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The Power of 218

Speaker John Boehner floated a CR with an arcane procedure that would force the Senate
to take an up-or-down vote on the anti-ObamaCare component. But pressure groups like
Heritage Action and the Club for Growth rebelled and the vote had to be postponed, like
so many other unforced retreats this Congress. Here we go again.

These critics portrayed the Boehner plan as a sellout because of a campaign that captured
the imagination of some conservatives this summer: Republicans must threaten to crash
their Zeros into the aircraft carrier of ObamaCare. Their demand is that the House pair
the "must pass" CR or the debt limit with defunding the health-care bill. Kamikaze
missions rarely turn out well, least of all for the pilots.

The problem is that Mr. Obama is never, ever going to unwind his signature legacy project
of national health care. Ideology aside, it would end his Presidency politically. And if
Republicans insist that any spending bill must defund ObamaCare, then a showdown is
inevitable that shuts down much of the government. Republicans will claim that
Democrats are the ones shutting it down to preserve ObamaCare. Voters may see it
differently given the media's liberal sympathies and because the repeal-or-bust crowd
provoked the confrontation.
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With his own popularity fading, Mr. Obama may want a shutdown so he can change the
subject to his caricature of GOP zealots who want no government. He'll blame any turmoil
or economic fallout on House Republicans, figuring that he can split the tea party from
the GOP and that this is the one event that could reinstall Nancy Pelosi as Speaker. Mr.
Obama could spend his final two vears going out in a blaze of liberal glory.

The defunders sketch out an alternative scenario in which Mr. Obama is blamed, and they
say we can't know unless Republicans try. But even they admit privately that they really
won't succeed in defunding ObamaCare. The best case seems to be that if all Republicans
show resolve they'll win over the public in a shutdown, and Democrats will eventually
surrender, well, something.

If this works it would be the first time. The evidence going back to the Newt Gingrich
Congress is that no party can govern from the House, and the Republican Party can't abide
the outery when flights are delaved, national parks close and direct deposits for military
spouses stop. Sooner or later the GOP breaks.

This all-or-nothing posture also usually results in worse policy. The most recent example
was the failure of Mr. Boehner's fiscal cliff "Plan B" in December 2012, which was the best
the GOP could do because Mr. Obama had the whip hand of automatic tax increases. The
fallback deal that was sealed in the Senate raised taxes by more and is now complicating
the prospects for tax reform.

The backbenchers are heading into another box canyon now. Mr. Boehner is undermined
because the other side knows he lacks 218 GOP votes, which empowers House and Senate
Democrats. They want to reverse the modest spending discipline of the sequester, and if
the House GOP can't hold together on the CR they will succeed. The only chance of any
entitlement reform worth the name is if Mr. Boehner can hold his majority and negotiate
from strength.

We've often supported backbenchers who want to push GOP leaders in a better policy
direction, most recently on the farm bill. But it's something else entirely to sabotage any
plan with a chance of succeeding and pretend to have "leverage" that exists only in the
world of townhall applause lines and fundraising letters.

The best option now is for the GOP to unite behind a budget strategy that can hold 218
votes, keeping the sequester pressure of discretionary spending cuts on Democrats to
come to the table on entitlements. The sequester is a rare policy victory the GOP has
extracted from Mr. Obama, and it is squeezing liberal constituencies that depend on
federal cash.

The backbenchers might even look at the polls showing that the public is now tilting
toward Republicans on issues including the economy, ensuring a strong national defense
and even health care. Some Republicans think they are sure to hold the House in 2014 no
matter what happens because of gerrvmandering, but even those levees won't hold if
there's a wave of revulsion against the GOP. Marginal seats still matter for controlling
Congress. The kamikazes could end up ensuring the return of all-Democratic rule.
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A version of this article appeared September 17, 2013, on page A16 in the ULS. edition of The Wall Street
Journal, with the headline: The Power of 218.
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