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The Gingrich Tragedy
By DAVID BROOKS
Of all the major Republicans, the one who comes closest to my worldview is Newt
Gingrich. Despite his erratically shifting views and odd phases, he continually
returns to this core political refrain: He talks about using government in energetic
but limited ways to increase growth, dynamism and social mobility.

As he said in 2007, “It’s not a point of view libertarians would embrace, but I am
more in the Alexander Hamilton-Teddy Roosevelt tradition of conservatism. I
recognize that there are times when you need government to help spur private
enterprise and economic development.”

Look at American history, Gingrich continued, “The government provided
railroad land grants to encourage widespread adoption of what was then the most
modern form of transportation to develop our country. The Homestead Act
essentially gave away land to those willing to live on it and develop it. We used
what were in effect public-private partnerships to bring telephone service and
electricity to every community in our nation. All of these are examples of
government bringing about public purposes without creating massive taxpayer-
funded bureaucracies.”

This was not one of Gingrich’s passing fads. It is one of the most consistent
themes of his career. His 1984 book, “Window of Opportunity,” is a broadside
against what he calls the “laissez-faire” conservatism — the idea that government
should just get out of the way so the market can flourish. As he wrote, “The
opportunity society calls not for a laissez-faire society in which the economic
world is a neutral jungle of purely random individual behavior, but for forceful
government intervention on behalf of growth and opportunity.”

Over the years, this approach has led Gingrich to support cap-and-trade energy
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legislation to combat global warming. It has led him to endorse universal health
care coverage. It has led him to support humane immigration reform. He
enthusiastically backed Jack Kemp’s efforts to fight poverty, the precursors to
compassionate conservatism.

Though his ideas stray, his most common theme is that government should
intervene in crucial ways to create a dynamic, decentralized, low-tax society.

So why am I not more excited by the Gingrich surge?

In the first place, Gingrich loves government more than I do. He has no Hayekian
modesty to restrain his faith in statist endeavor. For example, he has called for “a
massive new program to build a permanent lunar colony to exploit the Moon’s
resources.” He has suggested that “a mirror system in space could provide the
light equivalent of many full moons so that there would be no need for nighttime
lighting of the highways.”

I’m for national greatness conservatism, but this is a little too great.

Furthermore, he has an unconservative faith in his own innocence. The
crossroads where government meets enterprise can be an exciting crossroads. It
can also be a corrupt crossroads. It requires moral rectitude to separate public
service from private gain. Gingrich was perfectly content to belly up to the
Freddie Mac trough and then invent a Hamiltonian rationale to justify his own
greed.

Then there is his rhetorical style. He seems to have understood that a moderate
Republican like himself can win so long as he adopts a bombastic style when
taking on the liberal elites. Most people just want somebody who can articulate
their hatreds, and Gingrich is demagogically happy to play the role.

Most important, there is temperament and character. As Yuval Levin noted in a
post for National Review, the two Republican front-runners, Gingrich and Mitt
Romney are both “very wonky Rockefeller Republicans who moved to the right
over time as their party moved right.”

But they have very different temperaments. Romney, Levin observes, has an
executive temperament — organization, discipline, calm and restraint. Gingrich
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has a revolutionary temperament — intensity, energy, disorganization and a
tendency to see everything as a cataclysmic clash requiring a radical response.

I’d make a slightly similar point more rudely. In the two main Republican
contenders, we have one man, Romney, who seems to have walked straight out of
the 1950s, and another, Gingrich, who seems to have walked straight out of the
1960s. He has every negative character trait that conservatives associate with ’60s
excess: narcissism, self-righteousness, self-indulgence and intemperance. He just
has those traits in Republican form.

As nearly everyone who has ever worked with him knows, he would severely
damage conservatism and the Republican Party if nominated. He would severely
damage the Hamilton-Theodore Roosevelt strain in American life.

It’s really too bad. We could have had a great debate about the progressive-
conservative tradition. President Obama is now embracing Roosevelt. Gingrich
has tried to modernize this tendency.

But how you believe something is as important as what you believe. It doesn’t
matter if a person shares your overall philosophy. If that person doesn’t have the
right temperament and character, stay away.
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