of the vote reduced from 2000—Harding Township, Mantoloking, Princeton. But large chunks of the state—just about everywhere south of Burlington and Monmouth, and almost all of the Bergen and Hudson county municipalities in the northeast, closest to New York City—saw dramatic gains in Bush’s vote, from 4 percent to 14 percent higher than in 2000. The most dramatic turnaround came in Monmouth County, which lost 158 people on September 11, more than any other New Jersey county. Gore won Monmouth with 55 percent to Bush’s 45 percent in 2000. In 2004, Bush beat Kerry 55 percent to 44 percent.

Overall, Bush’s share of the vote in the Garden State increased by 6.2 percent from 2000. In New York, he increased his total by 5.3 percent, and in Connecticut, by 5.6 percent.

Ed Kilgore is vice president of the Democratic Leadership Council, an organization dedicated to pulling his party to the center. He grasps—and fears—that a devastating gap has grown between the views of the Democratic base and the rest of the country on the issue of American military power:

 

In the end, however, the folly of the administration’s Iraq policy did little or nothing to undermine public faith in Bush’s record on fighting terrorism generally, and that, not Iraq, was the ball game on national security. At a subrational level, many Americans who were disturbed by the course of events in Iraq—and retroactively, by the deceptions Bush used to get the war going—probably sized up Bush as follows: some Arabs killed a lot of Americans; Bush killed a lot of Arabs; and whatever else happened, there were no more attacks on the United States. Kerry’s critique of Bush’s record never adequately addressed those feelings, while reinforcing Republican claims that Kerry would be another Jimmy Carter, all talk and deliberation, but little or no action in difficult cases ….

As University of Maryland professor and long-time DLC adviser (and, for the record, a vocal opponent of the decision to invade Iraq) Bill Galston has often pointed out, when asked if they believe U.S. military power is, on balance, a force for good or evil in the world, Americans endorse the positive view by a four-to-one margin. But the vast majority of the 20% who take what might be called the Michael Moore position are Democrats.”8

 

Yet in some circles, the perception that gay rights and abortion represented electoral poison for the Democrats became so powerful that some wondered if the party could remain socially liberal.9 Kevin Drum, the in-house blogger of the liberal Washington Monthly, rebuked his fellow Democrats for being all too willing to dump their principles on social issues while averting their eyes from the political costs on national security stances.

“Fighting terrorism is the major swing issue of the day, and perceived Democratic weakness toward terrorism is likely to remain our biggest electoral albatross for quite a while,” Drum wrote. “It’s remarkable, really, that an awful lot of commenters have seemed blithely willing to recommend that Democrats appease the Christian right on this, like abortion choice and gay rights, which are core issues for liberalism. At the same time, though, they’re silent on the possibility of changing our tune on terrorism, which isn’t.”

 

THE FEEL-GOOD EXPLANATION

 

Of course, the “gay marriage brought out the yahoo vote” explanation is emotionally satisfying to Democrats. Those members of the party who buy into this conclusion can take solace in the idea that their losses in 2004 (and to a lesser extent, 2002) are a reflection of their sophistication and moral superiority. To use a metaphor that would outrage red staters, they believe Democratic candidates are bleeding at the ballot box like Christ on the cross, suffering for the sins of a homophobic electorate.

New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd wrote on the Thursday after the 2004 election: “The president got re-elected by dividing the country along fault lines of fear, intolerance, ignorance, and religious rule. He doesn’t want to heal rifts; he wants to bring any riffraff who disagrees to heel. W. ran a Jihad in America.”

Robert Borosage, codirector of the left-of-center Campaign for America’s Future, declared, “[Bush] survived by waging the most negative and dishonest campaign that we have witnessed by an incumbent president, at least since Richard Nixon. He wrapped himself in the flag, he stoked the fears and passions of the evangelical right, he divided the country with gay-baiting.”10

The overall message of these comments is essentially, “Don’t worry, Democrats! Your defeat was just a sign that you’re better people than the Republicans.” How reassuring, how soothing, how much more comforting it makes the successive defeats feel. Why, when the leadership of the nation can be decided by the votes of mere plebes—a mass of fearful, emotional, hate-filled bumpkins—winning an election would almost feel like a moral compromise.

The explanation that weakness on terrorism has cost Democrats two straight elections provides no such consolation or sense of righteousness. In fact, it’s perhaps the interpretation that is most disturbing, because it contends the party flunked one of the first tests of any political leader—can you keep the people safe?
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