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What happened in November?
Over the past four years, conser-

vative fortunes have declined to the
extent that they are identified with
those of the Republicans in Wa s h i n g-
ton. You can’t explain the disappoint-
ing results in November 1998 without
looking back to 1994. Remember the
old days of the Republican Revolution?

T h e re ’s still a misunderstanding
about what actually happened in
November 1994, when House Republi-
cans picked up fifty-two seats and took
c o n t rol of the House for the first time
in forty years. There was no mandate
for dramatic change in that election. It
was a rejection of Democratic gover-
nance. The public was annoyed with
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Bill Clinton; they felt he had been
elected under false colors. 

In 1992, the voters were annoyed
with George Bush—a good, decent
man, but unfortunately he fell out of
favor with the American public. When
G e o rge Bush lost in 1992, the Republi-
cans picked up seats despite his loss. It
seemed to me to be a peculiar sort of
f ru s t r a t i o n - w i t h - G e o rge Bush vote, but
the voters also thought they were get-
ting a New Democrat in this young
g o v e rnor from Arkansas. 

By November 1994, Clinton didn’t
look much like a New Democrat. He
looked like a liberal, and Americans
d o n ’t elect liberals to the pre s i d e n c y.
He had tried to foist a huge govern-
ment scheme in the area of health care .
He had endorsed gays in the military,
t h e reby drawing attention to a bre a c h
between himself and the senior mili-
t a ry leadership. He had appointed
Jocelyn Elders, who had become very
c o n t roversial, to be surgeon general.
The crime bill—which ultimately
passed in the fall of 1994—painted him
as a liberal. Remember all the criti-
cisms about pork spending and dance
lessons for criminals? Opponents had
fun making fun of it. He had passed a
tax increase, and Washington was
looking at deficits as far as the eye
could see. 

Only 43 percent of the public
a p p roved of Bill Clinton by November
1994; 60 percent said in polls that they
wanted fewer services and lower taxes.
Clinton was not on the ballot, of
course, but the national trend clearly
f a v o red Republicans—the altern a t i v e

p a rty—and 75 percent of the open
seats in Congress went Republican. 

It was not an election based on the
merits of the Contract with America.
There was no mandate for fundamental
change. The Contract with America
wasn’t an advantage until the following
J a n u a ry, when it proved to be an impor-
tant organizational tool for Republi-
cans. They were surprised themselves
that they had taken the House after
being in the wilderness for so long, and
the Contract with America gave them
an agenda that forced them to take the
reins of leadership and start moving
bills. It had not played a very large role
in November. At that point, the
Republicans were on probation. The
public knew they were n ’t Democrats
and that they weren’t going to be liber-
al. They were elected simply because
they weren’t Democrats. 

They also were n ’t of one mind.
T h e re were then and remain now criti-
cal divisions among Republicans that
have stalled an agenda. There is a
Republican majority on Capitol Hill,
but it is not a conservative majority—
not operationally, not yet. The Con-
tract with America implied a GOP
consensus that doesn’t really exist.
T h e re are intramural fights that still
have to be fought, from tort re f o rm to
health care re f o rm, environmental pol-
i c y, and tax policy. To mask these re a l
d i ff e rences on the Republican side of
the aisle, the GOP agenda was re d u c e d
to the lowest common denominator,
the one thing all Republicans could
a g ree on: a balanced budget. 
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Balancing the Budget
C o n s e rvatives invariably endorsed a

balanced budget as a proxy for re d u c i n g
g o v e rnment: If this is how we are final-
ly going to start cutting govern m e n t ,
fine—we too are on board to eliminate
the deficit. More liberal Republicans,
of course, wanted to balance the bud-
get as a matter of fiscal discipline. Both
liberals and conservative Republicans
and Democrats by 1994 had been
spooked by Ross Perot, who had made
deficits a big issue, and by the Concord
Coalition. The single agenda item they
rallied around was eliminating the
deficit. This meant, unfort u n a t e l y,
having to rein in Medicare spending. 

That, of course, became the over-
reach that Republicans committed.
They didn’t only target unpopular pro-
grams, of which there are plenty at the
federal level. What they did decide to
do in the interest of reaching their goal
of a zero deficit was to attack the
Democrats’ re i n f o rced machine gun
p o s i t i o n — M e d i c a re. What could be
simpler for the Democrats than a slo-
gan, right? Save Medicare, vote Demo-
cratic. But the die was cast, and that is
w h e re Republicans were headed. 

Bill Clinton adjusted far faster to a
Republican Congress than the Repub-
licans themselves did. He had mistak-
enly defined himself as a liberal and
had paid a heavy price for doing so.
Now he was able to redefine himself in
relation to these new people ru n n i n g
Capitol Hill, and he did it very eff e c-
t i v e l y. Triumphant Republicans fool-
ishly declared the president irre l e v a n t ,
fatally underestimating his bre a t h t a k-

ing ability to adjust, his re s i l i e n c y, and
his great political reflexes. He is a ter-
rific politician. 

The public supported the balanced-
budget goal. The Republicans had
endorsed it. Congressional Democrats
w e re still fighting it, fearing the eff e c t
it would have on some of their favorite
p rograms. The Republicans convinced
themselves that Clinton couldn’t possi-
bly turn on his Democratic colleagues
on Capitol Hill and get on board this
agenda. In fact, he was perfectly capa-
ble of doing so, and along came the evil
genius Dick Morris to advise him. Mor-
ris told the president that as long as the
Republicans had an exclusive franchise
as budget balancers, they could justify
any cuts they wished; they could arg u e
for savings in Medicare, Medicaid, col-
lege scholarships—unfortunate but
n e c e s s a ry, in the public’s view, to bal-
ance the budget. 

On the other had, Morris told the
p resident, these cuts would be politi-
cally unforgivable if the budget could
be balanced by other spending re d u c-
tions that did not sacrifice our so-
called core values. So by mid-1995, the
p resident had endorsed the balanced
budget, thereby turning on the Repub-
licans with a vengeance. He said he
could balance the budget without
touching Medicare, Medicaid, the
e n v i ronment, or education. 

So why were the Republicans going
after those programs? the public asked. 

Out of pure mean-spiritedness, said
the Democrats. We are able to achieve
the same goal without touching any of
those things. 

The congressional Democrats fell
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into line as a matter of political sur-
vival, and the theme was set for the
next couple of years: Protect Medicare ,
the environment, and education. The
Republicans are using the budget as an
o p p o rtunity to destroy those pro g r a m s .
We can balance the budget painlessly. 

So who do you suppose wins? The
party asking for tough choices about
popular programs, or the guy who claims
to be able to do it painlessly? The seduc-
er wins, right? Republicans had then
lost their franchise on the balanced bud-
get, and they had no language with
which to sell limited government
because for two years they had made the
size of the deficit the be-all and the end-
all. They had abandoned arguments
about the size of government. 

Conservatives should recognize that
the balanced-budget fight was lost to
the extent that we now live in a world
of balanced-budget liberalism. We have
a zero deficit. We even have a sort of
phony surplus on the books—and guess
what? We are able to have a zero deficit
with historically high levels of federal
spending. That is something the
Republicans hadn’t anticipated. We
have a re c o rd high tax burden. Federal
spending has increased from $1.4 tril-
lion when Republicans took the House
to over $1.7 trillion now. The median
family pays 40 percent of its income in
taxes. But we have no deficit.

Zero deficit has become a Republi-
can straitjacket. With the huge tax re v-
enues this good economy is throwing
off, we can now afford all sorts of new
programs, but it is so important not to
put Washington back in the red ink that
we can’t have any significant tax breaks. 

The New Democrats
A coro l l a ry problem to the bal-

anced-budget liberalism enviro n m e n t
that Washington finds itself in is this:
How do Republicans deal with the
New Democrats, the effective clothing
Bill Clinton has now donned? I think
we do have to admit that, over the
years, many conservative gains were
attributable to the excesses of liberal-
ism. Back to the sixties. Remember
a m n e s t y, acid, and abortion? The part y
was soft on communism, crime, and
w e l f a re, and as a result, conserv a t i v e s
enjoyed a lot of policy victories. 

Again, we go back to Dick Morr i s .
He spotted how liberals had advanced
c o n s e rvative ends by being too liberal,
and he lectured his apt pupil in the
White House about how to deal with
Republicans by not making things so
easy for them. What did Morris say to
the president? If you raise taxes, go soft
on crime, oppose work for welfare, or
weaken the military—if you wander
into the Republicans’ line of fire — t h e y
a re going to kill you every time. But
they have no other game plan. 

M o rris was exactly right. In the
absence of Democrats who are willing
to cooperate by making any of those
fatal mistakes, the Republicans have a
d i fficult time getting traction. All of a
sudden they realize it is not enough to
be against something a liberal Demo-
crat is proposing. They need an aff i rm a-
tive agenda of their own. Congre s s i o n a l
Republicans have not yet figured out
what that agenda ought to be. 

Bill Clinton has put a new face on
the Democrats, at least superf i c i a l l y,
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and is relegitimizing government in the
mind of the middle class. He is not
defending a liberal welfare state. He is
not advocating raising taxes. He favors
the death penalty. He is speaking
straight to the middle class, who have
had an antipathy to the federal govern-
ment, about investing in their chil-
d ren. That is very appealing to
middle-class voters. They are begin-
ning to wonder if maybe they have
misjudged the federal govern m e n t —
maybe there are things the federal gov-
e rnment can do to help their commu-
nities after all. 

What the GOP has to do, in the
face of an agenda relegitimizing the
role of government, is to delegitimize
g o v e rnment, to remind people of what
g o v e rnment has wrought and the
ruinous effect of government policies.
The Republicans have done very little
of this. There have not been oversight
hearings with businesspeople and pro p-
e rty rights people about victims of the
o v e rreach of the federal government. 

The Democrats built up this huge
behemoth in Washington over the
years by bringing in victims to testify.
They brought in people whose needs
w e re not being met and invariably
designed federal programs to answer
the perceived needs. Republicans could
p rofitably spend their time bringing in
victims of government overreach and
see if they can’t start whittling away
g o v e rnment based on the ru i n o u s
e ffects it has had. 

Why not talk about race and gender
p re f e rences, the hideous spoils system
e n f o rced by the government? Tw i c e
now—in California and in Washington

State—voters got a chance to pass
judgment on race and gender pre f e r-
ences, and they overwhelmingly voted
to eliminate them. Our own govern-
m e n t ’s categorizing us by race and
handing out benefits by race has an
insidious effect on all of us getting
along. We are Americans first. 

As the party of education, the
Democrats should be the party of edu-
cation consumers, but it is pretty clear
that they are the party of education
p roviders. Republicans have a big chal-
lenge with respect to trying to get a
piece of this issue that now benefits
Democrats. I don’t know that educa-
tion is ever going to be an issue that
benefits Republicans, but they could be
far more creative than they have been
in having answers to education con-
sumers’ very real questions.

Republicans unfortunately have lost
the tax issue. A week before the elec-
tion, a CBS–New York Times poll asked
which party was more apt to cut taxes.
N e i t h e r, the public said—a pretty smart
judgment, it seems to me. Republicans
have to recognize that it is no longer
enough to talk about wanting to cut
taxes. There is a great deal of cynicism
on the part of a weary public that never
quite seems to realize these tax cuts
Republicans keep talking about.

F i n a l l y, of course, is there a more
critical area for congressional Republi-
cans to turn their attention to than for-
eign policy and the incredible neglect
on the defense side? The heads of all
the armed services are testifying on
Capitol Hill about the poor state of
readiness our forces are in. And we
have an incoherent foreign policy that
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puts our troops at risk, given Bill Clin-
t o n ’s propensity to commit troops with
little planning on the mission to be
accomplished, when the mission might
be over, and when our troops might
come home. The key responsibility of
g o v e rnment is providing for national
defense. This administration has not
been doing that pro p e r l y, and it is an
a rea that Republicans talk about too
i n f re q u e n t l y. 

The 1996 Surre n d e r
The Republicans still did okay in

1996 with Bob Dole at the top of the
ticket. In spite of the big loss at the
p residential level, they kept the House
and actually picked up seats in the
Senate—not a bad result given the
reelection of Bill Clinton. They had
s u rvived a relentless yearlong attack,
paid for by illegal campaign contribu-
tions, yet they came back after the
1996 elections not feeling victorious,
and that has been their state of mind
ever since. Republicans who were
reelected despite the incredible attack
f rom the Democrats seemed unbeaten,
but bowed, and they became risk-
adverse. You still see that sort of atti-
tude now, and it certainly was not
helped by the 1998 election.

They were remarkably shaken by
Bob Dole’s losing to Bill Clinton. I can’t
quite figure out why. It is not that they
ever really thought Bob Dole was such a
fantastic national candidate. He is a
g o od, decent man, but he was not exact-
ly being held in re s e rve until the Repub-
licans had a tough race on their hands.

Too many Republicans were compla-

cent about running Dole because they
assumed that it was only a matter of
time before Clinton was going to self-
destruct, that the scandals eventually
would catch up with him, that it was
only a matter of time before the public
caught on. That was a substitute for an
attractive, aggressive agenda. Two years
later, it doesn’t look any more likely to
happen than it did back then. 

D o l e ’s loss was unfortunate for the
Republicans at the national level, but
54 percent of voters voted for Republi-
cans for Congress. Still, they were in a
m o od to surrender to what they now
saw as Bill Clinton’s supernatural pow-
ers of communication: Regardless of
what we say, he is somehow going to
make the issue work for him and win.
They thought the best course was to
stop fighting about balanced budgets
and program cuts and taxes and sign on
to a bipartisan budget deal with Clin-
ton. It was a very costly budget deal. 

Within a few short years, re v o l u-
t i o n a ry Republicans who were going to
dramatically reduce the size of govern-
ment were signing on to a budget $79
billion higher than the budget on
which Clinton had campaigned for
reelection. The 1997 budget deal
included the biggest increase in social
spending in thirty years. The tax cut
was less than 1 percent of re v e n u e s
over the following five years. On the
policy front, it was a costly deal. 

It was costly politically, too. By sign-
ing off on a so-called balanced budget
that spent huge sums of new monies,
the Republicans were complicit in
phony deficit reduction, and they per-
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mitted Clinton and his fellow Democ-
rats to be recast as fiscally re s p o n s i b l e .
Remember what Congressman Charlie
Rangel of New York announced follow-
ing the 1997 budget deal: We have
s h a t t e red the myth of tax-and-spend
liberals. Republicans had given Democ-
rats cover for this phony, big-govern-
ment balanced-budget deal. 

Defection of the High
E a rn e r s

Come 1998, the Republicans still
had not regained their policy initiative.
They were still thinking that Bill Clin-
ton had all but supernatural powers of
persuasion, and they were enorm o u s l y
f rustrated that the scandals had not yet
been fatal to him. They made the criti-
cal mistake that John Kasich calls the
Curse of Lewinsky: feeling that finally
a scandal had come along that definite-
ly was going to take out Clinton, and
t h e re f o re the Republicans didn’t have
to do very much. They also felt they
d i d n ’t have to do very much for a base
dispirited by the budget deal and the
disappointing policy agenda. They felt
that their base so disliked Clinton that
they were going to come out and vote
a n y w a y, so they didn’t have to off e r
v e ry much on the policy side. They
w e re proven wrong, of course. 

In November 1998, 2 million fewer
Republicans voted than had voted in
1994. But when your guy is under
attack, you circle the wagons. It’s the
same thing that makes Newt Gingrich
a great fund-raiser among the Republi-
can base: his supporters see their guy
being attacked and they rally to him. 

Democrats rallied to Bill Clinton
far more than Republicans turned out
to express their disapproval. The
Republicans also lost Christian conser-
vative voters. A third of Christian con-
s e rvative voters voted Democratic this
time. Democrats are wising up and ru n-
ning socially conservative candidates
w h e re it is helpful to them. Pro - l i f e
Democrats were elected to open seats
in Illinois, Mississippi, and Kentucky.

Most import a n t l y, guess who defect-
ed from the Republicans, and under-
standably so? Support for Republicans
among voters making more than
$75,000 fell by eight points. Among
those making more than $100,000,
t h e re was a ten-point drop since 1994.
Republicans still carry higher- i n c o m e
voters, but those are dramatic drops. 

These higher-income voters make
up 24 percent of the electorate, and
they clearly credited Clinton with the
s t rong economy. The Republicans per-
mitted this economy to become the
Clinton economy. In 1994, thre e - q u a r-
ters of those who thought Clinton was
doing a good job voted Democratic.
That is to be expected. The diff e re n c e
in 1998 was that 55 percent of voters
a p p roved of the pre s i d e n t ’s job perf o r-
mance, compared to 44 percent in
1994. These more affluent voters can
be forgiven for not expecting Republi-
cans to cut their taxes since almost
e v e ry proposed tax cut is means tested
to exclude anybody making more than
$ 7 5 , 0 0 0 .

This is my attempt to explain some
of the mistakes the Republicans have
made in the past, the state they cur-
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rently find themselves in, and the
e n o rmous challenge they face in this
e n v i ronment of New Democrats. I
anticipate that Al Gore also will try to
p resent himself as a New Democrat
and will avoid the liberal excesses that
make Republicans’ jobs all too easy. 

The challenge for Republicans is to
have an aff i rmative, attractive policy
agenda to contrast with that of the
New Democrats. Unfort u n a t e l y, the
triumphant declaration of 1994, when
Republicans took the House, has been
replaced, for the moment, by a battle-
w e a ry, risk-adverse, ideologically inse-
c u re congressional part y ’s new motto:
Veni, vidi, Ve l c ro . We came, we saw,
and we are trying to stick around. 

Following her talk, Kate O’Beirn e
took questions from her audience,
including American Experiment pre s-
ident Mitch Pearlstein and form e r
Minnesota congressman Tim Penny,
now an adviser to Governor Jesse
Ve n t u r a .

Charles Hann: Your explanation of
what took place is well taken. My ques-
tion is w h y it happened. Is the Republi-
can leadership as inept as it seems to
be, or is there another explanation?

Kate O’Beirn e : In fairness to the
Republican leadership, they were not
alone in underestimating Bill Clinton.
He took an enormous blow in Novem-
ber 1994. On his watch, his party lost
C o n g ress for the first time in fort y
years. One reasonably could have
expected that that would have had him
reeling for some time. It didn’t. He is
e n o rmously adept at adjustment, and

he adjusted to what had just happened
far faster than Republicans did to con-
t rolling Congress for the first time.

We were all told about his political
skills, but there is always this aw-come-
on feeling. He was a governor from a
backwater state, a one-party state. Can
he really be that good among national
politicians? Well, yes, as a politician he
is that good. 

The Republicans also misread the
Democrats’ willingness to hold on to
power at almost any cost. They felt
that the Charlie Rangels and the Dick
G e p h a rdts could never endorse the
goal of a balanced budget, that the
inability of the congressional Demo-
crats to go along with the balanced
budget was going to tie the pre s i d e n t ’s
hands. But this president has pro v e n
willing to betray people far closer to
him than congressional Democrats,
and the Democrats have gone along
with it. Having lost the House and the
Senate, they are smart enough to re a l-
ize that it is not a time to be fighting
with the Democrat in the White
House. 

That probably wouldn’t have hap-
pened on the Republican side. Yo u
would have Republicans who still
w o u l d n ’t have endorsed something
that so contradicted what they
believed in just to hold on to power. 

Ve ry often you attribute your own
motives and M.O. to the other guy.
That is a mistake. Democrats re a l l y
think quite diff e rently than Republi-
cans do. Democrats need to be in gov-
e rnment to survive. The Democratic
base depends upon their political bene-
factors—the trial lawyers, the unions,
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all the grantees who are funded by gov-
e rnment—being in power. They need
to remain in power badly enough that
they are far more flexible than Repub-
licans give them credit for being. 

Mistakes were made, but the
Republican leadership was in pre t t y
g o od company in making some of those
m i s c a l c u l a t i o n s .

Paul Ly s e n : How could the role of
the national media in lionizing Clin-
ton and demonizing Republicans be
e ffectively countere d ?

Kate O’Beirn e : A liberal media is
always a problem for conservatives and
Republicans trying to make their case.
Sometimes we make it too much of a
p roblem. 

Ronald Reagan confronted a liberal
media too. When he started appearing
on the national scene, as far as the lib-
eral media was concerned, he was a
d a n g e rous idiot. The public got a good
look at him and said, We don’t think
so. The media were always hostile to
Reagan, and most of them still are con-
vinced that he was glib and worked
some sort of alchemy on the public.
They never have been willing to give
him the credit he deserves. With a
compelling message and an attractive
messenger—no small thing—you can
b reak through those media biases. 

The media are far more competitive
n o w. The monopoly that the big thre e
television networks had as recently as
the Reagan years is gone. People get
their information from all sorts of dif-
f e rent places; it is actually a far better
e n v i ronment for conservatives in that
respect. Too often Republicans use the

media as an excuse for why they are not
doing better when, in fact, they don’t
have much of a message. A compelling
enough message won’t be ignored.

C o rtes DeRussy: I share your view
that the American people are essential-
ly conservative and, given the opportu-
n i t y, will respond. What’s needed, it
seems to me, is a strong, attractive,
a rticulate voice—another Reagan, if
you will. Do you see any such person on
the horizon? Does it come in the Bob
Livingstons of the world or the Wa rd
Connerlys? Where under this Republi-
can umbrella, if that is where we have
to be, do we find some leadership?

Kate O’Beirn e : T h e re are a number
of people at the national level who do a
c redible job as attractive, likable spokes-
men for conservative causes. We don’t
have enough of them, and it is always a
p roblem trying to do it from Congre s s
because of the cacophony of voices. This
is something Republicans have learn e d .
Newt Gingrich actually believed he
could govern from Congress. You can’t .
What the Democrats learned over fort y
years was that you can change the ru l e s
to ensure yourself a majority, but you
c a n ’t govern from Congress. 

We have some attractive pre s i d e n-
tial candidates who will soon be get-
ting more national attention. Georg e
Bush in Texas is an attractive candi-
date. I think John McCain of Arizona
is going to run; he is attractive and lik-
able and does a good job on TV, which
does matter. We can all wish it were n ’t
so, but it is not a completely superf i c i a l
ability to be attractive and likable on
television. Happily, Al Gore isn’t par-
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ticularly good on television, and at
some level, the Democrats re c o g n i z e
that. Bill Clinton is a likable individ-
ual. I don’t like him, but objectively I
can see that he is. Al Gore is not. I like
Steve Forbes. John Ashcroft from Mis-
souri is an experienced govern o r. 

Republicans shouldn’t postpone
doing things, but it will be easier when
t h e re are presidential candidates who
a re out competing for votes and mak-
ing their case as a counterweight to Bill
C l i n t o n ’s monopoly.

Tim Penny: I appreciate and agree
with your observation about the con-
gressional Republicans’ motto. Here in
Minnesota, it’s Veni, vidi, Ventura: We
came, we saw, we voted for Jesse Ve n t u-
ra. What can you tell us about Wa s h i n g-
t o n ’s view of what we have done here ?

Kate O’Beirn e : You have re a l l y
frightened Washington. They don’t do
well at all with the unexpected. 

Look at the effect Ross Perot had on
Washington—and in some respects he
was not as interesting or attractive a
candidate as even Jesse Ventura was.
What did Perot do? Washington was
completely ignoring the issue of the
balanced budget. Some green eyeshade
types, maybe some Concord Coalition
types, would mumble about it. Then
P e rot popularized it in 1992, and boy,
did they fall in line pretty darn quick
because they were so spooked by the
s u p p o rt Perot had. He did the same
with campaign finance re f o rm. It was
talked about but never acted upon in
Washington until he started carry i n g
on about it.

Because they are so nervous so

often, an outside figure like a Ross
P e rot or a Jesse Ventura has the ability
to catch their attention and tell them
something is going on out here: People
a re responding to something that they
a re not paying enough attention to.
They might react in all sorts of inap-
p ropriate ways, but it has caught their
attention. 

Republicans and Democrats can’t
a g ree on much, but they can agree that
they don’t like this third - p a rty phe-
nomenon. I grew up in New York with
a third part y, the Conservative Part y,
on the ballot. New York permits cro s s
endorsements: a candidate ru n n i n g
statewide can appear on more than one
line, and over time that wound up
being how the Conservative Part y
b rought the Rockefeller Republican
P a rty farther to the right. They ran
C o n s e rvative candidates against
Republican candidates, thereby acting
as spoilers and defeating Republicans
until the Republican establishment
s t a rted going to Conservatives and say-
ing, What do we have to do to get your
e n d o r s e m e n t ?

Tom Prichard: It seems like the
t e rms of debate have moved to the right
even though the parties are in a state of
flux. Could you talk about this shift? 

Kate O’Beirn e : I do believe there
has been a shift, and it is evidenced by
the fact that Bill Clinton is now a New
Democrat. The public is broadly con-
s e rvative in its sentiments about public
p o l i c y. They wanted welfare re f o rm e d .
They want somebody tough on crime.
They want taxes cut. Too few Republi-
cans, it seems to me, talk enough about
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tax burd e n s .
Look at our Republican govern o r s .

The media have recast them as middle-
o f - t h e - road pragmatists. But go look at
the news clips about John Engler in
Michigan when he was first elected. He
eliminated the state welfare pro g r a m
for able-bodied adults. He was demo-
nized, even on the national news. 

They have been pretty conserv a-
tive, those governors. Many of them
have cut taxes. They have been tough
on welfare. Many of them have signed
p a rt i a l - b i rth abortion bans. And they
a re all reelected. There is no evidence
in the 1998 election that social conser-
vative issues cost the Republicans. Jeb
Bush and George W. Bush both were
elected overwhelmingly as social con-
s e rvative, economic conservative Re-
publicans. The Democrats are begin-
ning to recognize that those issues have
potential for them and they shouldn’t
be writing off those voters.

Penny Steele [a Hennepin County
commissioner]: Jesse Ve n t u r a ’s rh e t o r i c
was tougher than ours on less govern-
ment. It was an antigovern m e n t ,
almost completely un-Minnesota cam-
paign. They talked about sliding-fee
child care, and he said why not abolish
it. No Republican would ever do that.
A Republican would be called cru e l ,
but there is Jesse Ventura talking about
small government and letting families
do things. 

But my question is this: I hear that
the Republicans want to cut the feder-
al Department of Education, that we
hate education. But we never talk
about the surc h a rge to federalize pro-

grams or make the case for keeping tax
dollars at the local level. Why don’t we
do that more ?

Mitch Pearlstein: This is an area I
too wanted to pursue. Kate, you didn’t
talk about the 1995 government shut-
down. When Bill Kristol was here
s h o rtly after, or shortly before, the
shutdown, he talked about how Repub-
licans had overreached in sounding too
a n t i g o v e rn m e n t .

You made the point before about
the need for conservatives to delegit-
imize government. You didn’t mean
that in the absolute sense; the question
is how to strike the right balance. Ta l k-
ing about cutting back on govern m e n t ,
doing it for good reasons, making it
sound rhetorically attractive—that
simply isn’t being done terrifically well.
Republicans took it in the chops when
they were seen as the ones re s p o n s i b l e
for shutting down the govern m e n t .

Kate O’Beirn e : The way the media
played the shutdown was this: The
Republicans want to eliminate the fed-
eral govern m e n t .

In fact, they were promoting a bud-
get that increased spending $300 bil-
lion. It was just unbelievable how they
got caught in that bind. I knew it was
the beginning of the end when two
days into the first shutdown, the net-
work news was re p o rting that this nice
couple, both white-collar govern m e n t
employees, which meant that they had
to be paid a living wage, were not going
to be buying a Christmas tree that year
because the government had been
closed. I thought, Oh, oh, buckle your
seat belts. The media are going to play
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into this phony baloney notion. 
The Republicans say things like

“ L e t ’s eliminate the Department of
Education.” The second half of the
sentence, of course, is “and send the
money back to the states.” People hear
only the first half, though. You and I
know the meddling role the Depart-
ment of Education plays, but it stands
as a symbol of Wa s h i n g t o n ’s commit-
ment to education. 

They ought to invert the sentence:
We are going to take $3 billion fro m
these 1970s programs for elementary
and secondary education and give it
straight back to the states and let peo-
ple decide how to spend it in their own
communities. 

Well, won’t that have the effect of
p retty much closing down the Depart-
ment of Education? 

It will have the effect of putting
money in the hands of parents and
local school boards. 

They are learning this slowly. They
a re still spooked, though, by the school
lunch phenomenon: they’re starv i n g
s c h o o l c h i l d ren, that kind of stuff .
Republicans go around with guilty con-
sciences, unfort u n a t e l y. They don’t
defend themselves very well. I’m afraid
that is why some of these outrageous
c h a rges stick. 

You wouldn’t make such a ridicu-
lous charge against somebody who
seemed like a more likable person with
some humor. Republicans always act
s o rt of guilty, like they’ve been caught
at something. They let themselves look
like the kind of people who actually
might enjoy starving a schoolchild. ■


