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What stops a man who can laugh from speaking the truth?
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PREFACE

Why God Is a Republican and Santa Claus

Is a Democrat

The subject of this book is govern-
ment because I don’t have to do anything about it.

I am a journalist and, under the modern journalist’s code of Olympian
objectivity (and total purity of motive), I am absolved of responsibility. We
journalists don’t have to step on roaches. All we have to do is turn on the
kitchen light and watch the critters scurry. If I were a decent citizen instead
of a journalist, I would have a patriotic duty to become involved in the
American political system and try to reform or improve it. In that case |
would probably do my patriotic duty about the way I did in the 1960s,
before I was a journalist, when my involvement with the American political
system consisted of dodging the draft. All this is by way of saying that if
you are a nonjournalistic American and don’t want to read this book
because it’s about government, just buy it and let it lie around your house
like 4 Brief History of Time.

I decided to write about the United States government after I had spent
some years writing about awful things that happen to foreigners overseas.
It occurred to me that some pretty awful things happen to us right here.
Furthermore, they happen in English, so that I could ask people why they
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Preface

were doing the awful things or getting the awful things done to them. Then,
when the people told me and I didn’t understand, at least I'd know that
I didn’t understand and wouldn’t get confused by the language barrier and
maybe think I did.

I also found the sheer, boring, gray dullness of government a challenge
to my pride as a reporter. “L,”” I thought, I alone—master that 1 am of
the piquant adverbial phrase and the subordinate clause juste—can make
this interesting. Why, combine my keen eye for detail with my sharp nose
for the telling particular, and the reader will get . . . a faceful of minute
observations. Yes, | can paint the drab corridors of power in the party hues
of lively prose, dress the dull politicos in motley and cause the Mrs.
O’Leary’s cow of governmental insipidity to kick over the lantern of public
indignation and set the town ablaze.” I am not the first journalist to make
this mistake.

Anyway, I thought I'd observe the 1988 presidential race and then go
to Washington for the first six months of the new administration, learn
everything there is to know about government and write a book. But the
six months turned into two years. P'm not sure I learned anything except
that giving money and power to government is like giving whiskey and car
keys to teenage boys. And what resulted was not so much a book as a great
digest of ignorance.

Grant me at least that it is an ambitious failure. In the following
volume I have tried to do a number of things. | have tried to write a kind
of Devil’s Civics Text in which, like a voodoo doctor teaching poli-sci, I give
unnatural life to a description of American government. I have also tried
to present a factual-—data-filled, at any rate—account of how this govern-
ment works. Which is complicated by the fact that it doesn’t. So I've tried
to present a factual account of how the government fails, too. Finally, I’ve
attempted to compose a dissertation on what we Americans expect from our
government and how—like parents or fans of certain sports teams—we
intend to maintain those expectations even if it kills us. And, several times
in the past, it has.

I have tried to keep the book reasonably free of personalities. Not that
this was possible in a political system (a socioeconomic system, for that
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matter) as fame-driven as ours. I had to mention the president by name,
though 1 was tempted not to. I've always admired the way the movies of
the 1930s and 1940s would only show the president character from the
back. It was more respectful. Either that or movies were made by Republi-
cans in those days.

I preferred to concentrate on systems and institutions, not because
people aren’t important, but because people are important, in Washington,
so briefly. There was a time not long ago when day could hardly break
without asking permission from Don Regan, and now, for all I know, he’s
hosting a talk radio show in Anaheim. I concentrated on institutions be-
cause in order to concentrate on persons I'd have had to keep revising and
revising until the moment these pages went to press, and I'd still wind up
with a book as dated as a Jody Powell joke.

Having said that, I was reading my manuscript (book buyers may not
realize it, but we writers often do read what we write, although some of us
just wait for the movie version), and I noticed that Senator Daniel Patrick
Moynihan is singled out for criticism in three different chapters. I have
nothing in particular against the senator from New York. There are plenty
worse in the nation’s upper house—John Kerry, Edward Kennedy, Christo-
pher Dodd, Claiborne Pell, Alan Cranston and the appalling Howard Met-
zenbaum, to name just six. Senator Moynihan's triplicate appearance is
mostly coincidental. He wrote something pertinent to the chapter about
poverty, said something pertinent about the Social Security tax and hap-
pened to be in Pakistan at the same time I was. So—Paddy to Paddy—I
apologize, Senator. On the other hand, Daniel Patrick Moynihan is the
archetypal extremely smart person who went into politics anyway instead
of doing something worthwhile for his country. So maybe he owes all of us
an apology, too.

This book is written, of course, from a conservative point of view.
Conservatism favors the restraint of government. A little government and
a little luck are necessary in life, but only a fool trusts either of them. Also,
conservatism is, at least in its American form, a philosophy that relies upon
personal responsibility and promotes private liberty. It is an tdeology of
individuals. Everyone with any sense and experience in life would rather
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take his fellows one by one than in a crowd. Crowds are noisy, unreasonable
and impatient. They can trample you easier than a single person can. And
a crowd will never buy you lunch.

But although this is a conservative book, it is not informed by any very
elaborate political theory. I have only one firm belief about the American
political system, and that is this: God is a Republican and Santa Claus is
a Democrat.

God is an elderly or, at any rate, middle-aged male, a stern fellow,
patriarchal rather than paternal and a great believer in rules and regula-
tions, He holds men strictly accountable for their actions. He has little
apparent concern for the material well-being of the disadvantaged. He is
politically connected, socially powerful and holds the mortgage on literally
everything in the world. God is difficult. God is unsentimental. It is very
hard to get into God’s heavenly country club.

Santa Claus is another matter. He's cute. He’s nonthreatening. He’s
always cheerful. And he loves animals. He may know who’s been naughty
and who’s been nice, but he never does anything about it. He gives everyone
everything they want without thought of a quid pro quo. He works hard for
charities, and he’s famously generous to the poor. Santa Claus is preferable
to God in every way but one: There is no such thing as Santa Claus.
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