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Cato Scholar to Tea Party: Beware of GOP, Avoid Social Issues

by Mytheos Holt

Given the strong prospects for GOP resurgence in the upcoming elections, and the intimate connection which
said resurgence is sure to have with the fortunes of the Tea Party Movement, it is no surprise that advice is
presently being offered to that movement from all sides. The most recent instance of that advice comes from
Cato Institute scholar John Samples, who has released a video under the aegis of the Institute entitled “Advice to
Tea Partiers.”

Advice to Tea Partiers

Samples is also the author of the book The Struggle to Limit Government, a political history book which
convincingly makes the case for a libertarian resurgence within the GOP grounded on Reaganite principles. The
video, which in some ways is a much simplified version of the book, offers five points of advice, many of which
are well-taken, but some of which are grounded more in wishful thinking than in actual political savvy.

On that note, the video begins with the dubious statement that because of the “spending” and “expansion of
government” that was present during the Bush years, “the Republican Party is part of the problem.” This is a
lead-in to point 1, entitled “Republicans Aren’t Always Your Friends.” Samples points out, correctly, that when
Reagan’s budget director David Stockman tried to get much-needed budget cuts through the White House, all
the various department heads opposed these cuts even as they worked under one of the most spending-averse
Presidents since Calvin Coolidge. He takes this as evidence that the culture of entrenched programs in
Washington can corrupt everyone, Republicans included.

On this much he is right. However, it’s worth noting that part of the issue with Reagan’s cabinet was also that it
had to be selected in order to pass a Democrat-controlled Senate confirmation process, and thus was probably
more moderate than anything Reagan envisioned. Thus, the conclusion that can be drawn from Samples’s video
is not that mistrust of Republicans is the right option, but rather that mistrust of Democratic legislatures is the right
option, for even under Republican presidents, such legislatures can wreak havoc on the agenda of limited
government.

But more fundamentally still, Samples mistrusts the Tea Party movement itself, as shown by his second point,
“Some Tea Partiers Like Big Government.” He points out, for instance, that some Tea Partiers like Social
Security and Medicare, and consider them “worth the cost.” This could be problematic in the long term, and
Samples is right to observe as much. However, it is not an argument for mistrust of the movement in the here and
now, when everyone agrees that the newest entitlement, Obamacare, is sure to be a disaster. As such, it might be
best to hold off the debates on Social Security/Medicare until such a time as Obamacare is itself repealed, and
these older programs are more closely situated to the fiscal chopping block.
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Something which, I might add, will never happen if Tea Partiers listen to Samples’ third point: “Democrats aren’t
always your enemies.” From the Tea Party perspective, yes, yes they are. Samples makes a salient point that
Democrats have historically supported tax reform, which he interprets as a sign that they oppose using tax
incentives to “control” the economy. Actually, the reason Democrats support tax reform is because they can’t
abide people not being taxed, and the only reason Reagan was able to ally with them on tax reform in 1986 was
because he’d already gotten tax cuts through, and held all the political cards due to his overwhelming popularity.
In other words, the only reason the Democrats were incentivized to work with Reagan at all was because he had
crushed, demoralized and utterly derailed their liberal agenda. That agenda, at least for the present, isn’t going
anywhere, and there’s no room to accommodate it if the Tea Partiers truly want to see limited government.

Samples’s fourth point, that “Smaller Government demands restraint abroad,” is persuasive within limits, but in
defending it, he runs into a few classic libertarian fallacies regarding the Bush years. For one thing, in arguing for
cutting defense spending, he seems to believe that “small government” is synonymous with “weak government” or
that a warfare state is necessarily as controling of peoples’ lives as a welfare state. Naturally, neither assumption
is true. Also, while it is true that cutting Defense spending is not mutually exclusive with increasing military
efficiency, this shouldn’t be taken as carte blanche to cut it, nor should the notion of cutting defense spending be
embraced as a positive good under all circumstances. It would be nice to be able to cut back on United States
intervention abroad, but in order for that sort of cutting to happen, first the United States’ enemies have to be put
in sufficient fear of their lives, and the United States’ position as a dominant power at the international stage has
to be maintained. To support anything else but American dominance would make the Tea Party movement as
complicit in the management of American decline as Obama himself.

Finally, Samples makes the oft-cited libertarian point that “Social Issues should be left to the States.” Samples
points to Reagan and the 1994 Republican Freshman class as examples of successful conservative victories
which were won without fighting over social issues, and to some extent, he’s right about both. However,
Reagan’s recalcitrance on social issues actually lost him trust among the New Right movement, which was to the
late 70’s what the Tea Party Movement is today. Had Reagan not made a few concessions – such as saying “I
endorse you” to the Association of Religious Broadcasters – he might have run into more trouble. It is also worth
noting that the 1994 freshman class, while they didn’t mention massive/religiously grounded social issues like gay
marriage or abortion in the “Contract with America,” they did mention lesser types of social issues, such as crime
prevention. To try to run away from these facts would be pure wishful thinking, and indeed, the fight over many
of these “social issues” is being waged precisely because the combatants on the socially conservative side want
to leave them to the States. To lay blame at the feet of the GOP for bringing the subject up, therefore, is highly
mistaken, since these issues would not exist if not for the Federally grounded interference of liberals.

Still, the video contains a great deal of interesting ideas, some valuable facts and enough general merit that Tea
Partiers everywhere should watch it and make up their minds. Ultimately, however, there is little doubt that trying
to offer advice to the movement is unlikely to achieve terribly significant results. The Tea Party movement is,
perhaps uniquely, more a spontaneous order than a top-down movement, and will adapt itself to the
circumstances insofar as that adaptation is necessary. This is its great strength, and the reason why it stands as
the most effective counterpoint to Big Government in the modern day.
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Seems to me the Tea Party people are doing pretty good without any advice!!
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[...] This post was mentioned on Twitter by Vince Humphreys, greychampion, Octavian, Best Blogs, DNC DUDES and others.
DNC DUDES said: RICO WATCH! Cato Scholar to Tea Party: Beware of GOP, Avoid Social Issues: Given the strong prospects
for GOP... http://bit.ly/9ZTThF #tcot [...]
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The dilemma of the Tea Party is that conservative voters are not risk-takers. 
The fact that they don't like the one in office now does not automatically mean they will like you. 
The media is painting the Tea Party as radical. They are not. 

5/12/2010 » Cato Scholar to Tea Party: Beware o…

biggovernment.com/…/cato-scholar-to… 2/7



ReportReply

anon 0

ReportReply

Name Email Website (optional)

Comment as a Guest, or login:

Displayed next to your comments. Not displayed publicly. If you have a website, link to it here.

Comments by

Submit Comment

The GOP is not endorsing the Tea Party. 
On November 2 most conservatives will vote for the GOP candidate, regardless of his Tea affiliation. 
It ain't right and it ain't fair, but that's what will happen.
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Are you guys really going to ride this teabagging joke through November? 

No one takes you seriously. We are laughing at you idiots. 

T.E.A. Taxed. Enough. Already. After Obama cut taxes for 95% of us. 

God you people are stupid.
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