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Clinton's Job One:

Reversing the Anti-Government Tide

More than one year into his presi-
dency, Bill Clinton still faces the intrac-
table political problem that confronted him
on the day of his election: the absence of a
stable majority in both the country and the
Congress for an activist government com-
mitied to aggressive new attacks on en-
trenched social and economic problems.

Though Clinton’s victory represented
a widespread repudiation of Republican
economic management, the tumultuous
events of the past year have made clear his
success did not constitute a mandate for a
revival of government activism. Opinion
polls, the results of the off-year elections,
and the attitude of legislators on Capitol
Hill all point to the opposite conclusion:
resistance to government activism—ex-
pressed in both opposition to new taxes and
skepticism about the worth of new public
spending—still constitutes the bedrock of
national politics twelve years after Ronald
Reagan rode a populist anti-government
wave into office.

The paradox is that voters clearly see
the nation in need of social and economic
renewal; but all evidence suggests they
remain dubious that new government pro-
grams can improve conditions. And though
voters are still uncertain about the eco-
nomic impact of the federal deficit, it has
emerged as a defining symbol of waste and
mismanagement in Washington. Reducing
the deficit holds a clear priority in the
public mind over increasing spending on
new programs, even to combat problems
Americans agree have long been neglected.
These attitudes stand as the principal bar-
rier to Clinton’s domestic agenda—which
envisions reform and reinvention of gov-
ernment, yet entails an across-the-board
revival of federal initiatives against a broad
range of problems.

By Ronald Brownstein

The dominant current in the contem-
porary political environment continues to
be opposition to taxes and spending, rooted
in a corrosive distrust of government’s ca-
pacity. These sentiments, as they influence
the attitudes of legislators on Capitol Hill,
create an almost insuperable barrier to the
expansion of government activity candi-
date Clinton proposed. Looking back, many
Clinton advisers now agree that, in the flush
of victory. they underestimated the public
skepticism about new programs from Wash-
ington—particularly when paired with new

Voters clearly see the nation in
need of social and economic
renewal; but all evidence sug-
gests they remain dubious that
new government programs can
improve conditions.

taxes (even if those taxes were portrayed as
funding deficit reduction, not the new ini-
tiatives). “They didn’t understand how
serious the lack of faith in the federal gov-
ernment was and the amount of work they
had to do to reconstitute the center...before
they could go and propose all these new
little programs,” one White House political
adviser said in the waning days of the
dispiriting 1993 budget fight.

Given this atmosphere, Clinton has
actually enjoyed a noteworthy level of suc-
cess at moving into law programs like na-
tional service, urban “empowerment zones,”
universal access to college loans and com-
munity development banks. But across the
board, these programs are smaller than he

preferred—and in many instances too small
to have the impact for which he hopes. For
instance, as passed by the House the com-
munity banking plan would provide only
$338 million over the next five years to
subsidize the establishment of local lend-
inginstitutions in distressed neighborhoods.
If Clinton is to do more than tinker at the
margins, insiders understand he must first
dispel the fog of cynicism about govern-
ment.

Plummeting Confidence in Government

That fog has been a long time building.
Consider the difference in the political cli-
mate faced by Clinton and his idol, John F.
Kennedy. Clinton has often attempted to
portray his presidency as a revival of the
public purpose and idealism that is
Kennedy’s popular legacy. But Kennedy
made his calls for renewal and shared sac-
rifice in an atmosphere where Americans
still accorded wide respect to the govern-
ment that within their living memory had
defeated the Nazis, educated the returning
soldiers with the GI bill, and linked the
nation through the interstate highway sys-
tem.

In 1958, two years before Kennedy’s
election, 73% of those surveyed in a Uni-
versity of Michigan National Election Study
(NES) poll said the “government in Wash-
ington” could be trusted “to do what is
right” most or all of the time; just 23% said
it could be trusted only some of the time.
By 1964, according to a NES poll of the
same year, the percentage of Americans
who trusted Washington most or all of the
time had increased to justover three-fourths.

But over the next fifteen years confi-
dence in government plummeted, in sev-
eral discrete steps, like a rock bouncing
from ledge to ledge down a mountainside.
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After the first wave of urban disorders in
1965, the percentage of Americans express-
ing a high degree of confidence in govern-
ment dropped to 65%; in the wake of wid-
ening social tensions over Vietnam and
race relations, that number fell again to
54% in 1970. After Watergate, only about
one-third of the public expressed a high
level of trust in government; by 1980, after
the energy and inflation shocks of the Carter
Administration, just one-fourth of Ameri-
cans said government could be trusted most

or all of the time.'

Not much has changed since. Ironi-
cally, under Reagan the level of public trust
in government improved somewhat, but by
the late 1980s it had resumed its slide.? In
1992, when Clinton was elected, just 29%
of Americans expressed ahigh level of trust
in government; fully two-thirds said itcould
be trusted only some of the time.* That
figure jumped to three-in-four in an ABC/
Washington Post poll last fall. In other
words, the level of trust in government has
completely reversed since 1964, when
Lyndon Johnson launched the Great Soci-
ety.

This sea change in American attitudes
was the unacknowledged backdrop to
Clinton’s victory. It is difficult to view
Clinton’s victory as anything but a call by
Americans for renewed attention to domes-
tic problems. But from the outset, a major-
ity of Americans sent clear signals through
polls that they did not necessarily view an
expansion of government programs as the
path to those ends.

In exit polls conducted by Voter Re-
search and Surveys on Election Day 1992,
55% of all voters said they would prefer a
government that cost less in taxes and pro-
vided fewer services; just 36% wanted a
more expansive government that included
more taxes. Comparable findings persisted
through the long congressional debate over
Clinton’s economic plan. In a February
1993 Washington Post/ABC poll respon-
dents preferred a smaller government with
fewer services by more than two-to-one; a
Los Angeles Times survey last summer
reached a similar result. Asked directly in
the Times poll if Washington should place

highest priority on increasing spending for
public works, research, reducing the defi-
cit, or cutting taxes, less than three-in-ten
endorsed more spending; almost two-thirds
preferred cutting the deficit or reducing
taxes.

In addition, the Los Angeles Times
survey carefully tested attitudes toward
government among the three major blocks
in the electorate: Clinton supporters, Re-
publicans, and those who identified them-
selves as followers of Ross Perot. Among
the plurality of voters who backed Clinton,
the poll found substantial support for larger

Clinton advisers now agree
that,in the flush of victory, they
underestimatedthe public skep-
ticism about new programs
from Washington.

government, more public investment, and
closer partnerships with business to create
jobs. Voters who identify as Republicans
ideologically opposed all those ideas. Those
in the middle—supporters of Ross Perot
from 1992—were, in theory, open to an
expanded role for government, particularly
in areas like working with business to cre-
ate jobs. But they were also the most
dubious that government could effectively
meet its goals, and thus overwhelmingly
preferred deficit reduction or tax cuts to
new spending programs.

In retrospect, Clinton’s first economic
plan can be seen as an attempt both to
satisfy the demands of his core supporters
for more spending after twelve years of
Republican rule and to reach out to the
critical swing voters aligned with Ross
Perot. In the end, he was left with some-
thing close to the worst of both worlds:
littte new spending for his base, and a
reputation among Republicans and Perot
voters as a traditional Democrat, too quick
to tax and too reluctant to cut spending
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favored by powerful Washington constitu-
encies.

A 1990s Tax Revolt

Asthe anti-spending currents in public
opinion continue to be channeled into leg-
islative proposals, Clinton will have to ex-
ert enormous energy just to resist further
reductions in domestic spending, much less
invigorate his public investment agenda.

At the end of the last session, a bipar-
tisan coalition led by Representatives Timo-
thy J. Penny (D-Minn) and John R. Kasich
(R-Ohio) came within four votes of passing
an austere deficit reduction package that
would have virtually eliminated any of
Clinton’s hopes of expanding public in-
vestment. Their strong showing, despite a
frenzied lobbying campaign from the Ad-
ministration and senior legislators in both
parties, adds weight to Kasich’s shot across
the President’s bow: “There is no question
that if this group can stay together, this is
the group that is going to write the next
budget for the country,” he declared shortly
after the vote. Another bipartisan alliance
led by Bob Kerrey (D-Neb) in the Senate is
also pushing for greater deficit reduction.
And even the Senate vote rejecting the
Balanced Budget Amendment showed
majority support for an initiative that would
drastically scale back government’s scope.

In the end, Clinton may be able to fend
off future efforts to demand further deficit
reduction, just as he turned back the Bal-
anced Budget Amendment. But the back-
drop these battles create is not auspicious to
his agenda. The same chilling message is
percolating up from the states. In particu-
lar, the defeat last November of New
Jersey’s Democratic Governor James J.
Florio sent a shock wave through Washing-
ton. Florio followed almost exactly the
same strategy as Clinton: he raised taxes
early (hoping to maximize the time avail-
able for making peace with the voters),
swaddled the new levies in populist rheto-
ric, and balanced his fiscal liberalism with
tough centrist stands on welfare and crime.
He had the added fortune of attracting a
weak and unsteady opponent in Christine
Todd Whitman. And still, on election day,
he was swept away, with exit polls showing
a clear majority of voters still resentful




about his tax hike, and an overwhelming
majority preferring smaller to larger gov-
ernment.

Less attention focused on two other
results that sent a similarmessage. In Texas
and Washington state, voters approved bal-
lot initiatives that require legislators to re-
ceive voterapproval for major tax increases.
These requirements—which vastly com-
plicate the task of increasing revenues—
have already passed in Oklahoma and Colo-
rado and are emerging as a major new
strategy for conservatives. The National
Taxpayers Union estimates that similar pro-
posals could make the ballot in as many as
eight states in 1994, including Florida, Or-
egon and Missouri. Further, experts agree
that voters would willingly extend these
revenue restrictions to the national govern-
ment, “If you could figure out a way to get
a tax limitation on the national ballot, it
would pass with 90%,” says Colorado-
based Democratic pollster Floyd Ciruli.

All of this suggests continued frustra-
tion for Clinton. But it is only one side of
the ledger. As he demonstrated during the
debate over the NAFTA, he has the capac-
ity to engage and move public opinion
through sustained argument. And he is not
without assets on which to build a case for
a revival of public activism.

For all their skepticism about govern-
ment, Americans do see the need for some-
one 1o “police the system,” as Republican
pollster Bill McInturff puts it—some insti-
tution to protect ordinary families against
big business and other threatening imper-
sonal forces, such as the medical industry
and the disorienting turbulence in the inter-
national economy. The resistance to gov-
ernment does not reflect complacency about
the state of the nation; if anything it is a
manifestation of the widespread anxiety
about the nation’s course, particularly the
economic opportunities available for ordi-
nary Americans.

This anxiety defines the long-term
project of political reconstruction facing
Clinton and the Democrats. The President's
task is to convince Americans that govern-
ment can alleviate, notexacerbate, the trends
in modern life that concern them—or to

reverse Reagan, that government can be
part of the solution, not the problem.

Clinton's Agenda

The Democratic party harbors di-
verse—and sometimes contradictory—
schools of thought on how to achieve that.
As is his style, Clinton is borrowing a bit
from each of them. Although he has never
explicitly labeled it as such, Clinton’s
agenda forrehabilitating government seems
to rest on four ideas:

Reinventing Government: Clinton has

The President’s task is to con-
vince Americans that govern-
ment can alleviate, not exacer-
bate, the trends in modern life
that concern them — or to re-
verse Reagan, that government
can be part of the solution, not
the problem.

long recognized that it will be difficult to
convince Americans to accept more gov-
ernment unless they believe it is being
streamlined and reformed. But he failed to
emphasize his “reinventing government”
initiative at the outset of his Administra-
tion—a decision that now looms as a major
error. During the transition, Texas State
Comptroller John Sharp, whose work in his
home state served as the model for the
national effort led by Vice President Al
Gore, recommended that the Administra-
tion tie its funding of new initiatives to
savings from the audit of federal opera-
tions. Despite the subsequent disagree-
ments with the Congressional Budget Of-
fice over assessing those savings, Clinton
probably would have been much better off
had he followed Sharp’s advice.

Looking forward, advocates of this
strategy maintain the strict five-year cap on
discretionary spending may prove to be a
blessing in disguise—for it will force the

Administration to pursue serious spending
cuts in existing programs to fund its new
initiatives, as he did in the budget released
in February. Those cuts, and their inevi-
table successors next year, could add cred-
ibility to Clinton’s claim that he is redirect-
ing and reforming government even as he
launches new initiatives. “Itis his gamble,”
says senior adviser George Stephanopoulos.
“By doing deficit reduction first, and get-
ting the bond market in tow, does a recov-
ery in the first term buy you the space to
make good on your [public investment]
vision in a second term?”

Renegotiating the Social Contract:
From the outset of his candidacy, one of
Clinton’s most powerful themes has been
his call for a new balance between rights
and responsibilities—with governmentex-
panding efforts to provide opportunity but
demanding greater personal responsibility
from those it helps. Though many liberals
remain suspicious of those arguments as a
coded attempt to blame the victim, they
may be the only way to rebuild sustained
support in the middle-class for programs
to help the poor, and to diminish the per-
ception that Democratic policy is premised
on taking money from those who work to
fund the indolence of those who don’t.

The national service plan embodies
the new ethic of mutual obligation. But the
pivotal test in this arena is welfare reform.
Clinton has approved but not yet proposed
a plan that would increase funds for day
care, education and training, but require
welfare recipients to work after two years
ontherolls, phasing in the plan with younger
recipients first. It would also seek to dis-
courage out-of-wedlock births through such
measures as preventing teenagers from es-
tablishing theirown households with AFDC
dollars. Such a plan would probably frac-
ture the Democratic Party as badly as the
debate over NAFTA. But without mean-
ingful welfare reform, Clinton will have a
hard time convincing voters he delivered
on his promise to embody middle-class
values in government programs.

Reconnecting with the Middle-Class:
Reinforcing the widespread sense that gov-
ernment programs channel resources from
the deserving to the non-deserving has been
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the belief that Washington offers no tan-
gible assistance to hard-pressed middle-
class families. This lament has always been
overstated: the home mortgage deduction,
for instance, is nothing if not a vast subsidy
to the middle-class. But it is true that over
the past generation, Washington has shifted
its emphasis from programs that offer uni-
versal benefits, like Social Security or the
Gl Bill, toward initiatives targeted prima-
rily by income or race, like Food Stamps or
affirmative action. By contrast, Clinton has
demonstrated a clear preference for univer-
sal programs. National service was de-
signed to be available to young people of all
incomes; the Labor Department has pro-
posed an initiative that would make job
training a right for all displaced workers;
and mostimportantly, the Administration’s
proposed health care reform would offer
universal coverage to all Americans, with-
out regard to income.

Change on the cheap: To deliver po-
litically popular benefits without increas-
ing spending, Clinton has pursued a strat-
egy of imposing new mandates on the pri-
vate sector. Such mandates can produce
tangible evidence of the benefits of govern-
ment activism, without higher taxes. One
example is the family and medical leave
bill he signed last year; another is the pro-
posed mandate that all employers contrib-
ute to the purchase of health insurance for
their employees. The same thinking is
influencing the Administration’s urban
agenda. With direct federal dollars limited,
Clinton is trying to leverage more private

money into inner-cities by stiffening en-
forcement of fair lending and community
reinvestment laws affecting banks.

An Uphill Battle

None of this promises a quick reversal
in attitudes that have cumulated over a
generation, and have roots in suspicions of
centralized power which trace back to the
Republic’s founding. Inherent contradic-
tions in these strategies complicate the task.
As his programs are more completely phased
in. Clinton will face choices between his
desire to demonstrate fiscal probity and his
eagerness 10 create expensive new entitle-
ments that bond the middle-class to govern-
ment, like guaranteed job training or health
care. And there are clear political limits on
the Administration’s ability to shift obliga-
tions to the private sector.

A final hurdle is the most formidable.
Much of the public antipathy toward gov-
ernment is reflexive and beyond the reach
of argumentand evidence. Butmany people
have soured on the state for good reason:
government has failed to arrest, and in
some cases inadvertently contributed to,
the most distressing trends in American life
over the past generation, from the stagna-
tion in wages, to the rise in out-of-wedlock
births and the decline of the cities. In the
end, it is unlikely that anything other than
tangible success for Clinton’s initiatives
will reverse the skepticism about govern-
ment and the national direction those trends
have engendered.

Ronald Brownstein is a national
political correspondent for
the Los Angeles Times.
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As Stanley B. Greenberg, Clinton’s
pollster, puts it: “Passage of programs by
themselves does not guarantee success.
There has to be restructuring of the Ameri-
can economy...there has to be health care
that is secure...there has to be a government
that is leaner and more efficient. He has got
to show government can be successful.
That’s the way out of this mess—the way
we can create a new coalition.”

Many on the left may see a paradox in
this, of course. Clinton can’t fully imple-
ment his public investment agenda until he
dissipates the resistance to government.
But unless his economic agenda first dem-
onstrates results he’ll never change those
attitudes. That may not be fair, but as John
Kennedy said, life isn’t. The complexity of
this dynamic—which demands incremen-
tal progress to continually clear the politi-
cal space for a gradual revival of public
activism—suggests that the Clinton years
will be marked not by a revolution in
government’s role, but by a slow and ardu-
ous expansion of federal activities that may
stall, or be forced into retreat, at almost any
point.

Endnotes:

'Surveys by the University of Michigan Na-
tional Election Study (NES), 1966, 1970, 1974,
and 1980.

*Survey by NES, 1986.

‘Survey by NES, November 1992-January 1993.




