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The American presidential campaign, having given Iowa its prolonged 
season in the spotlight, moved east to New Hampshire and other 
states with primary elections. But it will be back to the Midwest soon 
enough—this time to stay. The 2012 election will be decided in the 
Midwest. Iowa and its neighbours haven’t seen anything yet. 

The reason is that the eight states of the upper Midwest—
Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Michigan and 
Missouri—are mostly swing states. That is, they are traditionally 
evenly split between Democrats and Republicans. Unlike New England 
(solidly Democratic) or the South and mountain states (rock-ribbed 
Republican), these Midwestern states swing back and forth. In a close 
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race, they deliver the verdict. 

President Obama carried all eight states in 2008. In the 2010 
congressional election, all swung to the right. In 2012, only Indiana, 
usually Republican, seems safe for either party. The other seven are 
up for grabs. The old political saw says ‘all politics is local’. In some 
Midwestern states such as Wisconsin and Ohio, local issues—mostly 
involving Republican attempts to weaken labour unions—could easily 
tip the presidential race. We’ll return to these issues in a moment. 

But first, a word on the Iowa caucuses, the baffling scrums which 
kick off the American political season and, as the first vote anywhere, 
give Iowa its outsized impact on the presidential race. As the world 
knows, Mitt Romney and Rick Santorum ended in a dead heat, 
followed by Ron Paul. Other candidates like Newt Gingrich and Rick 
Perry, trailed far behind. 

The thing to remember about the Iowa caucuses is that they are both 
meaningless and important. First, the meaninglessness. The caucuses were 
not a normal election. Rather, they were kaffeeklatches in living rooms 
or libraries, with neighbours coming into the cold Iowa night to vote for 
their favourite Republican. It’s supposed to produce pure Jeffersonian 
democracy. In fact, most caucus-goers are party activists, not average 
voters. The total turnout was only 122,000, or 4 per cent of all Iowans, 
about the size of your average lunatic fringe. 

The Iowa Republican Party is dominated by the far right—mostly 
in the rural west where the Farm Bureau and evangelical churches 
hold sway. These are the people who go to caucuses, which is why the 
candidates had to pander to them, giving outsiders the impression that 
all Iowans are gospel-walloping bumpkins for whom Biblical inerrancy is 
a more important presidential quality than knowledge of foreign policy. 
But if Republicans represent only half the voters in swing-state Iowa, 
about one-third of these Republicans are evangelicals. In other words, 



Richard C. Longworth

American 7 Review

AmericanOPINION

the caucus candidates spent the campaign cozying up to about 15 per 
cent of all Iowans.

Easterners complain that Iowa is not representative of the nation. In 
fact, as a well-educated, mostly industrial and urban state, it’s probably 
as representative as any other. But the Republican caucuses are not only 
not representative of Iowans, they’re not even representative of Iowa 
Republicans. This makes Iowa’s caucuses an imperfect barometer of 
American politics. Four years ago, Mike Huckabee won the Republican 
caucus: he’s now a right-wing talk show host. But the Democratic caucus 
that year went to Barack Obama, whose come-from-behind victory in a 
mostly white state like Iowa was an enormous boost to his campaign. 

Iowa caucuses do have their use. By shining an unforgiving light 
on the candidates through months of campaigning, they weed out the 
weakest ones. Michele Bachmann, Rick Perry and Newt Gingrich all 
had their moments. All were revealed as shallow, uninformed and/or 
unstable, and sank. If Iowa has killed their candidacies, it has done 
its job. It also has shown how far some centrist candidates, especially 
Romney, will tilt to the right to win Iowa votes. Some of his Iowa 
stands—on immigration and the economy, for instance—will haunt 
him if he gets the Republican nomination.

At the same time, however, labour battles in Ohio and Wisconsin may 
force the Obama ticket to be more pro-union than it would like. Scott 
Walker, the Republican Governor of Wisconsin, rammed bills through 
his Republican legislature that largely ended collective bargaining rights 
for public service union members, like teachers. Wisconsin has laws 
permitting voter recall of officials. Already, angry pro-union voters have 
forced the recall of two Republican state senators. Now, anti-Walker 
activists seem certain to get the 540,000 signatures required to force 
Walker, after only one year in office, to face a recall election. This recall 
election could happen as soon as March. More likely, it will happen in 
November, on the general election day. Emotions, both for and against 
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Walker, will run high, with an inevitable impact on the entire ballot, 
including the presidential one. 

In Ohio, another Republican governor, John Kasich, also pushed a 
harsh anti-collective bargaining law through his Republican-dominated 
legislature. In a referendum late last year, voters repealed that law by a 
60-per-cent margin. Ohio has no recall law. But Democrats and unions 
think they can seize control of the lower house of the legislature. If they 
get out enough voters to do it, the same voters probably will give Ohio 
to Obama. Considering that no president in half a century has won office 
without winning Ohio, this is a prize worth having.  

Republicans in Indiana are pushing similar anti-union legislation. 
Indiana, as noted, appears safely Republican. But who knows? Throw 
in the stalled national economy, add the controversy over growing 
inequality, and mix it with vanishing Midwestern industry. Stir together 
over the fires of traditional Midwestern populism, and this region could 
come to the boil, just in time for election day. n                                               
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The growing confrontation between the United States and Pakistan is 
one of the most dangerous security threats in the world today. It also 
illustrates the dysfunctionality into which US strategy has fallen. For, 
US pressure is exerted on Pakistan in order to support their efforts 
to create a state and an army in Afghanistan that can survive US 
withdrawal and prevent al Qaeda re-establishing its base. Yet groups 
based in Pakistan pose a far greater threat of international terrorism 
than do al Qaeda or any groups that Afghanistan could generate—
and it is precisely US actions against Pakistan that risk immensely 
strengthening this terrorist threat.

The reasons for Pakistan’s greater importance should be obvious 

The Pakistan precipice
US action in Afghanistan is stoking the 
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enough. With more than 180 million people, Pakistan has six times 
Afghanistan’s population. A very large Pakistani diaspora exists in Britain 
and North America, and as shown by the July 2005 bombings in London 
and Faisal Shahzad’s failed terrorist attack in New York in 2010, parts 
of that diaspora are ready to listen to terrorist propaganda. Pakistan 
has armed forces of more than 500,000 men. If they disintegrated, the 
resulting flow of weapons and specialists to extremist groups would vastly 
increase the terrorist threat to both India and the West; and beyond that 
lies the apocalyptic threat that if the Pakistani state and army collapse, 
Pakistani nuclear weapons could find their way into terrorist hands.

In these circumstances, it seems lunatic for Washington to pursue a 
strategy that is clearly undermining Pakistan and helping to radicalise 
parts of its population. There are three reasons for this lunacy. Firstly, 
like all wars, the war in Afghanistan has acquired a logic of its own, 
independent of the wider interests of America and the West. The 
prestige of the United States in general, and of the US military and 
the Obama Administration in particular, have become bound up with 
success in Afghanistan. 

The other reasons for this mistaken US approach lie in deeper 
errors of analysis concerning support both for the Afghan Taliban and 
for Islamist extremism more widely. There is still a deep unwillingness 
among many Western analysts to recognise both that the Afghan Taliban 
enjoy genuine mass support in parts of Afghanistan and Pakistan, and 
that terrorist recruitment rises and falls in response to US actions.

Thus most Western analysts and media commentators have seen the 
Pakistani shelter provided to the Afghan Taliban as stemming from the 
calculations of the Pakistani security establishment. Such calculations 
do exist, but at least as important is the sympathy felt by most of the 
Pakistani population in general (to judge both by opinion polls and by my 
interviews in recent years) and the Pashtuns of Pakistan in particular for 
what is seen as a legitimate war of resistance against foreign occupation—
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in Islamic parlance, a defensive jihad against an infidel occupation of 
Muslim land, which it is incumbent on all Muslims to support. In other 
words, ordinary Pakistanis tend to see the Afghan Taliban of today as 
directly analogous to the Afghan Mujahideen who fought against the 
Soviet occupation of the 1980s (I should say clearly here that this is not 
a view that I endorse). 

Much has been made in Western commentary of the difference in 
Islamic thought between the lesser jihad of war against the infidel, and 
the greater jihad of personal and social self-purification; but in order to 
analyse the mass appeal of the Taliban and even to a certain extent al 
Qaeda, it is necessary to understand that they do not present themselves, 
or mostly see themselves, as carrying out offensive jihads to spread the 
message of Islam to other lands by force of arms, but defensive jihads 
against enemy invasion and occupation.

The writings of Ayman al-Zawahiri, Bin Laden’s successor as leader 
of al Qaeda, make clear his own awareness that the great mass of 
Muslims do not sympathise with al Qaeda’s totalitarian Wahabi theology 
or revolutionary agenda within the Muslim world. Al-Zawahiri sees that 
the path to gaining their support lies in relentlessly stressing al Qaeda’s 
commitment to liberating Muslim land in Palestine and elsewhere. Most 
frighteningly of all, this sympathy for the jihads in both Afghanistan and 
Kashmir extends to large parts of the Pakistani diaspora in Britain. Like 
Pakistanis in general, their attitudes have been profoundly influenced 
by the US invasion of Iraq, which seemed to confirm everything that 
militants had been saying about American ambitions to dominate the 
Muslim world by force. As an indirect result, the overwhelming majority 
of Pakistanis with whom I have spoken in both Pakistan and Britain 
now believe the grotesque, cretinous lie that the CIA and Mossad carried 
out the 9/11 attacks in order to give America the excuse to conquer 
Afghanistan. This belief is as widespread among Pakistani and Pakistani-
origin students at University College London as it is of uneducated 
Pakistanis in Bradford and Leicester.
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Above all, the portrayal of the Taliban as a legitimate resistance 
against illegal occupation resonates among the Pashtuns of Pakistan; 
and the Taliban are assiduous in presenting their struggle as part of a 
Pashtun tradition of resistance stretching back to the wars against the 
British and beyond.

IN recent years, a feeling has grown among Pakistanis that not only 
is Afghanistan under US occupation, but Pakistan is under US attack. 
Most dangerously of all, this feeling extends to the rank and file of the 
military—at least to judge by my travels in some of the main areas of 
military recruitment. Ordinary soldiers feel deeply humiliated by their 
failure to respond to these attacks and what they see as the cowardice of 
Pakistani generals. 

This creates a real risk that if Pakistani soldiers run into US troops 
on what is or is believed to be Pakistani soil, they will fight—which 
seems to be what happened in the incident on 25 November 2011 which 
led to the deaths of 24 Pakistani soldiers and a drastic deterioration in 
relations. If, on the other hand, Pakistan’s generals order their troops not 
to fight, then those troops may mutiny. At that point, the disintegration of 
Pakistan would come a giant leap closer, and with it the West’s ultimate 
nightmare in the war on terror. n
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During the tense budget talks that bought the United States to the 
brink of sovereign default in July 2011, Barack Obama tossed a 
barb at Republicans, reminding them they had already voted to cut 
healthcare and other government programs. “Excuse us for trying to 
lead,” shot back John Boehner, the Republican speaker of the House 
of Representatives. In the eyes of the White House and Democrats, the 
Republican vote Obama referred to will hopefully lead the conservatives 
in one direction only, over the cliff in the 2012 presidential election; 
they know that iconic Democrat-initiated government programs such 
as Medicare have been politically untouchable for years. But was this 
what Boehner had in mind?

The showdown
The 2011 budget turmoil has drawn  
the battle lines for the 2012 election
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The 2011 budget vote, in which the cuts were passed by the 
Republican majorities, amplifies a greater truth about last year’s struggle 
in Washington. If you put aside for a minute the content of the budget 
that was voted through, the Republicans have maintained political 
momentum for one single reason, because they have been willing to put 
their grand designs for remaking the country on the line. In this case, 
it was the budget drawn up by Paul Ryan, the Republican’s chief fiscal 
hawk, which turned Medicare into a vouched program to cap spending 
on elderly health, while also approving large tax cuts for the wealthy.

Ryan left Social Security untouched, perhaps because the popularity 
of the program made it a bridge too far even for radical Republicans. 
But he also protected his right flank, by not touching defence spending.  

In contrast to Republican activism, the Democrats were on the 
defensive for most of 2011. After their opponents took control of the 
House of Representatives in a sweeping victory in 2010, the Democrats 
have been unable to come up with a coherent and consistent response 
to America’s generational fiscal crisis. For nearly three years the 
Democrats have not managed to coalesce around a budget in Congress. 
Instead, they have been gripped with building a wall around Social 
Security and Medicare, which they regard as issues that they can use 
to flog Republicans and to keep the presidency. But without breaching 
that wall, they have ruled themselves out of participating meaningfully 
in any serious discussion about how to bring long-term public spending 
under control. 

Unlike other social democratic parties around the world, including 
the progressive parties of Australia and New Zealand, the Democrats 
have not been able to rise collectively above their devotion to past 
policy triumphs in order to remake them for a new age. The Democratic 
paralysis has left Republicans free to demonise government spending in 
all its forms, apart from national security. The Democrats, by contrast, 
have been bogged down in a sterile defence of an untenable status quo.
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It is true that Boehner and Republican leaders have been riding 
the Tea Party tiger and that the standing of the Congress under their 
leadership has fallen to single-digit approval ratings; however, their 
plummeting popularity has as much to so with the take-no-prisoners 
prosecution of their agenda in Congress as it has to do with the agenda 
itself, a lesson they have taken on board in recent months.

The White House has been caught flat-footed as well. Obama 
declined to embrace a big deficit deal on his own when it was presented 
to him on a platter by his own bipartisan fiscal commission in late 2010. 
When he tried to negotiate the deal with Boehner during the mid-year 
debt-ceiling crisis, it fell apart. As a result, Obama spent a lot of 2011 
on the defensive. He found his voice in September, transforming his push 
for an extra stimulus plan to keep the nascent economic recovery alive 
into a national conversation about jobs.

President Obama didn’t call it a stimulus plan, of course—it was 
called a jobs act because stimulus has become a dirty word in Republican 
Washington; an economic policy that dare not speak its name. The 
Republicans have branded any traditional pump-priming initiatives as 
“job-killing government spending”, a position reinforced by their Tea 
Party-infused supporter base, which blames Obama for the bulging deficit. 
The President’s barnstorming support of his jobs bill incorporating the 
tax extensions achieved the rare feat of putting the Republicans on the 
defensive on taxes.

After fraught negotiations with the Republican house, a version 
of the plan passed just ahead of Christmas, providing a small stimulus 
to the economy beyond Christmas, until March. When that extension 
expires, Obama and Congress will take up the fight again. The extension 
of payroll taxes may provide nothing more than a sugar high to the 
economy, in the words of Ryan, but the debate’s political significance has 
been far greater.
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FOR the first time in 12 months, Obama had a platform to make a bigger 
argument in defence of government spending and investment and a fairer 
tax system, which he says requires the wealthiest to pay more. Instead 
of being pummelled day-in, day-out by Republicans about government 
expenditure, the President was able to shift the battle onto firmer ground 
of his own design. 

It is a fight he had better continue to win. If Obama can’t make 
and prevail in that argument, then no one in an otherwise lacklustre 
Democratic caucus has a hope in hell. And if he loses, prepare for a 
Republican presidency, and conservative control of both houses of 
Congress. That’s some change after the 2008 election, and perhaps not 
the kind Obama had in mind.  n
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US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton visited Myanmar at the end of 
November 2011, attracting considerable media attention because it 
was the first such visit by America’s top diplomat in half a century and 
might herald substantive political reform in a country that has suffered 
under the yoke of military misrule for just as long. Clinton had high-
profile meetings with Aung San Suu Kyi, and low-key meetings with 
President Thein Sein. The question is whether this is a false dawn or the 
beginning of a new era, one that will lead to greater political freedoms 
and prosperity. 

Myanmar’s government facilitated the visit by making some 
important symbolic gestures, including the release of more than 200 

Change under pressure
Sanctions may have proven their  

worth in Myanmar
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political prisoners (out of 2,000), less censorship of the media, the 
relaxation of restrictions on NGOs, a new law permitting political 
protests, and promises of freedom for unions. Suspension of a $3.6 billion 
dam project funded by China also sent a message that the government is 
listening to civil society opponents of the project and that it seeks to rely 
less on its major backer. In addition, the government allowed Suu Kyi’s 
National League for Democracy to register as a political party. These are 
very small steps in the right direction, but do not dispel concerns about 
extensive human rights abuses and constraints on political freedom. 
This government holds power only because of extensive election fraud 
in 2010, so there are good reasons to remain wary. The mechanisms of 
repression remain in place and the reform process remains fragile and 
easily reversible.

There has been a longstanding argument about the value of sanctions 
and the International Crisis Group has been a vociferous critic of US 
policy. Over the years it has argued that sanctions are counterproductive, 
making reforms less likely because they isolate Myanmar from the forces 
of change and back the rulers into a corner where conceding on reforms 
would look like kowtowing to foreign pressure. The recent changes, 
however, settle that argument rather decisively in favour of sanctions, 
demonstrating that they do work and the government is responding.  

Thant Myint-u, author of River of Lost Footsteps and Where China 
Meets India: Burma and the New Crossroads of Asia, has also argued 
against sanctions, stating that Western democracies were missing out 
on influencing political developments in Myanmar and were pursuing 
a strategy that would only boost Chinese influence, thus stifling the 
very reform process the US seeks to support. Moreover, the military is 
impervious to pressures for reform because national security trumps all 
other concerns.

In Thant’s view, “ … the sanctions argument is deeply flawed. First, 
it assumes a regime very different from the one that actually exists. That 
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is, it assumes a government that is committed to rejoining the world 
economy, that sees clearly the benefits of trade and investment or is in 
some way sensitive to the welfare of ordinary people.” 

Yet in the absence of US sanctions the government would not have 
made recent small concessions or promised even more. The government’s 
desire to lift sanctions underscores that they are an important factor in 
nudging it down the road to more reform. 

China and India deserve no credit for this opening, while ASEAN has 
played a marginal role; their shared policy of constructive engagement 
is little more than a fig leaf for business as usual. These neighbours 
undermined the impact of sanctions because they were more interested 
in banking profits and buying natural resources. ASEAN is relieved 
by recent developments since it has been exasperated that Myanmar’s 
membership has tarnished and diminished the organisation. 

Critics of US sanctions such as Robert Kaplan argue that the US 
is losing Mynamar to Chinese influence and thus undermining its 
geostrategic interests in Asia. It is too soon to tell, but the opening 
made by Naypyidaw towards Washington suggests that there are 
concerns within the top leadership about Beijing’s excessive influence. 
Luring the US back to the table is a balancing strategy that could play 
to Washington’s advantage. India and China have played a key role 
in insulating the regime from international pressure by propping it up 
through trade and investment, but Myanmar’s government is chary of 
its neighbours’ intentions and also nurses historical grievances against 
them. Anti-Chinese sentiments are openly expressed in Mandalay where 
the over-presence of China sparks widespread resentment. 

China desires a port presence on the Indian Ocean coast of Myanmar 
just as India opposes this ambition. Large infrastructure projects in border 
regions are also shifting Myanmar into a pivotal Sino-Indian geostrategic 
role, but managing this fluid and potentially volatile situation will not 
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be easy. Caught between Asia’s giant rivals, Myanmar has much to gain 
from reaching out to the US.

AFTER a half century of economic mismanagement, political oppression 
and armed conflict, nobody imagines the way forward will be easy. The 
transition to a sustainable democracy and economic development will 
require considerable resources and capacity building. The countries that 
have been imposing sanctions must figure out how they can best give 
momentum to recent reforms. This will involve targeted engagement 
contingent on the government following through on reforms, delivering 
on promises, and building up other institutions of government that 
are necessary to effective civil administration. International financial 
institutions and development assistance programs can nurture the skills 
and expertise that Myanmar badly needs through capacity building 
and training programs. It is essential to reverse prolonged neglect of 
healthcare and education. It is also clear the military seeks to end its 
isolation and rebuild overseas ties; drug eradication and officer training 
programs could be a start. 

It will take time to unravel US sanctions and this will dictate the 
pace of Washington’s engagement, creating opportunities to assess 
the degree of progress along the way. But certainly with restoration 
of diplomatic sanctions this is a time to show Myanmar’s government 
what could be possible, and improve the lives of its people, through 
assistance tied to reciprocal commitments to reforms. The sticks have 
proven their worth, but now it is time to show some carrots. n  



Pete Marovich
American 21 Review

Jacksonian 
Republicans
In 2012 conservative voters are looking 
for a candidate with an America-first 
foreign policy 

By Colin Dueck



Colin Dueck

American 22 Review

Respectable journalistic opinion in the United States and 
abroad has coalesced in recent months around several points of agreement 
regarding the current foreign policy tendencies of the Republican Party. 
First, that the Republican or Grand Old Party (GOP) has no foreign 
policy approach today—at least nothing worthy of the name. Second, that 
isolationism is on the upsurge within the GOP, as evidenced by the rise of 
the Tea Party since 2009. Third, that neoconservatives continue to have 
a stranglehold over Republican foreign policy approaches. Finally, that 
the GOP presidential candidates debates have demonstrated a complete 
lack of seriousness among Republicans regarding international issues. 
The fact that several of these four points are mutually contradictory has 
not restrained numerous critics from putting them forward, often within 
the same breath. Nevertheless, all four points are mistaken. Not only 
that—they reveal a lack of understanding about the internal dynamics of 
the Republican Party. The truth is much more interesting.

Let’s start with the last point first—the idea that the GOP as a 
whole has shown a lack of seriousness on foreign policy. In fact, for 
those paying close attention, Republicans are engaged in an open, 
earnest, and consequential debate right now over the precise foreign 
policy positions they should support, which is exactly what parties 
should do when they are out of power. Last November, for example, 
two leading conservative think tanks—the Heritage Foundation and 
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the American Enterprise Institute—co-hosted a televised debate 
specifically on foreign policy issues. That debate, like several others this 
season, contained a number of fascinating and instructive exchanges 
between various candidates on issues ranging from Afghanistan to 
Chinese economic challenges, to the interrogation of suspected 
terrorists. Discussion of foreign policy issues during primary season is 
rarely as detailed or extensive as foreign policy experts would like. 
Nevertheless these televised debates taken together have altered the 
dynamic of these primaries, and have actually punished the unserious 
and the unprepared. The candidates who were least able to articulate 
coherent, informed positions on foreign and domestic issues, Texas 
Governor Rick Perry and businessman Herman Cain, floundered. The 
candidates who were most able to do so, former speaker of the house 
Newt Gingrich, former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney, Texas 
Representative Ron Paul, and former Pennsylvania senator Rick 
Santorum, ended up benefitting. So the idea that Tea Party supporters 
or GOP voters in general were looking for a know-nothing approach 
to major national and international challenges is demonstrably untrue. 
What is true is that conservative Republican audiences are looking for 
conservative candidates and conservative ideas in relation to US policy 
dilemmas. The real question is which precise GOP foreign policy stance 
will win out in 2012, and why.

One way to help answer that question is to start with the framework 
used so effectively by author Walter Russell Mead in his now classic 
work, Special Providence. Mead argued that American foreign policy is 
characterised by the interaction between four distinct traditions or 
subcultures: Wilsonian, Jeffersonian, Hamiltonian, and Jacksonian. 
Wilsonians believe that the United States has both a moral and a practical 
obligation to spread democratic forms of government worldwide in 
order to create a peaceful international community under the rule of law. 
This is the moralistic, crusading strain in American foreign policy, deeply 
interested in the domestic behaviour of other states and in how they 
treat their own people. Wilsonians have a strong initial preference for 
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the peaceful resolution of international disputes, but can take on a 
militant and missionary cast once embarked on war. 

Jeffersonians emphasise the need to avoid military interventions or 
alliances abroad. For proponents of this tradition, the United States must 
be an example to others, but should keep to its own affairs and not 
intervene forcibly overseas. Instead, the moral and financial costs of US 
foreign policy strategy should be kept to a bare minimum. The 
Jeffersonians’ chief concerns are the corrupting effects of international 
power politics and warfare on US traditions of limited government; 
effects that typically include increased debt, taxes, large standing armed 
forces, and erosions of civil liberties. 

Hamiltonians view the United States as rightfully a great power, 
internationally active and engaged. They are comfortable with the 
traditional instruments of such power, including for example a 
professional military, centralised national policy institutions, and shrewd 
diplomacy with foreign regimes of various types. At the same time, they 
expect that the promotion of trade between nations will ultimately lead 
to the emergence of an international system that is freer, more prosperous, 
and friendly to the United States. Hamiltonians pay particular attention 
to the promotion of US commercial and financial interests overseas. 

Finally, Jacksonians are intense American nationalists, based in the 
country’s heartland. They take great pride in the nation’s military, and 
look to protect the sovereignty, honour, economic wellbeing, and security 
of the United States within a dangerous world. Jacksonians are generally 
sceptical of elite-sponsored legal, multilateral, and idealistic plans for 
international improvement, including American commitments to that 
end, but once the United States is at war or has been attacked they tend 
to be relentless and unyielding.

The beginning of wisdom in understanding the foreign policy 
tendencies of the modern Republican Party is to grasp that its centre of 
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gravity within the country at large—politically, geographically, culturally, 
and ideologically—is Jacksonian. This has already been true for several 
decades, and has only become truer over time. The last time Jeffersonians 
were a dominant Republican force was before World War II. During the 
great debates of 1940-41 over whether to assist Great Britain against 
Nazi Germany, conservative GOP Midwesterners like senator Robert 
Taft argued for staying out of the war on the grounds that US intervention 
would corrupt and alter America’s traditionally limited forms of 
government. An opposing Hamiltonian element within the GOP, based 
among its more moderate Northeastern WASP elite, simultaneously 
argued for American intervention against Germany. The Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbour in effect settled that debate, leaving Hamiltonians to 
take the lead within the Republican Party on international issues and to 
regularly secure the party’s presidential nomination. Yet the more 
conservative, Midwestern wing of the party remained unhappy with this 
transformation, and eventually moved in a Jacksonian direction rather 
than signing on to any elite bipartisan foreign policy consensus.

During the 1950s, heartland GOP conservatives were fiercely 
anticommunist and favoured the most aggressive US policies against 
the Soviet Union and its allies. At the same time, they were deeply 
sceptical of internationalist projects such as the United Nations and 
foreign aid. This same Jacksonian combination of beliefs was shared 
by a rising new force within the Republican Party: upwardly mobile 
conservatives from the nation’s South and West. In 1964, these Sunbelt 
conservatives secured the nomination of their favourite candidate, 
senator Barry Goldwater, for president. Goldwater lost the fall election 
in a landslide, but the Republican Party would never be the same. 
Southern and Western Jacksonians had announced their presence as a 
powerful force within the GOP, and in the coming years they continued 
to abandon the national Democratic Party in droves, as did white 
working-class voters alienated by liberal stands on everything from 
civil rights and crime to anti-war protests. 
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Richard Nixon governed essentially as a Hamiltonian president, on 
foreign policy as well as domestic issues, though with some Jacksonian 
defiance over cultural issues along with Vietnam. Former California 
governor Ronald Reagan’s nomination and election in 1980 represented 
the definitive triumph of the GOP’s Jacksonian wing. In effect, over the 
course of the Cold War, the Republican Party moved from being an anti-
interventionist, Jeffersonian party at heart, based in the old Midwest, to 
a hawkish, Jacksonian one, centred above all in the nation’s Sunbelt. It 
remains so today.

The phenomenon of neoconservatism has also been one of the most 
misunderstood and exaggerated influences within the modern GOP. 
Republican foreign policy hawkishness well predates the emergence of 
the neoconservatives. The original neoconservatives, like Jeane 
Kirkpatrick, were in many cases foreign policy Hamiltonians, committed 
to US international leadership and appalled by the moralistic self-
flagellations of post-Vietnam liberals. Yet the Democratic Party’s internal 
agonies over Vietnam also had the effect of eventually driving numerous 
Cold War Wilsonian Democrats into the arms of the Republican Party 
on foreign policy and military issues. This Wilsonian strain had an impact 
on the foreign policies of Ronald Reagan, although less than is commonly 
assumed; Reagan personally was always more of a straightforward 
anticommunist than a global meliorist at heart.

The end of the Cold War and the election of Bill Clinton left 
Republicans rather divided and uncertain over how to approach foreign 
policy. A new cadre of muscular Wilsonians or second-generation 
neoconservatives at places like The Weekly Standard argued for 
benevolent American hegemony overseas. Hamiltonian realists and 
Jeffersonian isolationists each argued their case. Given the collapse of 
the USSR, one might have expected Republicans to return to their old 
Jeffersonian traditions. They did not. Instead, most Republicans rallied 
around the idea that the United States faced multiple ongoing security 
threats, and needed if anything to spend more on defence, albeit with 
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greater caution in relation to humanitarian intervention overseas. This, 
for example, was the platform of Texas governor George W. Bush when 
he ran for president in 2000—a platform designed to satisfy the party’s 
Jacksonian base as well as its remaining Hamiltonian elites. 

It was not until after the terrorist attacks of September 11 that Bush 
was persuaded of a different approach. Latching on to Wilsonian 
arguments regarding democracy promotion, Bush decided that the 
answer to 9/11 was to democratically transform the Middle East, 
beginning with a US invasion of Iraq. His 2005 second inaugural address, 
for example, spoke in the most sweeping terms of transforming the 
international system. At the same time, he gave voice to Jacksonian 
America’s more prosaic yet bloody-minded determination to hunt down 
and punish by whatever means necessary the terrorists responsible for 
9/11. In the process, not only Iraq, but the Republican Party itself was 
transformed into a Wilsonian-Jacksonian alliance on foreign policy 
issues. To a remarkable extent, this alliance endured the political setbacks 
of the Bush years, for example, by nominating its best personal 
embodiment senator John McCain for president in 2008.

The election and presidency of Barack Obama raised certain 
questions of Republican foreign policy identity that have yet to be 
resolved. The national mood today, including within the GOP, is one of 
general fatigue with international expenditures, interventions, and 
nation-building exercises in locations such as Afghanistan. Republicans, 
like most Americans, are now focused on the economy rather than on 
foreign policy issues as their main concern. For conservatives especially, 
this means a return to traditional principles of limited government, 
limited spending, limited deficits, and fiscal restraint, as against the 
economic and regulatory experiments of the Obama era. A minority of 
Republicans, led by Ron Paul, believe that such a return to fiscal 
restraint also requires a return to the Jeffersonian foreign policy 
approach of the 1930s, but most do not. On the contrary, most 
Republicans today believe in strong national defences, aggressive 
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counter-terrorism, support for US allies, and American leadership 
abroad. This has not prevented an interesting variety of specific foreign 
policy stands. Look at the positions taken by the GOP candidates for 
president over the course of 2011.

Minnesota Representative Michele Bachmann is an excellent 
example of a foreign policy Jacksonian. She has argued for high levels of 
military spending, relentless counter-terrorism methods, and American 
persistence in Afghanistan. She characterises Obama in stark terms as 
incompetent and soft on national security. At the same time, she questions 
interventions like the one in Libya, which she describes as having no 
relation to US national security interests, and is deeply concerned that 
the Arab Spring may lead to the spread of radical Islam. 

Rick Perry is another Jacksonian. In an August 2011 address to the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars, he stated his opposition to military 
adventurism. At the same time, he calls for robust measures against 
terrorism, US success in Afghanistan, firm support for Israel, and an 
end to cuts to national defence. Perry advocates deep reductions in 
foreign aid, as Jacksonians frequently do. He has expressed in pungent 
terms his belief that the Communist Party of China will end up on the 
“ash heap of history”.

Former Utah governor Jon Huntsman’s approach is primarily 
Hamiltonian, albeit with a strong Jeffersonian dosage. A Huntsman 
administration would emphasise pragmatic diplomacy and strategic 
retrenchment alongside continuing American internationalism. The 
former ambassador to China recommends US engagement overseas, 
pivoting from a military focus to an economic and diplomatic one. He 
argues for disentangling from counterinsurgency warfare against radical 
Islam in Iraq and Afghanistan, and shifting attention to the commercial 
challenges emanating from East Asia. Finally, he regularly calls for a 
movement toward what he calls, “nation-building at home”, a 
Jeffersonian pitch that foreign policy as a whole cannot be allowed to 
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distract from the basic task of rejuvenating America’s domestic welfare. 
Huntsman’s posture of cool foreign policy realism appeals to some 
journalists and experts, but not to the base of the Republican Party, 
which is sceptical of his overall tone. 

Mitt Romney, one suspects, is a Hamiltonian at heart, although his 
detailed foreign policy platform also contains strong Jacksonian and 
Wilsonian elements. He would doubtless keep the United States active 
overseas, militarily, diplomatically, and economically. If anything, he 
argues that Obama is surrendering American primacy abroad through a 
set of naive, mistaken policies in relation to multiple security challenges. 
Romney has the most impressive foreign policy team of any of the 
candidates. His decision-making style is typically careful and methodical. 
He has made Jacksonian criticisms of Obama as weak and indecisive. 
He has also offered the Wilsonian argument that America should do 
more to stand up for democratic principles abroad. Yet Romney’s whole 
manner suggests somebody who would ultimately tend toward the 
Hamiltonian, internationally as elsewhere: practical, business-minded, 
and engaged, rather than belligerent, ideological, or crusading. The result 
would probably be a foreign policy more hawkish than Obama’s, but 
fundamentally pragmatic and internationalist in orientation. 

Newt Gingrich is sui generis, on foreign policy as on other matters, 
but he is clearly not a Jeffersonian. On the contrary, his foreign policy 
statements might be said to combine Hamiltonian, Jacksonian, and 
even to some extent Wilsonian themes. He obviously takes seriously 
the idea that Russia, China, Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela all pose 
major security challenges to the United States, as do jihadist terrorists. 
He upbraids President Obama for failing to support America’s friends 
or oppose its enemies with adequate intensity. Gingrich enjoys poking 
holes in liberal shibboleths. He calls for US international leadership 
to promote democracy, but has warned in specific cases like Egypt 
against allowing Islamists to come to power. He also has a 
longstanding, special interest in maintaining America’s competitive 
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edge in science and technology. Altogether, he is a conservative 
internationalist and not a Jeffersonian.

Former Pennsylvania senator Rick Santorum, of all the candidates, 
sounds the most Wilsonian and the most like George W. Bush circa 2005. 
Santorum says repeatedly in speeches and debates that it is incumbent 
upon the United States to spread democracy throughout the world, a 
theme to which he returns with obvious sincerity. This stance has not 
especially hurt him, but nor has it helped him politically. Republican 
primary voters are simply not all that interested in Wilsonian foreign 
policy visions right now. Like most of the GOP candidates, however, 
Santorum also strikes strongly Jacksonian notes on foreign policy and 
military issues. 

Ron Paul is pure Jeffersonian. He consistently opposes American 
interventions in conflicts abroad, and warns of the dangers these 
interventions ultimately cause to civil liberties at home. Indeed Paul 
opposes virtually the entire apparatus of US military bases and overseas 
alliances inherited from the early Cold War era, and calls for a radically 
different foreign policy approach based on strict economy, strategic 
independence, and non-intervention. He would not only bring home 
American troops from Afghanistan immediately, he would slash defence 
spending, disband NATO, and dismantle US foreign aid expenditures. 
Paul has generally been written off by journalists even when he does 
well, but he is no joke. He advocates with great consistency a distinctly 
libertarian and anti-interventionist political tradition that has not been 
well represented within any major American political party in recent 
years. His core supporters are intensely devoted to him for this very 
reason. They will organise, donate, and turn out in winter blizzards to 
vote for him. Still, Paul is not going to be the Republican nominee. His 
strict isolationism, while very appealing to his most devoted followers, is 
a political liability within a Republican primary. Many grassroots 
Republicans admire Paul for his transparent honesty and his advocacy 
of limited government, not for his dovish foreign policy views. The GOP 
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hasn’t nominated a genuine isolationist for president since 1936. It is not 
about to do so this year.

A brief additional list of leading Republican non-candidates or failed 
candidates reinforces the central point: there is no latent Jeffersonian or 
isolationist majority within the GOP on foreign policy issues. Herman 
Cain was a know-nothing candidate with regard to foreign policy, and 
he received his comeuppance, but he never advocated a clear anti-
interventionist approach along the lines of Ron Paul’s. Appealing 
candidates who did not run—for example, New Jersey governor Chris 
Christie, Florida senator Marco Rubio, former Florida governor Jeb 
Bush, Wisconsin representative Paul Ryan, South Dakota senator John 
Thune, and Indiana representative Mike Pence—all espouse various 
types of conservative internationalism that combine Hamiltonian, 
Jacksonian, and even sometimes Wilsonian elements. 

In the end, we can say that over the course of 2011, between 80 per 
cent and 90 per cent of likely Republican primary voters indicated their 
support for candidates who basically agreed on the following things:

Defence cuts have gone too far since 2009.

China is a strategic rival of the United States.

 Iran’s nuclear weapons program must be stopped, by US 
military intervention if necessary.

 Washington should support Israel unequivocally against all of 
its enemies within the Middle East.

 Suspected terrorists should be subject to very aggressive 
interrogations.

 Foreign aid should be reformed in the direction of greater 
economy.

The United States needs to stick it out in Afghanistan, militarily.
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 President Obama is disturbingly weak in his handling of US 
national security.

America should remain the world’s leading power.

The lesson is clear: the bulk of the GOP is not Jeffersonian, dovish, 
or truly anti-interventionist in its foreign policy approach. The base of 
the party is essentially Jacksonian, and as long as Obama remains in 
the White House, Republicans will make Jacksonian criticisms of him. 
Costly nation-building and international improvement missions are 
not politically popular right now. But the Wilsonian element in 
American and for that matter Republican foreign policy approaches is 
too deeply rooted to disappear altogether. Both major parties, once in 
power, generally lean toward US engagement rather than disengagement 
overseas for reasons of international necessity. Moreover GOP foreign 
policy elites in Washington tend to be either Hamiltonian or Wilsonian 
at heart. The most likely direction for any future Republican 
administration, therefore, is some sort of Hamiltonian-Jacksonian 
alliance, with or without a Wilsonian addendum. And indeed the 
leading GOP candidate as of January, Mitt Romney, advocated just 
that sort of direction. n
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For God and country
The Christian right is alive and flourishing  
in the American body politic 

By Lee Marsden
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For well over 30 years, the Christian right, a loose coalition of 
fiscal and social conservatives predominantly from white evangelical 
and Catholic traditions, has played a significant role in US politics at 
home and abroad. From its emergence during the late 1970s as a 
reaction to perceived moral decline and strident secularism, to the 
present day maturation into a formidable political machine 
intrinsically linked to the Republican Party, the power and influence 
of the Christian right continues to enthral political commentators and 
disturb liberal America. 

Today, in all but a few states, the Christian right have established 
themselves as either a significant or the dominant faction within the 
Republican Party. The Christian Coalition was credited with 
mobilising the conservative evangelical vote securing the election of 
Republican majorities in both houses of Congress in the 1990s. In the 
2000 general election, they successfully managed to elect one of their 
own in George W. Bush through the distribution of 70 million voter 
guides. Bush received 74 per cent of the white evangelical vote, which 
increased to 78 per cent in 2004, securing his re-election. Christian 
right supporters tend to be politically active. They not only turn out 
to vote but mobilise others to do so as well. The Christian right has 
effectively become the Republican Party’s base, and candidates for 
political office are obliged to engage with the movement and acquiesce 
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at least in part to its program. 

The 2008 election revealed the continuing influence of the 
movement when John McCain, unpopular with the Christian right, 
was obliged to introduce Sarah Palin as his running mate. Support for 
McCain among white evangelicals prior to her selection ran around 61 
per cent, by election day that support had grown to 73 per cent. Palin 
may have deterred more voters than she attracted, but for the Christian 
right she was their candidate. The movement tends to think strategically 
in terms of how it can maximise its power and influence. The Christian 
right candidate Mike Huckabee did not receive overwhelming backing 
from the movement because he was not deemed a credible presidential 
candidate who could defeat the Democrats.

In 2012 the Christian right’s best-known politicians Sarah Palin 
and Mike Huckabee have declined to stand, and yet out of six 
candidates going into the primaries they have two of them: Rick Perry 
and Rick Santorum. Meanwhile, all four of the other candidates have 
had to tailor their appeal to the Christian right to become credible. If 
we take the Family Research Council’s voter guides as an indication 
of key issues for the movement, Santorum is the only candidate who 
has a 100-per-cent record. All six candidates oppose taxpayer-funding 
of abortion, only Jon Huntsman and Ron Paul oppose a marriage 
protection amendment to the Constitution that defines marriage as 
the union of one man and one woman, and only Mitt Romney and 
Ron Paul support the elimination of the policy that prohibits open 
homosexuality in the military. 

In recent times the influence of the Christian right has been 
increased by the rise of the Tea Party, which although primarily 
concerned with lowering taxation has considerable overlap in support. 
Michele Bachmann formed the Tea Party caucus in Congress, and as 
a conservative evangelical and member of Christians United for Israel, 
should have been be ideally placed to represent the Christian right, 
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yet she consistently trailed behind in the polls before her withdrawal. 

The most prominent of the Christian right candidates is Texas 
Governor Rick Perry, who succeeded George W. Bush when the latter 
moved into the White House. Perry, who led the opinion polls at one 
stage before falling spectacularly following a series of poor 
performances in the Republican debates, is popular with social 
conservatives and the Tea Party for his strong jobs creation record in 
Texas and his commitment to social values. In 2001, as governor of 
Texas he signed a hate-crime bill designed to protect homosexuals, 
but later founded a network of evangelical pastors to back a ballot 
initiative to ban gay marriage. 

As an evangelical he has openly involved the church in political 
rallies, including one in a football stadium in Houston attended by 
40,000 conservative evangelicals. The move cemented Perry’s position 
as the leading Christian right candidate. He has adopted a hawkish 
foreign policy perspective urging the overthrow of the Iranian 
government and the deployment of US troops in Mexico to deal with 
drug cartels. He has also endeared himself to the Christian right with 
demands for the reinstatement of ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’, asserting that 
“you don’t need to be in the pew every Sunday to know that there’s 
something wrong in this country when gays can serve openly in the 
military.” His declaration to “end Obama’s war on religion” follows a 
consistent theme of the Christian right that they are persecuted and 
that their values are threatened by an overarching state. Unfortunately 
for Perry his debate performances have been so poor that Christian 
right voters have turned to the third member of the triumvirate, Rick 
Santorum, a conservative Catholic and former senator for Pennsylvania.

Santorum has emerged from his near win in Iowa as the Christian 
right’s latest favoured candidate. His social conservatism, impeccable 
record on traditional family values issues, hostility towards gay rights 
and abortion, support for Israel, and aggressive foreign policy position 
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towards Iran endears him to the Christian right. Santorum may emerge 
as the main competitor to Romney if the Christian right are able to 
coalesce around one of their own. Failure to do so in 2008, when they 
failed to back Mike Huckabee believing him to be unelectable, resulted 
in the selection of McCain. 

POliTiCs AT hOme

The Christian right is at least partly responsible for the culture wars of 
the past 30 years that have made political rivalries so toxic. The original 
campaign issues promoted by the Moral Majority have largely remained 
unchanged. The Family Research Council’s 2012 Values Voters 
Republican Presidential Voter Guide highlights 10 key questions that 
should be borne in mind when voting for the current set of Republican 
hopefuls. The list defines candidates’ positions on opposition to 
abortion, secular reproductive health organisation Planned Parenthood, 
stem cell research, human cloning, estate tax, traditional marriage, 
federal employment non-discrimination, constructionist judges, 
educational choice, and homosexuality in the military. The Christian 
right have waged intensive campaigns around these issues through 
political lobbying carried out by myriad single-issue organisations and 
political action committees. The use of action alerts encourages the 
millions of supporters to lobby politicians and decision-makers locally 
and nationally. 

An extensive network of hundreds of Christian right radio stations, 
television broadcasting companies, publishing companies, and new 
media operate to disseminate a socially and fiscally conservative 
message. Pat Robertson’s 700 Club produced by the Christian 
Broadcasting Network has become a vehicle for broadcasting not only 
Robertson’s own views, but also those of Republican politicians 
reaching out to the Christian right constituency. Fox News and the 
hundreds of right-wing radio stations across the country now provide 
a mainstream conduit for the propagation of the Christian right 
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message.

Whether restricting access to abortion, campaigning for anti-Roe 
v. Wade appointments to the Supreme Court or opposing progress 
towards equal rights for homosexual men and women, Christian right 
organisations have not let up on the culture wars. In 1996, they 
succeeded in persuading Congress to enact the Defence of Marriage 
Act, which defines marriage as being between one man and one 
woman and allows states to not recognise same-sex marriage. Thirty-
nine states have statutes defining marriage in this way, while only 
seven recognise same-sex marriage and a further five recognise civil 
unions. State legislatures’ decisions to recognise same-sex marriage 
have subsequently been overturned through successful campaigns by 
the Christian right in alliance with other Christian and Muslim 
organisations and places of worship in California, Florida and 
Arizona. The American Family Association have deterred PepsiCo, 
McDonalds and Ford Motor Company from supporting gay rights, 
campaigning against charitable donations to organisations they deem 
to be against the traditional family. 

The movement has sought to break down the wall of separation 
between church and state through a combination of civic and legal 
activism. Jay Sekulow’s American Centre for Law and Justice 
organisation has been successful in challenging rulings preventing 
student-led prayer in schools, the use of school buildings to show 
religious films, and anti-abortion activists protesting outside 
reproductive health centres. The most successful example of the 
breakdown of the separation of church and state occurred under 
George W. Bush’s presidency with the establishment early in his 
presidency of the Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives 
which encouraged faith-based organisations, overwhelmingly 
conservative evangelical and Catholic organisations, to bid for a billion 
dollars of federal funds to provide social welfare services. Although 
successful organisations were not permitted to proselytise, they were 
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able to sandwich service provision with religious messages and services. 
The principle being that the evangelism was carried out using the 
organisations’ own resources and the federal funding provided only for 
the service. The faith-based initiative extended to USAID and assistance 
overseas, which was increasingly channelled through US faith-based 
groups and their religious associates. The Christian right successfully 
diverted money away from established secular practitioners, such as 
International Planned Parenthood and Marie Stopes, to organisations 
that would abide by a global gag rule against discussing abortion and 
that promoted abstinence-only programs to prevent HIV/AIDS.

The movement was instrumental in causing the United States to 
engage meaningfully with Africa for the first time through the President’s 
Emergency Plan for Aids Relief (PEPFAR), which provided an initial 
$15 billion of assistance to combat AIDS and HIV. The Christian right 
campaigned and succeeded in ensuring that one-third of the money for 
prevention was awarded only to those organisations promoting an 
abstinence-only program and eschewing advice on the use of condoms. 
Towards the end of his term of office, Bush agreed to provide a further 
$48 billion and extend the program to include malaria. 

Obama was obliged to continue Bush’s PEPFAR initiative, and 
faith-based initiatives at home and abroad have become an integral 
part of the delivery of social welfare provision. Obama even expanded 
the role for religious organisations through reforming the Faith-based 
and Community Initiative into the Office of Faith-based and 
Neighbourhood Partnerships with a presence across nearly all 
government departments. In addition, he introduced a president’s 
advisory council to advise on aspects of government policy related to 
the Faith-based and Neighbourhood Partnerships programs. Whereas 
Bush opened up opportunities particularly to Christian right 
organisations, Obama has extended this to all religious groupings. The 
achievement of the Christian right in this regard has been to put religion 
centre stage in discussing how welfare and assistance should be 
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administered. 

FOReign POliCy

Internationally, the Christian right have shaped debate through 
campaigning on traditional family values and opposition to gay and 
reproductive rights. Through the World Congress of Families, Family 
Research Council, and Concerned Women of America, conservative 
evangelicals link with Catholics, Mormons, Muslims and religious 
conservatives around the world to campaign against gay rights and 
abortion. The Christian right has successfully campaigned to ensure 
that the United States remains one of the few countries in the world 
not to support the Convention for the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women. 

Following religious persecution of Christians in Sudan in the 1990s, 
the Christian right joined forces with civil rights organisations, 
neoconservatives, and liberals to persuade the Clinton administration 
to introduce the International Religious Freedom Act in 1998. The act 
established the Office of Ambassador-at-large for International 
Religious Freedom, a bipartisan Commission on International Religious 
Freedom, and required the State Department to submit an annual 
report on the religious freedom of countries around the world to 
Congress. The Christian right has successfully been able to use religious 
freedom and faith-based initiatives overseas to spread its influence 
internationally, forming close working relationships with religious 
conservatives worldwide.

The Christian right has also enjoyed considerable success in 
promoting a pro-Israel agenda in US foreign policy through 
unequivocal support for Likud’s negotiating position with the 
Palestinians. Working with the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee, activists ensure that Democratic and Republican 
congressmen and senators are signed up to a pro-Israel agenda that 
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precludes criticism of Israel, endorses military assistance, encourages 
settlement-building in the occupied territories, discourages contact 
with Hamas, and actively promotes Israel’s interests. Hundreds of 
thousands of Christian Zionists, organised around numerous pro-
Israeli groups, including Christians United for Israel, can be mobilised 
to lobby politicians around this agenda. 

Following criticism by the Christian right, Bush ceased criticism of 
Israel’s reoccupation of Hebron in 2002 and its program of targeted 
assassinations, and refused to intervene in the Israeli attacks on 
Southern Lebanon in 2006 or Gaza in 2008/9. President Obama has 
been equally ineffectual in dealing with Israel, as shown by his failure 
to move towards a peaceful resolution of the Israel-Palestinian conflict. 
Christian right leaders and organisations have also been vociferous 
advocates in the war on terror, supporting the Iraq invasion and 
agitating for tougher action against Iran. 

The ChOsen One

As of January, polling suggests that Newt Gingrich and Mitt Romney 
will be the candidates to beat and that the Christian right will play a 
leading role in securing the selection of one of them and will receive 
support for their favoured policy objectives. Gingrich has been the 
more adept of the two in terms of reinventing himself to appeal to this 
constituency. In spite of a track record of ethical impropriety during 
his time as speaker, conducting an affair at the same time as pushing 
for the impeachment of president Clinton, and leaving two seriously ill 
wives for mistresses, he has received a warm reception from evangelicals. 
After confessing his wrongdoing and asking God’s forgiveness he 
converted to Catholicism, a storyline which plays well with an 
evangelical audience that is defined by a redemption narrative. 

Gingrich has taken on an increasingly prominent role in America’s 
culture wars, producing revisionist historical films and books on the 
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country’s religious inheritance and pledging on day one of his presidency 
to “examine and document threats or impediments to religious freedom 
in the United States.” Newt Gingrich’s latest book, To Save America: 
Stopping Obama’s Secular-Socialist Machine, is part of a calculated 
appeal to the Christian right, which includes attacking and promising 
to curtail activist judges from “undermining the First Amendment”. 
Gingrich has described Palestinians as an “invented people” with no 
right to a state of their own. He expresses support for the Israeli Prime 
Minister, Binyamin Netanyahu, distrust of Palestinian leaders, and 
considers that Islam and sharia law present a threat to the United 
States, issues which play well with the Christian right. 

Mitt Romney presents a different challenge. Although rightly 
regarded as one of the most liberal of the candidates, he has hardened 
his position over the years to seek to appeal to the Christian right. In 
addition to opposing state funding for abortion, he opposes federal 
funding for Planned Parenthood, and is against embryonic stem cell 
research and gays in the military. He supports a constitutional 
amendment defining marriage as the union of one man and one woman, 
and supports parental choice in education—code for being able to 
teach creationism within the curriculum. 

According to recent surveys by the Pew Forum on Religion & 
Public Life, 53 per cent of white evangelicals agree that Mormonism is 
not Christian and yet if faced with an election between Obama and 
Romney, 75 per cent would vote for Romney. A marginally smaller 
percentage of white evangelicals would vote for Perry if he were the 
candidate. And yet Richard Land of the Southern Baptist Convention’s 
Ethics and Religion Commission insists that this should not be seen as 
the weakness of the movement but “rather its diversity and the 
pragmatism that comes with maturity. These social conservatives are 
going to coalesce around the person they believe has the best chance of 
making Obama a one-term president.” 
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Land is correct in his analysis that just as in 2008 the movement 
coalesced around the candidate they felt most likely to win, so too in 
2012, even at the expense of rejecting Rick Perry and Rick Santorum. 
The Christian right’s hold over the Republican Party is as strong as 
ever, deterring potential candidates who are not natural supporters, 
obliging others to acquiesce to some of their policy demands, and 
providing a nationwide platform for Christian right candidates to 
shape political debate. While the Christian right will be instrumental in 
deciding the outcome of the Republican nomination, they may also 
prove decisive in the outcome of the general election. A narrow social 
and fiscal agenda may play well in Republican and Tea Party circles 
but it does not necessarily play well in the wider nation. In securing 
Republican support the successful candidate may simultaneously forfeit 
the support of floating and swing voters. Despite a weak economy and 
a lacklustre first term, Obama’s prospects for re-election increase the 
greater the influence of the Christian right on the Republican candidate’s 
policy positions. The paradox is that in order to secure the Republican 
nomination, the successful candidate has to secure the support of the 
Christian right, and in doing so may forfeit the bigger prize. n  
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Constitutional protest
The US Constitution unites the left and right  
in fundamental disagreement

By Jedediah Purdy
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The Tea Party movement gets plenty of support from established 
right-wing financiers and media, but the mood that drives it is as real 
as it is sometimes bizarre. In 2010, nearly one-third of Republicans 
told pollsters they believed Barack Obama was a Muslim, and a quarter 
affirmed the astonishing thought that the President “might be the Anti-
Christ”. Only about half of Republicans and a third of Tea Party 
supporters acknowledge the well-documented warming of the planet, 
and the numbers who accept the scientific consensus that humans are 
causing the warming are markedly lower. At last count, 13 states were 
considering laws like Oklahoma’s constitutional amendment forbidding 
courts to draw on sharia law—a virtually imaginary prospect that has 
nonetheless inspired real anxiety. In a patently unconstitutional gesture 
of populist defiance, a number of states have adopted laws defying the 
healthcare reform that Congress adopted in 2010. These are fragments 
of the new populism that has gripped the Republican Party, swept a 
micro-generation of right-wing true believers into Congress, and set 
the tone for the party’s presidential nomination process.

The conservative and libertarian Tea Party movement has 
thoroughly shaped this year’s Republican race. Climate-change denial, 
categorical refusal of new taxes, and accusations of socialism, or social 
democracy-style “entitlement society”, against the Democrats underlie 
the Republican candidates’ campaigning. In effect, Tea Party ideology 
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has a veto on the Republican primary, though the movement may well 
end up jilted once the general election begins.

The movement was entering its third year of political life when the 
moribund, half-forgotten left struck back with its own populist surge, 
the Occupy movement. This started in Manhattan’s Liberty Plaza Park 
but spiralled into a claimed 600 occupations in the US alone, with many 
more abroad. In October 2011, a month after the Occupy Wall Street 
gathering started, 42 per cent of Americans said they supported the 
goals of the motley crowds camping in parks, post-office plazas, town 
and campus greens, and elsewhere. The question was ill-posed, though 
understandably so. Occupy produced no official goals—an artefact of 
its anarchist-inspired structure—but the banners were articulate: 
corporations, money in politics, and financial capitalism were the 
enemy, more democracy and equality the answers. By mid-November 
when the New York City police cleared out the Liberty Plaza Park 
encampment, public support had fallen to about one-third, hurt by 
television coverage of a few violent clashes in which police were mainly 
the aggressors.

What Occupy will mean for the Democrats is much less clear than 
what the Tea Party has meant for the Republicans. It is not clear that 
Occupy sympathisers will be a voting force in Democratic primaries. 
Nonetheless, Occupy has opened a floodgate of open talk about 
inequality and the corrupting effect of private wealth on democracy, 
issues that until recently were in bad odour on America’s centre-left 
(which is about all the left the US has). It is widely thought that President 
Obama’s new emphasis on economic fairness at the beginning of his re-
election campaign owes something to the popular resonance of Occupy. 
The movement also inspired literally millions of conversations of about 
its themes, all over the country, which will redound to elections in ways 
that are impossible to predict.

THROUGHOUT the high-water period of Occupy, when two-fifths of 
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Americans expressed support for its goals, the same polls showed public 
support for the goals of the Tea Party at about 40 per cent. That adds 
up to 75 or 80 per cent of Americans notionally supporting movements 
of radical dissent. That is arresting, but makes sense considering that, 
for the last year, between two-thirds and three-quarters of Americans 
have believed that the country is on the wrong track. Evidently the 
wrong-track supermajority doesn’t expect much help from the 
mainstream of either party.

What, if anything, do these two populisms have to do with each 
other? Naturally, both take energy from the continuing recession, which 
has thrown tens of millions into indefinite pessimism: long-term 
unemployment, unpayable debt, unsellable houses, and unusable 
degrees. But economic discontent can take many political forms or none 
at all. Is there something in the American grain that accounts for these 
quite disparate movements?

The Tea Party is only superficially a new event. In many ways it 
continues what the historian Richard Hofstadter called in 1964 “the 
paranoid style in American politics.” Hofstadter’s use of paranoid 
was not, of course, clinical, but it did describe a kind of political 
thinking that eerily echoed diagnosable paranoia. The picture of the 
world was basically conspiratorial: powerful, obscure, and hostile 
forces were at work, driving everything from war making to economic 
policy, and only the paranoid perspective let a person see them clearly. 
It was also Manichean: the hostile forces were not just humanly 
different or intelligibly opposed, but implacably destructive, 
demanding total victory or defeat. No compromise was possible. In 
such a worldview, ordinary rationality took quite a beating, and 
paranoid movements blithely entertained inconsistent beliefs and 
breathtakingly implausible claims about the secretive, monstrous 
powers of their enemies. When Hofstadter wrote, the main nemesis 
of the paranoid was global communism, imagined to have infiltrated 
everything from the State Department and the White House to local 
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school boards. Previously it had been Catholics and before that 
Freemasons, in a long history of foreign-backed enemies within 
threatening the patrimony of trueborn Americans.

The paranoid style is longstanding and international, but the Tea 
Party is more specifically descended from the New Right movement 
that drew Hofstadter to his topic. Inspired by the anticommunist 
adventures of Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy, unified around the 
1964 presidential bid of Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, and 
eventually triumphant in Ronald Reagan’s 1980 election, the New 
Right combined economic libertarianism, aggressive anticommunism 
and general militarism, and hostility to the federal government in 
favour of states’ rights to local self-governance. A distinctly modern 
movement, the New Right never embraced the anti-Catholicism or 
racism of its predecessors, though both the support for states’ rights 
and the attack on welfare policies had unmistakable racial meaning 
in decades when Washington and the federal courts were dismantling 
Southern segregation and public-support policies were stamped as 
handouts to blacks. 

The New Right’s most distinctive commitment was its general 
disdain for government as an inefficient, sapping force, enemy of 
initiative and self-reliance, redoubt of coddled bureaucrats and lurking 
tyrants manqué. This was a rejection of a consensus in the political 
class, between the triumph of the New Deal and Richard Nixon’s 1968 
election, that in a complex, industrial economy, government was 
necessary, as Franklin Roosevelt put it, to preserve individualism. In 
the hands of the New Right, the archetypal American figure, the 
independent individual, was redeployed against government.  Because 
the Tea Party seems to perfect this hostility, Mark Lilla has called it 
“the libertarian mob”.

At a town hall meeting on healthcare reform, as the Tea Party was 
turning into a challenge to President Obama’s ability to govern, a 
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woman warned that Washington had better keep its “government hands 
off my Medicare”—Medicare being a federal program of public old-age 
insurance. This bizarre declaration has struck many as crystallising the 
Tea Party’s cocktail of resentment, entitlement, and wilful 
misunderstanding of the most basic institutions of public life.  

These damning paradoxes are everywhere. The anti-sharia 
campaign, nominally meant to maintain secular values in law, would 
turn the government into an agent of religious intolerance in a way 
not seen for most of the last century. Climate-change denial is a 
caricature of scientific rationality: sceptics painstakingly assemble and 
invoke anomalies in studies, embarrassing phrases in stolen emails, 
and assertions from dissenting scientists, creating a papier-mache 
version of an empirical inquiry. Even more basically, the trademark 
assertion that the President is un-American—either in the invidious 
claim that he is Muslim or that he was born in Kenya and so is 
constitutionally ineligible for the presidency—turns around the real 
issue: Barack Obama being President makes Tea Party supporters 
wonder whether they are still American. That is, the presidency of a 
mixed-race man of multinational experience, cosmopolitan instincts, 
and an African-American cultural style (albeit a painstakingly edited 
and regulated one) distills the doubt that white, middle-American, 
mainly Christian and conservative types still form the heart of  
the country. 

The right to stand unchallenged at the centre of your own national 
community is a huge, if intangible, thing, and the clear threat of losing 
it has been an engine of New Right animus for decades. The hostility 
to government has to be understood in this light: it expresses not just 
a rational estimation that the state is less effective than mid-century 
Americans tended to believe, but also a perception that it has been 
taken away, that it now belongs to someone else. Old entitlements, 
like Medicare, belong to a partly imagined time when such programs 
were for “people like us,” but today “government hands” are 
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suspiciously dark-hued and foreign-looking.    

FROM what I could observe from a few days spent at Liberty Plaza 
Park, one of the most poignant qualities of Occupy was the evidence it 
gave of the devastated historical imagination of today’s American left. 
Although there are still outstanding autodidacts and odd, usually 
overtheorised pockets of radicalism, the contrast to Tea Party 
historiography could hardly be starker. The outlandish Glenn Beck-
backed Beck University is only a highly visible outcrop of a whole 
ecosystem of books, stories, and theories, running at least back to the 
founding generation, that bolster right-wing populists in the belief that 
they are the real heirs of the true Americans. Many Occupiers, though, 
had little sense of what had gone before them, and little sense of who, 
beyond the late Howard Zinn, a longtime activist and author of A 
People’s History of the United States, could help them to learn. In a 
country whose active left has hardly existed for decades, where 
respectable democratic traditions such as socialism are invoked mainly 
as insults, and where university education is often just preparation for 
money-making, these radicals were marooned on desolate shores. That 
is not to say that they were incurious: in fact, many were keenly 
interested in teach-ins and the holdings of the free library. What they 
prominently lacked, though, was a compass, a starting point for devising 
a picture of the country in which their aspirations would figure centrally.

Nonetheless, in conversations with Occupy participants, one gets 
the sense that a traditional American faith persists in them: that the 
country, and especially the Constitution, rightly understood and 
cleansed of moneyed corruption, is on their side. Its truth is their 
program, however much it may have been distorted or fallen away from 
the righteous path. Although Occupy and the Tea Party do not have 
much in common, they share this conviction.

It is a thoroughly American idea. The common currency of 
American revolutionaries more than 200 years ago was that natural 
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law and the inherited rights of Englishmen vindicated the rebelling 
colonists’ claims with the precision of a finely worded statute. This 
moral self-confidence drew derision from more sophisticated observers, 
particularly back in England. Samuel Johnson, the literary lion of the 
age, tried to mock the colonists’ naïve and self-serving claims out of 
existence. More charitable observers, such as Edmund Burke, who, 
among his many roles in the events of the time, was retained as a sort 
of lobbyist for the New York colonists, agreed that the Americans’ 
ideas were peculiar. Nonetheless, Burke insisted to his fellow members 
of parliament, this rather simple faith in personal freedom and legal 
principle was a compass-point of the colonists’ identity. It was who 
they were.

When early Americans adopted the US Constitution, they set down 
the basis of their own civic faith. From debates over slavery and the 
New Deal to today’s disputes over abortion and the healthcare reform 
of 2010, the one shared idea among the contending sides has been that 
the Constitution is theirs. On the one hand, being sure the constitution 
is on your side means the others don’t just disagree, but are wrong in 
some deeper and more categorical way. On the other, the constitutional 
tone of American debate implies that we are all trying to get at the 
same truth, interpreting the same phrases and principles. Paradoxically, 
it unites Americans in disagreement.

The American reflex to identify justice and morality with our highly 
imperfect founding document is so great that, when pollsters ask 
whether the Constitution contains Karl Marx’s formula for distributive 
justice under communism, “From each according to his ability, to each 
according to his need,” the communist phrase collects strong support. 
It does have the ring of a good principle.

What unites the grassroots of the Tea Party with the Occupy 
movement is this propensity to take certain American ideas completely 
seriously. For the Occupy movement, these ideas are as simple as 



Jedediah Purdy

American 52 Review

democracy, fair economic opportunity (which implies, for example, 
funding good higher education), and some social protection against 
misfortune. They also include the ideas of nearly every religious 
community, social service volunteer group or, for that matter, family: 
human beings come first, and they are not to be sacrificed to vast 
institutions or bloodless abstractions. Oh, and greed is bad, sharing 
good. Armed by their non-cynical grip on these ordinary pieties, 
Occupiers find finance capitalism inhumane and the power of 
corporation and wealth in American politics monstrous. They are 
outraged that the Supreme Court has embraced the right of the rich 
(and everyone else) to spend unlimited money in campaigns, and of 
corporations to be treated as people when they exercise this right. When 
they hear Mitt Romney tell a voter, “Corporations are people, my 
friend,” they hear blasphemy against the American creed.  

They have not learned the lesson Barack Obama quickly took to as 
soon as he anticipated having to govern: criticise the financiers and 
corporate heads, but then negotiate with them and find ways to show 
them respect. They, like you, wield concentrated power. They, like you, 
are involved in governing the country and the world. They are the 
people Tom Wolfe memorably called “the masters of the universe,” 
back when their wealth and power were far less than they now are. 
These are the lessons of realism, and the Occupiers are not realists. 
That is their point. For many of them, the American creed seems to 
mean that we should not have to be realists in this way. A good deal of 
American history, all the way back to the start, has been made by people 
who share this almost savant-like knack for taking announced ideals in 
complete seriousness. 

The Tea Party is, candidly, more opaque to me. It is more diffuse 
and contains more diverse strands, including racial resentment and the 
continuing animus of culture wars over abortion and homosexuality. 
So far as it began in indignation over the 2008-09 bailout of the 
financial industry and the perception that government belonged to 
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remote and indifferent interest groups, though, it seems to start where 
Occupy does: by taking seriously that our government is supposed to 
be transparent and answerable to us, and our economy is supposed to 
reward effort and ability, not political connections and the gigantism of 
the ‘too big to fail’.  

Two-thirds of Americans and more than 80 per cent of the 
Republicans who make up most of the Tea Party, historically say they 
believe that where a person ends up in our economy is a result of how 
talented they are and how hard they work, not luck or impersonal social 
forces. This is a much higher share than in northern Europe, despite 
the fact that American social mobility is not actually higher than in 
those countries. In some ways, the reality of the American economy is 
itself an affront to these points of the American creed. But it is hard to 
imagine a more concentrated insult than the bipartisan judgment that a 
corrupt and inefficient financial industry, which had already fleeced 
plenty of innocents and made undeserving opportunists rich all the way 
down its food chain, had to be saved with public money. A realist 
understood why this had to be accepted. Someone who believed the 
American creed had powerful reasons not to accept it. 

Richard Hofstadter closed his classic study, The Paranoid Style in 
American Politics, by contending that American radical populists do 
not understand how history does not happen. That is, they fail to 
grasp the complexity of the political, economic, and social worlds we 
live in, where no vast conspiracy can survive long and no simple 
principle can govern, where complexity overrides both concentrated 
wickedness and distilled idealism. This lack of realism makes them 
both ineffectual and dangerous.  

It is worth adding a distinction between those who revolt against 
the complexity of the modern world as such and those who revolt 
against the specific kind of complexity we live with, including the power 
of the finance industry, the role of money in our politics, and our 
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tendency to capitulate to greed as something necessary and even good. 
The first kind of revolt is probably doomed, though it may do a lot of 
harm before it goes down. The second may or may not be, and only 
people who take their creeds entirely seriously are likely to find out. n
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Understanding 
populism
Populist movements from the Tea 
Party to the Arab Spring

By Guy Sorman
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Populism is an ambiguous term: it is at once an insult and a 
description.

Too often the term is used to dismiss a troublesome political 
adversary whose nature one does not quite understand. Thus American 
left-liberals qualify the Tea Party as populist, which relieves them of the 
obligation to study the nature and the claims of this movement. And 
why, in any case, should populism have such a negative and disdainful 
connotation? As an insult, populism implies a denial of democratic 
processes and of intellectual coherence; populism suggests the 
manifestation of primitive passions and an exploitation of instinctual 
politics. On this view, populism does not respect the democratic rules 
of the game and disdains legal and legitimate institutions. Populist 
solutions are thus considered unrealistic, absurd, impracticable, and 
contradictory. In European usage, the term goes back to the 1920s 
and 1930s: populism thus involves an insidious allusion to fascist 
movements that have since been described as populist.

For this reason the charge of populism has considerable historical 
weight when applied to the Tea Party in the United States as well 
as to the extreme right, anti-immigration parties in France, the 
Netherlands, Denmark and Austria. The abusive risk inherent in 
this term is a failure to understand the distinctive significance of the 
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historical, social, economic and even religious context proper to each 
of these movements. 

It must be noted as well that populism, whether understood as 
a political fact or as a pejorative category, is not reserved to right-
wing movements, although populist movements do tend to be on the 
right. In the 1920s, fascism was born more on the left: Mussolini 
and most French and Belgian fascists came out of socialism. One 
might argue, moreover, that the term populist should be applied to 
communist parties in Europe that also flouted democratic institutions 
and claimed to transcend traditional political and social cleavages. 
The alliance of socialists and communists in Europe in the 1930s 
called itself a popular front. Why would ‘popular’ be a positive term 
and ‘populist’ negative? Here one is caught between judgment and 
analysis, indeed leaning more towards a judgment of value as opposed 
to a dispassionate analysis.  

This tendency to classify populism a priori as right-wing leaves us 
at a loss when it comes to the Occupy Wall Street movement. Many 
commentators in the United States think Occupy is a response to and 
symmetrical to the Tea Party. The symmetry, however, is limited, since 
the Tea Party situates itself within American institutions, appeals to the 
Constitution, and wishes to transform the balance of political powers 
within the system, in particular by trying to take over the Republican 
Party. The Occupy movement, on the other hand, places itself outside 
and against the system, and questions whether existing democratic 
institutions are truly aligned with popular views. Is not Occupy, which 
claims to represent 99 per cent of Americans, more populist than the Tea 
Party, whose only wish is to reach 50—that is, to attain a majority for 
the Republicans? It is interesting that the opposition between the 99 per 
cent—the true or authentic people—and the 1 per cent—the plutocratic 
elites—can already be found in the work of the sociologist Thorstein 
Veblen who, in Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), condemned the 
“conspicuous consumption” of parasitic elites.
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The same question applies to all the uprisings that occurred 
around the globe in 2011 and that without exception contested 
the legitimacy of existing institutions, whether or not these were 
democratic. Consider, for example, the uprising in Chile of students 
who held that existing democratic institutions failed to represent both 
the youth and nature, that is, the natural environment in Patagonia 
threatened by hydroelectric dams. The political landscape in South 
Korea was turned upside down by a youth movement set off by social 
media that allowed activists to dispense with traditional political 
parties and to influence elections by imposing candidates out of 
nowhere. The middle-class revolt against the high cost of living in 
Israel operated outside institutions and took all leaders by surprise—
was that a populist movement? And how can we fail to classify as 
populist the anti-corruption revolts that laid siege to the Indian 
parliament in New Delhi in the fall of 2011? 

Finally, there is the case of non-democratic Arab nations in which 
revolutions unfolded that demanded democracy, although they did 
not appeal to democratic principles at the outset. Thus, the Jasmine 
Revolution in Tunisia in the spring of 2011 was a popular uprising of 
young graduates demanding jobs, which was also the initial demand 
in Egypt. These revolutions later became democratic as the insurgents 
came to hope that democracy would address their economic demands 
as well as their claims of political and religious liberty. Depending on 
one’s vantage point in the Arab world and depending on the outcome 
of elections, these revolutions are considered as popular or populist, 
as progressive or revolutionary. Generally a value judgment prevails 
over analysis.

If we use the term populism, this is because in all these uprisings 
there are a number of points in common beyond their simultaneity. 
Some might be tempted to emphasise economic determinism. From 
this point of view, it was recession or economic stagnation that 
inflamed the crowds, made up of those most directly affected—young 
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graduates in Cairo, small entrepreneurs in the United States. Recession 
might also explain the popular or populist success of anti-immigration 
movements, from America to France. The economic explanation is 
convincing as long as it does not claim to be exclusive.

Resistance to immigration, which is a fundamental parameter 
of populism on the right in the United States and in Europe, is 
strengthened by economic recession, but it is also a permanent feature 
of societies worried about their national identity. This was already 
true in the 1920s. This fear of “the other” spares no nation, and it 
can be observed that in the Arab world as well, populism is always 
ready to designate cultural or religious minorities as scapegoats.  

Apart from similarities in their determining circumstances, 
economic as well as identity-related, all contemporary populist 
movements share the same technique of mobilisation and expression: 
social networks on the internet. Facebook, Twitter, YouTube are only 
media of communication, but, as Marshall MacLuhan wrote in the 
1960s, “The medium is the message.” To be mobilised, without a leader 
or a program, but in order to seek an alternative to democracy and 
to capitalism—this is perhaps the aim of contemporary populism. We 
may not know where we’re going, but we’re going there together. This 
spontaneity is praised by a 91-year-old French essayist, Stephane Hessel, 
whose 40-page pamphlet, Indignez-vous (Be Indignant), became a text 
of reference for rebels in Madrid, London and New York.

Sometimes a technique can change the world. When Gutenberg 
invented the printing press, no one imagined that this machine 
would, by making the Bible widely available, lead to the Protestant 
Reformation. Without the radio, Hitler would not have been able to 
take power. So it is possible that the internet and social networks 
are now going beyond their original functions of communication, 
commerce and entertainment and transforming the rules of the 
political game. Populists would then be those who were first to grasp 
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and to make use of these social networks for their own purposes. How 
civil society might resist the populist impact of these social networks 
remains to be seen. n  

Translated from the French by Alexis Cornel
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“In his anguish and rage, Kennan penned the Long Telegram 
that fell upon postwar Washington like a thunderbolt in 
February 1946. Everyone read it, from Harry Truman on 
down. Its message was clear and simple: don’t try to be 
chummy with the Soviets.” 

Jacob Heilbrunn reviews John Lewis Gaddis’s  
biography of George F. Kennan
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In 1957, George F. Kennan was invited 
to give the annual Reith lectures on the 
BBC. On six successive Sunday 
evenings, Kennan, who was a guest 
professor at Oxford, drove to the BBC’s 
London studios. “I felt a tremendous 
sense of responsibility,” Kennan 
recalled. “Half of England was listening 
to these things.” Indeed it was. 

Kennan had earned fame as the 
author of the “Long Telegram”, which 
warned about malignant Soviet 
intentions, and as Mr. X, who, in the 
journal Foreign Affairs, expounded upon 
the need for a strategy of containment of 
the Kremlin. He was, to use a 
contemporary expression, one of the first 
talking heads, someone whose opinion 
on weighty matters of international affairs that newspapers and 
magazines, radio and television, solicited, respected, and disseminated. 
Kennan’s voice, as he himself put it in his memoirs, “carried”. After the 
broadcasts began, he stopped by his Oxford garage to pick up his car: 
“The man behind the parts desk, with his greasy hands, when he heard 
me speak, said: Where did I hear that voice before?”

Although George Kennan predicted the collapse of the  
Soviet Union, his advice was seldom listened to 

The oracle

George F. Kennan: An American Life
by John Lewis Gaddis 
The Penguin Press
New York, 2011 
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As John Lewis Gaddis reminds us in his superb biography, Kennan 
had caused quite a flap with the lectures, which poked at sacred Cold 
War cows with a vengeance. Kennan, who had once dramatised the 
Soviet threat, now took a different stance. “Kennan Says Rule in 
Soviet is Shaky,” blared a New York Times headline after his first talk. 
Soon enough, the headline read, “Kennan Offers Plan on Neutral 
Germany.” Along the way he also decried the nuclear arms race as 
suicidal and suggested that NATO might be superannuated.

Such heretical remarks caused heartburn in the Eisenhower 
administration, which had to field a phone call from an irate West 
German chancellor Konrad Adenauer, who was aghast that a former 
American official would rehabilitate dreams of German neutrality. 
Then there was former secretary of state Dean Acheson, a close friend 
of Kennan’s but also an acerbic critic, who debunked him publicly. 
Acheson announced that Kennan “has never, in my judgment, grasped 
the realities of power relationships, but takes a rather mystical attitude 
toward them.” Harvard president James Conant also chimed in. 
Kennan, he said, had produced “a blueprint for the appeasement of 
the Soviet Union.” It was all too much for the sensitive Kennan. His 
ulcer flared up and he checked into a Zurich hospital. It was classic 
Kennan. As Gaddis notes, he would repeatedly suffer health problems 
whenever he came under intense pressure or criticism. 

Yet it never dissuaded him from entering the public fray. Over 
the decades, Kennan became the conscience of America, an oracle 
who repeatedly prophesied what would occur—the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the reunification of Germany, the perils of waging war 
against Iraq—but was, more often than not, respectfully heard out 
but seldom heeded. 

Kennan was America’s greatest historian and intellectual since 
Henry Adams whose despair about America he wholly shared. He 
himself wrote in the early 1930s: “The America I know and love and 
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owe allegiance to is Father’s America—the America of George Kennan 
the elder, and John Hay and Henry Adams and Roosevelt and 
Cleveland and the Atlantic Monthly and the Century. That is the 
world we were brought up in on Cambridge Ave., after all, and it 
stood for certain ideals of decency and courage and generosity which 
were as fine as anything the world has ever known.” Is there something 
a little sentimental, even bathetic, about these sentiments? Perhaps. 
But they formed the intellectual and emotional scaffolding that he 
clung to all his life, and may help to explain his deep, intuitive 
understanding of the past, exemplified in his historical works. 

For many on the American left, the Soviet “experiment”, as it 
was known, constituted the greatest leap forward that humanity had 
ever known. Kennan knew otherwise. He first travelled to Moscow as 
an aide to American ambassador William Bullitt, who initially hoped 
that relations with the USSR could be warm and friendly now that 
the Roosevelt administration had officially recognised the Bolshevik 
regime. But Bullitt soon became a staunch anticommunist. Within a 
few weeks, Bullitt informed Roosevelt that the “honeymoon 
atmosphere had evaporated completely.” For his part, Kennan wrote 
back to the State Department of his “disgust with the bigotry and 
arrogance of its leaders, who not only refuse to recognise their own 
mistakes and limitations but pretend that they have found the solution 
of all the problems of the rest of the world in their crude interpretation 
of a worn-out doctrine.”

As Gaddis shows, Kennan’s understanding of the Soviet Union 
took shape during his tenure as a counsellor in the Moscow embassy 
in the 1930s, when Stalin’s purges were raging. He served as an 
interpreter to the pro-Soviet Joseph E. Davies, who noisily and 
outlandishly praised the show trials of Stalin’s old Bolshevik comrades 
such as Nikolai Bukharin as a sterling example of judicial impartiality 
and Stalin’s wisdom.
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Kennan’s next stay in Moscow was during wartime, when W. 
Averell Harriman served as ambassador. Ever the realist, Kennan was 
mortified by the illusions that permeated the Roosevelt administration 
about Stalin’s intentions. Franklin Roosevelt liked to refer to “Uncle 
Joe”. Kennan, by contrast, thought he was most un-avuncular. If 
America wasn’t going to try to oppose a Soviet takeover of Eastern 
Europe, he wrote in 1945 to his friend Charles Bohlen, who was at 
Yalta, why not at least try to cut a deal with it to salvage something— 
“spheres of influence—keep ourselves out of the Russian sphere and 
keep the Russians out of ours?” But official—as opposed to de facto—
recognition of spheres of influence, then as now, was taboo.

In his anguish and rage, Kennan penned the “Long Telegram” 
that fell upon postwar Washington like a thunderbolt in February 
1946. Everyone read it, from Harry Truman on down. Its message 
was clear and simple: don’t try to be chummy with the Soviets. He 
amplified upon it in his 1947 “X” article, the one that would make 
and haunt him for the rest of his life. Urging vigilance, Kennan 
suggested that it would be possible to contain the Soviet Union by 
damning it up at every nook and cranny where it sought to extend its 
influence. But Kennan would soon protest that his message had been 
seized upon and distorted by cold warriors in Washington who saw 
in it a brief for the relentless expansion of the American military. He 
had in mind a different kind of conflict, one that relied upon alliances 
and cultural superiority as well as military might. 

But the truth is that he never thought America was up to the job. 
In his 1968 book Democracy and the Student Left, he denounced 
what he saw as the farcical antics of protesting students. By 1976 he 
had concluded, as he told George Urban in a memorable interview in 
Encounter, that America was doomed to “succumb to failures which 
cannot be other than tragic and enormous in their scope” and that he 
was revolted by the decadence of Europe as well. He had recently 
seen a Danish youth festival “swarming with hippies—motorbikes, 
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girlfriends, drugs, pornography, drunkenness, noise—it was all there. 
I looked at this mob and thought how one company of robust Russian 
infantry would drive it out of town.” Once the Soviet Union collapsed, 
as he had predicted it would, he reckoned that it would succumb to 
the worst temptations of Western capitalism. He happened to be right 
about that as well.

But Kennan never believed that his counsel was ever fully 
appreciated. Asked toward the end of 1945 how it felt to be more of 
a hard-liner than anyone else in the embassy, he responded, Gaddis 
reports, by saying, “I foresee that the day will come when I will be 
accused of being pro-Soviet, with exactly as much vehemence as I am 
now accused of being anti-Soviet.” This, too, occurred. By the 1980s, 
Kennan was seen as a leading dove, calling for a ‘no first use’ policy 
on nuclear weapons when it came to the Soviet Union and decrying 
the arms race generally. Was he wrong? In retrospect he and Ronald 
Reagan were closer in spirit than Kennan, who regarded Reagan with 
scepticism, may have realised. Gaddis mourns that Kennan never 
appreciated Reagan’s fundamental antipathy toward nuclear weapons.

Kennan was opposed to NATO expansion. He argued against 
intervention in the Balkans. In a tribute to Kennan reprinted in The 
Unquiet American, Richard Holbrooke recalled that Kennan asked 
him, “Why should we try to stop ancient ethnic hatreds?” Towards 
the end of his life Kennan denounced the George W. Bush 
administration for embarking upon war with Iraq. Once again, 
America, he thought, was displaying its egregious propensity for 
hectoring the rest of the world about its moral failings instead of 
minding its own knitting. And so it is not hard to imagine what 
Kennan would think of America’s Libyan venture, let alone the foreign 
policy of the Republican party, which consists, by and large, of 
extolling the virtues of bombing Iran and denouncing any attempt to 
meet with adversaries as a new Munich. Where is America’s George 
Kennan today? n  
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Steve Jobs’ life was the stuff of fiction. 
An orphan, raised by working class 
parents in Mountain View, California, 
a college dropout, a devotee of Zen 
Buddhism, LSD, and vegan cuisine, 
Jobs ended up becoming the iconic 
American entrepreneur of his era, as 
well as the 42nd richest person on 
Forbes’ list of billionaires. Former 
Time editor Walter Isaacson has written 
a readable biography, based on 
extensive access to Jobs and the people 
who knew and worked with him. But 
questions linger about what made Jobs 
tick and about his contribution to 
America’s leading industry.

Jobs was born in 1955 to two 
graduate students at the University of 
Wisconsin. His mother, fearful that her father would disown her for 
marrying Jobs’ Syrian-born father, put him up for adoption. Jobs’ 
adoptive parents, Paul and Clara Jobs, lived in the San Francisco Bay 
Area. Neither had graduated from high school. Paul was a mechanic 
who fixed up and sold cars in his spare time, and Clara was a clerk. To 
win over Jobs’ mother, they had to agree to send the child to college. 

Steve Jobs was a product of his time—the ‘60s counter-culture

Turn on, tune in, and drop out

Steve Jobs
by Walter Isaacson
Simon and Schuster
New York, 2011
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They moved to Mountain View, near Stanford University and a few 
fledgling electronics firms. Fuelled by military orders, after World War 
II the area became the site of Silicon Valley, named for the material that 
was essential to the transmission of bits and bytes.  

The era called the sixties was really composed of overlapping 
convulsions: a political revolution that began with the civil rights 
movement, spread to opposition to the Vietnam War, and reached its 
peak in the late 1960s; and a cultural revolution that began with the 
Beatniks in the fifties and spread to the hippies and eventually 
transformed the way a generation thought about life and love. Jobs’ 
formative years were spent as the political revolution was receding. The 
counter-culture was spreading, but also gradually becoming 
commercialised in new fashions. Science and technology were no longer 
inextricably associated with military weaponry. And that encouraged 
the emergence of the counter-culture geek who combined the culture of 
drugs (“turn on, tune in, and drop out”) and rebelliousness with a 
fascination for the new science of computers and information. And its 
centre was the Bay Area in San Francisco. If Jobs had been born in 
Detroit or Orlando, Apple Computer would never have existed.

His parents kept their promise to Jobs’ birth mother and sent him 
to Reed College, but Jobs lasted only a semester. He spent the next 
years living in communes in Oregon and the South Bay, travelling to an 
ashram in India, working the night-shift at Atari, the new computer 
games manufacturer, auditing courses at Stanford, studying Zen 
Buddhism with a nearby guru and dropping acid. That sounds bizarre, 
but many kids in Northern California (where I lived at the time) spent 
their formative years this way. In 1975, Jobs and a friend from Mountain 
View, Steve Wozniak, who was working at Hewlett-Packard, started 
attending the Homebrew Computer Club meetings in Palo Alto, a club 
started by a former antiwar activist who discovered computers, and 
saw in them a path to a new kind of electronic democracy.
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For the club, Wozniak, with Jobs lending a hand, developed a 
circuit board, which when attached to a keyboard and a monitor, 
became a personal computer. That was the genesis of the Apple I. Jobs’ 
idea was to sell it, and with funding from a local venture capitalist, to 
create a new machine, the Apple II, that would combine the functions 
of a circuit board, monitor and keyboard. By 1978, Jobs and Wozniak 
had created a million-dollar corporation. In late 1979, Jobs made a 
deal with Xerox to have access to the technology that Xerox was 
creating at the Palo Alto Research Centre. That included everything 
from the mouse to the graphical user interface to Ethernet networks. 
Jobs had Apple’s engineers incorporate these innovations into the new 
Macintosh computer. While hobbled by slow central processor, a 
paucity of memory, and low-capacity disk drives, the Mac embodied 
even then most of what personal computers would become.  

Jobs did not create the mother board or operating system for the 
Apple II or the Mac, but he understood the engineering and science. 
What he brought to the process of creation was a passion for combining 
form and function, use and design that recalled the Bauhaus School in 
Germany in the 1920s. He fretted the details—from how to cool the 
processor (he hated the noise of fans and eliminated them from the 
Mac) to the packaging in which the machine arrived in a consumer’s 
hands. He wanted computers to look beautiful and not merely 
serviceable. One of my favourite stories in Isaacson’s book is about 
Jobs’ role in designing the graphical software for the Mac.

Because the Mac’s screen would be bit-mapped, users would be 
able to make drawings on it the way they might do on a pad, but in 
addition the drawing program would allow users to instantly click 
certain shapes like circles and squares. Jobs insisted that it be able to 
instantly draw rectangles with rounded corners. The programmer 
insisted it wasn’t needed—that the program should be confined to the 
basic shapes. “Rectangles with rounded shapes are everywhere!” Jobs 
exclaimed, and took the programmer on a walk where, to his 
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amazement, he saw that rectangles with rounded corners had become 
the visual norm.   

Like most veterans of the counter-culture’s geekdom, Jobs and 
Wozniak did not do what they did in order to get rich. Jobs, of course, 
insisted on commercialising the products of the Homebrew Club, which 
went against the open-source ethic, but his fascination lay ultimately 
with design and technology—what he called the meeting of humanities 
and science—and not with the amount of money he could make. That 
was his strength and contributed to the brilliance of Apple’s innovations. 
He worried about form and function first, profits later. But it also 
proved his weakness. The first Mac was too expensive for the market, 
and in 1985, after a power struggle with former Pepsi head John Sculley 
whom Jobs had recruited to run the company, Jobs was forced out by 
Apple’s board of directors.  

Jobs repeated the same error with the NeXT computer, a powerful 
workstation, constructed as a cube, with a new object-oriented 
operating system, that was designed for school laboratories. NeXT was 
way ahead of its time—Apple would later incorporate its operating 
system in OS X. Jobs designed the factories in which it was built, and 
deliberated for days over the colour of the factory walls. But NeXT, 
like the Mac, failed to sell enough to keep the company afloat. At the 
same time, Apple floundered without Jobs. Unlike Jobs, Sculley did not 
understand computers (as I learned when I did a profile of him in 1991, 
he had to hire an assistant to help him use the Mac) and was primarily 
worried about the bottom-line. In 1996, with the company on the 
rocks, Apple brought Jobs back, and after a year he became the chief 
executive officer.  

Over the next 15 years, Jobs had an almost unbroken record of 
greatest hits, including the iMac, the iPod, the iPhone, and the iPad.  
He did equally well in Hollywood, with a computer animation company 
called Pixar that he bought. At Apple, he was aided by a brilliant 
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designer, Jonathan Ive and manager Tim Cook, who now runs Apple. 
To Apple’s benefit, Jobs outsourced much of the production of the 
company’s products to Asian companies, which kept costs down, but 
unlike other American computer companies, he kept design and 
research and development at home. And he remained meticulous about 
packaging and technical support and even built a network of Apple 
stores, which defied the current model of selling entirely online or 
through budget retailers. 

ISAACSON got almost everyone imaginable to cooperate with him in 
this biography—from former girlfriends to celebrities to business 
rivals—but he doesn’t slight Jobs’ shortcomings, including his lack of 
loyalty to co-workers and friends, his rudeness, and his inattention to 
his own children. The best part of the book is the first half when 
Isaacson is trying to make the connection between Jobs’ unusual 
background and his character and subsequent accomplishments, but 
the book tails off sometime after Jobs returns to Apple into a kind of 
business-celebrity biography. It is only when Jobs confronts his terminal 
illness and his mortality that Isaacson picks back up the internal thread 
of his unusual life. 

The enduring question about Jobs is the relationship between his 
upbringing as an adopted child and his character. Isaacson does some 
speculating and lets Jobs and some of his friends speculate. Jobs 
evidently felt he had been abandoned, and that may have contributed 
to his willingness to abandon others—most notably, he refused to 
acknowledge his parentage of his daughter Lisa until a year after she 
was born. That probably contributed to his ruthlessness as a CEO (he 
only wanted “A players” on his team, he would say) and to his success. 
One friend speculated that his sense of abandonment also left a “hole 
in him,” that he was trying to fill with exotic religion, drugs, and diet, 
and that probably contributed to his immense creative urge. Isaacson 
doesn’t go into it, but there also seems to be a carpe diem quality to his 
life—a flight from the fear of death that is underscored by his religious 
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preoccupations—that makes his early death all the more poignant. 

Will America continue to produce inventor-entrepreneurs like 
Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, Robert Noyce and Gordon Moore, and 
Steve Jobs? That’s hard to say. Jobs was so much a product of the 
counter-culture geekdom. Isaacson tells the story of Jobs visiting a 
business school class at Stanford:

On a visit to a Stanford class, he took off his Wilkes Bashford 
blazer and his shoes, perched on top of a table, and crossed his 
legs into a lotus position. The students asked questions, such as 
when Apple’s stock price would rise, which Jobs brushed off. 
Instead he spoke of his passion for future products, such as 
someday making a computer as small as a book … Later Jobs 
would complain about the new generation of kids, who seemed to 
him more materialistic and careerist than his own. “When I went 
to school, it was right after the sixties and before this general wave 
of practical purposefulness had set in,” he said. “Now students 
aren’t even thinking in idealistic terms, or at least nowhere near as 
much.” His generation, he said, was different. “The idealistic wind 
of the sixties is still at our backs, though, and most of the people I 
know who are my age have that ingrained in them forever.”

Jobs is, sadly, one of the first of his generation to go, and he leaves 
unanswered the question of whether the new generation who “aren’t 
even thinking in idealistic terms” will be able to preserve and extend 
the spirit of innovation that he brought to American industry. n  
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For several months in 2011, Newt 
Gingrich was widely accused of running 
for president just to sell books. But that 
claim got it around the wrong way; in 
fact Gingrich was selling books so he 
could run for president.

Before his November surge from 
cellar-dweller to frontrunner, Newt 
Gingrich was often criticised for 
skipping campaigning opportunities in 
early-to-vote states for book-signings 
in less politically important places like 
Georgia and Kentucky. 

But after five months of campaigning, 
Gingrich had sold just 12,000 copies of 
A Nation Like No Other. That’s a very 
time-consuming and expensive way 
to make $36,000, and if that’s really 
Newt’s way of making a buck these 
days, Tiffany’s won’t be seeing Callista 
and him again for a while. 

Herman Cain was also accused of 
being on a political book tour. In his 

Books to boost coffers and confidence 

Campaign lit

This is Herman 
Cain! My Journey to 
the White House
by Herman Cain
Threshold Editions
New York, 2011

A Nation Like No 
Other: Why American 
Exceptionalism 
Matters
by Newt Gingrich
Regnery Publishing
Washington DC, 
2011

Fed Up! Our Fight 
to Save America 
from Washington
by Rick Perry 
Little, Brown and 
Company
New York, 2010

No Apology: The 
Case for American 
Greatness
by Mitt Romney
St Martin’s Press
New York, 2010
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case, This is Herman Cain! came out just as interest in his unlikely 
campaign was peaking and sold 30,000 copies before Cain’s spectacular 
implosion amid claims of sexual harassment and a 13-year extramarital 
affair that made the book’s subtitle, My Journey to the White House, 
seem rather deluded. 

Ron Paul, Michele Bachmann and Rick Perry all had freshly written 
books in 2011—although Perry’s Fed Up! was more of a liability than 
an asset, famously describing social security as a “Ponzi scheme”. And 
clearly when he asked Newt Gingrich to write his foreword, Perry 
wasn’t expecting both of them to run for president.

Still, books by presidential candidates can serve a number of useful 
purposes. Most obviously perhaps, they get their life story out and their 
worldview better known. Less obviously, they can generate excitement 
and support on the campaign trail, earn significant campaign finance, 
and gain free media coverage.

These books usually come out before the launch of an official 
campaign—and provide a means to raise a candidate’s profile and 
war chest without having to form an exploratory committee or file 
paperwork with the Federal Election Commission. That also means less 
scrutiny of the generous speaking fees of many tens of thousands of 
dollars the authors can attract before they become official candidates.

For candidates starting out with smaller bank balances like Cain 
and Gingrich, a campaign book provides them with crucial free 
venues. Every meeting room or town hall in Iowa and New Hampshire 
costs money to rent if you want to hold a rally—and if you are only 
attracting 100 or so people you can end up paying a lot of money to 
look quite unpopular. Add to that the expense of staffing five events a 
day, providing security, coffee and biscuits, and it can be a real drain 
on the coffers. 
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But if you make that campaign event a book signing at a retail store, 
it costs you nothing—security and any catering is the store’s problem—
and suddenly that 100 or so supporters can create quite a buzz. In a 
public place crowds attract crowds and people out doing their shopping 
will gravitate to a hub-bub surrounding some presidential candidate—
all the better if local or network TV turns up.

But campaign books aren’t just for long shots.

In March 2010 when Mitt Romney’s No Apology came out, it 
went straight to the top of The New York Times best-seller list—
although it should be noted that that heady debut was pump-primed 
by bulk orders that earned his sales figures an asterisk. But just as 
crowds at shopping malls attract more people, getting on The New 
York Times best-seller list attracts more sales and, more importantly, 
more interest in the candidacy: “Gee, Romney must be doing well, his 
book’s a best seller!” 

Romney’s publisher, St. Martin’s Press announced its first print run 
of No Apology would be a whopping 200,000 copies, but according to 
Nielsen BookScan just over half of those—106,000 copies—were sold 
over the next 18 months, more than double that of his rivals. The other 
side to those sales figures is of course that almost 100,000 copies of 
Romney’s book have gone unsold, which is why my hardback copy of 
No Apology was being remaindered in Sydney last June for AUS$2.95 
(US$3).

Still, 106,000 sold is a lot of books, and a lot of money for 
your average writer who gets maybe $3 per copy depending on 
their publishing deal. But of course Mitt Romney isn’t an ordinary 
writer—he’s a candidate for president with a personal fortune of 
around $275 million.

After six months of seeing the frustratingly handsome Mitt smiling 
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at me with deep-set yet somehow understanding eyes from the front 
cover of No Apology, I began to understand how the 75 per cent or so 
of Republicans who hadn’t committed to vote for Romney felt. He was 
still there, waiting patiently for me to come around, yet I kept finding 
other campaign books to read first. I even listened to Mike Huckabee’s 
CD of Christmas stories for old times’ sake as I shifted Mitt’s unopened 
323 pages from bedside table to coffee table to desk. 

It wasn’t because I didn’t think Romney had a good chance of 
getting nominated or that I thought I knew all there was to know about 
him, it’s just that I wasn’t really sure I wanted to hear what he had to 
say. He wasn’t really interesting. That was until last December, when I 
finally decided to find out what it was Romney wasn’t apologising for. 

Turns out, no, he isn’t “not apologising” for his expensive yet 
soulless 2008 presidential campaign or even his $275 million bank 
balance, made largely from buying struggling companies, streamlining 
(i.e. sacking people) and selling the pared-back remnants to the highest 
bidder. It is America’s case for enduring greatness in the face of a rising 
China, resurgent Russia and lurking Islamic-terrorism for which he is 
making No Apology. 

Romney’s reasons for writing a book are set out in the introduction. 
After the 2008 campaign, he felt he’d failed to communicate his vision 
for America in 60-second debate answers and 30-second TV ads: “This 
book gives me the chance to say more than I did during my campaign.” 
More in a 100,000-word book than in an 18-month presidential 
campaign? Okay, bring it on.

It soon becomes apparent Mitt Romney isn’t writing a personal 
story along the lines of Barack Obama’s Dreams from My Father and 
The Audacity of Hope. While his wife Ann is mentioned in line four 
of page one and his father George is quoted before the end of the first 
paragraph, Romney doesn’t set out to tell his readers who he is or 
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where he’s come from. His Mormon faith is mentioned just four times 
(Nazism gets seven mentions and Ronald Reagan nine).  

Much of No Apology reads like a catalogue of policy positions: 
the economy, defence, education, the environment and health all get 
a chapter. What piqued my interest most though was what amounts 
to Romney’s guiding philosophy: his own analysis of why other great 
nations have suffered decline and what America must do to avoid 
the same fate. Here Mitt dusts off his business hat to compare those 
empires with market-dominant corporations— Sears, Kmart, United 
Airlines, and General Motors—who have been knocked off their perch. 

Like once-great empires, all of those eclipsed businesses, Romney 
asserts, became inward-looking, complacent, and failed to embrace 
technological changes. Written largely in 2009 as America slipped deep 
into the abyss of the Global Financial Crisis, Romney still offers a 
Reagan-esque vision of a new dawn; “The good news is that America 
also possesses the qualities that have allowed great nations in the past 
to reverse course and to overcome challenges.”

But that will take strong leadership, Romney says, and politicians 
who will make the tough calls, tell it like it is, and not just say what the 
people want to hear. 

It’s enough to give you the impression Mitt Romney sees America 
as a prime target for a corporate-style raid. n  
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Are Australians the Homer Simpsons 
of the South Pacific—lazy, beery, 
stupid, lucky? Or are they sensible 
Jiminy Crickets who in the end will 
always let their conscience be their 
guide? These conflicting faces of 
Australians are summed up in new 
rival manifestos by two respected 
journalists—Too Muck Luck by Paul 
Cleary of The Australian and The 
Sweet Spot by Peter Hartcher of The 
Sydney Morning Herald. As their titles 
and subtitles show, both re-engage 
with but ring the changes on Donald 
Horne’s polemic of the early 1960s, 
The Lucky Country.

Cleary’s Too Much Luck is closer 
to Horne in spirit. For Cleary the 
‘lucky’ mining boom has been almost a 
total disaster. There is no questioning its massive and sensational 
scale. Australia’s 361 mining complexes, operating 24 hours a day on 
a scale never before seen, produce 1 billion tonnes of minerals each 
year—enough, Cleary says, to fill 3,000 of the world’s biggest bulk 
carriers. The prices they get have tripled since the boom began in 

Buoyed by the mining boom, Australians reflect on their fortune

Luck or pluck

Too Much Luck. The Mining Boom and 
Australia’s Future
by Paul Cleary
Black Inc.
Melbourne, 2011
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2003. But Australian governments have misused the revenues and 
failed to plan for the future. The last Coalition government spent the 
windfall on tax cuts and middle-class welfare. The current Labor-
Greens-Independents alliance has wasted it on a populist cash splash, 
pink bats, school halls, and a demagogic national broadband network. 
Both governments, in Cleary’s words, “pissed it up against the wall”. 

Worse still, the boom corrupts the politics (Big Dirt, Cleary says, 
assassinated the Labor leader, Kevin Rudd); it distorts the economy 
(the Dutch disease or the Gregory effect); it raids the food bowl 
(fracking); it damages public health in mining communities (asthma, 
heart disease, diabetes); and it undermines the environment (the 
Olympic Dam mine in South Australia will leave behind a toxic lake 
and radioactive tailings that will remain active for 10,000 years.). It 
has made no lasting contribution to Aboriginal welfare, and the effect 
on the sensationally paid workers is, according to Cleary, catastrophic: 
they splurge their huge wages on booze, binges, drugs, and prostitutes. 
Broken marriages and high debts are commonplace, although “reliable 
data are yet to be produced.” 

In any case it is all a fool’s paradise. The minerals are non-
renewable and they are being run down one by one. Most of them 
will be exhausted in the lifetime of someone born this year, although 
black coal may last a little longer. For a glimpse of the future, look at 
Mt Lyell. This is how Cleary ends his book: “The state of Tasmania 
was paid enormous royalties for almost a century, but its leaders 
never thought to save for when mineral prices collapsed, or for when 
the ore ran out. Mt Lyell and Tasmania are harbingers for what 
Australia as a whole might look like 100 or even 50 years from now.” 
(Italics added.)

Cleary devotes his final chapter to what should be done about the 
resources curse. He wants the resources industry more heavily taxed 
and regulated. But his principal remedy is establishing a state-
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controlled sovereign wealth fund to preserve savings for future 
generations when the good times fizzle out. “We should do this 
immediately, while the dollar is high.” He will not convince the anti-
socialist sceptics and does not demonstrate that a sovereign wealth 
fund is a better way to go than investing in infrastructure, freeing up 
the labour market, cutting government spending, and legislating fiscal 
responsibility.

IF Cleary revives the argument of 
Donald Horne’s The Lucky Country—
that Australia is a nation of lucky 
second-raters—Peter Hartcher sketches 
an entirely different country. Yes, there 
has been luck, but the real story is how 
Australians, through sweat and 
enterprise, transformed a hard and 
inhospitable convict dumping ground 
into a prosperous liberal democracy 
which is the envy of the world. Their 
real luck was not in finding minerals 
but in inheriting British traditions of 
justice and liberalism. Hartcher does 
not put it so plainly, although in a 
moving paragraph in his 
acknowledgments he emphasises his 
debt to his forebears, including at least 
one convict who settled here in the 
middle of the 19th century. Convicts in 
New South Wales, he reminds us, had more rights than free servants 
in England, and they played a role in building a free society. Visiting 
New South Wales in the 1830s, the great naturalist Charles Darwin 
thought nothing good could come of such a wretched colony indelibly 

The Sweet Spot. How Australia Made 
Its Own Luck—And Could Now Throw It 
All Away
by Peter Hartcher
Black Inc.
Melbourne, 2011
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stained by convictism. Yet in less than 100 years after the first fleet 
arrived, Australians were enjoying a free, prosperous, enterprising 
and expansive society.

But the rot set in with federation. Again Hartcher does not put it 
so bluntly, but it is there between the lines. There was no overwhelming 
public desire for federation. The imperial government in London 
wanted it and most Australians reluctantly fell into line. The people 
who voted No in the referenda simply did not welcome new layers of 
Commonwealth bureaucrats and politicians—a politicians’ federation, 
you might say. They dimly foresaw and feared a host of new 
centralising institutions like the High Court and a Commonwealth 
Taxation Office. They worried about Australia-wide protectionism, 
centralised wage-fixing and restrictive immigration. They felt that 
federation could wait for a few generations while the states and 
private institutions grew in strength. 

They were not entirely wrong. Federation helped turn Australia 
into a closed shop and a stagnating economy. One of the follies of the 
Howard years was the unconvincing ballyhoo surrounding the 
centenary of federation. The celebration was a flop. Fortunately, in 
the second half of the 20th century Australia began to retreat from 
the illiberal restrictiveness of the so-called Australian Settlement and 
the Lucky Country. Australians gradually resumed the prosperous 
years of pre-federation Australia—and only left-wing reactionaries 
look back to old days of state socialism.

Hartcher concludes that there is a universal lesson in this story. 
The world is looking for a model to help guide it out of the global 
financial crisis. Free-market, low-tax, low-benefits Hong Kong will not 
serve. It tolerates a high level of poverty and limits political rights. Nor 
is high-taxing, high-benefits, socialist France a good model. Its economy 
is too sluggish (“sclerotic”) and it produces huge race riots. The 
successful model, there for all to see, is Australia. It is both rich and 
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free, combining a market economy, liberal politics, and a safety net. 

Two illustrations flesh out his argument. One is the queue outside 
a men’s toilet at the Sydney Cricket Ground during a 2007 cricket 
test. Lined up and patiently waiting were the prime minister, the 
leader of the opposition, and the cardinal. No one thought it 
remarkable. The second is the list of Australia’s 10 richest billionaires. 
Six of them started life with nothing. 

The moral is: liberal democracy works. It will keep working as 
long as Australians recognise that the sweet spot, their real wealth, is 
their wits, not their pits. If Cleary fears a revival of the Lucky Country 
with all its dreadful limitations, Hartcher has drafted its obituary. n  
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Tom Switzer talks to Douglas Feith, former under secretary  
of defence for policy (2001-2005) in the Bush administration. 

He is the director of the Centre for National Security Strategies 
and a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute

Douglas J. Feith

“There are other people who say that what American Exceptionalism 
means is that America exempts itself from the rules of the world and 
acts in an assertive fashion above the law, disrespects the rights of other 
countries. If that’s one’s idea of American Exceptionalism, it’s a very 
negative idea, and I certainly don’t subscribe to American Exceptionalism 
defined that way.”

Excerpt from the interview
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Perhaps history never quite repeats, but now it definitely retweets. Thanks 
to Twitter and some hardworking and entrepreneurial researchers, 
students can relive some of the epochal wars of the past, one foggy 
moment of farce and tragedy after another. Since August 2011, World 
War II has been reported in real time, exactly 72 years after it began. 
Followers of the brilliant @RealTimeWWII project can track each move, 
each atrocity, each military gambit or folly, all in a style that captures 
the uncertainty, the fear, the confusion of the time.

The regular flow of tweets, produced by a young British history 
graduate and a team of international volunteers, convey a surprising 
sense of immediacy and poignancy. As well as slowly charting the grand 

War tweets
War propaganda has finally moved onto Twitter

Tweets&TANKS
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strategic trajectory of the war, the telegraphic messages capture the 
views and fates of ordinary individuals caught up in terrible events 
beyond their control or comprehension. Miscalculations, mistakes and 
a recognition that no outcome was inevitable: all are made plain, 140 
characters at a time. A similar project, @CivilianWartime, has begun 
tracking the home front of the American Civil War, and no doubt other 
such dynamic history lessons are in the works. 

But if social media is emerging as a refreshing tool for explaining 
the wars of the past, how useful is it for illuminating the conflicts 
and crises of the present? And might it also provide a way of shaping 
them? Recently, Twitter has begun to feature as a vehicle for strategic 
communication and information warfare in two armed conflicts: 
Afghanistan and Somalia.

From Iraq to Afghanistan, jihadists have long made innovative use 
of media for propaganda and influence. They have sought to shape the 
narrative of the conflicts, not least by trying to be first with the news, 
including through promptly posting their footage of attacks online while 
some Western forces were still clearing their talking points.

With the rise of twitter Twitter in the past few years, the Taliban 
and its associates have reinforced their internet arsenal with the speed 
and directness of this microblog. Through spokesmen like @ABalkhi, 
they have sought to put their own spin on the conflict in Afghanistan. 
This is most effective when they focus on the most glaring moral 
failures America’s post 9/11 wars—Abu Ghraib is their custom-made 
catchcry. But mostly theirs is a perspective that might be mistaken for 
self-parody were it not so chilling. There are plenty of references to 
the Americans as “invaders” and “terrorists”. Every damaged vehicle 
is a “tank destroyed”, foreign soldiers are “eliminated” by “martyrs” 
with unlikely regularity, and there is the occasional link to a talk by 
John Pilger.

Tweets&TANKS
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For months, the US-led forces in Afghanistan chose not to dignify this 
distorted commentary with a response. This changed when the Taliban 
sought to seize the media initiative over an attack on the US embassy 
in Kabul in September 2011. The International Security Assistance 
Force engaged directly online as well as in the field, challenging Taliban 
assertions about everything from operational incidents and casualty 
figures to the very legitimacy of their UN-mandated presence.

Since then, @ISAFmedia has regularly exchanged tweets with the 
mouthpiece of its lethal foes in front of a direct online audience of many 
thousands. ISAF personnel even sometimes manage a commendable 
degree of humour in this deadly serious contest. Some media reports 
suggest twitter is now the only channel of communication between the 
two sides.

Certainly Twitter has accelerated the tempo of the media war, 
with each incident or misdeed being reported and magnified almost 
immediately. Coalition forces now use Twitter as an integral part of their 
rapid response to public relations setbacks and disasters. In January 
2012, within hours of the release of a video apparently showing several 
US army personnel grossly disrespecting the corpses of enemy dead, 
ISAF was actively tweeting links to video statements of its commanders 
deploring the incident and promising investigation and punishment.

It is hard to say which side this novel propaganda medium suits best. 
With its minimal start-up cost and personnel requirements, a Twitter 
account would seem an ideal public relations weapon for the materially 
weaker party, especially if they have no shortage of zeal and rhetoric. 
On the other hand, tweets are pure wind unless they can be hyperlinked 
to sites containing data and evidence, and ISAF is proving effective in 
confronting its adversaries on points of fact.

Yet, since social media offers asymmetric advantages to materially 
modest forces, it would make sense for Washington’s smaller coalition 
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partners also to make more use of it in their own decentralised conflict 
zones across Afghanistan. This is why it is disappointing that, for 
instance, the Australian Defence Force has been so reluctant to make 
speedy use of its social media accounts to discredit Taliban reports of 
actions in Uruzgan province.

The other current conflict where Twitter is emerging, not only 
as a blow-by-blow chronicle but also a part of the battlespace, is in 
Somalia. Here, the Kenyan army has intervened to break the power 
of the extremist al-Shabaab militia. It is proving a bloody, unforgiving 
conflict, in a place where the world’s mainstream media understandably 
fear to tread. But Twitter is providing a window on this war—as well 
as a whole other front. Kenyan military spokesman @MajorEChirchir 
and al-Shabaab’s @HSMPress regularly seek to outdo one another with 
pithy updates of operational success, enemy casualties and taunting 
attempts to demoralise the other side.

In a departure from the traditional script of information warfare, 
it seems the Kenyan military is not keen to see their foes completely 
silenced. In a tweet on December 20 last year, Major Chirchir warned 
that the United States was considering closing down his enemy’s Twitter 
account. He noted that al-Shabaab “needs to be engaged positively”. And 
Twitter, he added, was presently “the only avenue”. n

Follow Rory Medcalf on twitter at @Rory_Medcalf
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Toward the end of 2011, the Minnesota congresswoman and 
then Republican presidential aspirant Michele Bachmann had an 
interesting idea. Admittedly, interesting ideas are one of the things 
for which Bachmann is well known, and this one is fairly modest by 
her standards. Nonetheless, it’s one that deserves some consideration. 
The internet, Bachmann believes, wants President Barack Obama to 
win the 2012 election. 

Anyone who has come across websites like the devout Barack Obama 
is Your New Bicycle or the humorous photo caption blog Obamarama 
might be nodding his head in agreement at Bachmann’s proposition. 
But the congresswoman wasn’t thinking of fansites curated by college 

Online eavesdropping
Internet pundits give rare insight  

into internal party debate
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kids; she suspected something slightly more sinister. A caller to a talk 
radio show, on which Bachmann was a guest, suggested the President 
has “Facebook, Twitter, Google, and YouTube in [his] back pocket.” 
Bachmann was quick to agree. “We have seen,” she said, “whether it is 
the head of Facebook or Google, it is clear there is an alliance with the 
Obama Administration, as well as with NBC.”

Without doubt, the Obama Administration has wielded the internet 
with great effectiveness. The President’s 2008 campaign took off with 
a lot of help from liberal bloggers who talked up the young senator 
from Illinois, and it benefited enormously from the web of small donors 
and young activists the campaign was able to assemble thanks to the 
internet. It didn’t hurt that the Democrats were out of power and so 
better placed to make use of the rallying and organisational potential 
the blogosphere offers candidates. But in 2012, with Republicans the 
out party, the impetus to use online media to harness political energy is 
with the GOP.

For now, the conservative internet presence is doing exactly what it’s 
supposed to: preparing for the coming electoral battle. In many ways, 
the right-wing blogosphere acts as an extension of more traditional 
forms of conservative media. Just as talk radio and Fox News propagate 
talking points to supporters and help party members work out which 
candidates they want to back, conservative bloggers have begun to play 
their part in these processes. 

As Republican presidential candidates jockeyed for position in 2011 
and prepared for the primary contests of 2012, conservative bloggers 
did their bit to establish the credibility of the various candidates and 
ascertain their fealty to Republican orthodoxy. Rick Perry’s views on 
immigration, for instance, were pored over in blog posts, as well as 
more traditional outlets like the Wall Street Journal editorial page, Fox 
News, and the National Review magazine.
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The experience of former pizza magnate and GOP candidate 
Herman Cain demonstrates how the blogosphere both crystallises and 
shapes the mood of the grassroots. On 31 October 2011, when Politico 
reported that two former employees of Cain’s had accused him of 
sexual harassment, the right’s instinct was to rally to the candidate’s 
defence. “We don’t know a lot of the facts,” Erick Erickson wrote the 
next day on the blog RedState, but he also predicted the allegations 
were insubstantial—a “nothingburger,” in his words. The story was 
proof, in Erickson’s view, that “people are finally starting to take 
Herman Cain seriously.” 

The right-wing blogosphere did not march in lockstep, however. 
A week after Politico published the Cain story, the Washington Post’s 
conservative blogger, Jennifer Rubin was declaring that “Cain is either 
the most unfortunate lobbyist ever to grace D.C., or he’s a pig.” And 
even RedState didn’t act as an unthinking mouthpiece for a candidate for 
whom it had sympathy; the site’s bloggers dismissed the Cain campaign’s 
suggestion the candidate was a victim of racism and that the story was 
the result of malicious leaking by Democrats. RedState also expressed 
concern at the ineptness of the Cain campaign’s response to the scandal 
as it metastasised.

Though many right-wing bloggers were initially eager to defend 
Cain against what they felt was an unfair attack, they did so with a 
range of nuanced views reflecting the debate would-be primary voters 
were having with their friends and neighbours. The online discussion 
over Cain’s credibility mirrored the one the party at large was having, 
and eventually, Cain found that the party base—online and off—was 
no longer willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. He had no choice 
but to withdraw from the race.

Parties have always had debates of this nature over the course of 
campaigns, but blogging permits voters to eavesdrop on the arguments 
as they’re happening. The process of interrogating the latest news 



Jonathan Bradley

American 91 Review

BlogNOTES

and deducing its influence on the party’s interests began again for 
Republicans when Rick Santorum’s polling figures surged in the lead-
up to the Iowa caucus. Was Santorum a credible conservative? Could 
he beat Mitt Romney? Was his popularity harming a better candidate? 
Blogging permitted rank and file Republicans to work out their views 
in real time.

As the election progresses, these public party conversations will 
become more common, and will influence the issues candidates talk about 
and the policies they focus on. Observers wishing to see the intra-party 
dynamics undergirding the news of the day should look to conservative 
blogs like RedState, Big Government, or Instapundit. And as Barack 
Obama moves from governing mode to campaign mode, his success in 
re-activating his base will rely in part on the level of support he draws 
from influential liberal blogs like Talking Points Memo, Huffington 
Post, and Wonkette.

Representative Bachmann may have been speaking wildly when 
she proposed a conspiratorial alliance between Obama and internet 
companies, but the President is by no means willing to relinquish the 
technological advantage he built up during the 2008 campaign. One of 
the questions to be answered during 2012 is whether the Republicans 
have indeed caught up with the Democrats in the online stakes. n
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