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GOP convention grazed issues

By PAUL JEROME CROCE

he word on the street is

that the Republican con-

vention was one for the
moderates. Florida Gov. Jeb
Bush says calmly: That’s simply
what the Republican Party is.

But if that were the whole
story, where were Colin Powell,
James Baker and other lumina-
ries of moderation in the party?

Before we Americans get too
excited about what we saw about
President George W. Bush as
presented in New York, we
ought to get clear not only on
what we’ve seen, but also about
what we have not seen.

The convention showed the
Republicans to be a party of reli-
gious faith and patriotism, free
enterprise and pride in the char-
acter and compassion of their
leader.

Surrogates for the president
attacked the Democrats for not
being aggressive enough in de-
fending the country against ter-
rorism, and they ridiculed
candidate John Kerry for being
indecisive. The Republicans did
not, however, provide a full ac-
count of their values or policies.

The Republiéan Convention
was a setting for quieting atten-
tion to what most in the party
passionately believe, in hopes of
presenting a gentler image that
would appeal beyond the party
faithful — to centrists and to the
electorate as a whole. Fair
enough. But that’s Republica-
nism without its heart. Where is
the real heart of the Republican

At the convention, there were
references to prayer, piety and
prolife commitments, but they
were presented without the doc-
trinal orthodoxy of the religious
right and without the non-main-
stream creationism and violent
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apocalyptic beliefs of many
evangelical and fundamentalist
Christians. Enforcing those be-
liefs would involve large govern-
ment involvement in private
life. Internationally, such en-
forcement would endorse a go-it-
alone policy for war without end
— or at least war until the final
Armageddon.

There were references to patri-
otism, most notably in the re-
cruitment-style videos for the
armed services and with dele-
gates frequently chanting “U-S-
A.” But there was little mention
of the wildly hopeful and idealis-
tic expectations of current De-
fense Department officials that
the Middle East could be remade
in our image. Nor was there
mention of the embarrassing
Jprisoner-abuse scandal trickling
down from Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld. Current poli-
¢y involves tremendous losses
and sacrifice, ahd itis a directre-
versal of the Bush 2000 campaign
promise to avoid “nation build-
ing.” Flip-flopping indeed.

There wete plenty of refer-
ences to free enterprise. Califor-
nia Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger told of deciding
t0.become a Republican in 1968
when he heard Richard Nixon
square off against Democratic

_contender Hubert Humphrey —
with the decided implication
that progressive Democrats are
socialists, like the communists
whose shadow he escaped in
Cold War Austria.

Yet there was no mention from
any speaker regarding Social Se-
curity, Medicare, entitlements
for the poor, and environmental
protection, which have been
widely supported by members of
both parties (including Nixon).
And the current president is us-
ing non-legislative means to
erode many of these popular pro-

grams in order to avoid congres-
sional debate and public
scrutiny. The Republicans talk
gleefully of two John Kerrys.
What about these two George W.
Bushes — the public face of com-
passion during the campaign
,season and the not-so-public ex-
ecutive actions of the Bush
White House? 3

There were references to the
character and compassion of
George W. Bush, but certainly
without any acknowledgment of
his limited experience and
knowledge, especially in inter-
national relations. And yet those
limits, with-all his vaunted deci-
siveness, contributed to his deci-
sions to take risks and spurn
allies in ways that more in-
formed- and prudent people
would not dream of doing. There
is an almost gambler-style im-
pulsiveness in the president that
was in no way conveyed by the
gauzy images of the convention

The convention dusted off the
“compassionate conservatism”
that George W. Bush has made
little reference to since the last
campaign. Meanwhile, the aver-
age convention viewer would
have little basis for understand-
ing the religious and ideological
base of the party.

The Republicans and the pres-
ident have the right to their poli-
¢y positions and beliefs, and to
hold a convention designed to
put those positions in the best
possible light. (Their positions
are very tough-minded, and they
have chosen to present themin a
sentimental light.) The public
also has the right to a fuller pic-
ture before making a decision in
November. And the media has a
duty to tell that story.

Croce is professor and chair of
American studies at Stetson
University.
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