Paths to Victory
How Conservatives Win in Liberal Districts
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he Broadway play Evita has Juan Peron expressing
his disdain for democracy because of “the inconvenience
of trying to get a majority.” Many conservatives in this
country have similar misgivings about the electoral system. Not that they don’t expect their values to be approved by most Americans. But they are impatient with
the process of getting their programs ratified. “Conservatives often refuse to take their ideas to the people,” says
Representative Jack Kemp (R-NY). “They seem to distrust the engines of democracy.”
By contrast, liberals are consummate politicians. Not
only are they adept at winning decisively in Democratic
districts, but in many cases, they get elected by traditionally conservative constituencies. Examples of leftwing politicians in right-wing districts: Representatives
Thomas Downey and Robert Mrazek in New York,
Robert Edgar in Pennsylvania, Norman D’Amours in
New Hampshire, Michael Andrews in Texas, Jim Olin in
Virginia, and Senators Dennis DeConcini in Arizona and
Gary Hart in Colorado.
Not as many as there used to be. In 1980, the National
Conservative Political Action Committee, Moral Majority, and other grass-roots groups powerfully juxtaposed
the Washington voting records of liberal politicians with
their campaign rhetoric at home. As a result, Senators
McGovern, Culver, and Bayh now make speeches for a
living. Still, as columnist Jack Kilpatrick comments,
“You have probably ten liberals in a putatively conservative district for every one conservative in a liberal
district.”
How to change this? Perhaps some strategies can be
learned from five conservatives-two senators and three
congressmen-who have won elections in liberal Democratic areas. They are: Representative‘ Newt Gingrich
(Georgia 6th District), Representative Jack Kemp (New
York 31st District), Senator Rudy Boschwitz (Minnesota), Representative Chris Smith (New Jersey 4th
District), and Senator Paula Hawkins (Florida).
Gingrich at the Gates
Georgia is a Democratic state. In 1980, homespun
Jimmy Carter beat Ronald Reagan here, 56 to 41 per44

cent. Georgia has one Republican and one Democratic
senator, but its governor and nine out of ten congressmen
are Democrats. Mr. Gingrich’s Sixth District is even
more Democratic than the state as a whole. It falls just
south of the more conservative DeKalb County, encompassing the increasingly black suburbs of College Park
and Hapeville. Clayton County, the largest in the district,
contains a mixture of lower-middle-class workers and
professionals who work at nearby Atlanta Airport. “The
habit here is to elect Democrats to Congress,” says Rick
Allen, political editor of the Atlanta Journal.
But hardy Democrats. This isn’t limousine liberal
country. Most of the people still attend church on Sunday
and their kids don’t take drugs. Robert Weed, a long-time
Gingrich strategist, describes the district thus: “Our people are blue collar, traditional Democrats. They have
worked hard for what little they have, and want it protected from expropriation. For the last 10 years, they
have seen America slipping through their fingers. They
have a vague sense that the rules of the game are changing-that work no longer brings its reward, that you get
simply by grabbing.”
Republicans were for a long time unable to turn these
currents of cultural conservatism into political electricity. Since 1954, the Sixth District was represented by John
Flynt, a Dixiecrat described as “the caricature of the
Southern Congressman.” When Newt Gingrich opposed
Mr. Flynt in 1974, his candidacy was viewed with chagrin by Republicans and amusement by Democrats. After
all, Mr. Gingrich was a former professor of history and,
environmental studies at West Georgia College, a transplanted Yankee from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and a
man of few means and an improbable name.
But he ran an unorthodox campaign, which captured
voter attention. He alleged that “Washington is a conspiracy to take away the money and freedom of the
citizens of this country” and portrayed Mr. Flynt as
distant from local aspirations. He called for a “futureoriented conservatism” and spurned those in his party
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who were “frozen in reaction against Franklin Roosevelt.” Newt Gingrich was for Roosevelt; he wanted to
“keep the New Deal but dismantle the Great Society.”
And for one reason: Johnson’s programs destroyed incentive for the poor and unemployed, by subsidizing the
unproductive. Mr. Gingrich outlined his vision for a
“conservative opportunity society’’ in which the most
indigent would be sheltered, but the gates to freedom,
economic opportunity, and progress would be flung
open wide.
It was a heroic effort, but Mr. Gingrich lost narrowly
to John Flynt. His turn came in 1978, when Mr. Flynt
retired and the Democratic nomination went to Virginia
Shappard, a former state senator. In September, polls had
Mr. Gingrich trailing by 36 to 50 percent, 30 to 70
percent among women. But in the last weeks, Newt
Gingrich hit upon a brilliant strategy. He played down
his own positions on issues, instead ridiculing Ms. Shappard for her previous role as a welfare official and cataloging cases of fraud in social programs. Mr. Gingrich
was portrayed in his commercials not as a doctrinaire
right-winger but as a local hero, a folk personality who
would stand up for decency and rural level-headedness in
Washington. The other side was presented as elitist. A
Gingrich ad showed good old Newt eating a peanut
butter sandwich outside a $50 per plate Shappard dinner
with Rosalynn Carter. When the ballots were counted,
Mr. Gingrich had won.
During his first term, he stressed constituency service,
opening four district offices. Diligent representation was
his campaign theme in 1980. He also amplified the
themes candidate Reagan outlined, but in terms congenial to his constituency. “I talked about tax cuts not for
corporations but for the little guy to save and invest. And
spending cuts not to hurt the poor but to eliminate waste
and return to taxpayers money Washington had seized
from them. And traditional values like hard work, family, integrity.” Yet Mr. Gingrich made no attempt to
accommodate to his district’s views on all issues. He
spoke out eloquently against abortion, for instance, even
though polls had most of his constituency disagreeing
with him. His strategy was to create an overall image of
standing up for the people, and yet being willing to lead
on some issues. It worked: He walloped Democrat Dock
Davis 59 to 41 percent.
Mr. Gingrich didn’t cling to Ronald Reagan in the
recession year of 1982. Instead, he implied that the president was insufficiently devoted to his own promises of
1980 and projected himself as a New Right leader helping Reagan be Reagan. He also resurrected a theme he
had first used in 1974: military reform. We advanced
outlandish proposals such as the one calling for the government to offer a prize of $500,000 for anyone who
could invent a weapon that could pierce the armor of a
Russian tank. Mr. Gingrich did not spwiGcnlly favor
small defense systems over large ones, only :ni-.z: efficient
systems over boondoggles. This military r&xm theme
endeared Mr. Gingrich to Democrats suspicious about
unchecked and undiscriminating defense expenditures.
His victory margin wasn’t as large in 1982, but it was
substantial enough so that now, as Rick Allen says, “The
Paths to Victory

Representative Newt Gingrich (R-GA): Visionary of a
66somervativeopportunity
that would replace
the “liberal welfare state.”
Democrats are tired of running against Newt.” Mr.
Gingrich is expected to trounce his opponent, State Representative Gerald Johnson from Carrollton, in November this year.
Kemp’s Ladder
New York has a formidable Democratic Party machine, but its upstate voters tend to be prosperous Republicans. Jack Kemp’s 31st District is an exception. Buffalo
and its suburbs are heavily industrial and often produce
higher Democratic proportions than New York City.
The voting pattern of Mr. Kemp’s district is neither
ritualistically liberal, like the City, nor conventionally
Republican, like the suburbs; rather, it resembles that of
cities like Cleveland or Detroit. The heavily ethnic population-mostly Polish, Italian, and black-tends to vote
according to its checkbook, not according to the New
York Times or the local preacher.
Jack Kemp first won in 1970 when the incumbent
Democrat, Max McCarthy, ran unsuccessfully for the
Senate, and then split his own party’s vote by running as
an independent in the House race. Mr. Kemp was a
known conservative, having worked on Mr. Reagan’s
1968 presidential campaign, but he did not win on the
issues. Rather, he drew electoral accolade for the passes
he had thrown for the Buffalo Bills. Once in office, Mr.
Kemp faced the challenge of political self-definition. He
developed his own “people’s conservatism,” synthesizing ethnic populism with embryonic concepts he had
picked up from Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman.
This new philosophy bypassed squabbles over sharing
the public purse and emphasized the creation of wealth.
Mr. Kemp intrepidly told his district that he wouldn’t
vote for more spending programs, even locally beneficial
ones, until he had helped enlarge the economic pie. These
deferred promises can be politically ruinous, but Mr.
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Kemp stressed that he was not, in principle, opposed to
welfare spending: In fact, he wanted economic growth so
more social causes could be subsidized. Also he employed
the rhetoric of compassion to defend his “supply side”
economics. “I talk about capitalism with a big heart,”
Mr. Kemp told Policy Review. “I don’t let liberals monopolize the issue of caring. Also I try and frame my
issues in blue-collar terms. Most conservatives talk about
numbers. I talk about jobs. Many conservatives talk
about corporate profits. I talk about incentive. My main
point is that progress and growth do not mean the poor
get poorer, or the workers suffer. Labor and capital are
not opposed; they are related.”
Jack Kemp has developed the concept of “urban enterprise zones,” which proposes government subsidies not
for slothful workers and poverty-stricken businesses but
for energetic workers and successful enterprises. He tells
black voters in Buffalo, “I want a tax structure that helps
the poor to get rich. I want a safety net through which no
one can fall, and a ladder up which everyone can climb.’’
They believe him. Mr. Kemp has been endorsed by local
minority organizations including the NAACP. He is popular with minority groups and union members despite
opposition from some of their leaders.
George Borelli, a reporter with the Buffalo News,
attributes this to Mr. Kemp’s ability to project an image
of genuine concern about people’s everyday needs. “People may not agree with his views, but they are convinced
that he represents their interests,’’ Mr. Borelli says. “In
the time of the recession, his popularity was not affected
at all, even though Buffalo was one of the worst hit
areas.” People endured the Republican party through
intervals of high unemployment because they accepted
Jack Kemp’s view of the GOP as “the party not of the
country club or the corporate board room, but of the
street corner, the small entrepreneur, and the working
guy.”
No opponent has come close to unseating Mr. Kemp in
six reelection bids, and he wins by staggering percentages-he won 75 percent of the vote against Democrat
James Martin in the last election. The Democratic party
must therefore twist arms now to get people to run
against Jack Kemp: It means almost-assured humiliation.
Mr. Kemp’s margins of victory also suggest that he has
liberated himself, to some extent, from the push-and-pull
of public opinion in his district. He can take controversial
positions against the nuclear freeze, for the MX missile,
for nerve gas, and against protectionist legislation. A rare
privilege for a politician, he is essentially his own man.

Wendell Anderson immodestly named himself to the
post. Two years later Mr. Boschwitz was able to capitalize on public resentment against Mr. Anderson and
get himself elected senator.
Few expected him to do it. There was obvious irritation at Mr. Anderson’s power-grab out there, but what
was not obvious was how to convert this into votes. Mr.
Anderson, after all, was in the strong Democratic Farm
Labor (DFL)party voting tradition; he reflected the pulse
of the Norwegians, Swedes, and Germans who first emigrated to Minnesota and cultivated passionate, progressive politics. The DFL party has dominated Minnesota
elections since the 1930s; it’s as though the anger of the
Depression never melted in the frigid North. In 1972,
Minnesota was the second most Democratic state, after
Massachusetts. Jimmy Carter beat Ronald Reagan 47 to
43 percent in 1980, and five of the state’s eight congressmen are DFL members. The Republican party in the
state calls itself Independent Republican (IR) to suggest
separation from the national apparatus; its members also
vote considerably to the left of other Republicans, as a
price for staying in office.
Mr. Boschwitz powerfully appealed to the independence and cultural conservatism of the state in 1978. This
seems ironic; the National Journal gives him only a 35
percent conservative rating on social issues. (His defense
rating is 88 percent, and his economic rating 68 percent.)
But the people of Minnesota were drawn to Mr. Boschwitz’s personal image, which was down-home, open collar, anti-elitist. He never gave up his plywood-commercia1 image. Like plywood, he could bend without
breaking; he was willing to accommodate the views of his
constituents, and occasionally resist the national wing of
his party. For example, he vociferously opposed nuclear
power, which brought him plaudits in Minnesota but
charges of eccentricity in Washington. He supported the
Representative Jack Kemp (R-NY) defends his “supply
side” economics with the rhetoric of compassion. “I talk
about capitalism with a big heart, I don’t let liberals
monopolize the issue of caring . Most conservatives
talk about numbers. I talk about jobs.”

..

Boschwitz Plies His Personality
When Rudy Boschwitz was working his way to a small
fortune in the plywood business, Walter Mondale occupied the Minnesota Senate seat that Mr. Boschwitz
would eventually contest. Mr. Boschwitz shared the television screen with Mr. Mondale those days, but he paid
for his time: He was known around the state for his
plywood commercials, which featured him wearing an
open plaid shirt and colloquially praising the virtues of
trees. When Mr. Mondale vacated his Senate seat to
become vice president in 1976, Democratic Governor
46
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Legal Services Corporation at a time when conservatives
called it anathema. He was against banning busing. Yet,
on other issues, he showed independence even of his
constituency. He was unequivocally against abortion, for
example. His people interpreted this occasional deviation as a sign of his principled voting, Kis character. In
1978, Mr. Boschwitz engineered a subtle and peculiar
psychological phenomenon: The people of Minnesota
wanted to demonstrate their own independence of character by voting for him. He was the wild card, the renegade. He won in 1978 with 57 percent of the vote.
In 1984, he will most likely be faced by a wealthy and
powerful Democrat, Mark Dayton, who ran surprisingly
well in 1982 against Minnesota’s other senator, David
Durenberger. Mr. Dayton lavished $7 million of his own
money into his campaign, which forced the incumbent
Mr. Durenberger to scramble and raise $2 million. Mr.
Dayton ran with every leftist issue he could grab-from
income redistribution to disarmament to homosexual
rights-and gained votes because of it. He won big in
economically distressed Duluth and the Iron Range, but
lost in rural Catholic areas (Mr. Durenberger is Catholic
and prolife) and in the Twin Cities. Rudy Boschwitz will
have trouble butting against Mr. Dayton’s popular progressivism but if he can define his own agenda, he can
win. He is already setting up to run on the issue of
military reform; recently, he introduced, with Mark Andrews (R-ND), Charles Grassley (R-IA), and Ted Kennedy (D-MA), legislation that would force the Defense
Department to open bids for contracts to small businesses. “The day of the $500 clawhammer or the $440
plastic knob will soon be a thing of the past,” Mr.
Boschwitz predicts. The issue italicizes his independence
of the defense establishment; also, it tempts Mr. Dayton
into a reactionary position of opposing even a lean defense budget. Mr. Boschwitz has also placed himself on
the Agriculture Committee of the Senate, where he can
perform for the farming industry which governs the
economy of Minnesota. “This is one issue on which the
state isn’t independent minded,” says a columnist for the
Minneapolis Tribune.
Smith Shakes up Voters
Chris Smith was only 27 in 1980 when he defeated
incumbent Frank Thompson, who had represented New
Jersey’s Fourth District for almost three decades and was
considered part of the landscape. Chris Smith had been
creamed by Mr. Thompson, once before, in 1978. Nobody blinked: The district is three-to-one Democratic
with a 15 percent minority population, and Mr.
Thompson was an extremely personable politician. In
the interim, Mr. Thompson had been caught in the Abscam caper. But he was not yet convicted at the time of
the 1980 election, and many of his bases of support
endured. Chris Smith had lucked out, but not enough to
land him in Washington. That he managed by what his
campaign strategist calls “one-on-one visitation.”
The strategy was simple: Mr. Smith planned to shake
the hand of every person whose vote he expected to get.
Jim Goodman, political writer for the Trenton Times,
traveled with him. “He drove around in his beat up old

Senator Rudy Basschwita ( R - m ) was h o w around the
state for his plywood commercials, which featured him
wearing an open plaid shirt and c ~ l l ~ ~ p i apraising
lly
the
virtues of trees.
car which broke down every 20 miles,’’ Mr. Goodman
remembers. “But he wouldn’t stop. He must have knocked
on every damn door in the district.” Analysts also suspect
that people may have voted for Mr. Smith because they
felt sorry for him. We had a small-time sporting goods
business and was New Jersey executive director of the
Right to Life group. His net worth was estimated at
$15,000. When Smith won, Democratic bosses in New
Jersey shook their heads. They would uneniploy this
carrot-faced kid in 1982.
So they redistricted, pumping more Democrats into
Mr. Smith’s district. And they pitted him against Joseph
Merlino, former state senate president and long-time
Trenton politico. It used to be that Merlino had only to
put himself on the ticket to win elections. But this time he
was overconfident. And he faced a second campaign
juggernaut from incumbent Mr. Smith, who made whirlwind tours through his district, echoing the theme, “One
good term deserves another.” Chris Smith pointed out to
his people that he had returned home from Washington
every single weekend to serve local needs, speak at Rotary and womens’ clubs, or simply mingle with his constituents. He argued that his lack of important committee
assignments in Washington, usually considered a liability, was actually something he had worked for, to
enable himself to devote time to his district. He deftly
used his right-to-life position to split the Catholic vote in
such Merlino bases as Trenton and Mercer counties. He
also contrasted his unspoiled youthful image with the
caricature of Mr. Merlino as a cigar-chomping, backroom politician. When the votes were tabulated in 1982,
Chris Smith had accomplished what local politicians
regard as a minor miracle: In a heavily blue-collar, ethnic, and minority district he had defeated the Democratic
party stalwart with 53 percent of the vote. Only six
months earlier the American Political Report had rated
him the “most vulnerable incumbent in the country.’’
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It goes without saying that Mr. Smith will not be
underestimated in 1984. This time he’s running almost
entirely on constituency service. And he’s amassed a
formidable record: He has held more than 100 town
meetings in the district; he has followed through his
concept of one-on-one visitation, meeting individually
with constituents; he claims to have provided no less than
6,000 separate services in his four years in office. “I don’t
care who has a problem, my job is to help them,” Mr.
Smith says. “I couldn’t care less what political party they
belong to. My theory is that the people consider me a
congressman of all the people.” Who can compete
against this sort of rhetoric?
Chris Smith is a moderate conservative. He tells his
people he goes along with President Reagan 50 to 60
percent of the time. He votes for more education money,
Social Security increases, and Medicare; these are services his constituency insists upon. He also supports a
nuclear freeze. But he’s very conservative on social issues,
especially abortion and school prayer. He has worked to
loosen Soviet regulations for emigration of Jews, for
which he was recently cited by the National Conference
on Soviet Jewry. He is also a member of the Veterans’
Affairs Committee in the House and a strong advocate of
veterans’ benefits.
Whoever runs against Chris Smith this November,
Goodman says, “I don’t know a single Democrat who
thinks Smith won’t win. They only thing that cduld stop
him now is if Reagan became unpopular due to a turn in
the economy and if [popular Democratic Senator] Bill
Bradley carried a Democratic nominee through.” Jim
Goodman isn’t placing any bets on that one.
Hawkins & Her Dirty Dozen
Paula Hawkins wasn’t even raised in Florida. She
moved there from Utah when her Mormon husband
Gene relocated his electrical engineering business in
Winter Park. She had previously been a department store
model and stenographer. But Ms. Hawkins did not feel
displaced in Florida. Everybody in the state was, in some
way, a newcomer or foreigner. It’s a scrappy, catch-ascatch-can rambunctious sort of state, which suited Ms.
Hawkins fine because she’s a scrappy, catch-as-catch-can
sort of woman. Her first political act was to join a band
of housewives known as “the dirty dozen” to fight for
sewers in her community.
Although Ms. Hawkins served six years as a member
of Florida’s Public Services Commission (PSC), few expected her to run for the Senate, and probably only she
expected to win. But she did, upsetting the popular Democratic nominee Bill Gunter (who defeated incumbent
Richard Stone in the primary) to become one of two
women, both Republicans, to occupy Senate seats in
1980. “People voted for me because they know I’m feisty,
I care, I’ll fight for them,” Ms. Hawkins told Policy
Review. “Those are the qualities that people look for
today even more than the labels of Democrat and Republican.”
Ms. Hawkins was also able to turn the main feature of
Florida politics-instability-to
her advantage. She
promised to stand for tradition and family strength in a
48

Representative Chris Smith (R-NJ)knocked on almost
every door in his district. “He drove around in his beat up
old car which broke down every 20 miles, but he
wouldn’t stop.”
tumultuous environment that is being demographically
changed, polluted with oil-rigs and new industry, and
zapped out of’its mind by imported drugs. There are all
kinds of people in Florida-from Yankee retirees to
Southern rednecks to Cuban boat people to rural
blacks-and Paula Hawkins held out tidbits for each
one. She drew on the ferocious patriotism of the new
immigrants with her anticommunist rhetoric. Entrepreneurs liked her free enterprise zeal, and the unemployed
were pleased that she opposed President Reagan’s benefit
cutbacks. She especially allayed the fears of the elderly
with her defense of family equilibrium and her opposition to abortion and the Equal Rights Amendment. Yet
she refused to abandon the career-woman’s vote: Her
sponsorship of day care and child support legislation was
popular with young to middle-aged females. And of
course, everybody could support Ms. Hawkins’s declared war on drugs, everybody but the pushers, and only
a few of them vote.
Like Chris Smith, Paula Hawkins is no hardline conservative. She gave President Reagan some crucial
votes-for a balanced budget amendment, for preventing
federal funding of abortion, for banning court-ordered
busing, against the Legal Services Corporation. But she
also defected on important issues, notably spending programs such as education trimmings and, perhaps understandably, all proposals to reduce benefits to the elderly.
Hawkins’ critics from the left and the right complain that
she is unabashedly and irresponsibly political. “The
woman votes for tax cuts, spending increases, and the
balanced budget amendment, all at the same time,’’ one
journalist put it. “She’s not big on consistency.’’
During the last four years, Ms. Hawkins has focused
on two major concerns, which she is certain to make the
central issue of her reelection bid: drug enforcement and
missing children. She successfully proposed the Missing
Children Act in 1982, which established a national clearinghouse of information to help parents and police find
missing children. Her Hawkins Amendment linking for-
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eign aid to drug eradication passed the Senate 96 to zero
in November 1983. When she discovered that the depressant drug methaqualone being smuggled into Florida was
being produced by the People’s Republic of China, she
dashed off a letter to Premier Deng Xiaoping; shortly
thereafter, production of the drug dropped substantially.
It is this zesty personal style that has endeared Paula
Hawkins to her constituents, even if occasionally she
bungles a big one, such as the time she held a steak dinner
to explain to the press her decision to support cuts in the
food stamp program.
All five of these conservative winners show a remarkable sensitivity to the special character of their constituencies. They realize, as de Tocqueville wrote, “The people reign in the Amerizan political world as the Deity
does in the universe. They are the cause and aim of all
things; everything comes from them, and everything is
absorbed in them.” They have developed instincts that
are barometers of popular sentiment. “The bottom line is
populism,” says Merrick Carey, press representative for
Jack Kemp. “If you are willing to let people know that
you are willing to trust them to make their own decisions
and run their own lives, you win elections.” The problem, Mr. Carey says, is that “elitism invades our party.”
Our five do not interpret populism to mean that they
should be, on all questions, subservient to the prevalent
public urge. In fact, three of them-Representatives Gingrich and Kemp, and Senator Hawkins-have shown an
ability to define their own issues and persuade their
constituents; this positive tension between a politician
and his people goes by the name of “leadership.” Elusive
though the concept may be (like pornography, you know
it when you see it), leadership is probably the single most
consequential factor determining election outcomes.
Simple and Sincere
Newt Gingrich and Jack Kemp have had great success
in portraying themselves as what they are: national leaders of the “new conservatism.” Voters in Buffalo admit
that, in many cases, they do not understand the particulars of Mr. Kemp’s supply-side theorems. But they cannot mistake the aura of confidence and flamboyance,
and, yes, caring, that Jack Kemp projects, even while
discussing the most arcane budget proposal. Mr. Gingrich projects foresight and leadership on the issue of the
space program. He speaks enthusiastically about such
wild possibilities as putting handicapped people into
space to relieve them of ambulatory difficulties. What
benefit does a space program have to the folks back in
Georgia? None, except that space research appeals to
people who work at Atlanta’s airport and helps the commercial airline industry make technological advances.
But Newt Gingrich is a political success because he isn’t
too much of a politician. His space longings fulfill a
deeper impulse in the man. He is a frontiersman who has
run out of earthly frontiers. His people understand that.
Winning candidates generally have a talent for communicating their vision for society-not just intellectually, but also emotionally. Irving Kristol has lamented
the inability of conservatives to communicate the advantages of their programs, especially to groups outside the

Senator Paula Hawkins (R-FL): “People voted b
o
p me
because they know I’m feisty, I[ care, H’II fight for tbein.’,

Republican party: minorities, blue-collar Democrats, the
poor. Not only is conservative rhetoric parochial, but it is
also often antiseptic. Until recently, it mumbled about
incomprehensible issues like the deficit instead of making
a passionate appeal to the public. The historical evidence
for the success of an emotional politics goes back to the
trial of Socrates in Athens, when he was advised to
present “pitiful appeals with floods of tears, with infant
children produced in court to excite the maximum sympathy from the jurors.” Socrates rejected this counsel, a
political blunder, since the people then voted the death
penalty.
Another characteristic of successful politicians is their
ability to set the election agenda, not just in terms favorable to themselves, but also in the vocabulary of the vast
majority of their voters-Republican and Democrat. Mr.
Kemp is probably best at this. He tells voters, “The issue
is not rich versus poor, capital versus labor, black versus
white, consumer versus producer, or conservative versus
liberal. The issue is restoring the American Bream, getting this country moving again-not just for some, but
for all.” Mr. Kemp feels, with some justification, that
“conservative rhetoric has tended to be exclusive rather
than
Too often it concedes the interests of the
poor and the working class to liberals. Robert Weed,
Gingrich strategist, advises that “the way for conservatives to win elections is to present liberalism as an
alliance between certain elements of the rich and certain
elements of the poor against the average American.”
Norman Ornstein, professor of politics at Catholic
University and a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, believes that “there are certain areas in the country
where ideology matters.” For example, it would be virtually impossible for a Democrat to lose certain districts
in New York City, just as several upstate districts are
securely Republican. But for the most part, Mr. Ornstein
believes that “most people just aren’t that ideological.”
More important than the issues, in many cases, is a
“relationship of trust,” which a politician builds with his
people.
And in a sense this trust frees the politician from his
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constituency because his people feel that whatever projects he pursues will be in their interest. How to cultivate
trust? There’s no easy formula. Projecting sincerity, integrity, simple tastes, and in some cases (Mr. Smith, Mr.
Boschwitz, Ms. Hawkins) independence of party apparatus and narrow ideologies-all may help.
Stuart Rothenberg, a political scientist and author of
several studies of voting behavior, says conservative candidates must learn to be realistic about politics. In some
cases, he says, “They many have to go with their constituents instead of their ideology. I’m not saying they should
be unprincipled. I’m saying they should remember who
elected them. It’s important for conservatives to be reelected, so they can work for their overall agenda.” The
best example of what Mr. Rothenberg means is Senator
Jesse Helms’s advocacy of tobacco price supports, which
are vital to farmers in North Carolina but which seem to
undermine his free market ideology. Similarly, Chris
Smith votes for higher education, Paula Hawkins for
more Social Security, and Rudy Boschwitz for agricultural price supports-all of which show a willingness
to protect constituent needs even at the cost of appearing
inconsistent.
Real Idealism
Successful candidates, like our five studies, show a
knack for building broad coalitions, which strategists
hold to be a key to electoral victory. “Republicans don’t
understand coalition building and they don’t like it,”
charges Patrick McGuigan, editor of the Free Congress
Foundation’s Initiative and Referendum Report. Mr.
McGuigan advocates what Jack Kemp and Newt Gingrich have campaigned on: a conservative populism that
draws heavily on the traditional values and economic
initiative of the middle class. F o r too long, Mr.
McGuigan says, “The Republican establishment has focused its attention on economic issues. Now they are
probably the most important. But they only get you 40
percent of the vote. How do you go from 40 to 51
percent? By running on a strong defense and family
values.” Also conservatives should speak out sharply

against the big bank bailouts and corporate welfarism,
Mr. McGuigan says, because these liberal-initiated proposals outrage the average American, whose budget deficits at home are not remedied by Uncle Sam.
Moral issues, such as abortion and tuition tax credits,
have often been shunned by conservative candidates because they fear that even Republicans are divided about
them. But none of our five winners downplay these issues. In fact two of them-Mr. Smith and Mr. Kempuse them to “cross pressure” Democrats. Paul Weyrich
first advanced the theory that the abortion issue was a
crucial one for conservatives because, although Republicans were divided on it, they were unlikely to abandon
their party simply because they disagreed with its position on abortion, while antiabortion Democrats (especially Catholics) would be sorely tempted to break ranks
with their party. Chris Smith proved Mr. Weyrich’s hypothesis by using his prolife credentials to win Democratic votes on abortion, and he lost very few Republicans over it. School prayer is another potent political
issue, one which has no “downside effect” because almost everybody supports it. But people have not tended
to vote on this issue because conservatives have not
brought it to the forefront of the debate.
Finally, there is the matter of constituency service. This
is an absolute must for congressmen, but also important
for senators. By and large conservatives have not been as
good as liberals in addressing the specific needs of their
districts. Some analysts put this down to ideology-the
liberal view is more amenable to heavy social spending
on public works projects and local give-away programs.
But all politicians, to stay in office, must address such
local items as sewers, power plants, safe streets, money
for schools, garbage clean-up, and Social Security checks
for the elderly. Our five victors all work assiduously for
local needs because they realize that idealism in national
politics is only possible because of realism in local politics. Whatever people think of the nuclear freeze and
U.S. involvement in Central America, they want their
roads swept, their snow blown, and their earned entitlements flowing.
4
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Pyrrhic Defeat
B u r n Goldwater Lost bv a Landslide in 1964. But
His Legacy Changedthe Terms of National
Debate.
Karl O’Lessker
N e w York governor Alfred E. Smith lost the 1928
presidential elezion by a near landslide, receiving only
41.2 percent of the major party vote. It was the third
worst defeat of a Democrat since Reconstruction. Yet it is
now commonly accepted, thanks to the work of political
analyst Samuel Lube11 in his classic The Future of American Politics, that the Smith debacle foreshadowed a historic realignment of party strength; not only laying the
path to victory for Franklin D. Roosevelt four years later,
but more importantly starting the Democratic party toward the majority status that it has now held for half a
century.
It is now 20 years since the even worse defeat suffered
by Senator Barry Goldwater at the hands of President
Lyndon Johnson. Senator Goldwater won only 38.7 percent of the major party vote, the lowest that either Democrat or Republican had received since 1924. He carried
only six states-Arizona and five in the Deep South-and
in many states where he lost, a Republican had never
been beaten so badly. Some northeastern counties,voted
Democratic for the first time since the Civil War.‘
Yet like AI Smith, Barry Goldwater left a permanent
mark on American political history; the candidacy of
each turns out to have been a watershed, even in crushing
defeat. In 1980 a Republican presidential candidate
every bit as conservative as Barry Goldwater-and who,
in fact, first came to political prominence with a great
television speech near the end of the 1964 campaignwon a near-landslide victory over an incumbent Democratic president. The Reagan victory did not reflect a
major party realignment on the order of 1928 to 1936;
on the contrary, the Democratic party remains today the
majority party that emerged from the wreckage of 1928.
But the Reagan presidency has been possible only as a
result of the reshaping of the Republican party, which
began with the Goldwater nomination, and which has
transformed the terms of American political debate.
As Senator Goldwater recognized more clearly than
anyone, so long as the party became progressively more
liberal, under the leadership of eastern Republicans and
in emulation of the Democrats, the nation’s political
center of gravity would continue its inexorable move52

ment to the left. The only way to prevent that, Mr.
Goldwater saw, was to reestablish the GOP as a genuine
ideological (rather than merely spoils-of-office) opposition party. His own nomination, although seen by most
establishment pundits as a short-lived aberration, was
really only the first triumph of Mr. Goldwater’s strategy.
Among conservatives, Senator Goldwater commanded the passionate loyalty of a vast throng of amateur activists. But he had also been the overwhelming
favorite for the nomination among Republican party
professionals-officeholders and county chairmensince the defeat of Richard Nixon in 1960. How can they
have so badly misread Mr. Goldwater’s strength among
the general electorate.
Any explanation must begin with the impact on Senator Goldwater’s candidacy of the Kennedy assassination. Widely understood at the time, no single factor
contributed more to the outcome of the 1964 election. To
put it as simply as possible, Mr. Goldwater had had at
least a fighting chance to beat Kennedy; against Johnson
he had none. Conservatives then and afterwards cried
“foul” when liberals in both parties and the news media
began pronouncing Mr. Goldwater’s doom within days
of the assassination. But for all the obvious bias, even
meanspiritedness, of those pronouncements, they rested
on a base of political logic that had nothing to do with
vile motives. The central idea was this: Against the bigcity liberal northeasterner Kennedy, an attractive conservative westerner might well be able to sweep the South,
the West, and the Border States while holding on to
traditional Republican bastions in the Midwest and
Plains. But against the (apparently) moderate liberal Texan, the chances of that kind of sweep plummeted. Put
another way, Barry Goldwater’s salient strengths in a
contest with Kennedy disappeared when his opponent
became Lyndon Johnson.
The important question thus becomes not why Senator
Goldwater lost but why he lost so badly. In retrospect
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