
By Aaron Keith Harris

T
here is a lot of talk about the 
recent personnel shuffle at 
the White House. Nearly all 
of it is substance-free con-

ventional wisdom about President 
Bush and about presidential sec-
ond terms.

The script goes like this: The ap-
pointment of new Chief of Staff Josh 
Bolten is an unlikely-to-succeed at-
tempt to jolt the administration out 
of a swoon that plagues all second 
terms. And Bush must be really des-
perate since he demoted henchman 
Karl Rove, stripping him of his pol-
icy making role and evicting him 
from a choice office to make room 
for Bolten’s deputy. 

Add on high gas prices, low poll 
numbers and Iraq. All of this equals 
a Republican debacle in November 
as voters punish Bush for being too 
conservative and too arrogant. 

But conventional wisdom only ob-
scures the truth when it’s applied to 
an unconventional president. Tak-
en together, two recent books about 
Bush go deep enough to get at the 
real truth.

In “Impostor: How George W. 
Bush Bankrupted America and Be-
trayed the Reagan Legacy,” econo-
mist Bruce Bartlett makes a con-
vincing case that Bush simply isn’t 
a conservative. From No Child Left 
Behind to pure pork to the unspeak-
ably ridiculous Medicare drug plan, 
Bush’s fiscal recklessness is in a 
league with FDR and LBJ. 

For Bartlett, Bush’s betrayal will 
be complete when Republicans in 
the near future have to accede to 
drastic new taxes aimed at deficit 
reduction, scattering the various 
factions that Reagan brought to the 
party with his tax-cutting conserva-

tism. But unlike Reagan, W. doesn’t 
have a Democrat Congress to blame 
for his deficits. He’s never even pre-
tended to threaten a veto in order to 
curb appropriations.

Bartlett, who worked in the Rea-
gan White House and the elder 
Bush’s Treasury Department, also 
echoes a criticism that usually hits 
Bush from the left: An imperious 
Bush chooses political appointees 
chiefly for their loyalty to him, which 
keeps more effective and talented 
policy hands on the bench.

Also a conservative, Fred Barnes 
probably wouldn’t disagree with 
many of Bartlett’s specific com-
plaints. But he’s not surprised that 
Bush has not governed as a typical 
conservative. In “Rebel-in Chief” 
Barnes points out that compas-
sionate conservatism is actually 
“big-government conservatism.” 
Bush believes that the power and re-
sources of the federal government 
should be used to achieve conserva-
tive goals, not necessarily reduced 
or ceded back to states, localities or 
individuals. 

Faith-based programs may in-
deed be a more effective way to run 
charities. And an “ownership soci-
ety” — with increased home own-
ership, health savings accounts and 
individual investment options as an 
alternative to Social Security — is 
undoubtedly a good idea, consis-
tent with conservative philosophy 
and economic reality.

Bush hasn’t delivered any of that 
yet. But new blood like Bolten and 
spokesman Tony Snow, who in his 

column and on his radio program 
has shared many of Bartlett’s con-
cerns, suggests that Bush is not giv-
ing up on the rest of his term. 

Though it’s no excuse, the most 
likely explanation for Bush’s do-
mestic political failure has been 
his choice to spend nearly all of his 
political capital on foreign policy. 
Barnes sees Bush as an “insurgent 
president” supremely confident in 
his ability to defeat terrorism by at-
tacking its sponsors and by aggres-
sively promoting democracy. 

But everything real-
ly comes down to Iraq 
and now, we see, Iran. 
The slow, steady success 
in Iraq must continue. 
Whether through diplo-
macy or force, Bush must 
separate a brazen Iran 

from its nuclear weapons.
If he succeeds, he will have se-

cured a lasting foothold for liber-
ty in the Middle East, which almost 
no one believed was possible. And 
he will have earned enough new po-
litical capital to see if his “big-gov-
ernment conservatism” can expand 
liberty here at home. If he fails, the 
deficit won’t be our biggest prob-
lem.

Both Bartlett and Barnes have at-
tempted a first draft at history. Bush 
has 1,000 days to prove whose ver-
sion will turn out to be right.
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The last thousand days

T
he results of a recent statewide poll in Maryland confirm that 
the 2006 election in the Old Line State should be a doozy.

For the first time in 20 years, Maryland has an open-seat 
Senate race. The contest features two prominent Democrats, 

former NAACP President Kweisi Mfume and 3rd District Congress-
man Ben Cardin, who are squaring off for the right to take on Lt. Gov. 
Michael Steele, the all-but-certain Republican nominee.

Tailwind now a headwind 
for Md. Republicans in 2006

The gubernatorial race will be 
even more interesting. That race 
also features two prominent Dem-
ocrats, Baltimore Mayor Martin 
O’Malley and Montgomery Coun-
ty Executive Doug Duncan, each 
of whom believes he can prevent 
incumbent Gov. Robert Ehrlich 
from becoming the first Repub-
lican governor re-elected in half 
a century.

Among these six candidates, 
whose poll numbers from the 
Gonzales Research & Market-
ing poll are most telling? Actual-
ly, none of them.

The poll’s most important stat 
is President George W. Bush’s 
statewide approval rating, an 
abysmal 29 percent. Bush has 
never been well-liked in Mary-
land, but at just 63 percent, his ap-
proval rating in September 2002 
— on the eve of the Ehrlich-Steele 
victory — was more than double 
what it is now.

Bush isn’t on this 
ballot, so why does 
he matter? Because 
the two Democrat-
ic primary winners 
will play pin-the-
GOP-tail-on-the-el-
ephant by invoking 
Bush’s name almost 
every time they 
mention Ehrlich or 
Steele.

The two Repub-
licans may as well 
change their mid-
dle initials to “W” right now.

Ehrlich and Steele are savvy 
politicians — smart, telegenic, 
well-resourced candidates served 
by top-notch advisers. Steele has 
made a few gaffes and Ehrlich has 
supported several unpopular pol-
icies.

But given the partisan situation 
they confront, they have governed 
like rare steaks. That is, since 
their 2002 victory, both have gone 
pink in the middle: They assidu-
ously avoid ideological labels or 
taking controversial, “red”-meat 
positions that might offend voters 
in one of the nation’s bluest states. 
They know they must run for of-
fice by running from Bush.

Yet both men trail in head-
to-head matchups against both 
of their opponents. The Gonza-
les poll shows Ehrlich trailing 
O’Malley by five points, Duncan 
by two. Steele is in a much big-
ger hole, behind 14 points to Car-
din and five to Mfume.

Four factors account for Eh-

rlich’s better re-election posi-
tion.

First, he’s running for re-elec-
tion; Steele is not. Second, Ehrlich 
has more political experience 
and deeper ties to Maryland vot-
ers than Steele. Third, Ehrlich is 
running for state office and will 
be pressed much less often than 
Steele to discuss national topics.

Finally, Ehrlich is white. The 
governor will probably draw a 
smaller share of the black vote 
than Steele. But the much larg-
er bloc of white voters will decide 
both men’s fates.

Ehrlich leads both O’Malley 
and Duncan among white vot-
ers. By contrast, while the Gon-
zales poll shows Steele receiv-
ing a smaller share of the black 
vote against Mfume (16 percent) 
than Cardin (21 percent), Steele is 
ahead among white voters against 
Mfume, but not against Cardin.

For all his talk of race-blind pol-
itics, Steele needs Mfume to win 
the Democratic primary because 
certain whites — some Democrats 
or independents, to be sure, but 
Republicans especially — simply 
cannot bring themselves to pull 
the lever for him.

Still, the key factor is Bush. 
The anti-Republican mood gen-
erated by his failed presidency 
presents a fundamentally differ-
ent election this time around. All 
statewide elections in Maryland 
are tough for Republicans, but 
courtesy of Bush’s unpopularity, 
the Republican tailwind in 2002 is 
now a powerful headwind.
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