The War of ldeas Part |1
by Andrew Rich

Assessed from any angle, conservative ideology appears to be domnaing the
policy agendain the United States. |deas aboutlimited govenment, unfettered free
markets, and strongfamilies have become pervasive and influential in debaes over
everything from tax pdicy and busness regulation to education reform and civil rights.
Consrvative ideology has been advanced by conservative politicians but, even more, by
aconrvative infrastructure of nonpofit organizationsled by think tanks During the
past three decades, explicitly ideological and particularly conservative think tankshave
exploded in number Bin Washington and in state capitals aroundthe county. These
congrvative think tanks have been a prindpd enginefor conservative ideology. By
2005,they ounumbered libead think tanks by almos two to one

In thewar of ideas, conservative think tankshave numerical supeiority. They
appear to use supeaior methodsin organizing thar effortsin thewar of ideas as well,
compared with liberals. In a Spring 2005SSIR article, | argued tha liberalsare at a
disadvantagein thewar of ideas because maingream and liberal founddionsbthos mos
likely to suppot progressive effortsin thewar of ideas Dare proneto suppot research
over ideas. They (back policy research tha is of interest to liberals. But these funde's
remain reluctant to make explicit finanda commitment to thewar of ideas, and they do
relatively little to suppot the marketing of liberal ideas.G

| conduded tha maingream and progressive founddionsmight have more
success in thewar of idessif they suppoted explicitly libera think tanks rather than
focuang ther resources primarily onthink tanksthat often goto great lengthsto avoid
beng perceived asideological Pplaces like the Brookingsinditution, Urban Ingitute,
Manpower Demondration Research Corporation. My new research suggests tha even if
foundaionsfollow tha advice, greater successin thewar of ideas might still be difficult
to achieve. Thepreference to suppot nonpatisan research rather than the promotion of
ideas is pervasive not jus among maingream and progressive founddions this
preference dominaes theranksof identifiably liberal think tanksas well Bthevery think
tanksthat, in many cases, formed with explicit intentionsto be counerweights to
congrvative ingitutions

Theresults of anaiond survey of think tank leaders suggest that conservative
and liberal think tanksdon®) in theend, just seek to advance different ideologies, but
they organize think tanks and other advocacy effortsin ways tha reflect these ideologies
aswell. Tha spdlstroublefor liberas. For conservatives, tha ideologyisonetha values
the power of ideas Band postionsthink tanksto be theinfrastructure for advanang idess,
aboveall else. By contrast, even when they professto be attracted to think tanksfor the
same reasons theleaders of liberal think tanksare often preoccupied by degply hdd

! Andrew Rich, OThe War of |deas: Why Mainstream and Liberal Foundations and the Think Tanks
They Support are Losing in the War of Ideas in American Politics,OStanford Social Innovation Review, 3
(2005): 18-25, p. 18.
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commitments to produdng obijective research, on the onehand, and to connecting thar
work to issue-based grassroots activism, on theother hand. These commitments are
compaible with thetenes of liberal ideology, butthey are far less hdpful to fightinga
war of ideas.

Think Tanksasan Infragructurefor |deas

Between 1970and 2005,the number of think tanksnationdly quadrupled; state-
based think tanksgrew at an even faster pace, reaching 183 organizations? Of these 183
state-based organizations 117 of them had research agendas focused primarily on state
policy issues, more than aten-fold increase over the ten tha existed in 1970.Among
these 117think tanks conservative ideology domnaes. By 2005, state think tankstha
represented an identifiably conservative ideology outnunbered both think tanksthat were
liberal and think tanksthat soughtto remain bdanced or objective by ailmog two to one
These numbes paralld trendsamongthink tanksat the nationd level. Figure 1illudrates
the patern by which state-focused think tanksformed between 1970and 2005by
ideology.

Figure 1: Emergence of State Think Tanks by Ideology, 19762005
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In July 2003 | administered amail survey amongleaders of 1150f the 117 state-
based think tanks naiondly; two of the organizationswere formed after the survey was
administered. Thesurvey inquired aboutthe histories, missions and strategies of these
organizations beginning with questionsaboutleader and staff backgrounds® In answer to

2 See Andrew Rich, Orhink Tanks and the War of Ideas: Organizing Ideology in American Politics,O
forthcoming.

3| received seventy-eight responses, a 67.8% response rate, from think tanks that were broadly
representative of the larger population of state think tanks with respect to ideology, along with geography
and size. | received responses from thirty-four conservative think tanks, nineteen liberal think tanks, and
twenty-five think tanks of no identifiable ideology.
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the question, OVha type of job did thefirst leader of your organization have immediately
before forming or joining your organizationQ respondants had ten answer choices, plus
the option of writing in another description of thefounde® background? Among
congervative think tanks, a significant pluraity bamog forty percent Bof thoe who
were the organizationXirst leaders came from the private sector; they were either former
lobbyists or busness executives (38.2%). By contrast, amog two thirdsof those who
formed liberal think tanks came out of state govaenment or from the nonpofit advocacy
community (63.1%).

These leadership differences seem to have bearing on decisonsabouthow to
organize opaationsand decison-making. Thesurvey asked think tank leaders aboutthe
criteriathey use when selecting or promoting full-time staff. Out of ninerespons options
(dlongwith an optionto write in arespon notlisted), leaders of conservative think
tanksmog often named political or ideological orientation as the mos important
consderation when hiring staff; for liberals, ideology was far down thelist.”> Almog three
quaters of theleaders of conservative think tanksnamed political or ideological
orientation as mog or very important in making decisonsaboutwho to hire (73.6%). By
contrast, less than hdf of theleaders of liberal think tanks named ideology as mog or
very important (422%). Amongthe other top priorities for theleaders of conservative
think tankswere issue expertise (61.8%), mediaand public affairs experience (35.3%),
and arecord of pubication (32.3%).

By contrast, in addition to baeng less concerned about political or ideological
orientation, theleaders of liberal think tanks expressed less conaern with media and
public affairs experience (21.1%) and arecord of publication (5.1%). Indead, liberals
place a premium on advanced degrees (either policy degrees, 42.1%, or PhDs, 31.6%)
and experience in govanment (36.9%), alongwith issue expertise (57.9%). Leaders of
congervative think tanksshow far lessinterest in advanced degrees (23 5% for policy
degrees and 8.8% for PhDs) and with experience in government (205%).

These results aboutthe hiring preferences of think tank leaders are congstent with
who think tank leaders report that they actually employ. The survey asked the leaders of
state think tanksto characterize where ther full-time staff worked prior to joining the
think tank. Almog three-quaters of conservative think tank leadersindicated tha al or
some staff came from the busness community or private sector (73.5%). By contrast

* The response choices were: (1) worked in politics (e.g., elected office, campaigns, party
organization), (2) worked in state government (e.g., government office, agency, or department), (3) worked
with a nonprofit advocacy group, (4) worked as an academic/college professor, (5) worked as a journalist,
(6) worked in politics outside of the state, (7) worked on government outside of the state, (8) worked as a
lobbyist, (9) worked in the private sector, (10) worked at another think tank.

® The response choices for this question were: (1) specific issue expertise, (2) media/public affairs
experience, (3) coherent/appropriate political or ideological orientation, (4) record of previous publication,
(5) advanced policy degree (MA, MPA, MPP), (6) advanced research degree (PhD), (7) experience
working in politics, (8) experience working in/around government, (9) academic experience.
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liberal think tank staff came from the nongrofit advocacy community in amos the same
propottion (63.2%).°

Onemore difference between survey responses from conservative and liberd
think tanksis worth noting: how they rank the significance of different kindsof staff
activities to ther organizations Respondets were asked, GHow do you rate the
importance of the following activities in relation to fulfilling your organization®
mission?0They were provided ten choices, alongwith the optionto write in an additiond
respong.’ Leaders of both conservative and liberal think tanks most often named
advising policymakers and the news media aboutthdr research produds as either mog or
very important to fulfilling ther mission® But from there, differences quickly emerged.

Theleaders of conervative think tankswere significantly more likely to name
Cadvising legidators onimmediately pending pdicy issuesOand Ghaping public opinion
on policy issuesOas high priorities compared with theleaders of liberal think tanks
Three-quaters of theleaders of conservative think tanks named advising legidators as
mog or very important (76.5%), whereas jug more than hdf of liberal think tanksnamed
tha asimportant (57.9%). Likewise, three-quaters of theleaders of conservative think
tanks named shaping public opinion as important (73.5%), while only hdf of theleaders
of liberal think tanksreport tha as important (52.6%).

Theleaders of liberal think tanks by contrast, named informing nonpofit
advocacy groupsaboutther research asimportant at much highe rates than tho at
congrvative think tanks More than three-quaters of theleaders of liberal think tanks
named the nonpofit advocacy community as very or mos important (78.9%), whereas
only onefifth of theleaders of conservative groups named it as apriority (20.5%).

Differencesin the Strategic Prioritiesof Think Tanks

Overall, these findingsbegin to illudrate important ways tha ideology affects the
organization of think tanks Thedifferencesin ther priorities with respect to staffing
decisonsoffer perhgosthe starkest contrast between conservative and liberal think tanks
Consstent with aview tha ideas matter Dand that differences in ideology are impartant
btheleades of congervative think tanks place substantial importance on theideological

® State government was the second most frequently named background for think tank staff by both
conservative and liberal think tanks. And government was the most often named background characteristic
raised by leaders of think tanks of no identifiable ideology.

’ The response options were (1) advising legislators on immediate pending policy issues, (2) advising
legislative staff on immediately pending policy issues, (3) advising executive branch officialson
immediately pending policy issues, (4) advising the news media about immediately pending policy issues,
(5) informing the news media about research products, (6) informing nonprofit advocacy groups about your
research products, (7) informing lobbyists and/or trade groups about your research products, (8) informing
policymakers (legislators and executive branch) about your research products, (9) informing the policy
research community (e.g., other think tanks, academics) about your research products, (10) shaping public
opinion on policy issues.

8 85.3% of leaders of conservative think tanks named this response as most or very important, and
79.0% of liberal think tanks did the same.
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and political predilectionsof those they hire. Conservative think tanksare interested in
hiring politically conservative people aboveall else.

Next in importance for conservative think tanksistha those tha they hire be
prepared to make a contributionto thewar of ideas. Conrvative think tank staff need to
have an issue expertise; they need to have experience in media and pulic affairs. And
staff should have arecord of publication. Theleaders of conservative think tankswere
much more likely than thar liberal counterpartsto express a preference for staff who are
ready to hit-the-groundrunningin the public batlesto shgpetheterms of American
policy debae. Respongs to the question aboutstaff qudificationswere wholly congstent
with the view that conservatives see think tanksasidea promoters. Thisfindingis
suppoted by in-depth interviews with many naiona think tank presidents.

Thelegitimacy of this undestanding of therole of think tanksamong
congervatives was aso confirmed in afind survey question. Think tank leaders were
asked to choo from amongthree descriptionsof think tanks as places for (1) public
intellectuds, (2) policy researchers, or (3) issue activists. Themagjority of conservative
think tank leaders (56.0%) selected theresponse that described think tanksas a place for
Qoublic intellectuds Dfor those with well-formed ideas abouttherole for govenment and
talentsin produdng and organizing pdicy research aboutthese ideas in ways tha might
inform pdicymaking.OFor conservatives, think tanks are important as promoters of
idess, theresearch that takes place at think tanksisin the service of abroader ideological
agenda

By contrast, theleaders of liberal think tanks selected the description of think
tanks as places for Qoublic intellectud OP as places for those with well-formed ideas B
least often amongthethree choices offered. Ingead, they were split between those who
described think tanksas Gor policy researchers Bfor those with interest in the
researchable dimendonsof paticular issue areas and talents in produang applied policy
research that mightinform policymakingQ(31.6%), and those who saw think tanks as
Qor issue activists Dfor those with concerns aboutspecific policies and popuktionsand
talentsin produang research and organizing citizensin ways that mightinform and affect
policymaking((36.8%). Theleaders of liberal think tanksview thdr organizationsfirst
and foremog as research organizationsbnot as idea promoters. Y et these are thethink
tankstha onemightassume are poised to do batle for theleft in thewar of idess.
Indead, theresults onthis and other questionsin the survey reveal identifiably liberd
think tanksas virtudly indistinguishable from think tanks coded and confirmed as of no
identifiable ideology.

Theleaders of libera think tanksare mos concerned with hiring staff with issue
expertise and with research/academic credentials, rather than staff with mediaexperience
or with recordsof popukr publication. For theleaders of liberal think tanks it is mog
important that the organization be able to produee credible, rigorousresearch rather than
promote that research or fit it into a broader ideological project. Research isthe produd
of think tanks and its completion is the core purpose of the organization.
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Furthe evidence of thislast pantis provided by how the leaders of libera think
tanks characterize theimportance of different types of staff activities. Theleaders of
liberal think tanks congstently placed priority oninforming specific audiences aboutthar
research produds rather than on shaping the broader terms of policy debae. They
describeinforming pdicymakers, nonpofit advocacy groups and the news media about
their research produds as mos important to fulfilling ther organization@mission.

Theleaders of conervative think tanksalso describeinforming policymaking
communities aboutther research produds as impartant. But they place equd emphasis
on shaping public opinion on policy issues (regardless of thar research produds) and
advising legidators on immediately pending policy issues (agan, regardless of research
produds). These findingssuggest tha conservative think tanksbasically place much
more importance on finding a receptive audience for ther ideasDsepaate from thar
research Bthan dolibeals.

When Ideology Impedes Organization

Thefindingsfromthe survey suggest tha many of the differences in how think
tanks approach their missionsare closly related to differences tha come out of the
ideologies they seek to promote. As a practical matter, this conduson suggests afar
bigge problem for liberals than for conservatives in thewar of ideasin American
politics. To the extent tha this war is on-going and think tanks are important to it,
congrvatives have theadvantage first, because they have more think tankstha are better
fundel. And second, as these results suggest, because even where they exist and have
resources, liberal think tanksare typically not organized to be effective counerweights to
congervative organizationsin thewar of ideas.

Liberals approach think tanksfrom a century-longtradition of investing in the
produdion of objective policy research. Since thecreation of thesodal science
disciplines during the Progressive Era, liberals have been committed to theview that
research is essential to an informed policymaking process. Research may lead to ideas B
butideastha are pragmatic and well-reasoned, notvalue-laden. Thetraditionfor research
among liberalsis onetha Qendsto minimize disagreement over political values, and at
times seems to ignore undelying values if not wish them away atogether.3

In this context, liberals are indined to approach awar of ideas in American
politics by, in some sense, denyingits very legitimacy. Ideological batleis political
non®ense; theresults of rigorous objective research can Band should Bbest inform the
appropriate possibilities for government and sodety. Politics should not beaboutwinnas
and losers so much asit should beaboutbuilding conensaus, and research can point the
way toward tha conenaus To view therole of research Dand research organizationsbin
any other way would beingppropriate. It isthe obligation of the disinterested expert to
develop optimal policy-based solutions Thefindingshere lend suppot to this
conduson. These are attitudes pervasive notjus amongthink tank leaders at the state

® James A. Smith, OThink Tanks and the Politics of Ideas,Oin The Spread of Economic Ideas, ed. by
David C Colander and A.W. Coats. (New Y ork: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
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level, butamongthos who run nationd organizationsas well. Asthe president of one
nationd think tank consstently perceived as liberd putit to me:

| work very hard to maintain a pogure of nonpatisanship and non
advocacy. If youlookat an organization® agenda you can form aview B
withoutknowing anything aboutwhat they@e doing or whothey are. You
look at the agendaand say, ONell, ook, these people are working on
income distribution, health insurance, welfare, puldic housng. TheyQre
gotto beliberal Democrats. After al, who works on those things2OTha @
not so true hereE. We do honest work. That is our charter Bto do
objective work, to putit out there, to try to get it in the handsof people
who need it, when they need it. But notto push an agenda Well, you
might say that thework may lead to an agenda That@ true. But we®e not
an agendaorganization. We don®think there is a political bias.*

Conservatives begin thar thinking onthese issuesin a very different place. They
begin from the perspective tha ideas and values motivate Brather than result from B
research. In ther view, all research isideologica insofar asideas or ideology at |east
inform the questionstha so-called (heutral Oresearchers ask. There is no such thing as
disinterested expertise or the disinterested expert. Ingead, there are Qpermanent truths
transcending human experience, [tha] mug guideour political life. 3' These truths
motivate research, and research is a meansto amore important end: realizing theideas
tha are areflection of this core truth.

Congrvatives beieve at afundanental level tha ideas have power.'? Ideas
inform preferences and behavior far more than research. Andideas notonly are Bbut
should be B more powerful than expertise. One engages in (or suppots) policy research
for the same reasonsonesuppots political advocacy: because both contribute to the
larger causes of shiftingtheterms of debae in American policymaking and to amplifying
the power of conservative idess.

For conservatives, thewar of ideas provides therationde for creating think tanks
Think tanksare the enginefor conservative ideas. And conservatives apply an
entrepreneuria spirit to thar organization with theview tha in awar of idess,
congrvative ideas need a machiney Pan artillery Bto promote and disseminate them
from every angle possible. Conservative think tanks should opeate across thefull range
of issuedomains and they should be poised to interject ideas into any issue debae tha
captures the attention of policymakers or the public.

Thanksto thar aternaive views aboutresearch, liberals have a much more
difficult time recondling theformation of research organizationswith the promotion of
ideas in American policymaking. Rather than approaching think tankswith a

10 Author interview, 2001.
' Smith 1989, 192.
12 Richard M. Weaver, |deas Have Consequences. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971).



WORK-IN-PROGRESS

commitment to advandng a particular worldview as thar main priority, liberals view
think tankswith apragmatic eye, relying onthem to produe research that might spesk to
thepolicy needsof differentissuedomains Asthepresident of oneliberal think tank put
it to me:

Theimportant thing for us andit@ nottrueDand | don®say this purely
out of aspirit of rivalry and competitiveness Bbut it@& not true, for
example, for the Heritage Foundaion. They don®really care whether their
numbers meet academic standads For us, it@ a question of survival. We
know tha we can®make it unless we continueto be credible to places
with our numbers. So we try to be bold politicaly but we spend alot of
energy making sure our nunbers are right.™

Butin thesurvey Bandin thecounty Dliberals are actudly split with respect to
how they view theappropriate role of research and research organizations If onegroup
of liberals takes the approach jus described Bwhich | call a Qrragmetic liberal Oapproach
Panother groupcomes at it from avery different direction. They are Qprogressive
activistsO(describing think tanks as Ossue activistsOin the think tank survey), and they
reject theelitist prodivities of sodal science research organizationsand the very notion
tha research can best reveal the appropriate directionsfor public policy.

An expert-based politicsis problematic in their view, not because (progressive
activistsOembrace a politics of ideas over expertise (as conservatives do). Ingead
progressive activists reject the elitist, anti-democratic features of theliberal pragmeatists b
an approach where research reveal s truth and the policy researcher knows best.
Progressive activists prefer ingead a politics that relies on Qhe peopleOPon grassroots
mobilization and a mass base for political change For progressive activists, any effort to
turn research into advocacy requires grassroots popular mobilization. In order for
research and ideas to have legitimacy, they mug reflect thereal preferences Bor interests
Dof citizens who are actively suppotive of Dand engaged in Btheir promotion

Theprogressive activist is closer than the pragmetic liberal to the entrepreneurial
congervative® view of think tanks as primarily important because they mightinfluence
political change(rather than smply produce policy expertise for its own sake). But
whereas ideasare the mog powerful currency for conservatives, the people Borganized
as grassroots condituendes Bare more important for progressive activists. Andit isthe
interests of the people Brather than any set of ideas Btha progressive activists seek to
pursue with thar hdp and onthear behdf. This attention to interests and to public
mobilizationislargdy incompaible Por at least in tendonBwith thewar of ideasin
American politics and with the central role and purpose of think tanksin tha war. Ideas
areredly notimportant to liberals Bpragmetists or activists Bin theways tha they are to
congrvatives. Asaresult, thetrandation of liberal ideas and ideology into the

13 Author Interview 2005.

14 For some discussion of this approach, see Deepak Bhargava and Rachel Gragg, ONinning by
Losing Well.OThe American Prospect, 3 July 2005.
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organization of think tanks seems to have followed not only a different trgjectory from
tha of conervatives, butalso afar more difficult one

Thewar of ideas may seem undesirable to some Pparticularly those who have
trouble contending with arole for ideas in policymaking in thefirst place. Wars arerarely
easy, and when they are foughtover ideas, subgance can sometimes seem seconday to
story-telling. War implies a place for winne's and losersin politics tha those who prefer
congenaus building find uncomfortable. But liberals Band scholars Bwho might wish to
dismiss thelegitimacy of political ideas rightalongwith the Qvar,Qitself, would be
making amistake. As two avowedly liberal researchers recently conduded, Vlost new
programs and initiatives come fromtheright Theleft has had little to do with setting the
country@ agendaand seems unable to mountany sort of effective resistance to the
consrvative juggenaut. 3°

In thewake of the2004€lection, founddionsand individud donois have shown
fresh interest in suppoting new liberal think tanks'® My research suggests tha new
suppot should bedirected not jug toward the straightforward development of more think
tanksDbut think tanks of a particular type These think tanksneed to adoptmissionsand
reflect strategies at oddswith what has been thetypical approach for liberals. They
should befocused onideas over research and on building a movement to suppot those
ideas over thelongterm. To dae, with only afew exceptions as consrvatives and
liberals have pursued very different ideas abouttherole for govenment, they have also
followed very different ideas of how best to promote these roles for govanment from
think tanks Liberals Dandtheleaders of libera think tanksBmightdo well to appreciate
the power of these ideas, both in policy debaes and in the organization of thear effortsto
influence policy debaes.

13 Jean Stefancic and Richard Delgado, No Mercy: How Conservative Think Tanks and Foundations
Changed America@ Social Agenda (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996) p. 4.

16 See, for example, Thomas B. Edsall, CRich Liberals Vow to Fund Think Tanks,OThe Washington
Post, August 7, 2005, p. Al.



