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Once upon a time, liberals knew what they believed.

They believed America must lead the world by

persuasion, not command. And they believed that by

championing freedom overseas, America itself could be-

come more free. That liberal spirit won America's trust at

the dawn of the cold war. Then it collapsed in the wake

of Vietnam. Now, after 9/11, and the failed presidency of

George W. Bush, America needs it back.

In this powerful and provocative book, Peter Beinart of-

fers a new liberal vision, based on principles liberals too

often forget: That America's greatness cannot simply be

asserted; it must be proved. That to be good, America

does not have to be pure. That American leadership is not

American empire. And that liberalism cannot merely de-

fine itself against the right, but must fervently oppose the

totalitarianism that blighted Europe a half century ago,

and which stalks the Islamic world today.

With liberals severed from their own history, conser-

vatives have drawn on theirs—the principles of national

chauvinism and moral complacency that America once

rejected. The country will reject them again, and embrace

the creed that brought it greatness before. But only if lib-

erals remember what that means. It means an unyielding

hostility to totalitarianism—and a recognition that de-

feating it requires bringing hope to the bleakest corners

of the globe. And it means understanding that democracy

begins at home, in a nation that does not merely preach

about justice, but becomes more just itself.
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Introduction

THIS IS A book about American liberalism, a political tradition so re-

viled that its adherents dare not speak its name. Sometime in the 1 960s,

conservatives began using "liberal" as an epithet, and after a while, liberals

gave up trying to defend its honor When pressed for a self-description to-

day, many prominent liberals choose "progressive." And then they explain

that they don't like labels.

There's no shame in ideological change. In its modern American con-

text, liberalism—the belief that government should intervene in society

to solve problems that individuals cannot solve alone—began with Frank-

lin Roosevelt. Progressivism has older roots and different emphases. But

yesterday's liberals haven't become today's progressives to evoke a differ-

ent intellectual tradition; they have become progressives to escape intel-

lectual tradition. With the flip of a label, they have cast off decades of

disappointment and failure. Unburdened by the past, they can now define

themselves on their own terms.

Except that they cannot define themselves, precisely because they are

unburdened by the past. Progressives want to tell a story about what they

believe—something large and unifying, something that explains their

creed to the nation and to themselves. But such stories are not born in

test tubes; they are less invented than inherited. Before today's progres-

sives can conquer their ideological weakness, they must first conquer their

ideological amnesia.

What they need to remember, above all, is the cold war. Bill Clinton—by

defusing racially saturated issues like welfare and crime, and wisely manag-

ing the economy—restored public faith in government action. But he did so

at a time when the United States had turned in on itself when international
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threats no longer shaped national identity. Today's political environment is

more like the one that stretched from the late 1 940s through the late 1 980s,

when debates about America were interwoven with debates about Ameri-

ca's role in the world. And in this environment, conservatives have a crucial

advantage: they have a usable past. Ask anyjunior-level conservative activist

about the cold war, and she can recite the catechism: how liberals lost their

nerve in Vietnam and America sank into self-doubt until Ronald Reagan re-

stored America's confidence and overthrew the evil empire. Since Septem-

ber 1 1 , conservatives have turned that storyline into a grand analogy: the

Middle East is Eastern Europe, George W. Bush is Ronald Reagan, Tony

Blair is Margaret Thatcher, the appeasing French are the appeasing French.

And running through this updated narrative is the same core principle that

animated conservative foreign policy throughout the cold war: other coun-

tries are cynical and selfish, but the United States is inherendy good. The

more Americans believe in their own virtue, the stronger they will be.

Liberals have mocked the simplicity of this vision. They have derided

the Bush administration's foreign policy by analogy, and its often tenuous

grasp—and promiscuous rearranging—of the facts at hand. But while lib-

erals pride themselves on their empiricism, that empiricism is no match

for a narrative of the present based upon a memory of the past. When
liberals finally got their shot at George W. Bush in 2004, it turned out that

Americans didn't much care which candidate could recite his six-point

plan for safeguarding loose nuclear material. They gravitated to the man

with a vision of national greatness in a threatening world, something liber-

als have not had in a very long time.

THE ARGUMENT OF this book is that there is such a liberal vision, and

today's progressives can find it in the heritage they have tried to escape.

Its roots lie in an antique landscape, at the dawn of America's struggle

against a totalitarian foe. And it begins not with America's need to believe

in its own virtue, but with its need to make itself worthy of such belief.

Around the world, the United States does that by accepting international

constraints on its power. For conservatives—from John Foster Dulles to

Dick Cheney—American exceptionalism means that we do not need such

constraints. Our heart is pure. In the liberal vision, it is precisely our rec-

ognition that we are not angels that makes us exceptional. Because we

recognize that we can be corrupted by unlimited power, we accept the

restraints that empires refuse. That is why the Truman administration self-
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consciously shared power with America's democratic allies, although we

comprised one-half of the world's GDP and they were on their knees.

Moral humility breeds international restraint. That restraint ensures that

weaker countries welcome our preeminence, and thus, that our preemi-

nence endures. It makes us a great nation, not a predatory one.

At home, because America realizes that it does not embody good-

ness, it does not grow complacent. Rather than viewing American democ-

racy as a settled accomplishment to which others aspire, we see ourselves

as engaged in our own democratic struggle, which parallels the one we

support abroad. It was not the celebration of American democracy that

inspired the world in the 1950s and 1960s, but America's wrenching

efforts—against McCarthyism and segregation—to give our democracy

new meaning. Then, as now, the threat to national greatness stems not

from self-doubt, but from self-satisfaction.

And at home and abroad, the struggle for democracy is also a struggle

for equal opportunity. For many conservatives, liberty alone is the goal, and

government action to promote social justice imperils it. But for modern

liberals, championing freedom around the world requires championing

development, because as the architects of the Marshall Plan understood,

liberty is unlikely to survive in the midst of economic despair. And lib-

erty also relies on equal opportunity at home. Vast economic inequality

and deep economic insecurity alienate Americans from their government

and leave it easy prey for the forces of private interest and concentrated

wealth. That undermines American democracy, and with it, American

security, because it is democracy's galvanizing power that gives America its

critical advantage in long standoffs against dictatorial foes.

This vision has sometimes divided liberals themselves. Recognizing

American fallibility means recognizing that the United States cannot wield

power while remaining pure. From Henry Wallace in the late 1940s to

Michael Moore after September 1
1 , some liberals have preferred inaction to

the tragic reality that America must shed its moral innocence to act mean-

ingfully in the world. If the cold war liberal tradition parts company with the

right in insisting that American power cannot be good unless we recognize

that it can also be evil, it parts company with the purist left in insisting that

if we demand that American power be perfect, it cannot be good.

APPLYING THAT TRADITION today is not easy. Cold war liberals devel-

oped their narrative of national greatness in the shadow of a totalitarian
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superpower. Today, the United States faces no such unified threat. Rather,

it faces a web of dangers—from disease to environmental degradation to

weapons of mass destruction—all fueled by globalization, which leaves

America increasingly vulnerable to pathologies bred in distant corners of

the world. And at the center of this nexis sits jihadist terrorism, a new

totalitarian movement that lacks state power but harnesses the power of

globalization instead.

Recognizing that the United States again faces a totalitarian foe does

not provide simple policy prescriptions, because today's totalitarianism

takes such radically different form. But it reminds us of something more

basic, that liberalism does not find its enemies only on the right—a lesson

sometimes forgotten in the age of George W. Bush.

Indeed, it is because liberals so despise this president that they in-

creasingly reject his trademark phrase, the "war on terror." Were this just

a semantic dispute, it would hardly matter; better alternatives to war on

terror abound. But the rejection signifies something deeper: a turn away

from the very idea that antitotalitarianism should sit at the heart of the

liberal project. For too many liberals today, George W. Bush's war on ter-

ror is the only one they can imagine. This alienation may be understand-

able, but that does not make it any less disastrous, for it is liberalism's

principles—even more than George W. Bush's—that jihadism threatens.

If today's liberals cannot rouse as much passion for fighting a movement

that flings acid at unveiled women as they do for taking back the Senate

in 2006, they have strayed far from liberalism's best traditions. And if they

believe it is only George W. Bush who threatens America's freedoms, they

should ponder what will happen if the United States is hit with a nuclear

or contagious biological attack. No matter who is president, Republican

or Democrat, the reaction will make John Ashcroft look like the head of

the ACLU.

OF COURSE, LIBERAL alienation from the anti-jihadist struggle does not

spring merely from alienation from George W. Bush. It also springs from

deep anger over the war in Iraq.

I supported the war because I considered it the only remaining way to

prevent Saddam Hussein from obtaining a nuclear bomb. I also believed

it could produce a decent, pluralistic Iraqi regime, which might help open

a democratic third way in the Middle East between secular autocrats and
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their theocratic opponents—a third way that offered the best long-term

hope for protecting the United States.

On both counts, I was wrong. Partly, I was wrong on the facts. I could

not imagine that Saddam Hussein, given his record, had abandoned his

nuclear program, even as the evidence trickled out in the months before

the war. And I could not imagine that the Bush administration would so

utterly fail to plan for the war's aftermath, given that they had so much rid-

ing on its success. But even more important than the facts, I was wrong on

the theory. I was too quick to give up on containment, too quick to think

time was on Saddam's side. And I did not grasp the critical link between

the invasion's credibility in the world and its credibility in Iraq. I not only

overestimated America's capacities, I overestimated America's legitimacy

As someone who had seen U.S. might deployed effectively, and on the

whole benignly, in the Gulf War, the Balkans, and Afghanistan, I could not

see that the morality of American power relies on the limits to American

power. It is a grim irony that this book's central argument is one I myself

ignored when it was needed most. If at times in these pages I judge oth-

ers for having failed to appreciate certain aspects of the liberal spirit, I do

so with the keen awareness that I have not always been its most faithful

custodian myself.

IRAQ WILL HAUNT American politics for years to come. But the war on

terror will likely last even longer than that. How the United States fights it

will help shape the kind of country it becomes in this young century And

how liberals fight it will help determine whether liberal again becomes a

label Americans wear with pride. Winning the war on terror and reviving

liberalism, in other words, are two sides of the same fight. The premise of

this book is that the liberal tradition provides the intellectual and moral

resources necessary for victory. By rediscovering it, a new generation of

American liberals can also discover ourselves.
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A New Liberalism

THE TRIP BEGAN badly. Within minutes of former vice president Henry

Wallace's arrival at the Minneapolis airport, the crowd waiting to greet

him had already begun to squabble. Wallace's aunt and uncle, who were

Minnesota residents, wanted to drive their famous nephew to his hotel.

But the leaders of Minnesota's Democratic-Farmer-Labor (DFL) Party

insisted that he travel in their car instead, in a show of solidarity. Commu-

nists were like that. In the transportation sweepstakes, Hubert Humphrey,

the 35-year-old mayor of Minneapolis, came in a distant third. Not only

was he denied the honor of ferrying the country's leading liberal politician

in his car, but the Communists didn't even give him a seat in theirs. So he

had to wait to speak to his political idol until later that night.

Despite their differences, Humphrey revered Wallace. The younger man

was jovial, corny, everybody's best pal; the older man was mystical and

introverted, a lover of humanity but rarely of those around him. But they

were both Midwesterners, and they both worshipped the New Deal, see-

ing it not merely as a template for America, but for the entire world. At the

1944 Democratic Convention, Humphrey had unsuccessfully fought to

renominate Wallace as vice president, rather than the hackish Harry Tru-

man. On the day Franklin Roosevelt died, Humphrey poured out his soul

to the man he hoped would one day be president. "I simply can't conceal

my emotions," he wrote to Wallace. "How I wish you were at the helm."

Now, more than a year later, Humphrey needed Wallace's help. Nine-

teen forty-six had been difficult for the young mayor. During the war, when

the Minnesota left had united in a popular front, Humphrey had gotten

along fine with the Communists. But now they were moving against him.

In June, Communists and their allies had packed the state DFL conven-
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tion in Saint Paul, choosing their own slate to run the party, and passing

resolutions excoriating Truman's new hard line toward Moscow When
Humphrey rose to speak, the crowd greeted him with cries of "fascist" and

"warmonger." He persevered, until a security guard growled, "Sit down,

you son of a bitch, or I'll knock you down." And so, without finishing his

remarks, Humphrey did.

If things were turning ugly in Minnesota, they weren't much bet-

ter on the international stage. In February, Stalin warned that American

capitalism and Soviet Communism were on a collision course. In March,

Winston Churchill journeyed to Fulton, Missouri, and after an introduc-

tion by Truman, declared that "an iron curtain has descended across the

Continent," dividing Western Europe from the "police governments" to

the east. Humphrey wasn't eager for the cold war—he had hoped World

W"ar II would leave a new era of international cooperation and develop-

ment in its wake. But he couldn't ignore events in the world, and in his

backyard. By the end of summer, he was condemning Soviet despotism

and declaring Minnesota's popular front dead.

Wallace was headed the other way. In September, in a rally at Madi-

son Square Garden, he attacked the "numerous reactionary elements"

seeking to undermine "peace based on mutual trust" between the United

States and the USSR. He was still in government, serving as Truman's

secretary of commerce. Yet he was contradicting Truman's foreign policy.

Eight days later, he was out of a job.

Despite all this, Humphrey—the inveterate optimist—still believed

that when he sat down with Wallace, they would see eye to eye. When
they finally did, at Wallace's hotel that night, he explained what was hap-

pening in Minnesota and pleaded for Wallace's help in taking the party

back. Wallace seemed puzzled by the talk of Communist treachery. After

all, he explained, he knew only one Communist himself. Humphrey was

stunned: Several open Communists had driven Wallace from the airport.

Liberalism was headed for civil war and the man he once idolized would

be on the other side.

BUT IN THE fall of 1946, that civil war was still months away and Wal-

lace was still a liberal icon. Shortly after his firing, the American left gath-

ered in Chicago to defend their hero, denounce the growing cold war, and

mobilize for November's midterm elections. All the biggest liberal groups

were there—the National Citizens Political Action Committee, the Inde-
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pendent Citizens Committee, the NAACP, and the Congress of Industrial

Organizations (CIO)—for what historian Alonzo Hamby has called "one

of the widest and most representative assemblies of liberals ever brought

together." The conference demanded that Truman "exert every effort"

to repair the deteriorating relations between Washington and Moscow.

To Wallace, it sent a special message: "Carry on with confidence that you

have the support of . . . millions upon millions of Americans."

Liberals left Chicago giddy at their show of strength and confident

about the fall campaign. In mid-October, CIO president Philip Murray,

the left's most influential labor leader, predicted that "we expect this move-

ment to become in due course the most powerful liberal and progressive

organization brought together in the history of the country." The liberal

newspaper PM exulted that "the great wave of conservatism that was sup-

posed to sweep the country after the war is a delusion."

Richard Nixon knew better. In September 1945, the 32-year-old Navy

lieutenant commander received a letter from a prominent banker back

home in Whittier, California. The letter asked if he would like to be a

candidate for Congress on the Republican ticket in 1946. Nixon quickly

agreed.

The district, California's twelfth, was represented by a five-term

liberal Democrat named Jerry Voorhis. Voorhis was hardly a Soviet

apologist. In fact, he had angered Los Angeles-area Communists by

criticizing Russian repression in Eastern Europe. But he did have ties to

the National Citizens Political Action Committee and the CIO, and for

Nixon, that was enough. Fusing the two organizations under the sinister

rubric "the PAC," he made their supposed support of Voorhis the cen-

terpiece of his campaign. "I welcome the opposition of the PAC with its

Communist principles and its huge slush fund," proclaimed Nixon in late

August. In October, a Nixon ad accused Voorhis of having voted with the

"Communist-dominated PAC" forty-three out of forty-six times. In the

campaign's final days, voters across the district received the same ominous

call: "This is a friend of yours. . . . But I can't tell you who I am. Did you

know thatJerry Voorhis is a Communist?"

Nixon wasn't unique. Across the country, conservative Republicans

attacked liberal Democrats as soft on inflation, labor militancy, and per-

haps most damaging of all, Communism. Charging that "a group of alien-

minded radicals" had seized the Democratic Party, Tennessee congressman

B. Carroll Reece called the election a "fight basically between communism
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and Republicanism." The Chamber of Commerce distributed 400,000

copies of a pamphlet entitled Communist Infiltration in the United States, which

painted the labor movement as a vehicle for Soviet subversion. Wallace

campaigned across the country, drawing large crowds, but Democrats who

accepted his support often found themselves under relentless conservative

attack. Truman, his approval rating at a pitiful 32 percent by November,

didn't campaign at all. Instead, an exhausted Democratic Party tried to

bolster its candidates by broadcasting Roosevelt's old speeches.

Two months before the election, New York Herald Tribune columnists

Joseph and Stewart Alsop saw the disaster about to unfold. Liberals, they

charged, "had consistently avoided the great political reality of the pres-

ent: the Soviet challenge to the West." As a result, "in the spasm of terror

which will seize this country ... it is the right—the very extreme right

—

which is most likely to gain victory." A 37-year-old circuit court judge

named Joseph McCarthy, on his way to a Senate seat from Wisconsin,

could not have put it better himself.

The election was a massacre. Republicans gained an astonishing thir-

teen seats in the Senate and fifty-five in the House, taking control of both

chambers for the first time in sixteen years. Nixon cruised to victory. "Bow

your heads," wrote TRB, The Mew Republic's political columnist, "conser-

vatism has hit America."

ONLY ONE LIBERAL faction was not implicated in the 1946 disaster, and

it was barely a faction at all. America's four largest liberal organizations

may have admitted Communists, but a fifth, the Union for Democratic

Action (UDA), did not. Founded in 1941 by former socialists who favored

America's entry into World War II, the UDA was small, perpetually broke,

and widely reviled for its refusal to admit Communists. With few active

chapters and a mere 5,000 members, it was, admitted national director

James Loeb, "the pariah of the liberal movement."

The UDA had already been planning a conference for early 1947,

but the conservative landslide gave it new urgency and new appeal. And

so on Saturday, January 4, 1947, an unexpectedly large crowd showed up

at Washington's stately Willard Hotel. Many arrived fresh from the skir-

mishes that heralded the coming liberal civil war. Humphrey was there. So

was Michigan's Walter Reuther, the ascetic, hard-driving 39-year-old who

had seized control of the United Auto Workers the previous spring—de-

feating a Communist-backed faction in a race marked by barroom brawls
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and near-riots. From the International Ladies Garment Workers Union

came David Dubinsky, who had learned his anti-Communism in a Soviet

jail after organizing a bakery strike in his native Poland. From Harvard

came Arthur Schlesinger Jr., not yet 30 and already in possession of a Pu-

litzer Prize for his history ofJacksonian America. Eleanor Roosevelt, who

had grown to loathe the Soviets during her human rights work at the UN,

gave the conference its New Deal bona fides. And Reinhold Niebuhr, the

tall, unaffected Midwesterner widely acknowledged to be America's lead-

ing Protestant theologian, provided the theoretical heft.

In the famed hotel where Abraham Lincoln spent the night before his

first inaugural, they altered American history. Renaming their organiza-

tion Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), the men and women of the

Willard committed themselves to a new liberalism. On domestic policy, as

Steven Gillon notes in his history of the organization, Politics and Vision, its

principles were familiar: the defense of civil liberties and the expansion

of the New Deal. But on foreign policy, the ADA broke ranks, declaring

its opposition to Communism overseas and its refusal to cooperate with

Communists at home. It was, Loeb wrote, "a declaration of liberal inde-

pendence from the stifling and paralyzing influence of Communists and

their apologists in America" based upon the conviction that "no move-

ment that maintains a double standard on the issue of human liberty can

lay claim to the American liberal tradition."

At the heart of the ADA's new liberalism was a term that had only

recently entered the American lexicon: totalitarianism. Most liberals loathed

fascism, an ideology against which the United States had just fought a

world war. But many saw Communism as something different—a noble

dream, if flawed in practice, and a powerful ally in the fight against im-

perialism abroad and for economic justice at home. For the ADA, how-

ever, fascism and Communism were both totalitarian ideologies. They

both sought, as Schlesinger put it in his 1 949 manifesto, The Vital Center,

to utterly control society, smashing all independent sources of authority in

pursuit of "the unlimited domination and degradation and eventual oblit-

eration of the individual." They both threatened the principles liberalism

held most dear.

Many on the left greeted the ADAs founding with scorn. The CIO
"deplorfed] the division in the liberal movement." The New York Times

urged the ADA to merge with the recently formed Progressive Citizens of

America (PCA), which encompassed many of the groups that had lauded
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Wallace in Chicago the previous September. Wallace, who since leav-

ing the Truman administration had become editor of The New Republic,

penned a column titled "The Enemy Is Not Each Other."

But they were missing the ADA's essential point. For the new liberals,

the enemy was each other. Critics accused the new organization of un-

dermining liberal unity against the right, and the ADA replied that Com-

munists actually hindered that effort by discrediting liberals. But more

fundamentally, they argued that liberalism had an enemy that was not on

the right. Liberalism, in Schlesinger's phrase, stood in the "vital center"

between the two great totalitarian poles of Communism and fascism. To

define it merely as conservatism's antithesis was to deny liberalism's full

moral identity

Over the next decade and a half, this antitotalitarian liberalism would

become the dominant ideology in American public life. It would spend

its first years engulfed in a civil war on the left, only to be thrown on the

defensive for much of the 1950s by an emerging cold war right. But it

would survive these challenges. And as a new decade began, and a new

spirit took hold, it finally began to realize the vision of national greatness

born at the W'illard Hotel.

AS LIBERALISM WAS being reborn, so, it seemed, was the world itself.

On February 21, 1947, a British embassy official drove to the State De-

partment, where he informed Undersecretary7 of State Dean Acheson

that His Majesty's government, itself under desperate economic strain,

could no longer continue aiding the besieged governments of Greece and

Turkey. For more than a century, Britain had been the greatest power on

earth. Now, as one State Department official put it, "Great Britain had

within the hour handed the job of world leadership with all its burdens

and all its glory to the United States."

The Greek monarchy was hardly an ideal supplicant. Under assault

from Communist rebels backed by the new Soviet bloc, it was not merely

authoritarian, but chaotic as well. Next door, the Turkish government was

three years away from its first free election. But for Truman, "imperfect

democracies" were vastly superior to "totalitarianism." And at 1:00 P.M.

on March 12, in a speech carried live on radio, he called on Congress to

provide economic and military aid. "At the present moment in world his-

tory," he declared, "nearly every nation must choose between alternative

ways of life. . . . One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and
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is distinguished by free institutions. . . . The second way of life is based

upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority ... it must

be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resist-

ing attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures."

It was the right policy, clothed in a doctrine that was both stirring, and

dangerously broad.

The left was largely hostile. The pro-Wallace PCA called the aid

proposal "American imperialism." Florida senator Claude Pepper, the

country's preeminent Southern liberal, warned that the Greek insurrec-

tion had popular roots. Wallace himself said he would support the aid

only if it went through the United Nations. And in the House, left-leaning

California congresswoman Helen Gahagan Douglas introduced a bill to

do just that.

The ADA was torn. Some in its ranks found the prospect of arm-

ing nondemocratic governments appalling. Others agreed with Gahagan

Douglas that any aid should go through the UN. But after an impas-

sioned debate in late March, the ADA decided to support a policy that it

considered flawed but necessary. And this moral realism became a hall-

mark of the new liberalism. Liberals like Pepper and Gahagan Douglas

did not want Greece and Turkey to fall to Soviet aggression. Yet they

could not bear to see the United States back faulty governments. So they

urged President Truman to refer the matter to the United Nations, even

though the Soviet Union's presence on the Security Council rendered

it incapable of decisive action. Schlesinger dubbed this kind of reason-

ing "doughface-ism." The original doughfaces were "northern men with

southern principles"—Northerners who opposed slavery but could not

bring themselves to support the Civil War. Schlesinger called the Wal-

lace liberals "democratic men with totalitarian principles." They opposed

Communism, but would not endorse practical steps to combat it, so as not

to implicate themselves in a morally imperfect action. In the "doughface

fantasy," Schlesinger wrote, "one can denounce a decision without accept-

ing the consequences of the alternative." It is a fantasy to which liberals

fall prey to this day.

IF THE TRUMAN doctrine forced the new liberals to check their gut, the

Marshall Plan spoke to their heart. In early 1947, Europe was desperate.

In much of the continent, food production had still not recovered from

the war. There were grave shortages of coal, and inflation was raging
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out of control. In April, Secretary of State George Marshall returned

from a foreign ministers meeting in Moscow in a near panic. Private

conversations with Stalin had left him convinced that the Russians be-

lieved several postwar West European governments would fall. Already,

Communists held four ministries in France's Fourth Republic, including

defense. The "patient," Marshall warned, "is sinking while the doctors

deliberate."

OnJune 5, 1947, in a speech at Harvard's commencement, Marshall

presented America's response: a vast aid program to help save European

democracy. Marshall and Truman required the Europeans to draw up the

program themselves so it would not bear the taint of U.S. imperialism.

And they resisted efforts to use it as a lever to force European countries to

remake their economies in America's image. The Marshall Plan clearly

served U.S. interests: America needed Europe to recover so it could once

again provide a market for American goods. But the Truman adminis-

tration pursued that self-interest with generosity and restraint. Above all,

the Marshall Plan reflected the core liberal idea that preserving freedom

requires combating economic despair. It was based, in the words of econo-

mist and ADA memberJohn Kenneth Galbraith, "on the shrewd notion

that people who are insecure, hungry, and without hope are not ardent

defenders of liberal institutions or discriminating in the political systems

they embrace."

This time it wasn't the men and women of the Willard who stood

alone; it was Wallace. The ADA championed the Marshall Plan, sponsor-

ing a speaking tour on its behalf by Dean Acheson, briefly in private legal

practice before returning to the Truman administration as secretary of

state. The CIO was also sympathetic, and cheered Marshall at its annual

convention. Even the Wallace-friendly magazine The Nation gave its sup-

port. Wallace himself, however, hesitated. He seemed open to the idea at

first, when it appeared that the USSR and its East European clients might

qualify for the aid. But when they spurned it, rejecting the requirement

that recipients open their economic records, Wallace grew critical. By Oc-

tober, he was calling the Marshall Plan an effort to impose "reactionary

governments and influence the economic system of Western Europe to

the benefit of Wall Street." "We are not loved in Europe," he warned,

"and the more we use economic pressures to intervene in European af-

fairs, the worse we are hated."

Eventually, Wallace's opposition to the Marshall Plan would be seen
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as the beginning of the end of his hold over American liberals. But in the

spring and summer of 1947, his appeal on the left still dwarfed Truman's.

In May and June, Wallace drew 27,000 people to a PCA-sponsored rally

in Los Angeles, and 20,000 to another in Chicago. His supporters not only

dominated the Democratic parties in Minnesota and Oregon, but threat-

ened to seize control in Wisconsin, California, and Washington State as

well. InJune, Gael Sullivan, executive director of the Democratic National

Committee, informed a worried Truman administration that "There is no

question that Wallace has captured the imagination of a strong segment

of the American public." Some parts* insiders feared the only way to head

off the Wallace threat would be to put him on the ticket in 1948.

But it was soon too late for that. In mid-December, the PCA called on

Wallace to mount a third-party* challenge. And in a national radio address

on December 29, he answered the call. Accusing Truman of pursuing a

"reactionary war policy which is dividing the world into two armed camps

and making ine\*itable the day when American soldiers will be lying in

their Arctic suits in the Russian snow," he announced his candidacy for

president in 1948.

FOR A THIRD-PARTY candidate, Wallace looked frighteningly strong.

In January 1948, a Gallup survey showed him winning between 13 and

1 8 percent of the vote in New York, enough to throw the state to likely

Republican nominee Thomas Dewey. In mid-February, a Wallace sup-

porter trounced a pro-administration Democrat in a special congressio-

nal election in the Bronx. A New York Times poll taken shortly afterward

showed Wallace's support rising in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Illinois,

and California, potentially putting those states out of reach for Truman

as well. Experts predicted his insurgent campaign might win 4 million

votes.

Truman, by contrast, looked like a political dead man. A spring News-

week poll of forty-five Democratic senators found only six publicly in fa-

vor of his nomination as the party's presidential candidate, and thirteen

against. In March, Time wrote that "only a political miracle or extraordi-

nary* stupidity* on the part of the Republicans can save the Democratic

Party, after 1 6 years in power, from a debacle in November."

Even the antitotalitarian liberals considered Truman an embarrass-

ment. After Roosevelt's magnetic energy, they found it painful to watch

this small party* man, who flapped his arms as he served up banality* after
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banality. "President Truman," wrote Schlesinger, "appears to have little

instinct for liberalism; he knows the words rather than the tune."

But that would change. In November 1947, Clark Clifford, Truman's

chief political strategist, sent him a forty-three-page memo on the upcom-

ing campaign. Clifford considered the South safely Democratic. But he

feared that Wallace's strength among blacks, union members, western

progressives, and Jews might throw the election to Dewey. He urged an

alliance with the ADA. And on Clifford's advice, Truman put a young

ADA member named William Batt in charge of formulating policies to

lure liberals back.

The new strategy exploded into public view onJanuary 7, when Tru-

man kicked off the 1 948 campaign with a State of the Union address that

liberal New York Post editor T. O. Thackrey called "little short of inspiring."

It almost perfectly mirrored the platform of the ADA: national health

insurance, an increased minimum wage, higher Social Security benefits,

and tax reform that cut rates for low-wage workers while raising them

for corporations. Perhaps most dramatically of all, Truman vowed that

he would soon come back to Congress to offer legislation based upon the

recommendations of the Presidential Committee on Civil Rights, which

had presented its report that fall.

A month later, Truman returned, bearing legislation to abolish the

poll tax, integrate the military, outlaw segregation in interstate commerce,

and make lynching a federal crime. Explaining his new agenda, the presi-

dent made a moral equation that would become central to the new liber-

alism: He linked the struggle against Communism to the struggle against

racial injustice. Actually, he linked them in two different ways. First, he

said the denial of democracy at home undermined America's moral au-

thority abroad. "If we wish to inspire the people of the world whose free-

dom is in jeopardy," declared Truman, "if we wish to restore hope to those

who have already lost their civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise

that is ours, we must correct the remaining imperfections in our practice

of democracy." But there was a second link, buried in Truman's penulti-

mate phrase: "If we wish to fulfill the promise that is ours." Expanding

democracy at home wasn't just a matter of global public relations. It was

the key to unlocking the nation's full power. For the Truman administra-

tion, America's great advantage over the Soviet Union was its cohesion,

its ability to meet domestic challenges without coercion, and the resulting

threat of revolution or social collapse. And no challenge was greater than
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America's legalized racism. As George Kennan, head of policy planning

in the Truman State Department, put it, in the cold war struggle, "It may

be the strength and health of our respective [political] systems which is

decisive." Then, as now, defeating enemies abroad required renewing de-

mocracy at home.

BUT NOT EVERYONE in the Democratic Party was prepared to embrace

civil rights in anti-Communism's name. In fact, as delegates arrived in

Philadelphia for the 1948 Democratic National Convention, Time ob-

served that "Not since the South rebelled against Stephen Douglas in

1860 had the party seemed so hopelessly torn and divided." Segregationist

leaders, led by Mississippi's Fielding Wright and South Carolina's Strom

Thurmond, warned that if Truman's new commitment to civil rights be-

came party dogma, they would bolt. And Clifford, fearing he had taken

the South too much for granted, was prepared to accept a one-paragraph

platform statement on civil rights that committed the party to none of the

initiatives Truman had proposed in February.

The ADA, however, would accept no such retreat. From a rented fra-

ternity house on the University of Pennsylvania campus, its leaders plot-

ted strategy. The battle began in the Resolution Committee, which, after

ten hours of bitter debate, passed a vague, weak statement that satisfied

virtually no one. The segregationists and the ADA both appealed to the

Platform Committee, which after twelve more fruitless hours passed the

controversy onto the convention floor. Convention chairman Sam Ray-

burn announced that on the following day, Wednesday, July 14, both sides

could bring their civil rights planks to a full vote.

Terrified of a Southern walkout, Truman was furious at the ADA.

Humphrey, the ADA's vice chairman and leading officeholder, was skit-

tish himself, fearful that appearing hostile to the South and to the White

House could cost him his bid for the Senate that fall. Finally, at five o'clock

on Wednesday morning, the young mayor, still only 37 years old, agreed

to lead the fight on the convention floor. Later generations, who came to

know Humphrey on television, where he usually looked uncomfortable,

never appreciated his oratorical power, the quality that led Minnesotans

to pass around bootleg audiotapes of his speeches like samizdat. But it

was blindingly clear in the Municipal Auditorium that morning. "There

can be no hedging ... no watering down," Humphrey told the assembled

delegates, in perhaps the greatest speech of his career. "To those who say
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that rishing this issue of civil right*—I say to them, we are 172

years late. To those who say this bill is an infringement on states' rights,

the time has arrived for the Democratic Party to get out of the

shadow of states' rights and walk forthrighuy into the bright sunshine of

human rights." As Humphrey spokc
:
ADA members carrying civil rights

banners rose from their seats and began marching down the convention

aisles. With the support of big-city bosses hoping to energize the black

that fall, the ADAs resolution passed. Thurmond and the other seg-

ionists marched out of the convention hall, and out of the national

Later that day, Truman took the podium to accept his party's nomina-

He attacked the Republican Congress, and announced he would call

it back for a special session onJuly 26. "^Turnip Day" in his home state of

:emand that it enact his State of the Union agenda. It would

be a very different campaign, and a very different Democratic Party than

ne had foreseen a year before.

\ FEU WEE1 Wallace also came to Philadelphia, to accept the

nomination of the newly formed Progressive Party. But his candidacy was

already running into trouble. In late February, the government of Czecho-

*he last in Eastern Europe not under the Soviet boot, had Mien

:ew days laf I asaryk, the country's pro-

death in circumstances widely consid-

ered iberals recoiled in horror, Wallace blamed

he suggested, had prompted the coup by

;efy the ipate in the Marshall

yk had committed suicide as the result of

cancer.

made it even clearer that Wallace

rained no cr

are critical of the present

blanket

I was voted down.

I d J
jly. he re-

ild be calling the

irnal* like (j/mmmtary and

lasted writers and
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artists who refused to see the nightmare that real-world Communism had

become. The NAACP fired W. E. B. Dubois, its adviser on colonial affairs,

for opposing Truman's foreign policy and the organization's growing op-

position to Communism. In Minnesota, Humphrey wrested back control

of the Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, just in time to keep it from en-

dorsing Wallace.

But most important was the change in the labor movement. Much of

labor's rank and file was Catholic, and at church they heard impassioned

sermons denouncing Soviet repression of their coreligionists in Eastern

Europe. In June, CIO general counsel Lee Pressman, the one Commu-

nist Wallace had told Humphrey he knew, announced he would run as

a Progressive candidate for Congress. Backed by Walter Reuther, CIO
president Philip Murray replaced him with anti-Communist labor lawyer

and future Supreme Court Justice Arthur Goldberg. The CIO affiliated

itself with the ADA and endorsed Truman. The following year it expelled

eleven Communist- and fellow traveler-controlled unions from its ranks. It

was a momentous shift. For the next two decades, an alliance between in-

tellectuals and the labor movement would undergird antitotalitarian liber-

alism. And for Harry Truman, it came just in time. Had labor not turned,

he never would have stood a chance.

No longer just a small group of intellectuals, the ADA was now the

vanguard of an anti-Communist, pro-Truman network with deep influ-

ence among the Democratic base. And it used that newfound power to

go after Wallace. In three widely publicized pamphlets, the ADA called

Wallace a Communist dupe who had apologized for the Czech coup. In

newspaper advertisements, it drew attention to the Communist ties of

prominent Wallace supporters. And in October, Niebuhr drafted a pas-

sionate 'Appeal to Liberals," which called Wallace's foreign policy views

a "betrayal of free people throughout the world." By the final weeks of

the campaign, Progressive Party candidates were withdrawing from races

against local Democrats, and Wallace's crowds were dwindling.

As Wallace weakened, Truman gained strength. He unilaterally de-

segregated the military and created the Fair Employment Board to spur

integration of the federal civil service. The special Turnip Day congres-

sional session refused to pass his domestic agenda, but that just gave him

more ammunition. In September, he set out across the country by train.

From Reading, Pennsylvania, to Dexter, Iowa, to Fresno, California, he at-

tacked the "do-nothing, good for nothing 80th congress" for opposing So-
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cial Security, aid to farmers, labor rights, and progressive taxation. While

still far from eloquent, he was starting to connect. "All over the country,"

he told a cheering crowd in Ardmore, Oklahoma, "they call me Harry I

like it . . . because I'm trying my best to serve you with everything I have."

Three days before the election, he traveled to Harlem, where he spoke

before a crowd of 65,000. All in all during his cross-country tour, he gave

351 campaign speeches to roughly 12 million people.

Dewey, by contrast, campaigned like a man who had already won. He

refused to debate, avoided specifics, and plotted his cabinet. He linked the

Democrats, the Communists, and the CIO, but with Wallace and his sup-

porters now out of the party, the charge carried far less weight than it had

in 1946. He accused Truman of having abandoned Poland to Stalin, and

for doing too little to aid the Nationalists in China. But he failed to raise

serious public doubts about the Democrats' commitment to fighting the

cold war. Partly, that was because Dewey, who high-mindedly supported

Truman's response to the USSR's June blockade of West Berlin, was a

more genteel politician than Nixon or McCarthy But it was also because

in the intervening two years, the liberal wing of the Democratic Party-

had transformed itself, and that transformation had altered the terms of

partisan debate.

On election eve, experts remained sure Dewey would win. The final

Gallup poll showed him ahead by 5 points. Fifty Washington correspon-

dents unanimously predicted that Truman would go down to defeat. Life

published a photo of Dewey above the caption "The Next President."

They were all wrong: Truman won by just over 2 million votes. Had

Wallace garnered the 4 million commentators expected when he launched

his campaign, he would have thrown the election to Dewey But he re-

ceived only 1.2 million. Democrats took back both houses of Congress,

and Humphrey won his race for the Senate. It was, noted the New York

Times, "A miracle of electioneering for which there are few if any paral-

lels."

The Communist Party would never again be a significant force on the

American left, and the ADA, wrote The New Republic, could "now speak

with . . . authority for the country's liberals." In The Vital Center, published

the following year, Schlesinger looked back at the struggle just completed.

"When the challenge of Communism finally forced American liberals to

take inventory of their moral resources," he wrote, "the inventory resulted
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in the clear decision that freedom had values which could not be compro-

mised in deals with totalitarianism." "The failure of nerve," he concluded,

"is over."

THE BATTLE WITHIN liberalism had ended, and it would be a genera-

tion before it erupted again. But an even more grueling struggle with the

right was just getting under way. That new struggle began on a bitterly

cold day in January 1949, when Truman delivered an inaugural address

that offered his fullest account yet of the new liberal foreign policy. Es-

sentially, it rested on three interlocking planks. The first was containment:

military efforts to prevent Soviet aggression. The USSR, in Schlesinger's

metaphor, was like an intruder trying to enter a house. If it found the

door open, it would enter. But if it found it locked, it would give up. Con-

tainment meant locking the doors—convincing the Soviets that aggres-

sion would be difficult and costly. In his first term, Truman had done so

by sending arms to Greece and Turkey, making the Navy a conspicuous

presence in the Mediterranean, and even suggesting universal military

training to show U.S. resolve. In his inaugural, Truman proposed giving

containment institutional form: NATO. The new organization not only

publicly committed the United States to Western Europe's protection, but

came with more than SI billion in military aid to help America's allies

strengthen their own defenses as well.

These efforts, Truman officials insisted, were not designed to provoke

war; they were meant to avoid it. By persuading Moscow that aggression

was futile, the United States hoped to gradually modify its behavior. "The

shape of Soviet power," Kennan explained, "is like that of a tree which

has been bent in infancy and twisted into a certain pattern. It can be

caused to grow back into another form; but not by any sudden or violent

application of force. The effect can be produced only by the exertion of

steady pressure over a period of years in the right direction." Containment

required patience. It was a doctrine predicated, above all, on confidence

that America had the stamina for a long fight.

The second element in liberal foreign policy was development, or what

Schlesinger called "reconstruction." In the house metaphor, it meant mak-

ing sure the inhabitants weren't so desperate that they unlocked the door

from the inside. If democracy couldn't provide economic opportunity it

would lose people's faith. This was the principle behind the Marshall Plan.
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And in his inaugural, Truman proposed extending it to countries emerg-

ing from colonial rule, in a "bold new program for making the benefits of

our scientific advances and industrial programs available for the improve-

ment and growth of underdeveloped areas." It was called Point Four, and

Truman clearly loved it—devoting more of his inaugural address to the

proposal than to anything else. In fact, he and his advisers repeatedly in-

sisted, especially early in his presidency, that economic development was

more important than military containment to defending freedom.

Thirdly, liberal foreign policy involved restraint. Rather than wield its

enormous power alone, the United States would share it with other coun-

tries. NATO was the expression of this idea. So was Truman's support

for the UN, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, all

founded near the end of World War II. Partly, this reflected the Truman

administration's recognition that in an interdependent world, the United

States could guarantee neither its security nor its prosperity- alone. But it

reflected another recognition as well. Niebuhr, who Kennan called "the

father of us all," had attended State Department planning meetings after

the 1948 election. And the theologian's overriding message was that for all

of their accomplishments, Americans should not fall in love with their own

virtue, and should not expect non-Americans to take that virtue on faith.

The implication, which the administration built into its policies, was that

by limiting its power, the United States could make that power more ac-

cepted in the world. "We all have to recognize—no matter how great our

strength," Truman declared, "that we must deny ourselves the license to

do always as we please." Within NATO, to be sure, the United States was

first among equals. But as with the Marshall Plan, Europeans wielded real

influence over how NATO was born and how it worked. And American

policy makers in the early cold war, unlike their contemporaries today,

didn't try to force America's allies into lockstep with U.S. policy Rather,

they assumed that assertive, nationalist governments—even if they some-

times proved unruly—would resist Communism better than American

vassals. As one State Department official put it, the goal was to foster allies

"strong enough to say 'no' both to the Soviet Union and the United States,

if our actions should seem so to require."

AS TRUMAN AND Niebuhr were defining cold war liberalism, cold war

conservatism was slowly being born. Its version of the meeting at the

Willard Hotel did not occur until 1955, with the founding oiW'ational Re-
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view. And even then, it would take another decade before a Republican

nominee for president espoused the journal's views. The principles un-

derlying conservative anti-Communism were hard to discern in the post-

war years. They were obscured first by lingering right-wing isolationism,

embodied by Ohio senator Robert Taft. And then by the nonideological,

business conservatism of Dwight Eisenhower, whose presidency gave the

1950s a patina of ideological consensus. Still, spasms of the conserva-

tism that exists today kept erupting in the 1950s, in the anti-Communist

crusades of Joseph McCarthy and Richard Nixon, in the rhetoric of

Eisenhower's more ideological secretary of state, John Foster Dulles,

and, of course, in the pages of William F. Buckley's contentious new

magazine.

Cold war conservatives took a dim view of Truman's enthusiasm for

international economic development. Partly, it was a matter of cost. So

anxious were many on the right for tax cuts and a balanced budget that

they resisted even higher defense spending. But foreign aid raised par-

ticular hackles, since many conservatives saw it as part of a liberal effort

to rationalize Communism by suggesting that America's real foe was not

the ideology itself, but the forces that produced it. "The universities of

India and the Arab world, and also of Europe and America, have bred

more communists than have the backward villages," declaredJames Burn-

ham, a National Review senior editor and the most important foreign policy

thinker on the emerging cold war right. In 1956, National Review praised

the governor of Utah for refusing to pay income tax because part of the

money went to foreign aid.

For the right, nothing was more important to the cold war struggle

than ideological clarity. Because it wanted non-Communist governments

to enjoy local legitimacy, the Truman administration tolerated large ideo-

logical deviations among its allies, as long as they resisted Soviet influence.

Dulles, however, who painted the cold war as a quasi-religious struggle

between good and evil, had less patience for governments that would not

wholly commit to America's side. "Because the [Eisenhower-Dulles] ad-

ministration had so little faith in the ability of non-communist national-

ism to sustain itself," writes the historian John Lewis Gaddis, "it resorted

to frantic and overbearing attempts to shore it up, in the process appear-

ing to violate the very principles of sovereignty and self-reliance it was try-

ing to preserve." Burnham went even further, arguing that the only way to

stop Communism's advance was to cease relying on other countries at all,
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and build "an American empire which will be, if not literally world-wide

in formal boundaries, capable of exercising decisive world control."

If the new conservatives' greatest desire was moral certainty, their

greatest fear was that after decades of liberal government, Americans no

longer possessed it. Americans, they worried, lacked the faith of their fa-

natically self-confident Communist foes, and this made them dangerously

weak. On the right, Truman's policy of containment seemed like both

an expression of this moral relativism, since it tolerated Soviet evil, and a

disastrous miscalculation, since the United States lacked the will to endure

such a long standoff. Dulles attacked the Democrats for "treadmill policies

which, at best, might keep us in the same place until we drop exhausted."

In 1960, rising conservative star Barry Goldwater warned that "No nation

at war, employing an exclusively defensive strategy, can hope to survive

for long." Once he became secretary of state, Dulles quickly abandoned

his calls for militarily "rolling back" Soviet power, since doing so risked

nuclear war. But among conservative intellectuals, it remained an article

of faith that if the United States continued to merely "contain" the Soviet

Union, it was doomed.

IF THE RIGHT'S hunger for moral clarity fueled its opposition to Truman's

foreign policy, it animated its resistance to his domestic agenda as well. For

liberals, containment required a stronger home front. And a stronger home

front required expanding the New Deal—tempering capitalism's instabil-

ity and inequality so Americans would not turn against it, as many had

during the depression. The challenge, in Niebuhr's words, was to "make

our political and economic life more worthy of our faith and therefore

more impregnable." In his 1949 State of the Union address, Truman pro-

posed a more progressive tax system, a 75-cent-per-hour minimum wage,

national health insurance, expanded Social Security, and the repeal of the

antiunion Taft-Hartley Act. And once again, he demanded laws banning

lynching, the poll tax, and segregation in interstate commerce. The goal,

he said, was that "every American has a chance to obtain his fair share of

our increasing abundance." It was the same principle that animated his

economic development efforts abroad: by fostering equality of opportu-

nity the United States could ensure that liberty survived.

But for conservatives, the liberal push for equality did not strengthen

America in its cold war struggle; it undermined the very ideological dis-
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tinctions upon which that struggle relied. Viewed from the right, the New
Deal had already moved America perilously far along what Austrian emi-

gre economist Friedrich Von Hayek famously called "the road to serfdom."

And the more the United States aped Communism, the less it would prove

able to resist it. "The liberal's arm cannot strike with consistent firmness

against communism," wrote Burnham, "because the liberal dimly feels

that in doing so he would be somehow wounding himself."

Determined to prevent America from slipping further down the totali-

tarian slope, a congressional alliance between Republicans and Southern

Democrats stopped Truman's domestic agenda in its tracks. The Ameri-

can Medical Association dubbed his health care plan a "monstrosity of

Bolshevik bureaucracy." The conservative writer Russell Kirk called the

federal school lunch program a "vehicle for totalitarianism." And on civil

rights, the attack was much the same. When Strom Thurmond's 1948

Dixiecrat platform condemned "totalitarian government," it wasn't talk-

ing about Moscow; it was talking about a federal government in Wash-

ington that crushed states' rights. And the new conservative intellectuals

also overwhelmingly opposed civil rights, largely because they saw it as

a vehicle for enhanced government power. As National Review titled one

article on the subject, "Integration is communization."

But the right's greatest effort to restore moral clarity was its campaign

to root out Communists in American life. Richard Nixon kicked off that

effort in 1947, when the newly elected congressman helped author a

particularly nasty and duplicitous piece of legislation that both required

Communist organizations to register with the government and, in flagrant

violation of the Fifth Amendment's right against self-incrimination, essen-

tially made such membership a crime. The question of Communist sub-

version gained national attention the following year, when a disheveled,

affectless former Communist named Whittaker Chambers informed the

House Un-American Activities Committee that Alger Hiss—top official in

the State Department, member of the American delegation that met with

Stalin at Yalta, secretary-general of the inaugural meeting of the United

Nations, president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,

and all-around liberal golden boy—had been a Soviet spy. And two weeks

after Hiss was sentenced for perjury, Joseph McCarthy appeared before

the Republican Women's Club in Wheeling, Wf

est Virginia, and sent the

red scare to new levels of frenzy, declaring that "I have here in my hand
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a list of 205 . . . names that were made known to the Secretary of State

as being members of the Communist Party and who nevertheless are still

working and shaping policy in the State Department."

For the right, the question lurking behind all these cases was whether

America believed in its creed strongly enough to expel those who did

not. As National Review founder William F. Buckley and his brother-in-law,

L. Brent Bozell, wrote in their 1954 book, McCarthy and His Enemies, "Not

only is it characteristic of society to create institutions and to defend them

with sanctions. Society must do so—or else they cease to exist." Conser-

vatives were dubious that an America seduced by liberalism retained

the strength to do that. Chambers, the Communist-turned-conservative

whose 1952 conversion tale, Witness, powerfully shaped the cold war right,

argued that modernity—and particularly the decline in faith in God—had

left Americans too mentally and spiritually weak for a drawn-out struggle

against their implacable Communist foe. Like his ideological progeny to-

day, he hoped a religious revival might resuscitate "this sick society, which

we call Western civilization." But he wasn't optimistic. After leaving the

Communist Party, he told his wife, "We are leaving the winning world for

the losing world."

In fact, however, conservatives were pleasantly surprised by the public

response to their crusade against Communist subversion. Many Catholics,

believing that Franklin Roosevelt had abandoned their Eastern European

coreligionists to Stalin at Yalta, were predisposed to look for nefarious mo-

tives. And McCarthy played on their suspicion of the East Coast foreign

policy elite, newly embodied by Hiss. "The bright young men who are

born with silver spoons in their mouths," he declared in Wheeling, "are

the ones who have been the most traitorous." For conservatives, long alien-

ated from a country they feared was moving inexorably to the left, McCar-

thyism represented an unexpected reconciliation. And it provided a lesson

in how to mix anti-Communism and class resentment, a brew that would

only grow more potent in the decades to come.

IF CONSERVATIVES SAW the red scare as a sign of domestic health, anti-

totalitarian liberals struggled to make the opposite case: that McCarthy

and his allies undermined the anti-Communist cause. As with civil rights,

that argument had two parts. First, liberals said, McCarthyism damaged

America's reputation. While conservatives applauded America's new

faith in its moral superiority, liberals worried that McCarthyism under-
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mined that superiority in the eyes of the world. "It will be difficult," wrote

Niebuhr, "to appreciate the extent of the damage done to our prestige by

this phenomenon." Secondly, liberals argued that granting Communists

the right to speak and assemble freely was a sign not of moral relativ-

ism but of moral confidence—confidence that American principles could

win an open clash of ideas. NSC 68, the Truman administration's famed

statement of grand strategy, declared that the United States must "toler-

ate those within it who would use their freedom to destroy it. . . . The

free society7 does not fear, it welcomes, diversity." As Kennan had argued,

America's lack of domestic coercion was its critical advantage in the cold

war fight.

That was what anti-Communist liberals said. What they actually did,

in the heat of the red scare, was not always as admirable. Shaken by the

right's victory in 1 946, Truman, in March 1 947, established a grossly unfair

loyalty program for government employees, which denied alleged Commu-
nists the right to confront their accusers or see the evidence against them.

The ADA at first supported the effort, then criticized its implementation,

giving the impression of an organization trying to have it both ways.

Truman partially redeemed himself in 1950 when he vetoed the Mc-

Carran Act, a descendant of Nixon's earlier effort to virtually criminalize

membership in the Communist Party, declaring that "In a free country, we

punish men for the crimes they commit, but never for the opinions they

have." But in 1954, Humphrey proposed doing exactly that. Trying to

head off Republican legislation that used the red scare to undermine la-

bor rights—and fearful that Republicans would red-bait Democratic sena-

tors up for reelection in 1954 (himself included)—Humphrey introduced

the Communist Control Act, which made membership in the Communist

Party a crime meriting up to five years in prison. It was, argued socialist

editor Michael Harrington, "an abject capitulation by liberalism to illiber-

alism." This time, the ADA, despite its closeness to Humphrey, dissented.

But it still limited its critique to some of the bill's obnoxious side provi-

sions. On the central question of whether the federal government should

ban the Communist Party, the ADA didn't take a clear stand. It was not

exactly a profile in courage.

But if the new liberals were at times complicit in the red scare, their

impassioned anti-Communism also helped liberalism survive it. Again

and again, they called McCarthyism a diversion concocted by conserva-

tives who cared more about cutting taxes than fighting the Soviets. "The
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over-riding issue before the American people today," declared the ADA in

1953, "is whether the national defense is to be determined by the demands

of the world situation or sacrificed to the worship of tax reductions and

a balanced budget." Asked Democratic senator Clinton Anderson, "Who
is fighting the Communists anyhow? Can it be the people who talk about

spy rings in the State Department and then vote against appropriations

for military aid?"

These rejoinders didn't entirely inoculate liberals from the conserva-

tive assault of the early 1950s. But neither did that assault succeed in re-

scinding the New Deal revolution. By agreeing to small increases in the

minimum wage, unemployment insurance, public housing, and Social

Security, Eisenhower ratified the welfare state that so many on the right

loathed. And while the GOP recaptured the House and Senate in 1952, it

lost them again in 1 954, and Democrats controlled both chambers for the

rest of the decade.

The Democratic Congress, of course, was far from uniformly liberal.

But as Buckley himself conceded, liberals largely set the terms of national

debate. The reasons were many, including the enduring prestige of the

New Deal and the fact that the business community had not yet estab-

lished an intellectual counterestablishment to disseminate the right's ideas.

But even with these advantages, had liberalism not reinvented itself at

the Willard Hotel, the escalating anti-Communism of the early cold war

might have buried it. To imagine history's different course, the new liber-

als had only to watch what happened to their old adversaries on the left. In

his reelection campaign in 1950, Florida senator Claude Pepper, who had

warmed up for Wallace at Madison Square Garden four years earlier, was

accused of treason, and didn't even survive the Democratic primary. That

same year in California, Helen Gahagan Douglas, who had demanded

that aid to Greece and Turkey go through the UN, was denounced as

"pink right down to her underwear," and lost by the largest margin of

any Senate candidate in the country. Her tormenter? The indefatigable

Richard Nixon.

McCARTHYISM HAD TAKEN its toll, but cold war liberalism survived.

And then, on October 4, 1957, liberals found the wind suddenly at their

back. The reason was Sputnik, a silver aluminum orb the size of a beach

ball that made the USSR the first country in space. The New York Times

announced the launch in a highly unusual three-row headline. A Gallup
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poll found that 50 percent of Americans considered it a blow to national

prestige. It was a crushing symbolic defeat, and prompted a wave of alarm

no less intense than the one sparked by Whittaker Chambers and Joseph

McCarthy—but with very different ideological overtones. It wasn't just

that Sputnik undermined the GOP's anti-Communist bona fides, much as

the red scare had undermined the Democratic Party's. It wasn't even that

Sputnik produced a wave of calls for new spending on defense, science,

and education. Above all, Sputnik laid the groundwork for a different vi-

sion of national greatness. If conservatives had seen in McCarthyism a

new spirit, in which Americans summoned the self-confidence to cast out

the Communists in their midst, liberals saw in the response to Sputnik a

new spirit in which Americans turned away from private concerns and

committed themselves to building a country strong enough at home to

compete abroad.

For antitotalitarian liberals, no one encapsulated America's cultural

malaise better than Nixon, who while leading Nikita Khrushchev through

the American exhibit in Moscow in 1959, pointed to a model kitchen

and explained that this is "what freedom means to us." "Under the spell

of materialism," wrote Schlesinger, "our nation has allocated its abun-

dance to private satisfaction rather than to public need, with the result

that the wealthiest nation in the world suddenly seems to be falling behind

in education, falling behind in science, falling behind in technology, fall-

ing behind in weapons, falling behind in our capacity to stir the minds

and hearts of men." Eisenhower's business conservatism, he argued, had

asked little of the country, and committed it to nothing grander than the

gratifications of suburban life. As a result, Americans risked becoming, in

Niebuhr's words, "soft and effete," unable to compete with a ruthless and

fanatical foe.

Schlesinger called for "the reorganization of American values." But

unlike Whittaker Chambers or today's Christian right, he didn't propose

a religious revival; he proposed a nationalist one, in which citizens put

aside personal indulgence and came to the aid of their embattled country.

Instead of merely proclaiming their country's greatness, as they had in the

complacent Eisenhower years, Americans would have to prove it. After

years on the defensive, liberals were again finding their voice.

THE SOMEWHAT UNLIKELY vehicle for this liberal resurgence was

John F. Kennedy, a man many liberals viewed with suspicion. If Truman
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had been too rough for the ADA's sensibilities. Kennedy was too smooth.

"He seems to me." commented Loeb. "to have ice-water in his veins and

something very mechanical where his heart ought to be." And it wasn't

just Kennedy's style. While the junior senator from Massachusetts wasn't a

Nixon-style red-baiter, he wasn't exactly an opponent of red-baiting either.

He had voted for the loathsome McCarran Act and managed to miss the

Senate vote condemning McCarthy—which was hardly surprising given

that McCarthy had employed his brother Robert.

The ADAs candidate in 1960 was Hubert Humphrey And when

Humphrey stumbled in West Virginia, and pulled out of the race, some

liberals wanted to haul out Adlai Stevenson—whom Eisenhower had de-

feated in 1952 and 1956—for yet another try But like Truman twelve years

earlier. Kenned}- brought the liberals on board by letting them shape the

party's message. He named former Connecticut governor and .ADA stal-

wart Chester Bowles to head the convention's platform committee, which

after tepid statements in 1952 and 1956 firmly committed the Democrats

to civil rights. And just before the Democratic convention. Schlesinger

signed a "message of intent to all liberals" assuring them that Kennedy

was ideologically acceptable.

If Kennedy's alliance with the liberals seemed at times like a mar-

riage of convenience, he did have something in common with the men

and women of the Willard. In the fall of 1946. when the Alsops were

warning of liberalism's blindness to the Soviet threat. Kennedv was one

of the few liberal Democrats who understood. Just 29 years old. and seek-

ing a congressional seat outside Boston, he had made the cold war a cen-

terpiece of his campaign, declaring that "the time has come when we

must speak plainly on the great issue facing the world today. The issue

is Soviet Russia ... a slave state . . . embarked upon a program of world

aggression."

It was an instinct he would need in 1960. running against that other

Navy veteran elected to Congress in 1946. Richard Nixon. Conventional

wisdom held that Kennedy's strength would be domestic policy, where he

could exploit Nixon's record as vice president in an administration that

had suffered three recessions in eight years. Nixon, by contrast, planned to

run on national security which the public rated its number one concern,

and where polls favored the GOP.

Nixon, by now an old hand at painting Democrats as soft, if not pink,

tried to do the same to Kennedv. He asked Eisenhower's attorney general.
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William Rogers, to dig up material showing that Kennedy was "dangerous

to the cause of peace and dangerous from the standpoint of surrender."

James Buckley, William F.'s brother, penned "An Open Letter to Ameri-

can Catholics," urging them to oppose their coreligionist because "Ken-

nedy has chosen to identify himself with that segment of American society

which is either unwilling or unable to regard Communism as more than a

childish bugaboo."

But as an early cold warrior, and a World War II hero to boot, Kenne-

dy's record did not offer much fodder. Nixon's best chance came in early

October, when Kennedy said the United States should not pledge to de-

fend Quemoy and Matsu, islands the Chinese Communists were trying to

recapture from the Nationalists in Taiwan. "It is shocking for a candidate

for the presidency of the United States," Nixon declared, "to say that he is

willing to hand over a part of the Free World to the Communist World."

Kennedy tried to turn the discussion to Fidel Castro's recent takeover

in Cuba, admonishing Nixon that "The people of the United States would

like to hear him discuss his views on an island not four miles off the coast

of China but ninety miles off the coast of the United States." He blamed

Nixon for America's supposed missile gap with the Soviet Union, a charge

that Eisenhower knew from U.S. spy planes was trumped up, and which

Kennedy may have known was false as well. And he repeatedly called

for higher defense spending, alleging—as the ADA had throughout the

1950s—that Eisenhower and Nixon had "tailored our strategy and mili-

tary requirements to fit our budget" rather than the other way around. All

in all, each candidate tried to prove himself more hawkish than the other.

And each largely failed.

But Kennedy's central theme was the one born at the Willard and

revived by Sputnik: renewal at home in the service of freedom abroad.

The first debate between the two candidates was supposed to center on

domestic policy. Nixon had wanted it that way so he could pivot to his

strength—international affairs—in the more important debates later on.

When the two men met in Chicago on September 26, however, Kennedy

confounded expectations by making the cold war the framework for his

opening statement. "We discuss tonight domestic issues," he declared, "but

I would not want . . . any implication to be given that this does not involve

directly our struggle with Mr. Khrushchev for survival." From there he

ranged widely: from America's unused steel mill capacity to West Virginia

children so poor they had to bring home their school lunches to feed their
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families to the fact that "a Negro baby . . . has about one-half as much

chance to get through high school as a white baby." How exactly these

injustices imperiled national security was left vague. But Kennedy insisted

that, somehow, rectifying them was essential to confronting the Soviet

threat. "Can freedom be maintained under the most severe . . . attack it

has ever known?" he concluded. "I think it can be. And I think in the final

analysis it depends upon what we do here."

In the second debate, held October 7 in Washington, Kennedy echoed

Schlesinger and Niebuhr even more explicitly—arguing that fighting Com-

munism required not merely a shift in domestic policies but a shift in do-

mestic values, from private gain to public sacrifice. "I'm talking about a

national mood," he said. "I'm talking about our willingness to bear any

burdens in order to maintain our freedom and in order to meet our free-

dom around the globe. ... I would not want people to elect me because

I promise them the easy, soft life." In every debate, and virtually every

speech, Kennedy invoked the cold war to explain why America must re-

ject complacency at home. And two days before the election, addressing

30,000 people at 3:00 a.m. in Waterbury, Connecticut, the exhausted can-

didate walked onto a hotel balcony and made his case one more time: "We

defend freedom. If we succeed here, then the cause of freedom is strength-

ened. If we fail here, if we drift, if we lie at anchor, if we don't provide an

example of what freedom can do in the 1 960s, then we have betrayed not

only ourselves and our destiny, but all those who desire to be free."

WHEN KENNEDY TALKED about providing "an example of what free-

dom can do," it wasn't hard to see the implications for civil rights. His

choice of Lyndon Johnson, a Texan, as his running mate had bothered

some liberals. But because Johnson strengthened Kennedy's position in

the South, he actually freed him to talk more progressively about race.

In the second debate, Kennedy criticized the Eisenhower administration

for tolerating private discrimination and the denial of voting rights, say-

ing, "There is a very strong moral basis for this concept of equality of

opportunity. . . . We have to practice what we preach. We set a very high

standard for ourselves. The Communists do not." As it had for Truman,

the cold war offered Kennedy a way to depict civil rights as something that

benefited the country as a whole, not just blacks.

But the most important test of Kennedy's commitment to civil rights

came behind closed doors, and completely out of the blue. On Wednes-
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day, October 19, Martin Luther King Jr. and fifty-two other civil rights

activists were arrested for trying to eat at the Magnolia Room restaurant

in Atlanta's Rich's Department Store. Five days later, the others were re-

leased, but King was sentenced to four months in the notoriously bru-

tal Reidsville State Prison, deep in rural Georgia. Coretta Scott King, six

months pregnant, feared he would be lynched.

Nixon, though personally sympathetic to civil rights, feared jeopar-

dizing his chances in the South and declined to intervene, despite a plea

from baseball pioneerJackie Robinson. For his part, Kennedy had already

been warned by three Southern governors to keep his distance from King.

But on the morning of October 26, Kennedy's brother-in-law, Sargent

Shriver, who oversaw civil rights for the campaign, reached him at Chica-

go's O'Hare Airport, where he was about to leave for a campaign swing

through Michigan. Shriver urged Kennedy to contact Mrs. King and ex-

press his concern. And without consulting his advisers, Kennedy impul-

sively made the call. The following day, Robert Kennedy prevailed on a

Georgia judge to release King on bail.

In the white media, almost no one noticed. But the incident made

headlines in the black press. The Reverend Martin Luther King Sr., who

as a fellow Protestant had supported Nixon, changed his mind, announc-

ing that "Because this man . . . was willing to wipe the tears from my
daughter [-in-law's] eyes, I've got a suitcase of votes, and I'm going to take

them to Mr. Kennedy and dump them in his lap." The Sunday before the

election, Democrats distributed 2 million pamphlets entitled " 'No Com-

ment' Nixon versus a Candidate with a Heart, Senator Kennedy" to black

churches across the country.

The night before the election, the race was widely considered even, with

the momentum on Nixon's side. But when the returns came in, they showed

Kennedy the victor, by a mere 1 18,000 votes. He received 80 percent of

the black vote, up from Stevenson's 60 percent, and in states like Illinois,

Michigan, and South Carolina, which Kennedy won by tiny margins, black

support helped put him over the top. As in 1948, a Democratic candidate

had done the right thing on race, and it had helped him win the presidency.

Kennedy had shown that, despite Loeb's assessment, he did indeed have a

heart, at least at that one key moment. And it had made all the difference.

IF THE TRUMAN administration had developed liberal anti-Communism

largely with an eye to Europe, Kennedy tried to adapt it to the new arena
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of cold war struggle: the third world. The new president had long been

fascinated by what he called "the lands of the rising people." In 1951,

as a 34-year-old congressman, he traveled with his brother Robert and

sister Pat through Israel, Iran, Pakistan, Thailand, French Indochina, Sin-

gapore, Korea, and Japan. And he came back convinced that defeating

Communism required, above all, economic and political development. "If

one thing was bored into me as a result of my experience in the Middle as

well as the Far East," he declared in a radio address upon his return, "it is

that Communism cannot be met effectively by merely the force of arms.

The central core of our Middle Eastern policy" should be "not the export

of arms or the show of armed might but the export of ideas, of tech-

niques, and the rebirth of our traditional sympathy for and understanding

of the desires of men to be free."

That desire to be free, Kennedy noted, manifested itself in anticolo-

nial movements across the developing world. And he urged America to

support them. Just as Truman had tried to align America with nationalist

sentiment in Western Europe and Japan, Kennedy suggested doing the

same in countries rushing toward independence, even if it meant welcom-

ing governments over which the United States had little control. In a 1957

Foreign Affairs article, he attacked Eisenhower and Dulles for their "failure

to appreciate how the forces of nationalism are rewriting the geopolitical

map of the world." In a Senate speech that same year, he said, "the single

most important test of American foreign policy today is how we meet the

challenge of imperialism." And he called for self-determination in Algeria,

a suggestion that earned him an angry visit from the French ambassador.

As president, Kennedy implemented a version of containment more

like Truman's than Eisenhower's: higher defense spending, a bigger army,

and less reliance on the threat of nuclear retaliation. But in keeping with

his past views, he also tried to emulate Truman's economic assistance ef-

forts and his sympathy for foreign nationalism. In March 1961, Kennedy

invited congressional leaders and Latin American ambassadors to the East

Room of the White House, where he unveiled the Alliance for Progress,

"a vast cooperative effort, unparalleled in magnitude and nobility of pur-

pose, to satisfy the basic needs of the American people for homes, work

and land, health and schools." The United States pledged $20 billion over

ten years to Latin American countries that committed themselves to land

reform, progressive taxation, and free elections. It was an enlightened an-

swer to Castro's revolution, which Kennedy feared could spread elsewhere
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in the continent. And it mirrored the efforts of liberalism's great ally: the

labor movement. In 1961, Walter Reuther helped establish the American

Institute for Free Labor Development, which trained Latin American la-

bor unionists "with particular emphasis on the theme of democracy versus

totalitarianism." And by decade's end, the AFL-CIO was devoting 20 per-

cent of its budget to supporting democratic labor movements across the

world. The spirit of Point Four was back.

In Latin America, the Alliance for Progress evoked an enthusiastic

popular response. But the continent's leaders, many of them wealthy oli-

garchs, largely resisted reform. And even within the State Department's

Latin America division, the initiative met opposition, rendering its ultimate

impact modest at best. More successful was the Peace Corps. As early as

1952, Connecticut senator Brien McMahon, addressing a meeting of the

ADA, had proposed an "army" of young Americans who would scatter

throughout the developing world as "missionaries of democracy." Later,

Humphrey took up the idea, and in 1961, Kennedy signed an executive

order creating the program. Like the Alliance for Progress, the goal was to

stop Communism by addressing the economic conditions that facilitated

its spread. "Widespread poverty and chaos," Kennedy said, "lead to a col-

lapse of existing political and social structures, which would inevitably

invite the advance of totalitarianism." By the spring of 1964, there were

10,000 Peace Corps volunteers spread across the globe.

In his dealings with developing nations, Kennedy also tried to move

away from Dulles's "us versus them" tunnel vision. "The independence of

nations is a bar to the Communists' 'grand design,' " he said, "[but] it is

the basis of our own." And facing a potential crisis in Laos, he put theory

into practice, negotiating an agreement that preserved its cold war neu-

trality rather than sending in arms and troops to capture it for America's

side.

But there was a fundamental problem. The principle Kennedy was

trying to implement—American support for non-Communist national-

ism—took as its premise that genuine nationalist movements could never

be Communist. Communism, Acheson had argued in 1947, "was not a

doctrine which people picked up and looked over and either adopted or

rejected." It was brought about "either by an internal organization fi-

nanced by other countries, or by external pressure to adopt a system of

government which had the inescapable consequence of inclusion in the

system of Russian power." That had worked well enough for Truman.
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But in the developing world, where Communism's anti-colonial stance

gave it particular prestige, things were more complicated. In British Gui-

ana, for instance, a tiny imperial holding on its way toward independence,

Kennedy flagrantly contradicted his eloquent anticolonialism and urged

London to scrap free elections because he feared an alleged Communist

would win. Luckily, the British refused. In Vietnam, however, he and his

successors were not so fortunate. Kennedy's foreign policy team assumed

that Ho Chi Minh—because he was a Communist—could not be the au-

thentic voice of Vietnamese nationalism. Fortified by this assumption, the

Kennedy and Johnson administrations set out to contain Communism
in Indochina. Except that they were also trying to contain nationalism,

which Kennedy had all but admitted the United States could not do. The

more feverishly Kennedy's whiz-kid advisers tried to square that circle, the

deeper they sank—until antitotalitarian liberalism itself began to crack,

and the struggle that ended in 1 948 began anew

But in the early 1 960s, those dark days seemed an eternity away. And

if Kennedy's short presidency did not replicate Truman's foreign policy

glory, it did bring liberalism's greatest domestic dream to the brink of

fruition. Despite his election eve call to Coretta Scott King, there were

widespread doubts about Kennedy's commitment to civil rights. And in

his first two and half years in office, he did little to dispel them. He ap-

pointed more African Americans to government posts and frequently in-

vited blacks to the White House, but that was about it. In April 1962, the

ADA's Joseph Rauh called the president's record on the issue a "bitter

disappointment."

Two forces, however, were pushing Kennedy toward action. The first

was the nonviolent freedom movement gathering force throughout the

South. And the second was the liberal interpretation of the cold war—the

Kennedy administration's desire to cast off what Secretary of State Dean

Rusk called "the biggest single burden that we carry on our backs in foreign

relations." By the summer of 1963, Kennedy could no longer evade the

issue. In April, when civil rights protesters tried to integrate Birmingham's

department stores and lunch counters, Sheriff Eugene "Bull" Connor or-

dered his men to attack them with fire hoses, clubs, and dogs. Two months

later, Governor George Wallace defied a court order to integrate the Uni-

versity of Alabama, thumbing his nose at the federal government.

Finally, Kennedy acted. OnJune 1
1 , with the cameras rolling, his dep-

uty attorney general confronted Wallace on the campus steps. And at eight
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o'clock that night, he addressed the nation, calling segregation a moral

issue that could no longer be ignored. "When Americans are sent to Viet-

nam or West Berlin," he said, linking civil rights and anti-Communism yet

again, "we do not ask for whites only." The following week, he sent civil

rights legislation to Congress. In August, Martin Luther King addressed

250,000 people at the March on Washington. And in November, Kennedy

flew to Dallas, where he was murdered.

But the momentum for freedom was now too strong. In June 1 964,

with majority whip Hubert Humphrey as floor leader, the Senate broke

its first civil rights filibuster in history and passed legislation guaranteeing

equal access to employment and public accommodations. That fall, Lyn-

don Johnson won the biggest election victory in presidential history, and

the Democratic Party built its largest congressional majorities since the

1930s. The vision born at the Willard Hotel—that by opposing totalitari-

anism the right way, America could become a better country—seemed to

finally be coming true.

The culmination came the following spring. In March 1965, civil

rights protesters prepared to march from Selma, Alabama—a city whose

population was more than 50 percent black and whose registration rolls

were 99 percent white—to the state capital in Montgomery to dramatize

the struggle for voting rights. As 600 peaceful demonstrators crossed the

Edmund Pettus Bridge on the outskirts of the city, they were attacked by

state troopers and sheriff's deputies, in a beating so vicious it sent fifty

people to the hospital.

Eight days later, Lyndon Johnson addressed a joint session of Con-

gress. Echoing Humphrey's speech seventeen years earlier, he declared,

"We have already waited a hundred years and more, and the time for

waiting is gone." He demanded immediate passage of a voting rights bill.

And as he reached his speech's conclusion, he paused, before uttering the

words: "We shall overcome." For a moment, the audience sat in shocked

silence. One Southern congressman muttered, "Goddamn." Then the

chamber broke into a thunderous standing ovation. Watching on televi-

sion from Selma, Martin Luther King did something his aides had never

seen before. He began to cry.
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Losing America

ON A JUNE day in 1962, a high school student named Jim Hawley ar-

rived at the United Auto Workers camp in Port Huron, Michigan. The

fifty-nine men and women gathered there for the inaugural convention of

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) didn't know what to make of the

taciturn 1
7 -year-old. For one thing, he hadn't been invited. For another, he

wanted "observer" status—a bizarrely formal request given the surround-

ings. But Communists were like that.

The college students of SDS had little memory of liberalism's 1948

civil war. And many considered Communists something of a joke, the bo-

geymen of an earlier generation. "Do you mean to say there was a Com-

munist here?" exclaimed one young activist upon hearing of Hawley's

presence. "I've never seen one." But if Communism was largely alien,

anti-Communism was not. It helped define American culture—the con-

formist, unjust, complacent culture SDS was gathering to denounce. If

anti-Communism required that Hawley be spurned, Hawley would be

welcomed. And in this trivial, almost comic, way, the assault on antitotali-

tarian liberalism began.

SDS was born as the student arm of the League for Industrial De-

mocracy (LID), an anti-Communist labor organization backed by Walter

Reuther's United Auto Workers (hence the Port Huron locale) and David

Dubinsky's International Ladies Garment Workers Union—two of the

unions that had helped found the ADA. But generational conflict erupted

almost immediately. SDS's inaugural manifesto, as initially drafted by a

recent University of Michigan graduate named Tom Hayden, attacked

anti-Communist liberals for having "abstracted Russians to demonic pro-

portions" to "mask . . . their own timidity" in promoting social change.
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The Soviet Union, it claimed, was "a conservative status quo . . . harassed

and weakened nation" and its American admirers posed a far smaller

threat to democratic values than the "paranoid quest for [anti-Communist]

decontamination."

To the LID, it sounded like Henry Wallace all over again. The League

hauled Hayden and his colleagues before its board, lectured them on to-

talitarianism ("Would you give seats to Nazis too?" asked one LID official),

and cut off their funds. At a subsequent meeting, an LID veteran opened

his shirt to reveal the scars from a brawl with Communists in the 1930s. To

the activists of SDS, the battle lines seemed clear: an older generation was

imposing its tired, stultifying ideology on the idealistic young.

But if the fight was about age, it was also—more subtly—about class.

In The Sixties, his memoir-cum-history of the period, former SDS presi-

dent Todd Gitlin notes that the Port Huron Statement sparked a confron-

tation not merely with the old bulls of the LID, but with one of SDS's

own. Tom Kahn, the son of a Brooklyn transport worker, was only 23, but

already a dedicated anti-Communist and a fierce partisan of labor. And

from the beginning, he seethed with anger at the arrogant "Ivy League-

type [s]" around him. After reading Hayden's manifesto, he warned him

that SDS risked being labeled Communist. "People are going to attack

us," he predicted. "Yeah," Hayden replied, staring Kahn in the face, "and

you're going to be one of them. . . . You will try to destroy us." As it turned

out, he was absolutely right.

FOR A GENERATION, liberalism had defined itself by its twin, indivis-

ible commitments to freedom: civil rights at home and antitotalitarianism

abroad. But in the decade following Port Huron, both came under attack

from a new movement of the left, which turned antitotalitarianism on its

head. As that movement gained force, the liberalism born at the Willard

Hotel began to buckle. Its foreign and domestic visions were severed. And

a new liberal creed emerged that denied America's moral potential and, in

the process, forfeited its own.

Hayden had drawn his vision for SDS in part from his experience

the previous year working with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating

Committee (SNCC). And in the coming years, these two signature orga-

nizations of the New Left would launch parallel attacks on liberalism's

ideological foundations. Like SDS, SNCC was an organization of young

people—mostly black Southerners who had left college to work for civil
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rights. Like SDS, it rejected anti-Communism. Like SDS, it was suspicious

of the political process and the compromises it required. And even more

than their SDS allies, the young men and women of SNCC had put their

bodies on the line—enduring beatings, bombings, shootings, and the daily

terror that came with defyingJim Crow.

By 1963, SNCC was struggling. It had thrown itself into voter registra-

tion in Mississippi, the most backward, brutal state in the South. But local

white authorities resisted fiercely, the Kennedy administration offered little

help, and after two years, less than 6 percent of the state's black popula-

tion was registered. So Bob Moses, director of SNCC's Mississippi project,

along with other civil rights leaders, came up with an idea to galvanize

national attention: Freedom Vote. The premise was simple: If Mississippi

would not let blacks register for the state's gubernatorial election that fall,

they would hold a mock election of their own—in the safety of their own

communities—and thus demolish the myth that African Americans didn't

want the franchise.

Freedom Vote would prove a high point of unity in the civil rights

movement, bringing together young and old, black and white, moderate

and militant. But just as Port Huron sowed the seeds of conflict between

cold war liberals and the New Left over anti-Communism, Freedom Vote

set in motion events that would spark a second great rupture—over race.

To help with Freedom Vote. SNCC called upon two seasoned activists.

The first was Bayard Rustin, an African American Quaker, an ADA board

member, the organizational genius behind the 1 963 March on Washington,

and a man the civil rights movement badly needed but feared embracing

because he was gay. The second was Allard Lowenstein, the charismatic,

hyperactive pied piper of campus liberalism. What they shared were be-

liefs in anti-Communism, racial integration, and America's capacity for

redemption—beliefs that would eventually make them pariahs in the pro-

test movements they once called home.

Moses frequently consulted Rustin on strategy. And he dispatched

Lowenstein to campuses like Stanford and Yale, where he gathered money

and publicity for Freedom Vote, inspiring close to a hundred mostly white

college students to make the dangerous trip south. Freedom Vote proved

a massive success, bringing roughly 85,000 black Mississippians to the

"polls" to vote for the candidates of the multiracial Mississippi Freedom

Democratic Party (MFDP), and splashing SNCC's work across the pages

of Newsweek and the New York Times.



Losing America 35

Emboldened by its success, SNCC hatched something even bigger for

1964. The new effort, dubbed Freedom Summer, would bring not hun-

dreds but thousands of college students to Mississippi to register black vot-

ers, teach in Freedom Schools, build the Mississippi Freedom Democratic

Party, and more generally, attack segregation in every corner of the state.

And that effort would culminate in a dramatic challenge to the national

Democratic Party—a slate of Mississippi Freedom delegates demanding

to be seated at the party's 1964 convention in Atlantic City.

But by December 1963, tensions were already starting to show SNCC
received aid from two organizations with Communist ties: the National

Lawyers Guild and the Southern Conference Educational Fund. Most

SNCC activists, like their ideological soulmates in SDS, could not have

cared less. Their only litmus test was commitment to civil rights. For Low-

enstein, however, Communism was never irrelevant. It was unacceptable,

he told one Mississippi activist, for a freedom movement to be "using peo-

ple who don't really believe in freedom."

Over the following months, Lowenstein quietly pulled away, but Free-

dom Summer rolled on. Over 800 white activists, mostly students from the

North, came to Mississippi. In June, two of them, Andrew Goodman and

Michael Schwerner, gave their lives for the movement when, along with a

local activist namedJames Chaney, they were dragged from their car and

shot to death on a remote Mississippi highway.

Despite such acts of terror, SNCC and the other civil rights groups

stuck to their plan. They developed a parallel nominating structure, hold-

ing precinct, county, and statewide elections, which chose sixty-eight del-

egates to the Democratic convention, sixty-four of them black. Rustin

remained a critical eminence grise, linking the Mississippi activists to sup-

porters throughout the nation. At one point, Moses and his allies even

asked him to oversee the entire convention challenge. But Rustin, fearing

SNCC's militant instincts were ill suited to the political realities it would

confront in Atlantic City, demanded complete control. His request was de-

nied, the first hint of a rift that would blow open in the months to come.

ON FRIDAY, AUGUST 21, 1964, the delegates of the Mississippi Free-

dom Democratic Party, mostly poor farmers, arrived in Atlantic City. In

a graphic testimonial, they included in their caravan the burned-out car

in which Schwerner, Chaney, and Goodman had been riding the day they

were murdered.
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On Saturday, the delegates addressed the Credentials Committee.

Live on national television, MFDP vice chairman Fannie Lou Hamer de-

scribed being tortured—on orders from Mississippi state police—for trying

to register to vote. Her testimony was so explosive that PresidentJohnson

called an impromptu press conference to divert the cameras' gaze. But on

the news that night, viewers heard Hamer's testimony in full, including her

haunting closing words: "All of this is on account [of] we want to register,

to become first-class citizens, and if the Freedom Democratic Party is not

seated now, I question America."

The controversy over the MFDP suddenly threatened to swallow the

convention. Five Southern delegations announced that if the black del-

egates were seated, they would walk out. For the first time since 1 948, race

threatened to rip the Democratic Party apart. And Johnson, determined

to avoid a rupture, called upon the patron saint of 1948, Hubert Hum-

phrey, for help.

Humphrey's desire for the vice presidency was no secret. AndJohnson

decided to make him earn it. The White House floated a compromise:

two MFDP delegates would get at-large seats; the others would be the

convention's "honored guests," and in 1968, Mississippi would send an in-

tegrated slate. Humphrey was dispatched to convince the black delegates

to take the deal, thus avoiding a battle on the convention floor. To make

the case, Humphrey tried to enlist his old civil rights ally and ADA col-

league Joseph Rauh, who was serving as the MFDP's legal counsel. But

Humphrey and Rauh—representatives of an older, less confrontational,

liberalism—were unprepared for the MFDP's blunt, unwavering moral

force. Hamer, a sharecropper's wife, would later recount her showdown

with the future vice president of the United States. "All that we had been

hearing about . . . Hubert Humphrey and his stand for civil rights, I was

delighted to even have a chance to talk with this man," she explained. But

when Rauh told her that Humphrey's chances for the vice presidential

nomination rested on an MFDP compromise, "I was amazed, and I said,

'Well, Mr. Humphrey, do you mean to tell me that your position is more

important to you than four hundred thousand black people's lives [the

African American population of Mississippi]?' . . . and I left out of there

full of tears."

Humphrey wasn't the only liberal hero bloodied by the fight over the

MFDP. Over the following days, the pillars of the civil rights establishment

tried to convince Hamer and her Mississippi allies to accept a compro-
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raise, and each in turn discredited himself in SNCC's increasingly radical

eyes. Rauh tried valiantly—under fierce administration pressure—to serve

his clients, and ultimately opposed Johnson's offer. But he fell out with

SNCC nonetheless, and Moses refused to speak to him for fifteen years.

Lowenstein—still close to the MFDP's more moderate NAACP wing

—

lobbied Northern liberals on the delegates' behalf, but was also denounced

by SNCC activists for allegedly backing a deal. And in a last-ditch effort,

Rustin, Martin Luther King, and other African American leaders spoke to

the delegates in the local church that served as their makeshift headquar-

ters. Rustin told them they had changed the Democratic Party forever. But

as the civil rights movement entered the political process, he insisted, it

would have to learn to compromise, and would need allies like Humphrey

in the work ahead. As he spoke, a SNCC activist shouted out from the

back: "You're a traitor, Bayard, a traitor!"

In the end, the delegates rejected the compromise. And for those in-

volved in the MFDP fight, it colored everything that happened afterward.

For the cold war liberals, Atlantic City was proof that America was finally

achieving its moral potential. "They don't know the victory they got,"

Johnson told Walter Reuther. "Next time no one can discriminate against

Negroes." Rauh said, "We made great progress," and called the 1968 con-

vention, where Mississippi fielded an integrated delegation, "one of the

high points of my lifetime."

For SNCC and its supporters on the New Left, by contrast, Atlantic

City exposed liberalism as a fraud. "This proves," said SNCC's Stokely

Carmichael, "that the liberal Democrats are just as racist as Goldwater."

Staughton Lynd, the white radical who had run SNCC's Freedom Schools,

called the "bitterness at those national civil rights personalities who urged

acceptance of the compromise on grounds of political expediency ... in-

describable."

And for Lowenstein and Rustin, who believed in antitotalitarian liber-

alism, but knew it had to evolve to survive, Atlantic City was an unmistak-

able sign that even greater battles lay ahead.

RUSTIN, IN PARTICULAR, watched developments in 1 964 and 1 965 with

mounting alarm. To most observers, liberalism had never looked stronger.

That fall,Johnson and Humphrey trounced Republican Barry Goldwater

at the polls. Congress passed the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts.

AndJohnson announced the Great Society, an ambitious effort to expand
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economic opportunity and security, building on the work Roosevelt and

Truman had begun more than two decades before. Addressing the ADA's

convention, Arthur Schlesinger said 1965 offered "the greatest opportu-

nity for constructive liberalism in a generation."

But Rustin sensed ominous rumblings below the political surface. A
month before the showdown in Atlantic City, an off-duty police officer

had shot a black 15-year-old on New York's Upper East Side. Two days

later, Harlem erupted, as thousands smashed cars, broke windows, and

fought pitched battles with police. The following night, speaking at a Har-

lem church, Rustin appealed for nonviolence, and was taunted and booed.

When he and other civil rights leaders tried to lead a peaceful march,

residents spat on them.

Malcolm X had recently declared that "the day of turning the other

cheek to those brute beasts is over." And nonviolence was falling out of

favor in SNCC as well. Knowing the rage that years of official abuse and

neglect had produced in slums across the country, Rustin foresaw a ter-

rible chain reaction: black violence, inflamed by militant black leadership,

producing a white backlash that would destroy liberalism just when it was

poised to produce real change.

Rustin drafted a telegram, sent by the NAACP's Roy Wilkins to the

other major civil rights leaders, warning that "the Civil Rights Act of 1964

could well be diminished or nullified and a decade of increasingly violent

and futile disorder ushered in if we do not play our hand coolly and intel-

ligently." The leaders called for a moratorium on civil disobedience until

after the election, and the rest of the year passed relatively quietly.

But Rustin wasn't wrong—just premature. Segregationist Alabama

governor George Wallace's 1964 primary challenge to PresidentJohnson

had shown surprising strength in white working-class pockets of Indi-

ana, Maryland, and Wisconsin. And although crushed overall, Goldwa-

ter had won five states in the Deep South—previously unthinkable for a

Republican.

For Rustin, there was only one way to cool the black fury he had

seen in Harlem, and the white resentment that had garnered Wallace

45 percent of the vote in the Maryland primary. The civil rights move-

ment, he argued, must move beyond a narrow racial agenda and present

an economic program that benefited poor blacks and poor whites alike. In

an extraordinary 1965 article in Commentary, Rustin urged liberals to focus

less on racism per se than on education, because "we are in the midst of
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a technological revolution which is altering the fundamental structure of

the labor force, destroying unskilled and semi-skilled jobs—jobs in which

Negroes are disproportionately concentrated." More than twenty years

later, the African American sociologist William Julius Wilson would base

an influential theory of the American underclass on exactly this insight.

Rustin's great hope was the labor movement, the political incubator

of the white working class. In 1 964, he addressed the Teamsters, a union

that would become synonymous with white backlash—and received rave

reviews. Everywhere, his message was the same: that liberals must make

"the program for racial equality ... so intertwined with progressive eco-

nomic and social policies as to make it impossible to choose one without

the other." And in early 1965, he created the A. Phillip Randolph Institute

to bring blacks into the labor movement and commit unions to a broad

agenda of economic change.

But Rustin was increasingly isolated. In 1965, SNCC began expel-

ling whites from the organization. The following year, its new president,

Stokely Carmichael, coined the term Black Power to describe the group's

turn from integration to separatism. Another major civil rights group, the

Congress of Racial Equality- (CORE), also embraced Black Power, and

its new president called nonviolence "a dying philosophy." Rustin warned

that Black Power "threatens to ravage the entire ci\il rights movement."

But the movement was quickly leaving him behind. As former CORE
leaderJames Farmer would later tell the New York Times Magazine, "Bayard

has no credibility in the black community. . . . Bayard's commitment is to

labor, not to the black man."

Black separatism, the first element in Rustin's chain reaction, was

gaining strength. And on August 1 1 , 1965, the second ingredient exploded

into view, when Watts went up in flames. Sparked by the arrest of a black

man for drunk driving, riots raged in African American neighborhoods of

Los Angeles for six days, leaving more than 4,000 arrested, almost 1,000

injured, and 34 dead. The following year, riots broke out in Cleveland

and Chicago as well. And between 1964 and 1967, armed assaults rose

77 percent.

The result was exactly what Rustin had feared. From April 1965 to

September 1966, the percentage of Northern whites who said the gov-

ernment was pushing civil rights "too fast" almost doubled, to over 50

percent. On September 20, 1966, Republican congressional leader Ger-

ald Ford demanded to know "how long are we going to abdicate law and
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order—the backbone of any civilization—in favor of a soft social theory

that the man who heaves a brick through your window or tosses a fire-bomb

into your car is simply the misunderstood and underprivileged product of

a broken home?" That November, Republicans picked up forty-seven seats

in the House, and a former Democrat and ADA member named Ronald

Reagan rode law and order into the California governor's mansion.

Ford called the midterms "a repudiation of the President's domestic

policies," and in 1967, a more conservative Congress slashed antipoverty

spending. Less than two years after his address to the ADA, Schlesinger

pronounced "the Great Society . . . except for token gestures, dead."

IF WHITE BACKLASH was shattering liberalism's domestic hopes, Viet-

nam was doing the same to its vision of America's role in the world. The

New Left's attack on liberal anti-Communism had preceded the war. In

the academy, its first major statement came in 1959, when William Apple-

man Williams published The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, which described

the USSR as essentially defensive, and blamed the cold war on American

capitalism's relentless search for new markets. Even three years later, the

Port Huron Statement contained only one passing reference to Vietnam.

But after 1965, when the first major antiwar protests broke out, the New
Left's arguments found a wider audience. If rising African American an-

ger fueled the black left's assault on racial integration, rising anger over

Vietnam fueled the white left's assault on anti-Communism.

The New Left's contention—that the principles which drew America

into Vietnam were born at the Willard Hotel—was both true and false. As

John F. Kennedy had learned, liberal anti-Communism rested on several

axioms, and sometimes they clashed. George Kennan, the strategist be-

hind Truman's early policies toward the USSR, believed nationalism and

Communism could coexist. Partly for that reason, he urged the United

States to contain only Soviet Communism, not indigenous Communist

movements, and even then only when circumstances were favorable. In

his 1947 speech urging aid to Greece and Turkey, however, Truman had

ignored that distinction, pledging the United States to oppose virtually any

Communist movement. Behind that perilously expansive vision was the

growing assumption that Communism and nationalism were incompat-

ible. And with Kennan's distinction gone, containment suddenly meant

preventing Communism's spread in every corner of the globe.

For Kennedy and Johnson, that assumption became a blindfold, pre-

venting them from seeing the enemy in Vietnam for what it was: not an



Losing America 41

agent of Moscow or Beijing, but a nationalist movement led by a Commu-

nist Party. Instead, the United States earnestly, valiantly, and brutally tried

to build an artificial nationalism, based on the "nation" of South Viet-

nam. Policy makers spent the 1960s anguishing about why, despite their

best efforts, their allies in Saigon would not fight for their country But

that "country" had been artificially created in 1 954, not because the Viet-

namese desired partition, but to deny Ho Chi Minh's Vietminh guerrillas

the full victory over French colonialism they seemed likely to win on the

battlefield. Even then, North and South Vietnam were meant to be reuni-

fied in national elections two years later, but Saigon—with Washington's

support—reneged. As David Halberstam wrote, "no one really believed

there was such a thing as South Vietnam. But . . . [1] ike water turning into

ice, the illusion crystallized and became a reality, not because that which

existed in South Vietnam was real, but because it became real in powerful

men's minds."

To be fair, distinguishing between Communist movements with broad

nationalist support, and those largely controlled from the outside, was not

easy. The Communist rebels in Greece, for instance, had enjoyed some

domestic backing, while Hanoi received more than $2 billion in aid from

China and the USSR between 1965 and 1968. Anti-Communism was a

noble principle, but turning it into wise foreign policy required informed,

nuanced judgments. The tragedy of American policy toward Vietnam

was that the officials best able to make those judgments were almost never

in the room when key decisions were made. After China's fall to the Com-

munists in 1949, which McCarthy and his allies deemed a stab in the

back by a treasonous State Department, the Far Eastern Affairs division

had been gutted, its most gifted analysts farmed out to other bureaus or

hounded out of government altogether. As a result, Halberstam writes, the

Kennedy and Johnson administrations "made the most critical of deci-

sions [about Vietnam] with virtually no input from anyone who had any

experience on the recent history of that part of the world."

So in one sense, antitotalitarian liberalism did lead to Vietnam: it pro-

vided the intellectual building blocks that arrogant, blinkered men—who

had forgotten their creed's emphasis on restraint—assembled in disastrous

fashion. But other antitotalitarian liberals—including Niebuhr and, after

1965, Schlesinger as well—drew on the same tradition to critique Ameri-

ca's Vietnam disaster. It was possible to consider liberal democracy funda-

mentally superior to Communism, to see the Soviet Union as a potential

aggressor that the United States must contain, to believe American power
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essential to a better world—and still oppose the war. All it required was

recognizing that since Vietnamese Communism was the product of Viet-

namese nationalism, not Soviet or Chinese power, it could not be militarily

contained—and its triumph did not threaten American security.

For the New Left, however, Vietnam was merely a symptom of the real

disease: anti-Communism. It was the anti-Communist consensus, argued

the radicals like Hayden, which defined the limits of acceptable opinion,

marginalizing those who felt there was something wrong at America's core.

And the true enforcers of that consensus were not conservatives, but anti-

Communist liberals. They were the ones running the universities where

the New Left was born, and running the government it wanted to bring

down. They were the ones putting a humane, reformist face on capitalism

at home and imperialism abroad. And so for the New Left, it became a

point of pride to attack not the Neanderthal right, but the true guardians

of establishment power. Addressing a November 1 965 antiwar march in

Washington, SDS president Carl Oglesby declared: "The original com-

mitment in Vietnam was made by President Truman, a mainstream lib-

eral. It was seconded by President Eisenhower, a moderate liberal. It was

intensified by the late President Kennedy, a flaming liberal. Think of all

the men who now engineer that war—those who study the maps, give

the commands, push the buttons, and tally the dead: Bundy, McNamara,

Rusk, Lodge, Goldberg, the President himself. They are not moral mon-

sters. They are all honorable men. They are all liberals."

The word honorable was important. Unlike some of Wallace's sup-

porters in the late 1 940s, the New Left did not romanticize Moscow. But

consorting with Communists provided a way to transgress "honorable"

liberalism's boundaries. And in this way, SDS revived the very axiom the

ADA had been founded to oppose: no enemies on the left. In December

1963, when Alger Hiss turned up at an SDS National Council meeting,

he received a raucous welcome. The following April, SDS supported the

right of two Communist-front groups to join a major antiwar march. "We

refuse to be anti-Communist," wrote Hayden and Staughton Lynd. "It

serves as the key category of abstract thought which Americans use to

justify a foreign policy that is often no more sophisticated than rape."

AT ITS JUNE 1965 convention, SDS removed the word totalitarian from its

description of the form of government it opposed, a final break with the

liberal tradition. But the New Left didn't quite abandon the concept of
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totalitarianism. Instead, it inverted it. In 1964, Herbert Marcuse, the New
Left's leading political theorist, condemned the "totalitarian tendencies

of the one-dimensional society"—societies like the United States. Lynd

wrote that Kennedy's assassination proved that the correct "perspective

for the coming period is fascism." And Studies on the Left, a University of

Wisconsin Marxist journal that influenced SDS, wrote in 1964 that "there

are, indeed, many similarities between American society today and that of

Germany in the years before and during Nazi rule."

America's Nazi-like crimes, of course, were most obvious in Vietnam.

But the point of the analogy was that America was totalitarian not only

there, but in Watts and Mississippi as well. And if America was totalitarian

everywhere, the methods for fighting it must be similar everywhere. Here

the liberal vision was turned on its head. For cold war liberals, America's

fight against Soviet totalitarianism abroad had served as the impetus for

reform at home. But for the New Left, it was the fight against American

totalitarianism abroad that served as the impetus for revolution at home.

In Latin America and Vietnam, groups like SDS saw models for their

struggle inside the United States. "The Vietnamese revolutionaries," in

Todd Gitlin's words, "were a more victimized and better organized ver-

sion of ourselves."

With Che Guevera as their inspiration and the Vietcong as their

model, SDS and its allies turned in the late 1960s from the language of

persuasion to the language of conflict. Conflict, argued the New Left,

would strip the establishment of its enlightened, liberal facade, laying

bare society's true choice: between fascism and revolution. The challenge,

Hayden explained, was to "arouse the sleeping dogs on the Right."

But in America, unlike in Cuba or Vietnam, polarization left the

masses on the other side of the barricades. Marcuse recognized this, ac-

knowledging that "the majority of people in the affluent society are on

the side of that which is . . . not that which can and ought to be." He saw

students, not workers, as the likely agents of radical change. And the more

revolutionary New Left students became, the more blue-collar Americans

showed how antirevolutionary they really were. In September 1967, SDS
began using a new term to describe the police: pigs. And almost five years

after Port Huron, a disgusted Tom Kahn fulfilled Hayden's prophesy of

betrayal. The New Left, he wrote in Commentary, "contains strands of mid-

dle class prejudice—a lack of appreciation for, or identification with, the

historic and continuing role of labor in the day-to-day lives of literally mil-
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lions of working people." In the coming years, wherever anti-Communist

liberals fought the New Left, Tom Kahn was there.

The rising disaffection of the white working class offered the right

an enormous opportunity: its best chance since the days of Joseph Mc-

Carthy to fuse anti-Communism and class resentment. In 1968, George

Wallace ran for president again, this time not merely against civil rights,

but against the antiwar movement as well. He appealed to the "average

man in the street, this man in the textile mill, this man in the steel mill, this

barber, this beautician, the policeman on the beat." And he delighted his

blue-collar crowds by taunting the student left. "If any demonstrator lies

down in front of my car when I'm President," he vowed, "that'll be the last

car he lays down in front of."

Richard Nixon seized the opening too. Counted out by everyone after

losing to Kennedy, and then losing again in the California governor's race

in 1962, Nixon had clawed back. He campaigned ferociously for Repub-

lican candidates in 1966, and in one of the great political comebacks in

American history, captured the GOP nomination in 1968. His campaign

theme was "law and order"—a phrase broad enough to capture the back-

lash against black rioters and white radicals alike. "Working Americans,"

he declared in his acceptance speech, "have become the forgotten Ameri-

cans. In a time when the national rostrums and forums are given over to

shouters and protesters and demonstrators, they have become the silent

Americans." The New Left was polarizing the country. And a resurgent

right was reaping the rewards.

IN 1965, AMIDST black fury and white backlash, Rustin had hoped a

singular focus on economic justice could keep the liberal coalition from

tearing itself apart over race. Two years later, with the antiwar movement

gathering gale force, Lowenstein threw himself into a parallel crusade:

to prevent liberalism from tearing itself apart over Vietnam. Disheveled,

chronically late, and perpetually in motion—never sleeping in the same

place twice, forever huddled in conversation deep into the night—he

roamed the country searching for a candidate to challengeJohnson for the

Democratic nomination. A passionate opponent of the war, Lowenstein

wanted someone to run against Vietnam. But he also wanted someone

to wrest the antiwar movement away from groups like SDS. He attacked

the New Left's "politics of alienation." And he praised the soldiers fight-

ing in Vietnam, saying that "people have no conception ... of the degree
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to which American troops do the most difficult things with courage." He

told the organizers of a large antiwar march to denounce the Vietcong's

crimes as well as America's, and to hold their rally on July 4, proceeding

from Arlington National Cemetery to the Washington Memorial, led by

an honor guard, and flanked by American flags.

At Princeton, Lowenstein was booed by members of SDS. When he

spoke at Grinnell College, left-wing hecklers threw garbage on the stage.

Partly, they loathed his anti-Communism, a faith he had acquired in the

1950s, while battling Communist youth groups in the National Students

Association. But the antipathy went beyond that. The New Left could

not abide Lowenstein's fervent, brazen patriotism, his insistence that

America had a moral purpose at home and in the world. Unlike the older

liberals who had convened at the Willard, Lowenstein was intimately, gut-

wrenchingly familiar with the furies the 1960s had spawned. But those

furies made him appreciate Niebuhr's core insight even more keenly than

had the optimistic liberals of the Kennedy years. Lowenstein knew that

American greatness was not fated, that his country was capable of brutal

injustice. Yet he believed America could be redeemed through struggle.

The right leader, he insisted, could show even the angriest of radicals that

America was not "inherently sick." Lowenstein was, in journalist Jack

Newfield's words, "the last and best liberal . . . one who always goes into

revolutionary situations, yet always stays a liberal."

On November 30, Minnesota senator Eugene McCarthy answered

Lowenstein's call. McCarthy also wanted to give the antiwar young—in-

cluding two of his own children, who were student peace activists—an al-

ternative to the New Left. "There is deep anxiety and alienation among a

large number of people," he later explained. "So we have demonstrations

and draft card burning and all the rest. Someone must give these groups

entrance back into the political process."

Students flocked to McCarthy's campaign. And on March 12, 1968,

he won a stunning 42 percent of the vote in the New Hampshire pri-

mary—leadingJohnson to abandon his quest for reelection. But the very

qualities that helped McCarthy co-opt the New Left alienated the white

working class. The only published poet in the Senate, Eugene McCarthy

was more ironic than impassioned. Politically and culturally, he resembled

Adlai Stevenson, another man whose cerebral, detached style proved more

popular with intellectuals than ordinary voters. Students admired McCar-

thy's apparent distaste for political compromise. To working-class Demo-
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crats, however, he often appeared elitist and remote. "The better-educated

people vote for us," McCarthy boasted, unwisely. And he mocked labor

leaders as "old buffaloes"—a slur they remembered by wearing buffalo

pins on their lapels at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago.

Nowhere was McCarthy's failure to bridge the class divide more evi-

dent than within the ADA. In the 1940s and 1950s, the organization's

influence had rested on its ability to unite intellectuals and labor, to bring

together Schlesinger from Harvard and Reuther from the UAW. But by the

1 960s, places like Harvard were producing fewer people who thought like

Schlesinger. In 1962, ADA members sponsored a resolution denouncing

Kennedy's "wasteful, useless and extremely dangerous" military buildup

—

a sharp departure from the group's traditional support for a large defense

budget. As one member explained, "many young people" considered the

organization "old-hat, stale, and somewhat conservative."

Trying to connect to a new generation, in 1966 the ADA put Lowen-

stein—then 37 years old—on its board. The following year, it made him

vice president. But Lowenstein and his student allies were on a mission to

defeat LyndonJohnson, a mission many ADA labor leaders—who loathed

the antiwar movement—adamantly opposed. The organization faced a

stark dilemma. Unless it supported McCarthy, it would consign itself to

irrelevance among the activist young. But backing him, as Joseph Rauh

warned, would split "the liberal-labor-Negro coalition that had elected

every liberal president and made possible every liberal advance since the

1930s." On February 10, 1968, in the most important ADA meeting since

the Willard Hotel, the National Board voted 65 to 47 to endorse McCar-

thy's presidential bid. Within weeks, more than a thousand new members,

many of them young, joined the organization. But representatives of the

steel workers, the garment workers, and the communication workers all

resigned. "The coalition," one labor leader declared, "is finished."

AS WINTER TURNED to spring, Schlesinger and other prominent lib-

erals began insisting that only one man could hold cold war liberalism

together: Robert Kennedy, the president's younger brother and the junior

senator from New York. When Lowenstein went searching for a candidate

againstJohnson, Kennedy had been his first choice. But Kennedy had re-

sisted, joining the race only after New Hampshire showed how vulnerable

Johnson really was.

The differences between Kennedy and McCarthy echoed the dif-
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ferences between John Kennedy and Adlai Stevenson a decade before.

Unlike McCarthy and Stevenson, Robert Kennedy made some liberals

uneasy. He didn't seem above politics; to the contrary, he had a reputation

as a ruthless street fighter. And on civil liberties and civil rights, he had a

checkered past: he had worked for Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s, and

as his brother's attorney general, had let the FBI bug top black leaders'

phones.

But Kennedy had come around on civil rights, and by 1968 he was

talking about poverty with unusual fervor. While McCarthy's support

base—like the antiwar movement itself—was overwhelmingly white, Ken-

nedy enjoyed such intense backing from African Americans and other mi-

norities that his wife, Ethel, while watching election returns one evening,

exclaimed, "Don't you just wish that everyone was black?" When King

was murdered, McCarthy made no statement at all, but Kennedy went

into the Indianapolis ghetto and broke the news to a largely black crowd,

giving one of the most eloquent speeches of his career.

In an intriguing twist, Kennedy also spoke far more forcefully than

McCarthy about stopping crime, and explicitly opposed school busing.

Whether his views sprang from commitment or calculation—whether he

was fulfilling Rustin's dream of a vision that could hold together blacks

and blue-collar whites or just cynically telling different audiences what

they wanted to hear—remains a topic of heated debate. In fact, Kennedy

biographers can't even agree on how much working-class white support

he actually enjoyed. But it was clearly enough to outpace McCarthy. In a

poll conducted before the Indiana primary, for instance, McCarthy won

college-educated voters by more than two to one—yet Kennedy, powered

by blue-collar Irish, Polish, and black votes, beat him overall.

The two men also had different conceptions of America's role in the

world. Their positions on Vietnam itself were virtually indistinguishable:

Both called for an end to bombing and a coalition government in South

Vietnam. But McCarthy's critique went far beyond the war itself. "Viet-

nam," he said at a rally in Cambridge, Massachusetts, "is part of a much

larger question, which is, is America going to police the planet?" In an-

other speech, he blamed the war on "a moral mission"—dating from the

1950s
—

"in which we took it upon ourselves to judge the political systems

of other nations."

"I am not entirely convinced," said McCarthy, "that Senator Kennedy

has entirely renounced that misconception." And he was right not to be
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convinced. McCarthy was foreshadowing the new liberalism that would

emerge after 1 968—which questioned whether America had much to of-

fer the world. Kennedy, by contrast, pledged in his announcement speech

that his campaign would be about "our right to moral leadership of this

planet." That right, he was suggesting, was no longer self-evident. But it

could still be earned. OnJune 4, after beating McCarthy in the California

primary, Kennedy took the stage at Los Angeles's Ambassador Hotel, and

told 1,500 manic, deafening supporters that "We are a great country, an

unselfish country, and a compassionate country"—defiant words coming

from a liberal in 1968. After finishing his speech, he turned, and exited

through the hotel's kitchen, where he was shot three times. Twenty-five

hours later, he was dead.

KENNEDY'S DEATH HAD a strange effect on McCarthy. The Minne-

sota senator, a reluctant, surly candidate to begin with, grew increasingly

hostile to the voters he was ostensibly courting, and to his own staff. As his

campaign unraveled, the nomination fell to Hubert Humphrey, who used

his pull with party leaders to secure a majority of convention delegates

without competing in a single primary. It should have been the culmina-

tion of Humphrey's glittering career, the capstone of everything he had

achieved in the two decades since the Willard Hotel. Instead, he spent the

campaign in an ideological straitjacket, reviled by both sides in a country

he no longer really understood.

As vice president, Humphrey had endured the special torture Lyn-

donJohnson reserved for weaker men. The public humiliation had begun

even before Humphrey took office. In November 1964, he had publicly

suggested that he might help set the administration's education policy.

Johnson berated him, then told reporters, "I've just reminded Hubert that

I've got his balls in my pocket." When Johnson saw Humphrey cruising

the Potomac on a presidential yacht, he announced that in future, his vice

president would have to request such privileges from White House aides,

in writing.

Once, Humphrey had dared to voice his disagreement—arguing

against the administration's fateful 1 965 decision to begin bombing North

Vietnam. And the consequences were brutal. For more than a year, he

was excluded from every aspect of Vietnam policy—every meeting, every

delegation, every memo. So great did the stigma grow that other admin-

istration officials began avoiding him for fear of being tainted. Humphrey

tried to rehabilitate himself by doing what he had done in Atlantic City:
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helping Johnson with liberals. But by 1967, the divisions had grown too

wide. When Humphrey tried to justify the administration's Vietnam policy

in a private meeting with his old ADA colleagues, Schlesinger screamed

at him.

On the campaign trail, Humphrey was desperate to distance himself

from the war. Twice he requested Johnson's permission to announce his

own, more dovish, Vietnam policy. TwiceJohnson refused. In September,

when Humphrey suggested that the United States might soon bring some

troops home,Johnson publicly rebuked him, saying that "no man can pre-

dict when that day will come."

All the while, Humphrey was shadowed by antiwar protesters. At a

rally in Seattle, a man with a bullhorn yelled, "We have come not to talk

with you, Mr. Humphrey We have come to arrest you." The Democratic

convention descended into chaos as thousands of antiwar protesters bat-

tled police in the Chicago streets. But if the New Left considered Hum-

phrey a war criminal, Nixon was telling blue-collar whites that Humphrey

was the New Left's spineless enabler—a man with "a personal attitude

of indulgence and permissiveness toward the lawless." With the country

divided against itself, contempt for Hubert Humphrey was the one thing

on which left and right could agree.

Finally, on September 30, Humphrey finally broke with Johnson on

the war, calling for an unconditional halt to bombing. The next day in

Nashville, a sign in the crowd read, "If you mean it, we're with you."

With some antiwar liberals returning to the Democratic fold, Humphrey

appealed to working-class whites. In speeches and leaflets written by Tom
Kahn, he countered Nixon and Wallace's cultural appeals with an eco-

nomic one—blasting them for supporting policies that hurt the workers

they supposedly championed. And labor, Humphrey's old ally, rallied to

his cause. By late October, Humphrey had cut Nixon's lead in half. And as

the campaign drew to a close, he seemed to gain ground with each pass-

ing day. Despite everything, it looked like the liberal coalition might hang

together after all.

But in the end, Nixon won by 500,000 votes, less than a single per-

centage point. Fifteen million Democrats had defected to either Nixon or

Wallace. Throughout the 1960s, the left and right had waged a ferocious

assault on cold war liberalism—and in 1968, it fell.

THE NEW LIBERALISM that followed retained many of the same domes-

tic principles. But crucially it no longer connected them to the struggle
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for freedom around the world. Led by Niebuhr, the cold war liberals had

been painfully aware of America's capacity for injustice—it was the criti-

cal dividing line between them and the emerging cold war right. But they

claimed it was this very recognition, and the restraints it fostered, that

made American democracy fundamentally superior to its Communist ad-

versaries. The New Left also saw a clear divide between totalitarianism

and freedom. It just flipped it—calling America the totalitarian state and

leftist rebels the forces of freedom.

But for many post-Vietnam liberals, the distinctions had lost their

meaning. In the wake of Vietnam, it was no longer clear that people in

the third world wanted, or needed, "freedom." If anything, they seemed

to want revolution, something very different from the American-style de-

mocracyJohn F. Kennedy had pledged to fight for around the world. To-

talitarianism, too, seemed to mean less and less. With Stalin gone, the

Soviet Union—while still a brutal dictatorship—had drifted further from

the totalitarian ideal of absolute state control. And the split between Mos-

cow and Beijing convinced many liberals that it was national interest, not

ideology, that motivated U.S. adversaries. As early as 1965, Arkansas sena-

tor William Fulbright, perhaps the most influential congressional advocate

for the new liberal foreign policy, wrote that the "communism of Eastern

Europe and the Soviet Union is slowly being humanized. ... As it be-

comes clear to each side [in the cold war] that it is safe and profitable to

do so, ideological barriers can be expected gradually to erode away." In

1970, when political scientist Graham Allison interviewed more than 100

elite 25- to 34-year-olds—the best and brightest of their generation—they

overwhelmingly agreed that "the distinction between the Communist bloc

and the Free World obfuscates more than it illuminates."

Partly, the turn away from anti-Communism reflected a new focus on

transnational problems that seemed to transcend the ideological divide.

Instability in the newly decolonized third world, argued some liberals, was

a problem the superpowers needed to manage together. So was the envi-

ronment, an emerging focus of liberal concern. And then, of course, there

was the threat of nuclear war—a problem that could be mitigated only

through superpower negotiation.

But beyond that, liberals abandoned the language of totalitarianism

and freedom because they simply no longer believed the United States was

a beacon to the world. Here the country's misdeeds in Vietnam fused with

its misdeeds at home—its chronic racism, violence, and inequality. Allison
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would find that his elite young respondents believed "the U.S. government

is no more moral—in any simple sense of individual morality—than other

governments." In 1967, Fulbright declared that America—rather than the

Great SocietyJohnson had proclaimed—was, in fact, a "sick society." Two

years later, Schlesinger would say the country "is undergoing a crisis of

self-confidence.

"

But the country wasn't undergoing a crisis of self-confidence—at

least, not to the degree liberals were. Even as they grew disillusioned with

Vietnam, most Americans saw the war as a tragic mistake, not as evi-

dence that the United States had little worth teaching the world. The new

liberals retained high hopes for government action at home, particularly

against racism and poverty. But under Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson,

those hopes had been intimately linked to a faith in government action

abroad. And once the two were decoupled, liberals no longer seemed to

believe in America's potential for greatness. In 1969, social theorist Chris-

topher Lasch applauded the New Left for turning many liberals "from

admirers of American democracy into harsh critics." But most Americans

remained admirers. And to them, liberals became complicit in the New
Left's campaign to demean and destabilize institutions and traditions they

still revered.

AS THE 1972 presidential campaign began, cold war liberals still domi-

nated the Democratic field. But they were competing for the same shrink-

ing political terrain. Humphrey ran again, but by this time seemed like the

ghost of a more innocent age. Party heavyweights flocked to Maine sena-

tor Edmund Muskie, who was identified with neither the antiwar move-

ment nor with the war itself. But Muskie 's initial appeal—that he could

be all things to all Democrats—ultimately produced a candidacy with no

message and no core.

The candidate who most aggressively defended cold war liberalism

was Washington senator Henry "Scoop"Jackson, a frugal, morally upright

Norwegian American whose personal style seemed as old-fashioned as his

politics. Dubbed the "senator from Boeing" for his dogged support of the

Seattle-based defense contractor, Jackson was an unapologetic hawk. But

he was also a New Deal liberal who had voted for every civil rights bill,

helped create Medicare, supported greater antipoverty spending, and in-

troduced landmark legislation protecting the environment.

Jackson turned his campaign into a crusade against what he deemed
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liberalism's loss of faith in America. The country, he declared in his an-

nouncement speech, was "fed up with people running down America.

This society is not a guilty; imperialistic, and oppressive society. This is not

a sick society. This is a great country . . . that is conscious of its wrongs

and is capable of correcting them." And he excoriated the new liberals

for seeing concern about rising crime as "a code word for racism and

repression." "Until we are prepared to acknowledge that law and order is

a real problem," Jackson declared, "we just won't solve it." Helping craft

this defiant message was his speechwriter, the disillusioned former SDSer

Tom Kahn.

Nixon reportedly sawJackson as his greatest potential threat. ButJack-

son had to share his natural base of support, the disaffected white working

class, with George Wallace, who competed in the Florida and Maryland

primaries before being shot and paralyzed on May 15. So once again, cold

war liberalism was undermined from both sides. The left calledJackson a

warmonger and a racist. But his steadfast support for civil rights hurt him

among angry- blue-collar Democrats, who flocked to Wallace instead.

Wr
ith his opponents suffocating each other to his right, South Dakota

senator George McGovern orchestrated the new liberalism's takeover of

the Democratic Party Like McCarthy's candidacy in 1968, McGovern's

was powered by the antiwar movement. But four years later, that move-

ment had burrowed more deeply into the party apparatus. In 1970,

antiwar liberals had beaten cold war Democrats in primaries across the

country 7

; In Michigan, Washington State, and elsewhere, antiwar activists

had taken over their state parties. By 1969, even the ADA was calling not

merely for negotiations in Vietnam, or a coalition government with the

Communists, but immediate, unconditional withdrawal.

Some of McGovern's top aides came from the antiwar movement,

and they set out, as one explained, "to consolidate the left-wing." The

activists were a little older now, and more politically savvy. As McGovern's

Wisconsin organizer put it, if the foundation of the McCarthy campaign

was students, the foundation of the McGovern campaign was teachers.

And those teachers didn't only protest; they gave money. The antiwar

movement produced a new pool of small donors, who provided McGov-

ern with much of his campaign funds.

McGovern himself was the perfect vehicle for this new liberalism. He

was a rural minister's son and a decorated World War II pilot. Quiet and
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reflective, his temperament was anything but radical. Robert Kennedy

had called him "the most decent man in the Senate." But from the begin-

ning, he had opposed cold war liberalism. In the audience at the 1 948 Pro-

gressive Party convention, he would write in his autobiography that "both

the domestic health of the nation and the peace of the world would have

been better served by the hopeful and compassionate views of [Henry]

Wallace than by the 'Get Tough' policy of the Truman administration."

He cast grave doubt on America's moral authority in the world, calling

Nixon's bombing of Vietnam "the most barbaric action that any country

has committed since Hitler's effort to exterminate [the] Jews." And he

rejected the ideological categories that had defined liberalism since the

Willard Hotel. "The war against Communism is over," he told author

Theodore White. "We're entering a new era and the Kennedy challenge

of 1960 is pretty hollow now. Somehow we have to settle down and live

with them."

WHEN THE DEMOCRATIC Party convened to nominate McGovern in

Miami Beach, it looked dramatically different than it had four years be-

fore. In the aftermath of 1968, a reform commission—initially chaired by

McGovern himself—had passed new rules that prevented local politicians

from controlling state delegations, and required that delegations be as di-

verse as the states they represented.

In principle, greater openness and greater diversity were laudable. But

in practice, the reforms disempowered the very people who were deserting

the Democratic Party already: working-class whites. Between 1968 and

1972, the percentage of black and female delegates tripled; the percentage

of delegates under 30 quadrupled. And as McGovernites replaced blue-

collar party regulars in many states, upper-middle-class reformers grew in

number as well.

The result was a convention far to the left of the party's voters. The

reforms had made the primary process more democratic, but ironically,

they had largely cut out elected officials—who understood their constitu-

ents far better than the activists who replaced them. Chicago mayor Rich-

ard Daley's Cook County slate was rejected as insufficiently diverse, and

replaced by one that matched the party's new requirements. But as Chicago

Sun-Times columnist Mike Royko observed, among the city's fifty-nine "re-

form" delegates, there was only one Italian and three Poles—and barely
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anyone who had won an election. "Anybody who would reform Chicago's

Democratic Party by dropping the white ethnic," Royko quipped, "would

probably begin a diet by shooting himself in the stomach."

In the end, the convention proved a festival of balkanization. The

platform included separate sections on the rights of the poor, Native

Americans, the handicapped, the mentally retarded, the elderly, veterans,

women, and children. A separate plank supported "the right to be dif-

ferent, to maintain a cultural or ethnic heritage or lifestyle, without be-

ing forced into a compelled homogeneity." The day after his nomination,

McGovern held a press conference to announce the new chairman of the

Democratic Party, a white woman, and the new vice chairman, a white

man. A black delegate raised his hand and suggested that if a woman was

leading the party, it was only fair that an African American should be vice

chairman. And McGovern quickly agreed.

WHAT BAYARD RUSTIN had understood, and the McGovernites did not,

was that identity politics was a double-edged sword. Once blue-collar whites

perceived that blacks were gaining power on the basis of group rights,

they began making such claims themselves. In a bizarre homage to Black

Power, policemen began wearing "Pigs is Beautiful" shirts. In the words

of historian Stephen Aiello, white ethnics grew bitter that in the "them-

against-us philosophy, defined in the 1 960s on a racial basis . . . the blacks

seem to get everything." So they decided: "If black is beautiful, olive is

gorgeous."

Nixon exploited this identity politics backlash masterfully. In 1969,

when the Senate rejected his two Southern nominees to the Supreme

Court, partly because of their past segregationist views, he denounced

"the act of regional discrimination that took place in the Senate yesterday."

With Northern whites, Nixon's efforts to deepen the "black-blue" divide

were assisted by a series of court decisions that ordered white and black

children bused outside their neighborhoods to integrate regional public

schools. And in a particularly devilish twist, the Nixon administration in

1 969 announced the "Philadelphia Plan"—a quota system for minorities

in white-dominated, heavily unionized jobs like plumbing and pipe fitting.

Rustin denounced the plan, saying blacks needed job training, not quotas,

which would only "exacerbate the differences between blacks and other

racial and ethnic groups." But exacerbating those differences was exactly

what Nixon had in mind. Years later, former Nixon aideJohn Ehrlichman
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would write that the president took great pleasure "in constructing a politi-

cal dilemma for the labor union leaders and the civil rights groups."

But if Nixon was shrewdly dividing the Democratic coalition, he

also appealed to a common national pride. "It has become fashionable

in recent years to point up what is wrong with our . . . American system,"

he declared, echoing Scoop Jackson. "I totally disagree. I believe in the

American system." McGovern, by contrast, sounded to many voters like

he saw little in America worth admiring. His central argument—indeed,

the central argument of the new liberalism born in 1968—was that to

repair itself, the United States needed to retreat from the cold war. As

McGovern's campaign slogan put it, the country must "come home." And

by 1972, most Americans did want to leave Vietnam. But they didn't want

to abandon anti-Communism, and U.S. leadership in the world. It wasn't

just that anti-Communism connoted national strength. It also connoted

national faith, a faith that America stood for something worthy of pride.

That yearning for national greatness linked domestic and foreign af-

fairs. The antitotalitarian liberals had said racial justice would help Amer-

ica defend freedom around the world. But as McGovern turned away

from a unifying mission abroad, he also lost the capacity to frame a unify-

ing mission at home. Civil rights, sold by Truman and Kennedy as a way

to empower the country as a whole, became in the early 1970s merely a

way to empower one group. That group, African Americans, voted for

McGovern in 1972. But barely anyone else did. And Nixon was reelected

in one of the largest landslides in American history.

IF NIXON BURIED liberalism in 1972, however, he resuscitated it a mere

two years later. Most obviously, he boosted liberal fortunes by immolating

himself in the Watergate scandal. But just as significantly, he ended the

war in Vietnam, established diplomatic ties with China, and ushered in

detente with the Soviet Union, alienating himself from the cold war right

in the process. These policies, by making the world appear less threaten-

ing, helped liberals return from the political dead. Unfortunately, after a

tranquil interlude, the cold war would return with a vengeance. And when

it did, liberalism's failure to define a unifying mission in the world helped

bury it once again.

The 1974 midterm elections, held just three months after Nixon re-

signed, brought more than fifty new Democrats to Congress. With an av-

erage age of only 40, the new generation was dubbed "neoliberals." In
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many ways, they represented the antiwar movement's further assimilation

into the political mainstream. Like the McGovernites, neoliberals were

good-government reformers—a useful identity in the wake of Watergate.

Like the McGovernites, they drew their strength more from the middle

and upper middle class than from working-class whites. And like the Mc-

Governites, they kept a wary distance from labor. The tectonic plates that

had undergirded American politics since the New Deal were shifting.

If civil rights and Vietnam had pushed hawkish, culturally conservative

Democrats toward the GOP, they were driving upscale, culturally liberal

Republicans in the other direction. And in this strange new landscape, the

neoliberals pursued policies, and constructed coalitions, strikingly differ-

ent from those that had sustained Democrats in the past. As one member

of the 1974 class, Colorado senator and former McGovern campaign man-

ager Gary Hart, put it, "We are not a bunch of little Hubert Humphreys."

That was particularly true on foreign policy, where most neoliberals

were closer to McGovern than Humphrey. But their new political synthe-

sis worked because in the mid-1970s—for the first time since the cold war

began—foreign policy was politically secondary. As pollster Burns Roper

put it in 1975, the public is "almost oblivious to foreign problems and

foreign issues."

It was this same turn inward that led, in 1976, to Georgia governor

Jimmy Carter's election as president. Although he didn't come out of the

antiwar movement, Carter had much in common with the neoliberals

elected two years before. Like them, Carter was high-minded. Personal

integrity, encapsulated in his pledge "I will never lie to you," was a critical

part of his post-Watergate appeal. And like the neoliberals, Carter be-

lieved that dogma—including the traditional liberal faith in larger govern-

ment—impeded problem solving, which he saw as an essentially technical

exercise. Carter's personal attributes made him particularly attractive. His

evangelical faith gave his high-minded reformism a populist tint. His lack

of Washington experience—potentially crippling when foreign policy was

the primary test for an aspiring president—proved an asset after Water-

gate. And both Northerners and many Southerners liked the idea of a

pro-civil rights Georgian in the White House, embodying a newly moder-

ate, respectable South.

Carter marginalized Arizona congressman Morris Udall and a series

of other candidates running to his left. And he had even less trouble on his

right, where ScoopJackson doggedly campaigned on a liberalism that was
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rapidly ceasing to exist. Jackson attacked Carter for proposing cuts in the

defense budget. He trumpeted his opposition to busing. And he proposed

more domestic spending—promoting national health care and suggest-

ing that Carter wasn't sufficiently pro-labor. But in every area, the party

had moved in the opposite direction: becoming more dovish, more cultur-

ally liberal, and more skeptical of big government. Humphrey ran again,

which keptJackson from consolidating labor support. And so did Wallace,

who siphoned off votes among the white working class. Once again, a Re-

publican president deemedJackson his toughest potential opponent. And

once again, the Democrats wouldn't give Jackson their nomination.

But this time, a Democrat won anyway Carter had the good fortune

to run against an incumbent saddled by recession. And he tied Ford to the

crimes of his disgraced predecessor, referring repeatedly to the "Nixon-

Ford" administration. Foreign policy, which had helped sink Humphrey

and McGovern, barely figured in the general election campaign. And in

a mid-decade lull in the cold war storm,Jimmy Carter narrowly won the

presidency.

For liberalism, it would prove a false dawn. Carter's lack of familiarity

with Washington, which had helped him in the campaign, left him unable

to effectively wield power there. And his technocratic approach to govern-

ing never captured the public imagination or identified him with a larger

national goal. "He thinks he 'leads' by choosing the correct policy," wrote

James Fallows, one of his former speechwriters, "but he fails to project

a vision larger than the problem he is tackling at the moment." In some

ways, Carter's presidency exposed the hollowness at neoliberalism's core.

As the political scientist William Schneider noted in an article about the

class of 1974, "instead of ideology, neoliberals have concepts," yet the

"higher the office, the more ideology matters."

Nowhere did it matter more than in foreign policy. To the extent Carter

tried to define an international vision, it was human rights. Nixon and

Henry Kissinger's cold-blooded realpolitik had sanctioned brutal abuses

by U.S. allies, including Augusto Pinochet's 1973 coup against a demo-

cratic, left-leaning government in Chile. And the United States seemed

equally amoral in its dealings with the USSR—an amorality epitomized

by Gerald Ford's refusal to meet with acclaimed Soviet writer and dissi-

dent Alexander Solzhenitsyn in 1975. Carter capitalized on the growing

calls for a more ethical stance. He established a Bureau of Human Rights

in the State Department, met with Soviet dissidents, and cut off aid to
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Chile and other autocratic governments, particularly in Latin America.

"Human rights," Carter declared, "is the soul of our foreign policy."

Human rights collided with anti-Communism—since some of Amer-

ica's strongest cold war allies were harshly repressive. To some degree,

however, effective anti-Communism also required human rights—since de-

mocracies proved better long-term bulwarks against Communism's spread

than dictatorships. But whatever chance Carter may have had to construct

a new, more human rights-centered anti-Communism was undercut by

liberalism's ambivalence about the very concept of anti-Communism. Af-

ter Vietnam, any American president would have shown new caution in

confronting nationalist, anti-American movements in the third world. But

it was one thing to recognize the limits of American power and another

to celebrate antidemocratic third-world revolutions as a positive good.

"There's nothing wrong with their deciding to live under a socialist sys-

tem," said Andrew Young, Carter's ambassador to the United Nations,

about the people of Angola—although they had never elected their Marx-

ist dictatorship, which had taken power with the help of Cuban troops.

And in February 1979, he predicted that the Ayatollah Khomeini would

be seen as "some kind of saint when we finally get over the panic of what

is happening" in Iran—a claim undermined that very month, when Teh-

ran began executing hundreds of political opponents.

If anti-Communism and human rights were difficult enough to rec-

oncile on their own, the task was made even harder by the new liberal

focus on nuclear disarmament. Carter extended Nixon's arms control

talks, eventually negotiating a second Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty,

SALT II. But the Soviets were hardly prepared to bargain over nuclear

missiles while Washington hectored them for jailing dissidents. Trying to

solve this conundrum, Carter at times implied that human rights was sim-

ply another nonideological issue of mutual concern. In his first speech to

the UN, he said the United States would "work with potential adversaries

as well as our allies to advance the cause of human rights." But human

rights wasn't an issue of mutual concern. It was fundamentally antithetical

to Soviet ideology. Carter couldn't stress this ideological conflict because

he needed the Kremlin's help in pursuing the cooperative agenda that had

become so important to liberals since Vietnam. As a result, he ended up

stressing human rights less in the Soviet bloc than in pro-American autoc-

racies. By 1978, Solzhenitsyn was denouncing Carter officials for showing

"anger and inflexibility . . . when dealing with weak government [s]" while
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being "tongue-tied and paralyzed when they deal with powerful govern-

ments" like the USSR.

Finally, Carter didn't realize that whatever moral impact he wanted

to have around the world depended on American strength. Secretary of

State Cyrus Vance suggested that the United States offer Moscow "posi-

tive incentives" for good behavior. And on his first day in office, Carter

announced the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from South Korea, a

goodwill gesture he expected would produce reciprocal concessions.

It didn't. Instead, the Soviets accelerated their military buildup, ag-

gressively courted client states across Africa, and deployed fighter planes

to Cuba. By December 1979, Carter had reversed course, proposing a

5 percent defense increase and declaring, "we must understand that not

every instance of the firm application of power is a potential Vietnam."

That same month, the Soviets made their most provocative move yet,

sending 85,000 troops into Afghanistan to protect a pro-Kremlin govern-

ment threatened by Islamic rebels. For the first time, the USSR had sent

troops into a country outside the Eastern bloc, and Carter responded by

abandoning SALT II, limiting US.-Soviet trade, and boycotting the 1980

Olympics in Moscow

The Afghan invasion proved even more unnerving because less than

two months earlier, Iranian militants had taken more than one hundred

Americans hostage in retaliation for Carter's decision to let Iran's ousted

shah enter the United States for cancer treatment. Together, .Afghanistan

and the hostage crisis forced national security back onto political center

stage. The percentage of Americans saying the government should spend

more on defense, which stood at 1 1 percent in 1973, rose to 56 percent

by 1980. And the percentage saying the United States should defend a

European ally under Soviet attack jumped from 48 percent in 1975 to 70

percent five years later. The cold war was back, and the mood was ripe for

Ronald Reagan.

AT FIRST, THE new focus on national security helped Carter. Polls in

November 1979 showed him trailing Ted Kennedy—who would soon

challenge him in the Democratic primaries—more than two to one. But

when the hostages were seized, Americans rallied around their president.

And Kennedy found it hard to attack the commander in chief during a

national emergency. Carter defeated him handily in Iowa and went on to

reclaim the Democratic nomination.
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Carter's advisers thought foreign policy would help him in the gen-

eral election too. In Reagan, he faced the most right-wing nominee since

Goldwater, the culmination of the conservative movement's takeover of

the Republican Party. And likeJohnson in 1964, Carter tried to paint Rea-

gan as a man too extreme to trust with the nuclear button. The choice in

November, Carter said, would "help to decide whether we have war or

peace." Facing Reagan in their one debate, Carter mentioned that his

young daughter, Amy, considered the threat of nuclear war the greatest

challenge confronting the country—a reference that evokedJohnson's leg-

endary 1 964 "daisy" ad, which portrayed a young girl counting down to

a mushroom cloud.

Reagan's easygoing, avuncular persona made him far harder to de-

monize than Goldwater. The biggest difference between 1964 and 1980,

however, wasn't the personality of the conservative candidate; it was the

character of American liberalism. From the beginning, Niebuhr's vision,

with its emphasis on American fallibility, had left liberals vulnerable to the

charge that they didn't truly believe in their country. But Truman, Ken-

nedy, Johnson, and even Allard Lowenstein had responded by invoking

America's potential greatness, if it resisted complacency By 1980, how-

ever, Carter had no more great missions to propose. He had taken office

promising personal virtue and the right answers. But many of his answers

appeared to have failed. Inflation was even higher than when he took

office. America was being threatened and humiliated around the world.

And once stripped of its reputation for competence, neoliberalism had

nothing left.

Carter had made one bold effort to move beyond wonkery, to define

the kind of unifying national purpose that antitotalitarian liberalism once

provided. But his infamous July 1979 "malaise" speech hadn't defined

such a purpose so much as highlighted its absence. The speech employed

that signature post-Vietnam liberal phrase "crisis of confidence." Carter

was speaking about the country, but to many Americans, he was speaking

about himself and his creed.

Reagan promised what conservatives had been promising since the

cold war's dawn: the end of self-doubt. "Pride in our country," he thun-

dered, "seems to be out of fashion." He accused Democrats of having

"lost faith in their own country's past and tradition." Even his age, initially

considered a liability, evoked an earlier, more confident era. Reagan's most
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important promise was a return to prosperity. But he also promised a re-

turn to the old certainties about America's role in the world. When a re-

porter asked if he wanted to "bring back the Cold War," Reagan replied,

"When did it ever go away?"

Carter also strained to connect to an earlier time. "I'm proud to be a

Democrat," he declared in his last rally of the campaign. "I believe in the

heritage and mission of Franklin D. Roosevelt. I believe in the heritage

and mission of Harry Truman. I believe in the heritage and mission of

John Fitzgerald Kennedy. I believe in the heritage and mission of Lyndon

Baines Johnson. I believe in the heritage and mission of Hubert Hum-

phrey." But it was just a list of names. No vision linked the liberal present

to the liberal past. Carter spent the campaign's final days crisscrossing the

country, asking Democrats to "come home." But he could never really

explain to what.

IT WAS A massive defeat: A loss of 489 electoral votes, 1 2 seats in the Sen-

ate, and 33 in the House. Newsweek called it a "counter-revolution." Utah

senator Orrin Hatch said Reagan's victory marked the end of "fifty years

of liberal government." National Review's Wr

illiam Rusher declared, "Our

old enemy liberalism has died."

For Scoop Jackson, it was a final blow. Reagan, he said, "struck at

the very heart of our party—the tradition ... of a strong and resolute

America, leader of the Free World, proud of its greatness." Many of his

supporters, dubbed neoconservatives, joined Reagan's administration. But

when Reagan aides offered Jackson a cabinet post in return for his presi-

dential endorsement, the old man refused, saying, "I still believe in the

New Deal." Three years later, he was dead.

The ADA was now little more than a shell. It "was formed in the

forties, as I recall by Mrs. Roosevelt and Hubert Humphrey, in order to

prevent the radical left from taking over the Democratic Party," mused

New York mayor Ed Koch in 1981. "Now . . . the ADA has become the

radical left in the Democratic Party. . . . Who cares about ADA? I don't."

By the mid- 1 980s, Schlesinger and Rauh were urging the organization to

disband.

Lowenstein had descended into paranoia, obsessed with conspiracy

theories about Robert Kennedy's murder, certain that the death that de-

stroyed liberalism must have had deeper, darker roots. Then, in March
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1980, Lowenstein himself was assassinated by a deranged former protege.

His ashes were buried at Arlington National Cemetery, halfway between

JFK and RFK's graves.

Rustin, who had foreseen the collapse earliest, lived the longest. De-

pressed, exhausted, and nearly dead from a heart attack in 1971, he had

moved away from the civil rights movement, finding solace working with

refugees and in the open, loving relationship with another man that Amer-

ica finally allowed. In 1987, at the age of 75, another heart attack killed

him.

Rustin's legacy, said former Urban League president Vernon Jordan

at his funeral, "not even death can take from us." But it would be many

years before a new generation of liberals recaptured that legacy. And even

then, it would take a fight.



3
After the Fall

AT FIRST, REAGAN brought liberals together. In his dark shadow, they

found unity, and the ideological fissures of the Vietnam years finally

began to heal. That was the good news. The bad news was that the new

liberal consensus proved intellectually stifling and politically disastrous.

The left had reunited in a graveyard. It wras only later, when the con-

sensus began to fray, and old divisions took new form, that liberalism's

rebirth began.

The standard bearer for this graveyard unity was Carter's vice presi-

dent, Walter Mondale. Mondale's cold war roots stretched back to the

very beginning. As a sophomore at Macalester College in 1947, he had

joined the student wing of the ADA and distributed leaflets for Hubert

Humphrey's campaign to wrest Minnesota's Democratic-Farmer-Labor

Party from the supporters of Henry Wallace. But because he was a genera-

tion younger than Humphrey, and less implicated in the policies that led to

Vietnam, Mondale adapted to liberalism's changing fashions in a way his

mentor never could. In 1968, as Humphrey's emissary to the McCarthy

insurgents, Mondale engineered a compromise Vietnam plank that won

the support of both camps. Four years later, McGovern's aides sounded

out the young senator about a spot on the ticket, which Mondale refused

before going home to Minnesota and making sure the McGovernites and

their establishment foes didn't rip his beloved DFL apart. Through such

efforts, this small-town minister's son proved himself a master conciliator,

a man singularly adept at soothing the fractious constituencies that com-

prised the post-Vietnam Democratic Party.

By the time Mondale ran for president in 1984, conciliating had

grown easier because the Democratic Party had grown smaller. Scoop
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Jackson's neoconservative offspring, unburdened by his New Deal domes-

tic views, had ensconced themselves in Reagan's coalition. Much of the

white South had also joined the GOP. And the labor movement had made

peace with the feminists, civil rights activists, and middle-class reformers

it battled in 1972, in part because women and minorities constituted a

growing share of its shrinking membership. When the AFL-CIO and the

now ultra-dovish .ADA both endorsed Mondale's candidacy in the prima-

ries, Massachusetts congressman Barney Frank declared: "It's a sign that

Democrats have healed the breach of the Vietnam War." And he was

right. Unfortunately, they had only deepened their breach with the rest of

the country.

If Mondale was the politician who best embodied the new liberal con-

sensus, the foreign policy issue that best embodied it was the nuclear freeze.

Few political movements have moved so rapidly from the margins to the

center of American public life. In August 1980, when peace groups pro-

posed that a mutual, verifiable halt to the testing, production, and deploy-

ment of nuclear weapons be incorporated into the Democratic platform,

the proposal was quickly rejected, since it contradicted Jimmy Carter's

plan to deploy 572 intermediate-range missiles in Western Europe. But

when Reagan took office, the freeze became a liberal crusade. The reason

was simple: terror of nuclear war. By 1981, the arms control negotiations

that had soothed liberal nerves throughout the 1970s had come to a dead

halt with the demise of SALT II. And Reagan quickly made it clear that

detente would not be revived anytime soon. Instead, he launched a mas-

sive military buildup, plunging superpower relations to their lowest depths

since the Cuban missile crisis. As Reagan pushed forward with the mis-

sile deployments in Europe, hundreds of thousands marched for peace in

London, Amsterdam, and Bonn. The unfortunate tendency of some on

the right to suggest that a nuclear war could be fought and won added to

the swelling panic. In 1982, Jonathan Schell's The Fate of the Earth, which

depicted life in a post-nuclear dystopia, reached number three on the

New York Times best-seller list. The following year. 1 00 million Americans

watched The Day After, a network TV movie that brought the same night-

marish vision into their living rooms. In 1983, the nuclear freeze passed

the House of Representatives. Time declared, "An idea whose moment

may have arrived is sweeping the United States."

While the freeze enjoyed broad popular support, at least in theory,

it was very much a movement of the left. Vietnam had alienated main
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liberals from the old cold war categories, prompting a search for new ways

of seeing the world. In the 1970s, third-world underdevelopment, human

rights, and the environment had all laid their claim. But in the threat of

nuclear war, liberals finally found an issue large enough to fill the ideologi-

cal void. And since the Democratic Party contained fewer ScoopJacksons

and Hubert Humphreys, there was barely anyone left to defend the older

view. When the freeze reached the House floor, more than four-fifths of

Democrats voted yes. By 1984, it had won the endorsement of seven of

the eight Democrats seeking the White House. If the Democratic prima-

ries of 1972 and 1976 had been, in part, struggles over whether anti-

Communism remained liberalism's prism for seeing the world, by 1984

that struggle was over. And it was this new consensus that permitted liber-

als to come together in support of the nuclear freeze.

The problem was that the military threat posed by nuclear weapons

was inseparable from the political threat posed by the Soviet Union. And

in their understandable fixation with the former, the Mondale liberals

missed the connection. As Carter had recognized, the freeze would have

prevented the United States from deploying intermediate-range missiles

in Western Europe to counter the new Soviet deployments in the Eastern

bloc. And in so doing, it would have thrown America's commitment to

the defense of its European allies into doubt. When Western European

governments asked America to deploy nuclear missiles on their soil, what

they were really seeking was a tangible guarantee that the United States

would go to war against the Soviet Union to protect London and West

Berlin, even at the price of Chicago and New York. Imperiling that guar-

antee would have imperiled NATO, which was exactly what the Soviets

wanted.

If the arms race was your sole focus—and for many liberals in the

early 1980s, it was—this was beside the point. U.S. missile deployments

seemed to lower the threshold for nuclear war, and given Reagan's ap-

parently cavalier views on the subject, that represented an appalling

danger. But from the largely discarded perspective of anti-Communism,

the health of NATO mattered enormously. And in retaining this prism,

Reagan—for all his sins—was vindicated by history. The "euromissile"

struggle represented Moscow's last great political offensive against the

West. When NATO held firm, and Reagan launched his military buildup,

it strengthened those elements within the Soviet elite who recognized that

their dysfunctional social system could no longer compete. The political
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pressure generated by the freeze movement may have pushed Reagan, by

1984, toward a new appreciation of the virtues of arms control, a shift

that left him surprisingly responsive to Mikhail Gorbachev's overtures (far

too responsive, in the eyes of much of the right). Still, it was ideological

change in the East, not antinuclear sentiment in the West, that played the

larger role in easing the nuclear terror of the early 1 980s. And because he

saw the world through a cold war lens, Reagan glimpsed the potential for

that change and took steps to hasten it, while the liberals united against

him did not. By Reagan's second term, some liberals had themselves rec-

ognized that, and begun to challenge the failed consensus of the Mondale

years. But in 1 984—when the freeze elicited more applause than virtually

any other line in Mondale 's presidential announcement speech—that re-

consideration was still several years away.

THE LIBERAL CONSENSUS of the early 1980s was not entirely free

of friction, but that friction was primarily racial and generational, not

ideological. JesseJackson's historic 1984 presidential bid sparked exhilara-

tion among African Americans, and taxed the patience of even a master

mediator like Mondale, who did not secure Jackson's support until well

after the Democratic convention. Equally significant was the generational

challenge from Gary Hart, who, in 1984, came to embody that strange

new breed called neoliberals who had entered Democratic politics a de-

cade before.

Like many other neoliberals, Hart's political career began as a rebel-

lion against the cold war liberal establishment. At the age of 35, he had

run McGovern's guerrilla campaign. Upon winning a Senate seat in the

Democratic landslide of 1974, he had famously declared that he and his

newly elected comrades "are not a bunch of little Hubert Humphreys."

But by 1984, not even Walter Mondale was a little Hubert Humphrey;

the cold war liberal establishment was gone. The holdovers from that

earlier age—men like Mondale, Ted Kennedy, and House Speaker Tip

O'Neill—had long ago internalized the cultural liberalism and foreign

policy dovishness that once set McGovern's children apart. The largest

remaining ideological difference was on economics, where the neoliber-

als—in keeping with their white-collar roots—spoke the language of fiscal

restraint and capital formation, not economic security and Great Society

largesse. But even here, the differences were shrinking. Mondale, the great

adapter, sensed the pro-business currents coursing into the party. By the
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early 1 980s, he too was vowing to cut taxes on business, lift onerous gov-

ernment regulations, and provide "free market incentives." And it was he,

in his acceptance speech at the 1984 convention, who stuck a fork in tax-

and-spend liberalism by proposing a tax hike not to fund social programs

but to trim Reagan's deficits.

None of this stopped Hart from savaging Mondale at every turn, ac-

cusing him of representing "the old arrangements and special-interest

agenda that have locked up our party and this nation for too long." But

for all his talk of "new ideas," Hart wasn't proposing an ideological break.

Rather than challenge the liberal consensus, he merely rephrased it in

technocratic terms. On the arms race, for instance, where Hart had made

himself something of an expert, he endorsed the nuclear freeze and de-

nounced Reagan's buildup, just like Mondale—then delved into mind-

numbing detail about alternative weapons systems and procurement

policies that could improve military efficiency. With Hart gaining mo-

mentum after upset victories in New Hampshire, Maine, and Vermont,

Mondale defenestrated him during a debate by paraphrasing a popular

hamburger commercial. "You know," said the cagey veteran, "when I

hear your ideas, I'm reminded of that ad, 'Where's the beef?' " The line

haunted Hart, but it was unfair. Like Carter before him, and like many

other neoliberals, Hart was a serious student of public policy. He had

plenty of worthy proposals for improving government efficiency and man-

agement. What he lacked was a vision tying them together.

Mondale didn't have one either. After trying to draft his presidential

announcement speech, one of his speechwriters admitted that "we had a

hell of a time putting down on paper what this campaign was going to be

all about." It was the same problem that had plagued every Democratic

presidential nominee since 1968: liberals no longer had a narrative of na-

tional greatness that linked America's mission at home and abroad. The

traditional domestic vision—government intervention to expand equal

opportunity—was now so freighted down with racial baggage that for

many whites the very terms opportunity and fairness had become code for

racial redistribution. In foreign policy, the closest thing liberals had to a

message was the prevention of nuclear war and another Vietnam. But

while Americans clearly wanted neither, the narrative itself didn't convey

confidence or national purpose.

Reagan, by contrast, simply updated the classic conservative storyline

he had employed four years earlier. Then, he accused Carter of under-
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mining America's faith in itself. Now, he celebrated an America that be-

lieved again. With Lee Greenwood's "I'm Proud to Be an American" as

his campaign theme song, Reagan declared that the nation had regained

its confidence—and from that, peace, prosperity, and morality all flowed.

"The era of self-doubt," he proclaimed, "is over." And America seemed

to agree.

SOON AFTER REAGAN'S reelection landslide, the Democratic National

Committee commissioned an extensive study, consisting of forty-three focus-

group sessions in six cities, and a 5,500-person nationwide poll. But when

the results came back showing that white voters saw Democrats as craven

toward blacks, party chairman Paul Kirk ordered every copy of the study

destroyed. It wasn't that Democratic leaders didn't know what ailed them;

it was that they didn't want to know.

But the fact that Kirk had to suppress the study showed how fragile

the liberal consensus really was. And in January 1985, it finally began

to fray. That month, a congressional aide named Al From distributed a

memo entitled "Saving the Democratic Party," which attacked the strat-

egy of "making blatant appeals to liberal and minority' interest groups

in hopes of building a winning coalition where a majority under normal

circumstances simply does not exist." In February; ten governors, fourteen

senators, and seventeen members of the House announced the formation

of the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC), with From and his col-

league Will Marshall as its first staffers. The attack on interest groups was

not new: neoliberals like Hart had said much the same thing. But while the

neoliberals generally ducked contentious cultural and international issues,

taking refuge in wonkery, the New Democrats, as they became known,

were more willing to wade in troubled waters. To some degree, they had

no choice. The neoliberals had a strong following among upscale liber-

als, the very people who were becoming the party's new base. Many New
Democrats, by contrast, hailed from parts of the West, and especially the

South, where the party was in free fall. They had to win hawkish, cultur-

ally conservative whites; it was a matter of political survival.

Almost immediately, the DLC became a racial lightning rod. Critics

dubbed it the "Southern white boys' caucus." Jesse Jackson said the or-

ganization was composed of Democrats who "didn't march in the sixties

and won't stand up in the eighties." Douglas Wilder, the African American

lieutenant governor of Virginia, said the group was making a "demean-
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ing appeal to white Southern males." The DLC's elected officials were

disturbed. They fancied themselves representatives of the New South, and

they relied on African American support to win. Head-on confrontation, it

became clear, was too costly. The DLC softened its rhetoric, dodged divi-

sive racial issues, and recruited African American and female officeholders

into its ranks. It kept challenging long-held party orthodoxy, especially on

economic policy, where its free-market views clashed with labor. But it also

pursued a more indirect approach. Powerful Southern Democrats—angry

that their party kept selecting presidential candidates who could not com-

pete in their states—were agitating for a mammoth regional primary, a

"Super Tuesday" in which virtually all the Southern states would vote, and

thus reassert their influence over the choice of a nominee. This change in

process nicely dovetailed with the DLC's desired change in ideology, and

the group aggressively pushed it. Instead of serving as the voice of the

white South, with all the racial and ideological discomfort that entailed,

the DLC would let the South speak for itself. It would be up to aspiring

presidential candidates to respond.

WHILE THE DLC tried to entice future presidential contenders to break

with the Mondale consensus, a parallel break was emerging on foreign

policy. By 1985, Reagan's embrace of arms control had brought the freeze

movement to an end. But that merely diverted liberal attention to an

equally charged cold war debate—over Central America.

In the 1980s, liberal activists had a slogan: El Salvador is Spanish for

Vietnam. The tiny Central American country boasted a reactionary, often

brutal government, which was fighting a Marxist, but nationalist, insur-

gency. And as in Vietnam, the United States seemed to be getting sucked

in. Less than two months after taking office, Reagan boosted military aid

to the Salvadoran regime and sent in Green Berets to help train govern-

ment troops. For many liberals, it was a first step toward quagmire. As

they had with the Vietcong, the American far left showed sympathy for the

Farabundo Marti National Liberation (FMLN) rebels. Most liberals didn't

share that sympathy, but they felt the government in San Salvador was no

better, and that as in other parts of the third world, Marxist revolution—if

not welcome—was neither preventable nor particularly dangerous. The

often ugly history of the United States in Latin America gave the debate

an even darker cast. Since Vietnam, liberal foreign policy had been de-

fined more by fear of imperialism than fear of totalitarianism. And in El
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Salvador, imperialism's shadow seemed all too real. Some congressional

Democrats urged cutting off military aid and letting El Salvador sort out

its own problems.

Reagan, of course, saw things differently. He described the conflict as

a battle between good and evil, ignoring the government-aligned death

squads that murdered civilians by the thousands, and even replacing

Carter's ambassador to El Salvador for too aggressively promoting human

rights. Administration officials dwelled on the insurgency's ties to Cuba

and the Soviet bloc, downplaying its local roots. Secretary of State Al-

exander Haig called the insurgency "a textbook case of indirect armed

aggression by Communist powers."

At first glance, it was a classic post-Vietnam debate: liberal anti-

imperialism versus conservative antitotalitarianism. But inside Congress,

a third stance—liberal and antitotalitarian—began to form. A group of

Democrats began arguing that while the United States must help avert

a Communist takeover in El Salvador, the only way to do so was by fun-

damentally changing the character of the regime. They proposed con-

ditioning U.S. aid on human rights, land reform, negotiations with the

rebels, and free elections. El Salvador, they were suggesting, was more like

Greece in the late 1940s than South Vietnam: The rebels did not have a

monopoly on nationalist support, and the country was not a colonial fic-

tion. Supporting a flawed government might cost the United States its pu-

rity, but if done correctly, it could serve democratic principles in the end.

After initially rejecting the congressional conditions, the White House

was eventually forced to swallow a weakened version. And although

the Reagan administration manipulated the facts to make sure military

aid continued to flow, the criteria accomplished two things. First, they

strengthened administration moderates who recognized that the Salva-

doran regime needed dramatic reform. Second, they scared the regime

into thinking the United States might really cut off aid, leaving it to face

the insurgents alone. In December 1983, Vice President George Bush

traveled to San Salvador and wielded the congressional criteria like a club.

In a speech toasting the country's president, he warned icily that "if these

death squad murders continue, you will lose the support of the American

people." The following year, El Salvador held a free election, and a cen-

trist, Jose Napoleon Duarte, won on a platform of land reform, reconcili-

ation with the guerrillas, and an end to the violations of human rights.

Duarte had trouble asserting control, government abuses continued, and
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so did the civil war. But another free election followed, and by the early

1 990s, aided by the end of the cold war, El Salvador finally achieved stable

democracy and peace.

If El Salvador marked a small departure from liberal orthodoxy, a

few congressional Democrats went further and applied the same logic in

nearby Nicaragua. For many liberals, Jimmy Carter's Nicaragua policy

had been the model of an enlightened, post-Vietnam approach to the

developing world. Rather than spurning the leftist Sandinista rebels who

had overthrown the dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza, Carter had wel-

comed them to the White House and offered them economic aid, in an ef-

fort to strengthen their moderate, democratic elements. Reagan, however,

quickly reversed course, ending U.S. assistance on the grounds that the

Sandinistas were supporting violent unrest in El Salvador and sending

the CIA to help train a group of anti-Communist counterrevolutionaries,

the contras, some of whom hailed from Somoza's old regime.

Immediately, liberals and conservatives divided into opposing camps.

As in El Salvador, Reagan waxed Manichean about his dubious, right-

wing allies, infamously calling the contras the "moral equal of our Found-

ing Fathers." And as in El Salvador, his dreams of military victory left him

skeptical about efforts at negotiation. For many liberals, by contrast, the

reigning mantra was "U.S. out of Central America." The Sandinistas, in

their view, were certainly no worse than the contras. And in any case, they

were a homegrown revolution like the Vietcong, which would only grow

stronger, more repressive, and more anti-American if Washington played

its old imperial role.

The anti-imperialist position didn't require believing that the Sandi-

nistas were benign. But it helped. And among liberals in the mid- 1 980s,

that question provoked heated debate. In 1986, the magazine MotherJones

sent a left-leaning journalist named Paul Berman to Nicaragua to inves-

tigate the true nature of the Sandinista regime. Berman's article called

the Sandinistas Leninists and condemned their human rights abuses and

disastrous economic policies. But Mother Jones's new editor, a little-known

former alternative weekly editor from Flint, Michigan, named Michael

Moore, tried to kill the story, saying it would play into the Reagan adminis-

tration's hands. It was an old argument. Berman was saying liberals should

oppose any denial of freedom. For Moore, liberalism's only struggle was

against the right.

Berman was not alone. In early 1985, a young, aggressive DLC mem-
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ber from Oklahoma, Congressman Dave McCurdy, also traveled to

Nicaragua. And he too came back "disturbed ... by evidence of grow-

ing Sandinista repression." Like Berman, McCurdy had opposed contra

aid. But he began to argue, in contrast to many of his Democratic col-

leagues, that the United States had the right, even the obligation, to try to

prevent the Sandinistas from consolidating their dictatorship. McCurdy,

along with DLC Senate heavyweight Sam Nunn, coalesced around what

became known as the El Salvador model. They would back nonmilitary

aid to the contras, not to help them escalate their guerrilla war, as Reagan

wanted, but merely to keep them alive, and thus pressure the Sandinistas

to negotiate a path to democracy. Those negotiations, the New Democrats

hoped, would be led by Nicaragua's neighbors, with the United States

ceding some control in order to foster a process considered legitimate in

the region. And they pushed for a regional economic development effort,

to show that the United States didn't see Central America as merely a

military battleground. Finally, McCurdy and his allies demanded that, as

in El Salvador, the United States condition future contra aid on respect

for human rights, forcing the rebels to purge former Somoza loyalists from

leadership roles.

The strategy bore fruit. The contras stayed alive, and when Costa

Rican president Oscar Arias began hammering out a peace plan with the

Sandinistas in 1987, he found them a useful bargaining chip. The Nicara-

guan regime, in desperate economic straits as the result of U.S. sanctions,

abandonment by Moscow, and their own mismanagement, was desperate

for the United States to shut off contra aid. Reagan, with his fervent com-

mitment to the rebels, proved an obstacle to negotiations, since Arias's

strategy required convincing the Sandinistas that if they held democratic

elections, Washington would cut the contras loose. In 1989, however, the

more pragmatic George H. W. Bush took office, and when Gorbachev as-

sured his former clients that the United States would abandon the contras

in return for a free, internationally supervised election, the Sandinistas

agreed. It was a gamble they expected to win. But like autocratic govern-

ments before them, they overestimated their public support. And when the

results came in, Nicaragua's new president was Violetta de Chamorro, the

leader of the nonviolent opposition. Both the Sandinistas and the contras

had lost, and a genuine democrat had won.

McCurdy and his allies were only bit players in the Central America
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dramas of the 1980s. The hopeful turns in El Salvador and Nicaragua

were the product of various forces, many of them beyond America's con-

trol. But for the evolution of liberal foreign policy, their efforts mattered.

Whether they realized it or not, the New Democrats were stumbling to-

ward the synthesis that had eluded Jimmy Carter: a liberal antitotali-

tarianism for the post-Vietnam world, which prized human rights without

taking refuge in morally pure isolationism, promoted liberty without pre-

tending that the threats to liberty came only from the other side, and ceded

some U.S. control to gain legitimacy abroad. It was a synthesis that would

reappear years later, once the cold war was gone.

ONE SUPPORTER OF nonmilitary aid to the contras hoped to ride this

new strain in liberal foreign policy all the way to the White House. As

1988 drew near, the DLC's Super Tuesday strategy seemed to be falling

into place. Fourteen Southern states, every one except South Carolina,

lined up their presidential primaries or caucuses for the same day, creat-

ing an 1 , 1 00-delegate bonanza for whichever Democrat could win over

Dixie. Initially, Nunn or Virginia governor Charles Robb seemed most

likely to reap this harvest. But both declined to run, opening a path for

one of the DLC's youngest founders, the 39-year-old senator from Ten-

nessee, Albert Gore Jr.

Gore did his best to execute the game plan. He hewed firmly to the

political center, warning that "our nominating process has pushed every-

one way over to one side, everyone being afraid of being outflanked on

the left." And the centerpiece of that effort was his hawkish line on for-

eign policy. Gore boasted of his support for the missile deployments in

Europe, and his campaign manager denounced the "neo-isolationism that

has gripped some parts of the Democratic Party." All this was designed to

produce a landslide victory in the South, where Gore had concentrated

his resources. But while Gore did well on Super Tuesday, he did not do

well enough. And his mediocre finish revealed a flaw in the DLC's plan.

Gore was certainly the favored candidate among the culturally traditional,

hawkish whites who largely determined the outcome of general elections

in the South. But by 1988, so many of those voters had joined the GOP
that the Democratic primary electorate was no longer remotely represen-

tative of the region as a whole. Gore won five Southern states, but a large

African American turnout garnered Jesse Jackson the same number. And
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the governor of Massachusetts, Michael Dukakis, won Texas by appealing

to Hispanics (in part with his Spanish-speaking skills) and Florida by woo-

ing transplanted Northern retirees.

In the rest of the country, Gore found even less support. Among Dem-
ocratic primary voters, most of whom considered Reagan a dangerous

warmonger, Gore's hawkish line held little appeal. If it had caught on

anywhere, it would have been among the blue-collar whites who in years

past had cast primary ballots for Scoop Jackson, Hubert Humphrey, or

even George Wallace. But winning them would have required a populism

that Gore could never muster. An awkward speaker most at home with

the minutiae of arms control and environmental policy, Gore never ad-

dressed their racially loaded anxieties about welfare and crime, and he

never spoke to their visceral fears about economic survival. As one critic

put it, "he's been more concerned with elitist issues like population growth

in the next century than . . . gut economic issues." Outside the South,

Gore lost working-class votes to Richard Gephardt, who sparked less light

but more heat with a fiercely protectionist campaign centered on the eco-

nomic threat from East Asia. And by winning the well-educated, culturally

liberal, dovish voters who had become the Democratic Party's mainstay,

Dukakis cruised to victory. The DLC's strategy had failed.

FIRST ELECTED GOVERNOR in 1974, Dukakis was the ultimate neo-

liberal, embodying all that was best and worst about the breed. His "Mas-

sachusetts miracle," which had turned dying mill towns into high-tech

centers, was a shining testament to the marriage of liberal principles and

market methods. His intellectual home was Harvard's Kennedy School of

Government, where ideology was suspect and quantification was king. His

favored rhetorical technique was the list. Unlike Hart, who had strained

to find a larger theme, and failed, Dukakis barely even tried. He ran as a

manager. "This election," as he famously put it, "is not about ideology,

it's about competence." ABC News anchor PeterJennings called him "the

smartest clerk in the world."

The Economist likened Dukakis to Jimmy Carter, and the compari-

son was instructive. Neoliberals often seemed bloodless and aloof, which

left them vulnerable to populist attacks. Carter had escaped that danger

because although he lacked a populist temperament, his small-town.

Southern, evangelical roots gave him a populist veneer. Dukakis, with his

vaguely exotic Greek American heritage and suburban Massachusetts
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pedigree, had to generate his populism himself. He needed to forcefully

show working-class whites, alienated from the Democratic Party by divi-

sions of culture and race, that he was on their side. And he failed dismally.

"Crime," read an early draft of his convention acceptance speech, "is when

a seventy-year-old man is attacked and beaten. . . . Crime is real. I know,

because that seventy-year-old man was my father . . . don't let anyone tell

you that the chief executive you're looking at right now is soft on crime."

Good lines, but Dukakis never delivered them. In the second presidential

debate, when CNN's Bernard Shaw asked Dukakis whether he would sup-

port the death penalty for someone who raped and murdered his wife, and

Dukakis responded by citing statistics about the Massachusetts crime rate,

one journalist in the audience turned to another and announced that the

race was over.

Crime bled into foreign policy, raising parallel questions about tough-

ness and moral clarity. In 1976, Carter had had the good fortune to run

in the first campaign of the cold war in which national security barely

mattered. But in 1988, Dukakis had the misfortune to run in the last one

where it still did. Polls showed that with the Soviet threat waning, economic

competition had become the public's primary foreign policy concern. For

the Dukakis campaign, this was welcome news, and the Massachusetts

governor did little to modify his dovish views, which combined liberal anti-

interventionism and an idiosyncratic focus on international law. In his ac-

ceptance speech, Dukakis devoted only a few sentences to defense.

But the governor's advisers had missed something. While Americans

told pollsters they felt more threatened byJapanese cars than Soviet mis-

siles, many also said they could not support a candidate who seemed weak

on defense. As one public opinion expert explained, national security re-

tained "a sort of veto power." Late in the campaign, Dukakis's opponent,

Vice President George H. W. Bush, ran a flurry of ads attacking him as soft

on foreign policy, crime, and patriotism. Bush could not match the positive

narrative that Reagan had presented four years earlier. But by weaving

together a series of emotionally laden images—Dukakis looking goofy in

a tank, Dukakis furloughing convicted murderers, Dukakis vetoing a bill

mandating the pledge of allegiance—his campaign brilliantly evoked the

right's old line of attack: that liberals would not defend America from its

enemies, at home or abroad, because they did not truly believe in America.

Republicans spread rumors that Dukakis's wife had burned a flag. New
Jersey governor Tom Kean accused the Democrats of altering the shades
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of red, white, and blue on their convention podium so they no longer

matched Old Glory. Secretary of Education William Bennett said people

in Dukakis's "Brookline-Cambridge world . . . have disdain for the simple

and basic patriotism of most Americans." To win a presidential election

when Americans still felt scared, liberals needed more than a narrative of

national strength; they needed a narrative of national faith. And that was

far more than the decent, capable, technocrat from Massachusetts could

provide.

IF MONDALE'S LOSS had strained the liberal consensus, Dukakis's tore

it apart. Ideological problems, the DLC had learned, could not be solved

by changes in process. And so it turned to a more frontal approach. At

its annual conference in March 1989, a political theorist and Democratic

operative named William Galston gave a speech that would later become

the essay "The Politics of Evasion." Galston endorsed the neoliberal turn

in Democratic Party economics, but warned that it was not nearly enough.

The 'American people," Galston and coauthor Elaine Kamarck argued,

"do not respond to a progressive economic message, even when Demo-

crats try to offer it, because the party's presidential candidates fail to win

their confidence in other key areas such as defense, foreign policy, and

social values." Galston and Kamarck avoided policy details, but on crime,

welfare, and military force they were proposing the very heresies that the

liberal consensus was designed to suppress.

Unsurprisingly, the speech provoked a furor. The panel convened

to discuss its findings turned nasty, with Charles Robb and Jesse Jackson

screaming at one another as the cameras rolled. But this time, the DLC
didn't duck the fight. Instead, it formed a think tank, the Progressive Policy

Institute (PPI), to build on Galston and Kamarck's work. Over the next

two years, PPI laid the groundwork for the most important shift in lib-

eral thinking since the McGovern campaign. It continued the neoliberal

project of using market mechanisms, rather than new bureaucracies, to

achieve traditional liberal goals. But the New Democrats also looked for

ways to bridge the cultural divide separating liberals from the white work-

ing and middle class. To show that the party could be trusted to protect

against crime, PPI proposed more police, waiting periods for the sale of

handguns, and boot camps for young offenders. To show that Democrats

wanted to strengthen the traditional family, not undermine it, PPI called

for government-mandated family leave, a larger tax exemption for chil-
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dren, and the requirement that welfare recipients find work. And to show

that Democrats believed in national unity, not separatism, PPI criticized

racial quotas and proposed a program of national service. Most impor-

tantly, the proposals reflected a larger vision, which the DLC called "a

new politics of reciprocal responsibility." Government would offer citi-

zens greater opportunity, not guarantees of any particular outcome. And

to receive government's help, citizens would have to take responsibility

themselves. Unlike the neoliberals, the New Democrats were not merely

arguing that government action could be efficient. They were arguing that

it could be moral.

It was a powerful message, but it was a message about government's

relationship to society, not America's relationship to the world. In the mid-

1980s, the New Democrats had been more aggressively anti-Communist

than other liberals, and more supportive of military spending. But by 1989,

when the DLC made its ideological break, anti-Communism was becoming

irrelevant and even Republicans were cutting defense. What the Dukakis

campaign had sensed prematurely—that the debate over geopolitics was

giving way to a debate over geoeconomics—was now indisputable. As a re-

sult, much of the DLC's foreign policy work focused on globalization: how

America could achieve economic growth and social justice in an increas-

ingly interdependent world. How America should respond to the security

challenges of a post-cold war world, by contrast, remained unclear.

Nothing highlighted this confusion more graphically than Saddam

Hussein's August 1 990 invasion of Kuwait. As President Bush began mass-

ing American forces in the Saudi desert, Vietnam once again framed the

public debate. For the left, which made its slogan "No Blood for Oil," U.S.

economic motives in the Gulf gave the conflict a blatantly imperialistic

cast. For mainstream liberals, the problem was less American imperial-

ism than American casualties. Few rejected the administrations right to

intervene: after all, Saddam had swallowed a sovereign nation, and given

his quasi-fascist tendencies, he was a highly unsympathetic spokesman for

the third world. But justified or not, most liberals still thought war would

prove too costly, so they urged the Bush administration to rely on sanctions

instead.

A few liberals broke ranks and argued that military action was not

only justified but wise—that both politically and militarily, the Gulf bore

little resemblance to Southeast Asia. "If Democrats are not prepared to

support the use of force in a situation like this," wrote New York con-
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gressman Stephen Solarz, "when the aggression is so unambiguous, the

international community so cohesive, and the stakes so great, how can

anyone ever expect the Democratic Party to support the use of force in

defense of vital American interests." New Democrats, however, could not

unite behind Solarz's position. The DLC's most influential foreign policy

thinker was Sam Nunn, who enjoyed enormous prestige in part because

of his close ties to the military. But the military feared another Vietnam as

well, and following its lead, Nunn came out in opposition. In so doing, he

gave other Democrats hawkish cover for a dovish vote.

As it turned out, the fears were misplaced and the war proved a re-

sounding success. For liberals, it taught three critical lessons. The first was

that the U.S. military was capable of destroying its enemies while sustaining

few casualties. The second was that voting against a popular war could be

political suicide. In the eyes of many observers, Nunn's opposition cost him

his chance at the White House, while Al Gore andJoe Lieberman, two of

the ten Senate Democrats who voted yes, were each later named to national

tickets. Finally, for many liberals, the Gulf War—with its broad international

coalition and UN mandate—reaffirmed the virtues of multilateralism. It

became the standard against which future coalitions were judged. The only

problem with learning from the Gulf War was that it was such an unusual

case. As the 1990s progressed, it grew increasingly clear that cross-border

aggression was not a harbinger of the future but a relic of the past. Liberals

still lacked a clear foreign policy vision, and it was difficult to extrapolate one

from a set of circumstances so unlikely to reoccur.

IF FOREIGN POLICY had been America's criterion for choosing a presi-

dent in 1 992, it would not have chosen Bill Clinton, a man with no national

security experience who had avoided service in Vietnam. His opponent,

by contrast, was a war hero president who had presided over the Soviet

Union's collapse and led the United States to its greatest military victory

in a half-century. When Clinton's alleged draft-dodging hit the press, Ne-

braska senator Bob Kerrey, perhaps remembering what George Bush had

done to Michael Dukakis, said, "Bill Clinton should not be the nominee

of our party because he will not win in November." He would "be opened

up like a soft peanut" on the question of national security.

But Bob Kerrey was wrong, because in 1992, for the first time since

1976, national security barely mattered. In 1988, almost 25 percent of

the public had told pollsters that foreign policy was the most important
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problem facing the country. Four years later, with the Gulf War finished

and the cold war gone, the percentage was almost zero. In 1988, accord-

ing to Democratic pollsterJohn Manilla, the Soviet threat remained "the

gateway through which all aspiring national American politicians must

pass." By the early 1990s, Americans were telling pollsters that the coun-

try's greatest foreign threat was illegal drugs.

In 1988, Al Gore had planned an entire primary campaign around

national security. In the 1992 primary, by contrast, national security hardly

came up. Instead, it became a referendum on neoliberal economics. In

April 1989, Al From had traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas, to offer then-

Governor Clinton a deal. If he assumed the chairmanship of the DLC,

the organization would provide him with staff, funding, and ideas that he

could use in a presidential bid. After some delay, Clinton accepted and be-

gan touring the country, developing New Democratic themes. Chunks of

his October 1991 presidential announcement speech, in which he prom-

ised to "provide more opportunity, insist on more responsibility, and cre-

ate a greater sense of community," closely echoed DLC literature—which

was not surprising given that the organization's Bruce Reed had helped

author it.

But the 1 992 race didn't develop as Clinton and the DLC had planned.

They had expected to run against New York governor Mario Cuomo, a

fiercely eloquent tax-and-spend liberal and a man who had attacked the

DLC for its "implicit position that we have something we have to apolo-

gize for." Instead, Cuomo decided not to run, and Clinton found that

his most formidable opponent was yet another neoliberal—and a Greek

American from Massachusetts to boot—Senator Paul Tsongas. Tsongas

was perhaps the most fiscally conservative candidate to seriously contest a

Democratic presidential nomination in the late twentieth century. He had

written a book urging Democrats to be more pro-business and declared,

"I think government has a deadening impact." He proposed a tax credit

for business investment and Medicare cuts to reduce the budget deficit. It

was a testament to the party's changing class structure that he garnered

any significant support at all.

On economics, of course, New Democrats and neoliberals had much

in common. But running against Tsongas, Clinton offered a very different

economic critique than he would have against Cuomo. He called Tsongas

a "soulless economic mechanic" whose proposals "smack of trickle-down

economics." He implied that Tsongas was anti-Social Security and at-
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tacked him as antilabor, even though the DLC itself was not terribly fond

of labor unions. And he contrasted his call for a middle-class tax cut with

Tsongas's proposal to reduce taxes on business, saying "we cannot put off

fairness under the guise of promoting growth."

It was a shrewd strategy. Clinton's economic populism helped him win

the working-class voters who had spurned Gore four years earlier. But he

also won them because, unlike Gore, he aggressively pursued the DLC's

cultural agenda, taking dramatic steps to inoculate himself on the toxic,

interconnected, issues of race, welfare, and crime. Like no presidential

contender since Robert Kennedy in 1968, Clinton stepped self-consciously

into the breach separating blacks and the white working class. Like Ken-

nedy, he was blessed with a deep, natural rapport with African Americans,

the product of his Arkansas Baptist upbringing and his genuine commit-

ment to civil rights. Like Kennedy, he could be ruthless, flying through the

night to Little Rock weeks before the New Hampshire primary to sign the

death warrant for a mentally impaired murderer. And like Kennedy at his

best, he delivered the same message on both sides of the racial divide. In

an echo of Kennedy's famed campaign in Gary, Indiana, Clinton traveled

to Macomb County, Michigan, the quintessential backlash suburb, where

Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg had found that "virtually all pro-

gressive symbols and themes have been redefined in racial and pejorative

terms." Addressing a virtually all-white crowd, he declared, "I do not be-

lieve we have any hope of doing what we have to do in America unless we

come together across racial lines." The next morning, he went to Pleasant

Grove Baptist Church in Detroit and asked its black congregants to "tell

the people of Macomb County, 'If you'll give up your race feelings, we'll

say we want empowerment, not entitlement, we want opportunity, but we

accept responsibility' " Both audiences erupted in cheers.

BY JUNE, WHEN Clinton accepted his party's nomination, he had altered

the domestic face of American liberalism. "The party platform," com-

mented the New York Times, "has whole sections that would have been

hooted down not too many years ago." Rather than choosing a represen-

tative of the old consensus, Clinton chose Gore, another Southerner with

roots in the DLC. "They're a new generation of Democrats, Bill Clinton

and Al Gore," announced a campaign commercial. "And they don't think

the way the old Democratic Party did. They've called for an end to wel-

fare as we know it, so welfare can be a second chance, not a way of life.
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They've sent a strong signal to criminals by supporting the death penalty.

And they've rejected the old tax-and-spend politics."

As he had with Tsongas, Clinton slammed Bush for his supposed in-

difference to the economic struggles of average Americans. And Bush did

his best to validate the charge, becoming defensive and incoherent when

a questioner in the second debate asked how the budget deficit personally

affected him, and stumbling when asked the cost of a gallon of milk. By

taking race off the table and convincing voters that government would not

provide something for nothing, Clinton had made possible a return to that

most classic of Democratic themes: Republicans don't care about working

people. It was the great irony of the New Democrat project: by commit-

ting heresy against the liberal faith, they had given that faith new life.

But critically, this revival was taking place at a moment when Ameri-

cans had turned away from the world beyond their shores. In 1988, Du-

kakis had acted as if the cold war was over, but in 1992, Bush didn't grasp

that it really was. One of his ads showed fighter planes taking off while

he said, "To win the peace, we must be a military superpower." Another

asked, "In a world where we're just one unknown dictator away from the

next major crisis, who do you trust?" A third went after Clinton's lack of

service in Vietnam, declaring, "The question then was avoiding the draft.

Now, for Bill Clinton, it's a question of avoiding the truth."

This was exactly what Bob Kerrey had feared. But Bush's national

security attacks fell flat, and that changed the entire dynamic of the cam-

paign. For decades, Republicans had linked threats at home and threats

abroad to convince blue-collar whites that Democrats didn't love Amer-

ica enough to defend it. In 1992, however, with one-half of the equation

gone, the entire formula collapsed. Assisted by Ross Perot's third-party

candidacy, which siphoned off downscale Republican voters, Clinton

beat Bush two to one among Reagan Democrats; he won a plurality of

the white working class; he even won veterans. After the election, a Bush

strategist recounted his effort to whip up members of a focus group by

telling them that while evading the draft, Clinton had said he "loath [ed]

the military" The focus group disapproved, he remembered. "But in the

end that didn't matter much to them. We couldn't make it as salient as the

economy. That's what it came down to."

IN HIS FIRST two years in office, Clinton governed as he had campaigned:

on domestic issues. "Foreign policy is not what I came here to do," com-
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plained the new president in April 1993. "Don't take too much of his

time," his chief of staff warned his national security adviser. The major

exception was globalization. Clinton pressured Japan to lower its trade

barriers. He pushed the North American Free Trade Agreement through

Congress over the objections of Ralph Nader, some environmental groups,

and the AFL-CIO. And he convinced Congress to ratify a global accord

reducing tariffs and creating the World Trade Organization. In so doing,

Clinton fostered an angry new debate among liberals about the merits of

a more economically interconnected world. But it was a debate he shaped

and even relished—since it was deeply interwoven with the domestic eco-

nomic themes on which he had run for president.

Issues of war and peace, by contrast, were an unwelcome intrusion.

During the campaign, Clinton had argued that, with the cold war over,

America's mission was to spread democracy, a doctrine his national secu-

rity adviser later called "democratic enlargement." But the methods for

this enlargement were vague, and at times, Clinton officials seemed to

imply that democracy would spread naturally, powered by economic inte-

gration and technological change.

This offered little guidance for dealing with the messy third-world crises

that Clinton confronted almost immediately. And the new president dealt

with them belatedly, and usually not well. In his final days in office, George

Bush had sent American troops into Somalia, where they saved countless

lives by securing the Mogadishu port so humanitarian groups could dis-

tribute food. But the mission gradually expanded, and in October 1993, an

ill-conceived raid on a Somali warlord left eighteen Army Rangers dead.

Cameras recorded an American pilot's naked body being dragged through

the streets. With no good options, Clinton pulled out. But he had sent a

dangerously weak message. The same month the Rangers were killed, the

United States and Canada sent 200 lightly armed peacekeepers to Haiti to

help restore order in the wake of a coup that had deposed elected president

Jean-Bertrand Aristide. As they approached shore, they encountered a mob

wielding machetes and shouting, "We are going to make this another Soma-

lia!" The American warship turned around and returned home. Clinton's

secretaries of defense and state offered to resign. The press began murmur-

ing about the second coming ofJimmy Carter.

The nadir came in the spring of 1994, when the Clintonites—still

spooked by Somalia—sat on their hands and watched genocide unfold

in Rwanda. At first, they seemed prepared to tolerate it in the Balkans
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as well. During the 1992 campaign, Clinton had pledged military action

to stop the slaughter in Bosnia, the tiny country that had broken away

from Yugoslavia, only to be dismembered by its larger Serbian neighbor,

while an international arms embargo denied it the means to fight back.

And less than four months after taking office, he dispatched Secretary of

State Warren Christopher to convince the Europeans to lift the embargo

and launch air strikes against the Serbs, thus giving Bosnia a chance at

life. But Clinton was barely convinced himself, and when the Europeans

rejected the plan, he seemed almost relieved. As months turned to years,

the Clintonites squabbled and dithered. Aides began telling the press that

the president was chronically indecisive. French presidentJacques Chirac

returned from a trip to Washington declaring that the job of leader of the

free world was vacant.

Finally in 1995, the fog began to lift. The Clinton administration

averted its eyes as Croatia flouted the arms embargo and assaulted Serb

forces. In July, the Serbs committed their greatest atrocity yet, massacring

almost 8,000 boys and men in the town of Srebrenica. The next month,

NATO finally launched the air strikes that Clinton had promised three

years earlier. With the balance of power shifting on the ground, the United

States muscled the parties into accepting a partition plan, which NATO
enforced with 60,000 troops.

When Clinton ran for reelection the following year, none of this much

mattered; foreign policy was still politically irrelevant. At Clinton's sec-

ond debate with Republican Robert Dole, moderator Jim Lehrer had to

practically beg the audience to ask a foreign policy question. But to many

liberal intellectuals and politicians, Bosnia did matter. In fact, it was a rex-

elation. On Central America, a few congressional Democrats had decided

that not every third-world intervention was Vietnam. In the Gulf War,

the party had learned the awesome power of the American military, and

the political risk of betting against it. On Bosnia, however, the shift be-

came visceral. Serbian nationalism—racist, bloodthirsty, and white—was

one variety for which liberals felt no sympathy. America's motives were

also different: This time, it wasn't securing oil—it was preventing geno-

cide. Finally, there was little immediate danger to American troops, since

the war was being fought from the air. Paul Berman, the writer who had

clashed with Michael Moore on Nicaragua, spoke for an entire category

of liberals: "We who used to be the party- of anti-intervention (because

we were anti-imperialists)," he declared, "should now become, in the case
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of various dictators and genocidal situations, the party of intervention

(because we are democrats)." It wasn't exactly liberal antitotalitarianism,

since America's Balkan foes didn't merit the name. But the spirit was simi-

lar and the change was real.

IN HIS SECOND term, Clinton's foreign policy grew more decisive and

more hawkish—with one of the loudest proponents of military action in

Bosnia, Madeleine Albright, replacing Christopher as secretary of state.

With Bosnia finally quiet, Serbia's murderous leader, Slobodan Milosevic,

turned his attention to the independence-minded province of Kosovo,

whose autonomy he had revoked several years earlier. In early 1999, with

the province on the verge of ethnic war, Albright convened the two parties

in the French city of Rambouillet. The Kosovars agreed to a peace deal,

to be enforced by NATO. But Milosevic refused, and moved 40,000 troops

to the Kosovo border. This time, the Clintonites did not delay. For seventy-

eight days, while the Serbs cleansed Kosovo of ethnic Albanians, NATO
bombed; until the Serbs finally gave up, and the Kosovar Albanians began

returning home.

As the bombs fell, a new liberal foreign policy vision finally began

to take shape. In April, Clinton's ally, British prime minister Tony Blair,

traveled to Chicago to outline what he called "a new doctrine of interna-

tional community" Blair, whose New Labour Party worked closely with

the DLC, began with a familiar New Democrat theme: globalization. Just

a year before, the East Asian financial crisis had exposed the frightening

fragility of a world economic system in which capital was so mobile that

it could bankrupt whole nations virtually overnight. Blair proposed a new

financial architecture to stabilize the global economy, just as the Allied

powers did at Bretton Woods in the final days of World War II. He urged

a new push for free trade and for the relief of third-world debt, to promote

global economic development. And arguing that environmental problems

had also grown too large for any one government to manage, he called for

dramatic new efforts to combat global warming.

But the most striking part of Blair's speech was its discussion of

military force. "The principles of international community apply also to

international security," he argued. "When oppression produces massive

flows of refugees which unsettle neighboring countries, then they can

properly be described as 'threats to international peace and security'
'

Kosovo, in other words, was just the beginning. The world's advanced
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democracies would intervene—and violate national sovereignty—to stop

a government's domestic brutality from destabilizing other countries. But

just as in the economic and environmental spheres, they would do so to-

gether, through powerful new international institutions. "Any new rules,"

for military intervention, Blair argued, "will only work if we have re-

formed international institutions with which to apply them." Bill Clinton

echoed the argument. "What are the consequences to our security of

letting conflicts fester and spread?" he asked at a speech that year in San

Francisco. The "real challenge of foreign policy is to deal with problems

before they harm our national interests."

Clinton and Blair were reconciling themselves to military force. But

like the antitotalitarian liberals of the early cold war, they were also try-

ing to marry force to international legitimacy. The post-cold war world,

it turned out, harbored a basic contradiction. Since one country's pa-

thologies spread ever more rapidly beyond its borders, a globalized world

required greater violations of national sovereignty. Yet given the extraor-

dinary power disparity between the United States and every other nation,

if America assigned itself the right to intervene in countries that posed

no immediate threat, it would breed deep fear and resentment, no matter

how high-minded its stated motives. Ironically, then, the more proactive

the United States wanted to be, the stronger international institutions had

to become. "The best way to advance our interests without provoking anti-

American coalitions," wrote Progressive Policy Institute president Will

Marshall in 2000, "is to work through thickening networks of alliances,

international institutions, and rule-based regimes that promote global co-

operation. It's time to drop breast-beating rhetoric about being the world's

'sole superpower' and instead think of ourselves as 'first among equals,'

willing to play by the same rules we hold others to." Through their interest

in globalization, the Clintonites were rediscovering Niebuhr's core insight:

that America should not fall in love with the supposed purity of its inten-

tions. Rather than blaming other countries for fearing that America might

be corrupted by its overwhelming power, America should fear that cor-

ruption itself. And it should guard against it by giving other democracies

a voice in its decisions, as it did at the dawn of the cold war. In that way,

by restraining American power, and thus preserving American legitimacy,

the United States could wield more influence than if it made freedom of

action its overriding concern.

As the Clinton administration wound to a close, this post-Kosovo
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vision looked like it might endure. To be sure, Clinton and Blair stood

by meekly in the fall of 1999 as Russia's Boris Yeltsin launched a brutal

second war in Chechnya—underscoring the blunt reality that for large,

powerful states, sovereignty was as inviolate as ever. Yet in September, after

the Indonesian military responded to East Timor's vote for independence

with a massive slaughter, the United States pressured Jakarta to accept

an Australian-led peacekeeping force. Clinton even sent American troops

to help with transportation and logistics. And the following year, UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan endorsed a report challenging the inter-

national body's long-standing defense of near-absolute state sovereignty.

Instead, paralleling Blair's speech in Chicago, the report argued that when

a state failed its minimum obligations to protect its people, the interna-

tional community could step in. And it urged the UN Security Council to

reform itself to make such action easier.

The Democratic Party also seemed to be picking up where Clinton

left off. In 2000, it nominated Al Gore and Joe Lieberman, aggressive

advocates of military action in the Balkans, and among the few Senate

Democrats to have backed the Gulf War. In his first major foreign policy

address of the campaign, Gore declared that "we are now in a global

age . . . when our destinies and the destinies of billions of people around

the globe are increasingly intertwined." His response was something he

called "forward engagement," an effort to "address problems early in their

development before they become crises, addressing them as close to the

source of the problem as possible." The implications for international in-

tervention were clear. And Gore argued that "to meet these challenges

requires co-operation on a scale not seen before."

With a new liberal vision emerging, and conservatives confused and

divided about their own post-cold war views, something intriguing be-

gan to happen: old, internecine rifts reappeared on the left. "Many in the

Administration view the NATO war on Yugoslavia as the basis of ... a

new international military order," warned an editorial in The Nation. And

they were right. Clinton had taken office assuming that U.S. interventions

would go through the Security Council. But finding that too constrain-

ing, he had waged war in Kosovo with only NATO support, a model he

clearly envisioned for the future. "The UN," lamented The Nation, "re-

mains gravely, if not mortally, wounded."

For the Clintonites, conditioning U.S. intervention on Security Coun-

cil approval had proved a recipe for inaction. But for their critics on the
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left, that was partly the point. Instead of a new era of military interven-

tion, they hoped the post-cold war world would allow the United States

to retreat from the global commitments it had amassed over the previ-

ous fifty years. The Clintonites prided themselves on their multilateral-

ism. But as one Nation article put it, the "real debate about U.S. foreign

policy . . . revolves not around how to administer the Pax Americana but

whether there should be a Pax Americana at all." Michael Moore, now a

famed documentary filmmaker, wrote during Kosovo that "Clinton and

his disgusting, hypocritical fellow Democrats who support him in this war"

had proved "there is little difference between the Democrats and the usu-

ally war-loving Republicans." From the perspective of the anti-imperialist

left, Democrats didn't only resemble Republicans because they supported

the use of force. They resembled Republicans because they wanted to

preserve American primacy in the world.

With President Clinton being impeached, the public turned inward,

and America on the verge of its strangest election in modern history, the

post-Kosovo debate didn't attract widespread notice. But it mattered more

than people at the time realized. The post-Vietnam liberal consensus had

fractured, giving way to a new vision, and a new critique of that vision,

each with roots in the cold war. Twenty-five years after the fall of Saigon,

and fifty years after the meeting at the Willard Hotel, liberals were again

divided over the purpose of American power. And although no one knew

it, the purpose of American power was about to become the central issue

of a new age.



4
Qutb's Children

HISTORY DOES NOT record whether Sayyid Qutb ever visited the Wil-

lard Hotel. But it's possible. In early 1949, the father of salafist totalitari-

anism lived just a few miles from the place antitotalitarian liberalism was

born. To be sure, Qutb wasn't yet the father of anything in 1949. He was

a lonely 42-year-old bureaucrat, on his first trip outside Egypt, visiting a

country he couldn't stand.

Qutb's bosses in Egypt's Ministry of Education had sent him to the

United States to cure his hatred of the West, a hatred at odds with Egypt's

Western-oriented educational reforms. But instead, the trip merely deep-

ened Qutb's loathing. Problems began on the transatlantic voyage, when

a drunk, scantily clad woman showed up at Qutb's cabin, scandalizing the

devout bachelor. Things got worse when the boat disembarked in New
York, a city Qutb found "noisy," "clamorous," and spiritually empty. New
Yorkers, he later wrote, were as aimless as their city's pigeons. By the time

Qutb reached Washington, where he studied English at a teacher's col-

lege, he was filling his letters back home with grotesque descriptions of the

people around him. From Washington he traveled to Colorado and Cali-

fornia, where he grew even more certain that Americans suffered from

a "deformity" of the soul. In August 1950, Qutb sailed back to Egypt,

where his disgust helped spawn a political theory that would change the

world.

Soon after his return, Qutbjoined the Muslim Brotherhood, which for

over two decades had been agitating for a government ruled by sharia, or

Islamic law. The Brotherhood had criticized Egypt's King Farouk, whom
it deemed a puppet of the country's former colonial masters, the Brit-

ish, who still garrisoned troops on Egyptian soil. And in 1952 it cheered
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the army coup that eventually brought Lieutenant Colonel Gamal Abdel

Nasser to power.

But it soon became clear that while Nasser's secular government

wanted to rid Egypt of the West's political influence, it was quite comfort-

able with its cultural influence. Disillusioned, Qutb and the Brotherhood

became increasingly vocal critics of the new regime. Finally, in 1954, a

Brotherhood member tried to assassinate Nasser. In retaliation, Nasser

arrested some Brotherhood leaders, executed others, and burned the or-

ganization's headquarters to the ground. Qutb was sentenced to twenty-

five years in Tura prison, south of Cairo, where he was brutally tortured.

One day inJune 1957, a group of Brotherhood inmates locked themselves

in their cells, refusing to carry out their daily regiment of breaking rocks.

Guards broke into the cells, and murdered twenty-one of them.

Qutb observed such events from the prison infirmary, where he battled

consumption, and wrote. In late 1 964, he was briefly released, before be-

ing rearrested several months later on charges of conspiracy. After a show

trial marked by confessions elicited through torture, Qutb was sentenced

to death. At dawn on August 29, 1966, he was hanged.

But Qutb's ideas lived on. From jail he authored two books, Signposts

and In the Shade of the Koran, which became best sellers across the Mus-

lim world. In them, he took the Brotherhood's ideology in an innovative,

chilling direction. He began with the concept of jahiliyya, which denotes

the ignorance, or barbarism, that reigned in Arabia before the Prophet

Muhammad's birth. But he broadened the idea. "Jahiliyya" he wrote, "is

not just a specific historical period . . . but a state of affairs." Qutb's ex-

perience in soulless America had convinced him that this state of affairs

was alive and well in the non-Islamic world. But he went even further than

that. Since jahiliyya signified "subservience to man rather than to Allah,"

he wrote, it described any society that ignored God's law—including Mus-

lim societies ruled by principles other than sharia.

By God's law, Qutb meant something specific. The only true Islam, he

argued, was the kind practiced by Muhammad and his companions, the

salafs. They had swept away the barbarism of their time, but in the many

centuries since, new forms of barbarism—masquerading as Islam—had

taken root. Qutb's goal was purification—to strip away the layers of false

Islam that encrusted the true faith.

That, in itself, was not a new idea. Since the nineteenth century, salaf-

ists had been calling for a return to the pure Islam of the Prophet. But they
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had done so through peaceful exhortation and missionary work—seeing

Muslim leaders as stray sheep to be gently guided on the correct path.

Even the Muslim Brotherhood had only sporadically opposed the Egyp-

tian state. Qutb, however, sitting in his prison infirmary, did not see his

jailors as benign or open to persuasion. "Those who have usurped the

authority of God and are oppressing God's creatures are not going to give

up their power merely through preaching," he insisted. He imagined a

new kind of salafist, a warrior vanguard that would launch a holy war, or

jihad, against "the kingdom of man to establish the kingdom of heaven on

earth." It was for this future vanguard that Qutb wrote. "Brother," he in-

structed, "push ahead, for your path is soaked in blood. Do not turn your

head right or left but look only up to heaven."

One such brother was a young Saudi named Osama bin Laden. In

the mid-1950s, when Nasser outlawed the Muslim Brotherhood, many of

its leaders escaped to Saudi Arabia. Oil was making the Saudis rich, but

they badly needed teachers for their largely illiterate population. They

also feared Nasser's secular Arab nationalism, which was capturing the

imagination of many young Arabs and threatening Riyadh's influence in

the Middle East. The erudite Egyptian refugees seemed like a perfect fit.

After all, Saudi Arabia traced its roots to an eighteenth-century reformer

named Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, who like Qutb had demanded a

return to the Islam of Muhammad's time. The Saudi royals thought their

kingdom embodied the moral and spiritual purity for which Qutb and

his comrades yearned. That assumption, it would turn out, was deeply

naive.

By the time Bin Laden enrolled atJidda's King Abdul Aziz University

in 1975, Egyptian scholars were well ensconced in the Gulf. Among them

was Sayyid Qutb's younger brother Muhammad, who used his perch at

Abdul Aziz to publish, distribute, and explicate his brother's works. Bin

Laden studied economics and public administration, a logical choice given

that his family ran one of the great business empires of the Middle East.

But he gravitated toward the salafists—both Muhammad Qutb, and a

fiery, powerfully built Palestinian named Abdullah Azzam.

Born in Jenin, Azzam had received his doctorate in Egypt, where he

befriended the Qutb family and a blind cleric named Omar Abdel Rah-

man, who would later inspire the first World Trade Center bombing. From

Egypt, Azzam went to Jordan, where he taught Islamic law until his radi-

cal views cost him his job. In 1978, he moved to Abdul Aziz, where he

taught Osama bin Laden.
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Bin Laden's father had died when he was still a child, and one of

his biographers describes his relationship with Azzam as "part mentor/

disciple, part father/son." Like Sayyid Qutb, Azzam believed that only

violent struggle would restore true Islam. And in December 1979, when

the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, he saw the perfect opportunity to

begin the fight.

If the Soviet invasion reignited the cold war—and helped buryJimmy

Carter—it also turned Qutb and Azzam's new jihadist salafism into an

international movement. A European power had invaded a Muslim na-

tion. Throughout the Middle East, public opinion was inflamed, govern-

ments were alarmed, and Azzam made his move. In 1980, he met with

a group of Afghan pilgrims in Mecca. And soon afterward he moved to

Islamabad, Pakistan, and then to Peshawar, near the Afghan border. At

around the same time, his devoted student, Osama bin Laden, made the

trip as well.

In 1 984, Bin Laden and Azzam founded the Mekhtab al-Khadamat,

or Bureau of Services, which organized Arabs to come and join the Af-

ghan mujahedeen battling to expel the Soviets from their land. The Saudi

and Pakistani governments enthusiastically aided the two men's work.

(The United States, working through Pakistan's intelligence service, also

sent money and weapons to the mujahedeen, but not to the far less militar-

ily significant Arab volunteers.) Seeing the Afghan war as a way to spread

their influence, the Saudi royals funded Bin Laden's efforts and offered

cut-rate plane tickets to Muslims willing to join the jihad. Pakistan, fearing

a hostile Communist government on its border, helped the effort as well,

instructing its embassies to issue visas to anyone who wanted to come and

fight.

But if Riyadh and Islamabad were playing power politics, the jihad-

ist volunteers had something else in mind. Tens of thousands streamed

in from across the Arab world. And in Peshawar's dusty guesthouses they

got the same ideological education that Bin Laden had received at Abdul

Aziz. The leading lights of salafist Islam moved to Peshawar to teach the

young recruits, including the blind cleric Rahman and another Egyptian,

Dr. Ayman al-Zawahiri, a Qutb disciple who had helped found a radical

Muslim Brotherhood offshoot called the Jihad Group. For this emerging

jihadist international, Afghanistan was only the first battle in a much larger

war. "Jihad," wrote Azzam, "will remain an individual obligation until all

other lands which formerly were Muslim come back to us and Islam reigns

within them once again. Before us lie Palestine, Bukhara [central Uzbeki-
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stan], Lebanon, Chad, Eritrea, Somalia, the Philippines, Burma, South

Yemen, Tashkent [eastern Uzbekistan], Andalusia [Spain and Portugal]."

It was the beginning of something big.

THE AFGHAN WAR raged for nearly ten years, causing unspeakable hor-

ror. One million Afghans died. Five million—one-third of the country's

population—went into exile. But in 1989, the Soviets finally withdrew in

disgrace, and two years later, the USSR was no more. In reality, it was

the Afghans themselves, not their far less numerous Arab helpers, who

had defeated Moscow, and it was mostly internal factors that sparked the

Soviet collapse. But the jihadists saw God's hand behind these momen-

tous events. Their stunning victory left little doubt: true Islam was on the

march.

In 1988, Bin Laden and Azzam created a new organization to con-

tinue the salafist jihad across the world: Al Qaeda. When the Afghan war

began, Azzam had clearly been the senior partner. But by the war's end,

Bin Laden's family wealth and his connections to the Saudi elite had made

him an increasingly formidable figure. And the two men seem to have

clashed over strategy and control. Nine months after the Soviets withdrew,

a car bomb killed Azzam and both his sons.

In 1990, Bin Laden returned to Saudi Arabia to establish a welfare

organization for Arab veterans of the Afghan campaign, now returning

to their home countries. And that August, when Iraq invaded Kuwait, he

offered to reassemble his troops to liberate the tiny Gulf kingdom. But

Riyadh turned to the United States instead, and hundreds of thousands

of American troops arrived on Saudi soil. For Bin Laden, the presence of

armed infidels in such close proximity to Islam's holiest shrines was shock-

ing evidence of jahiliyya's intrusion into even a supposedly Islamic state

like Saudi Arabia. He condemned the American presence, denouncing

Interior Minister Prince Naif to his face. The Saudis responded by placing

Bin Laden under virtual house arrest. But with the help of sympathetic

members of the royal family, he escaped, traveling to Pakistan, Afghani-

stan, and finally to Sudan, where he would remain for the next five years.

In the early 1990s, Sudan was under salafist rule. Its leader, a debo-

nair, Sorbonne-educated cleric named Hassan al-Turabi, welcomed Bin

Laden to Khartoum. Bin Laden started several businesses in Sudan, helped

Turabi's regime battle rebels in the country's south, and used his construc-

tion expertise to build a road from Khartoum to the Red Sea. In return,



Qutb's Children 93

Turabi allowed several thousand Afghan war veterans to train in secret

Sudanese camps. From Sudan, Bin Laden assembled the Islamic Army

Shura—an umbrella organization of salafist groups fighting to overthrow

their home governments. But while Bin Laden supported these national

efforts, his own focus was increasingly on the United States
—

"the head of

the snake"—which buttressed un-Islamic regimes throughout the Middle

East. In early 1992, Al Qaeda issued a fatwa against U.S. "occupation"

of Muslim lands. And Bin Laden helped sponsor attacks on American

soldiers in Saudi Arabia, and probably in Somalia as well.

Eventually, under pressure from the United States and its allies, Turabi

told Bin Laden to leave. In May 1996, in a chartered jet packed with his

three wives, thirteen children, and dozens of bodyguards and hangers-on,

Bin Laden flew back to Afghanistan, now under very different rule.

FOR AFGHANS, THE fighting hadn't stopped when the Soviets pulled

out. Instead, with the Russians and Arabs gone, the cold war over, and

America no longer interested, the mujahedeen had turned viciously on

each other. By the mid- 1 990s, civil war had reduced the country to rubble.

And amid the brutality, destitution, and chaos, a group of religious stu-

dents, or talibs—backed by Pakistan's intelligence services—began seiz-

ing territory. By 1996, they had taken Kabul. It was this government, the

Taliban, that would come closest to implementing Qutb and Bin Laden's

vision of a salafist state.

Most of the Taliban were Pashtuns, and some observers ascribed their

harsh vision to the tribe's conservative social code. But in fact, the Taliban

had not grown up in a Pashtun tribal milieu. And their policies represented,

in the words of one scholar, a "radical departure . . . from established pat-

terns of [Afghan] social authority," which had been largely tolerant of

religious minorities and individual freedom. The real source of Taliban

ideology was the religious schools, or madrasas, in which they had spent

virtually their entire lives. When the Soviet invasion plunged Afghanistan

into war, millions of refugees had fled across the border into Pakistan. With

its educational system unable to cope, Islamabad had encouraged religious

organizations to step into the breach. One that did—and educated much

of the future Taliban leadership—was theJamiat-e-Ulema Islam (JUI), a

Pakistani religious party that grew out of an austere South Asian Islamic

tradition called Deobandism. Starting in the 1920s, a radical Deoban-

dist thinker named Maulana Maududi had urged an Islamic vanguard

—
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modeled on the seventh-century salafs—to rise up against man's authority

and restore state sovereignty to God. Maududi's work deeply influenced

Qutb, and decades later, the intellectual currents came full circle, as Saudi

money poured into the JUI madrasas, helping bring salafism to a new

generation. Asked in the late 1990s which regime best embodied the prin-

ciples Al Qaeda hoped would govern the entire Muslim world, Bin Laden's

London spokesman said the Taliban was "getting there."

Indeed, it is in the Taliban's policies that one can best see salafism's

totalitarian character. The term totalitarianism originated in fascist Italy in

the 1920s, and in the decade following World War II, a remarkable series

of writers labored to explain it, including Schlesinger, George Orwell, Ja-

cob Talmon, Carl Friedrich, Zbigniew Brzezinski, and most important,

Hannah Arendt. Since totalitarianism was identified primarily with Nazi

Germany and Stalinist Russia, few imagined that it would appear in the

Muslim world. (According to some scholars, totalitarianism only emerges

in the wake of failed popular revolutions, which Afghanistan never had.

Arendt herself suggested that it requires countries so vast that govern-

ments can kill on a mass scale without risking depopulation.)

Totalitarianism, like democracy, is an ideal type. No movement or

regime embodies it perfectly. But nonetheless, the concept fits today's sala-

fists well. One of totalitarianism's contemporary interpreters, the political

theorist Michael Walzer, has offered three distinguishing characteristics

of a totalitarian state. The first concerns the relationship between "the

totalitarian party" marked by "discipline, action and engagement" and

the population at large. Since the party hoards all power, decision making

is clandestine—in Schlesinger 's words, "secret, sweaty and furtive." It is

noteworthy, in this regard, that Qutb, Maududi, Azzam, and Bin Laden

himself all speak of an Islamic vanguard, based on the original salafs, who

withdraw from society in order to conquer and transform it. The Mus-

lim Brotherhood included a "secret apparatus" that carried out attacks

on the Egyptian state. Al Qaeda requires a secret loyalty oath for entry.

The Taliban's governing structure, according to its foremost chronicler,

the Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid, was "highly centralized, secretive,

dictatorial and inaccessible." And a close observer dubbed Turabi's effort

to govern Sudan through tightly knit party cadres, "Islamic bolshevism."

Since in a totalitarian state decisions are made in secret, public politics

become, in Walzer's words, "ritual performance," in which the people are

"present and accounted for, available for demonstrations and mass meet-
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ings," but utterly controlled. Given the technologically backward coun-

tries in which they took power, vanguards like the Taliban and Turabi's

National Islamic Front had less capacity to mobilize the masses than did

the Bolsheviks and Nazis. But they tried. Turabi's regime required all Su-

danese students to join the Popular Defense Forces, where the emphasis

was less on military training than on indoctrination and dramatic displays

of ideological devotion. The Taliban sent trucks with loudspeakers into

the streets to gather crowds for the government's Friday executions, held

at Kabul's former soccer stadium. Just before victims were shot, stadium

loudspeakers blared, "In revenge, there is life."

According to Walzer, totalitarianism's second defining feature is its

"political messianism." Totalitarian regimes, in Arendt's words, claim "to

have found a way to establish the rule of justice on earth." For salafists,

that means God's rule, as they imagine it existed in Muhammad's time. Of

course, many religious believers are messianic: they believe that one day

God will establish His reign on earth. They may even believe their prayers

and good works can hasten the process. But salafists seek to bring about

God's rule politically—through the power of the state. The goal, accord-

ing to Qutb, is to "abolish the dominion of man, to take away sovereignty

from the usurper and return it to God." In his book Holy War, Inc., the

journalist Peter Bergen writes that the Taliban and another modern totali-

tarian movement, Cambodia's Khmer Rouge, "shared the same absolute

certainty about how to create paradise on earth. The Khmer Rouge called

this paradise the Year Zero. The Taliban called it the rule of sharia."

For totalitarian regimes, the challenge in creating paradise on earth

is that a perfect society requires perfect individuals. And to make indi-

viduals perfectly virtuous, you must completely control them. This is what

Walzer calls totalitarianism's "decisive" third characteristic: it "involves a

systematic effort to control every aspect of social and intellectual life." All

dictatorships outlaw behavior that threatens their hold on power—pub-

lic protest, independent media, opposition parties, and the like. But a to-

talitarian regime goes further, banning any behavior, however apparently

apolitical, that does not further its messianic project. Every institution in

society must do its part to produce perfect human beings. As Arendt writes,

"If totalitarianism takes its own claim seriously, it must come to the point

where it has 'to finish once and for all with the neutrality of chess,' that is,

with the autonomous existence of any activity whatsoever."

The Taliban banned chess. They also banned music, dancing, tele-
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vision, movies, card games, painting, photography, toothbrushes, statues

representing the human form, makeup, high-heeled shoes, beauty salons,

women's education, fashion magazines, kite flying, "British or American"

hairstyles, Labor Day, and homing pigeons. Women were required to wear

burkas that covered them head to toe. Men were required to wear shalwars,

baggy trousers that stop above the ankle; to leave their beards untrimmed;

and to pray five times a day. While the Taliban did little else to make

government function, they enforced these regulations zealously. Religious

police patrolled the streets in trucks, with mounted loudspeakers broad-

casting the new rules. Thousands of informers reported infractions. In

Kabul, there was an expression: "There's a Talib under every stone."

All this would have pleased the movement's ideological forefathers. As

Maududi put it, an Islamic state's "sphere of activity is co-extensive with

human life. ... In such a state no one can regard any field of his affairs as

personal and private." Qutb described Islam as enjoying "complete pre-

dominance over every human secular activity."

But for salafism, as for all species of totalitarianism, controlling behav-

ior is just a means of controlling thought. To usher in God's rule, it is not

merely people's actions that must change. They themselves must change.

As Arendt notes, totalitarianism's ultimate goal is "the transformation of

human nature itself." For the Taliban, this transformation meant not just

acting Islamicly, but thinking Islamicly. Asked why the regime banned mu-

sic, the Taliban education minister said, "It creates a strain in the mind

and hampers study of Islam." Another Taliban official told Rashid, "Of

course we realize that people need some entertainment, but they can go to

the parks and see the flowers, and from this they will learn about Islam."

Even Turabi's government, while less Orwellian than the Taliban, sought,

in the words of one Sudanese critic, "to remold the Sudanese personal-

ity in an Islamic form." If you can purify people's actions, then you can

purify their minds. And if you can purify their minds, then you can bring

heaven on earth.

THIS OBSESSION WITH purity not only links salafism to European totali-

tarian movements from which it is culturally alien but also distinguishes

it from contemporary Islamic movements to which it is culturally similar.

In recent years, Egypt's Muslim Brotherhood—and many of the Islamist

parties it helped inspire across the Muslim world—have begun seeking

Islamic government through the ballot box, rather than through violent
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jihad. And while tentative and uneven, this shift marks a real break with

Qutb's totalitarian vision. The non-salafist Islamists still demand a gov-

ernment based on sharia, but crucially, they don't see sharia's meaning

as fixed and self-evident. Unlike Qutb and Bin Laden, who claim access

to the pure Islam of the seventh century, more and more Sunni Islamists

recognize that sharia requires human interpretation, and thus, no one per-

son or faction can claim absolute truth. That doesn't mean they consider

all interpretations equal, and it certainly doesn't mean that their favored

interpretations are liberal. But it means that since no one can speak per-

fectly for God, the people should deliberate about how to best implement

his teachings. This giant concession to relativism leads to an acceptance

of democracy, since the people must choose representatives to deliberate.

And just as importantly, since the government they choose is not God's

direct agent, it cannot press the population into complete conformity with

its vision of paradise. No wonder Zawahiri, Bin Laden's Egyptian-born

deputy, has accused the Brotherhood of betrayal.

Salafists are also often lumped together with Shiite Islamists like the

ayatollahs who rule Iran. In most of the Muslim world, Shiite totalitarian-

ism faces a virtually insurmountable hurdle—because Shiites are a mi-

nority, they have no realistic hope of using the state to force the Sunni

majority into conformity with their vision of perfect Islam. In Lebanon,

for instance, Hezbollah has largely abandoned the goal of a Shiite Islamic

state, recognizing that Lebanon's religious diversity simply makes it impos-

sible. The Shiite Islamist parties running post-Saddam Hussein Iraq also

recognize that while they can try to enforce their brand of Islamic law in

the overwhelmingly Shiite south, they cannot do so nationally because of

the country's large Sunni Arab and Kurdish communities.

Only in Iran, with its overwhelming Shiite majority, is a totalitarian

regime possible. And even there, the system established by Ayattolah Kho-

meini falls short of Al Qaeda's dream or the Taliban's reality. To be sure,

many of the Islamic revolutionaries who seized power in Tehran in 1979

envisioned a state ruled by the laws of God, not man. But the revolution

represented a coalition of different forces, not all theocratic, and it did not

entirely abolish long-standing republican institutions. The result, from the

beginning, has been that while God supposedly rules, different factions

are allowed—within limits—to publicly disagree about what His wishes

might be. While unelected clerics wield far more power than Iran's elected

president and parliament, the very fact of multicandidate elections creates
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unscripted political expression, something a totalitarian state cannot allow.

And the state's inability to speak with one voice about what true Islam re-

quires has undermined its efforts to impose Islamic virtue upon its citizens.

Khomeini himself refused to ban non-Islamic music, art, and, yes, chess.

And even hard-line president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has remarked that

young Iranians can "cut their hair the way they want. It's none of our

business."

Tehran does dictate what Iranians can see on television and in movie

theaters, and what women can wear on the street, but mostly because it

deems these displays of Western influence a threat to its hold on power.

Civil society organizations that shun politics, by contrast, are tolerated,

and even welcomed, for the same reason they are welcomed in many au-

thoritarian regimes: they divert public energy away from politics. By totali-

tarian standards, these independent groups make Iranian society highly

impure, filled with cacaphonous voices and ideas ricocheting in different

directions. But the corrupt clerics running the Iranian state are less inter-

ested in molding Iranian society than in protecting themselves from it. As

Boston University's H. E. Chehabi has noted, if the totalitarian's motto is

"those who are not for us are against us," Iran's is more like "those who

are not against us are for us." Tehran's goal is not popular mobilization,

but popular indifference.

A GOVERNMENT NEED not be totalitarian to be brutal, which Iran's

certainly is. But the totalitarian quest for purity requires a more sys-

tematic use of domestic terror. In Arendt's words, "terror is the essence

of totalitarian domination." The yoke is pressed most tightly on those

groups that are deemed to have inherently impure tendencies. For sala-

fists, women top the list, since by their very nature they tempt and cor-

rupt. Even in Iran, where women suffer severe discrimination, they sit

in parliament. A female Iranian human rights lawyer recently won the

Nobel Peace Prize. Under the Taliban, by contrast, women's public pres-

ence was virtually eradicated. They could not wear white socks or noisy

shoes under their burkas, since that might attract the attention of passing

men, and those men might then think un-Islamic thoughts. Households

were required to paint their windows black, so passersby could not see

the women inside.

If female sexuality cannot exist publicly in the salafist vision, homo-

sexuality cannot exist at all. "Our religious scholars are not agreed on
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the right kind of punishment for homosexuality," explained the Taliban's

governor of Kandahar. "Some say we should take these sinners to a high

roof and throw them down, while others say we should dig a hole beside a

wall, bury them, then push the wall down on top of them."

People who practice religions other than Islam also threaten Muslim

purity; and must therefore be kept rigidly apart. The Taliban ordered Hin-

dus to wear yellow clothes and mark their houses with a yellow sash. Co-

habitation with Muslims was prohibited. In Indian Kashmir in the early

1 990s, salafists ethnically cleansed Hindus from large swaths of the state.

In Egypt in the 1970s and 1980s, Omar Abdel Rahman's Islamic Group

launched a campaign against "corrupt" elements in society, imposing a

special tax on Coptic Christians who lived in areas where the group held

sway and robbing and torching their stores if they refused to pay. And

in the Iraqi city of Mosul, salafist insurgents have bombed numerous

churches and Christian-owned businesses in an effort to render the city

Christian-free.

Among those "non-Muslims" who impede the salafist effort to re-

create the pure Islam of the seventh century are Muslim Sufis and Shiites.

In keeping with salafists' deep hostility to many Sufi practices, which they

see as foreign innovations grafted onto Islam, the Taliban banned pilgrim-

ages to Sufi shrines. For a time, they banned Muharram, the Shiite month

of mourning. And in 1997 and 1998, when the Taliban were battling for

control of northern Afghanistan, Bin Laden ingratiated himself with his

hosts by sending several hundred Al Qaeda fighters to help slaughter Shi-

ites from the Hazara tribe. Graduates of Al Qaeda training camps have

also massacred Shiites in Pakistan. And in Iraq, Bin Laden's ally, Abu

Musab al-Zarqawi, has massacred vast numbers of Shiites, accusing them

of having "declared a subtle war against Islam."

Then there are those Sunni Muslims who cease to be Muslim on

account of their actions. In the early 1990s, Rahman's Islamic Group

murdered one prominent Egyptian writer, Farag Foda, for advocating

secularism and peace with Israel, and stabbed another, Naguib Mahfouz,

for publishing indecent novels. When a professor at Cairo University ap-

plied modern literary techniques to the Koran, a salafist judge ruled that

he was an apostate and therefore could not be married to his Muslim wife.

Perhaps the most audacious declaration that Muslims were not Muslim

came in Algeria, where in the 1990s salafists—some veterans of the Af-

ghan war—slaughtered tens of thousands in their war against the military
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regime in Algiers. In 1997, one organization leading the Algerian jihad,

the Armed Islamic Group, declared that "With the exception of those

who are with us, all others are apostates and deserve to die." Sayyid Qutb

had said Islamic societies were impure. His Algerian followers took the

logic one step further: if people refused to purify themselves, they forfeited

their right to live.

BUT PERHAPS THE most powerful contaminating force of all is the

United States. Bin Laden has loathed America since at least the late 1 980s,

when he suggested boycotting U.S. goods in retaliation for its support of

Israel. But he made the United States his primary target only after Ameri-

can troops entered Saudi Arabia in 1990. To underscore his displeasure,

Bin Laden chose August 7, 1998, to blow up the US. embassies in Kenya

and Tanzania, the eighth anniversary of the day U.S. troops arrived on

Saudi soil.

Since Muhammad and his companions serve as the model for the

pure Islam Bin Laden hopes to bring to the entire Muslim world, the pu-

rity of Arabia—where Muhammad lived—is vitally important. As he was

dying, Muhammad said, "Let there be no two religions in Arabia." And

so for thousands of infidel American soldiers to occupy Saudi Arabia—as

they did from 1990 to 2003

—

representedjahilijyah's contamination of the

Muslim world's inner sanctum. It signified a kind of ultimate violation, the

deepest transgression yet against God's authority on earth.

But if .America's military presence in Saudi Arabia constituted its

greatest offense, it is hardly the only one. In recent years, the United States

has withdrawn most of its troops from Saudi soil, but it occupies large

bases elsewhere on the Arabian Peninsula, for instance, in Kuwait and Qa-

tar. And, of course, it occupies Iraq. Beyond that, the United States sup-

ports Israel, Russia, India, and other non-Muslim governments that, in Al

Qaeda's eyes, oppress Muslims. Finally, it supports Muslim governments

in countries like Egypt, Jordan, and Pakistan, which flout sharia.

While different U.S. policies may be more or less important at differ-

ent times, most experts agree that it is American actions ("what we do"),

not American values ("who were are") that have made the United States

the target of salafist jihad. While in his ideal world Bin Laden would cer-

tainly like to see the United States ditch its barbaric culture and convert to

Islam, that is low on his list of concerns. As he himself has pointed out, if
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Al Qaeda were offended primarily by the licentiousness Western societies

practice at home, it would have attacked Sweden.

The problem is that while salafists might theoretically leave the United

States alone if we left them alone, their concerns are vast and their hostility

to liberal values is profound. Salafism is not a universalist ideology in the

way that Communism was. (That is not to say its devotees do not dream

of a world completely under God's rule—they do—only that the cultural

barriers preventing, say, an Argentinean from adopting the religion of

Qutb are far greater than the barriers preventing him from adopting the

religion of Marx.) But neither is salafism easy to avoid. Bin Laden has said

the United States can escape "this ordeal" of terrorism if "it leaves the

Arabian Peninsula, and stops its involvement in Palestine, and in all the

Islamic world." Unfortunately, Zawahiri, his second in command, has de-

fined the Islamic world as stretching from "Eastern Turkestan [Xinjiang,

in western China] to Andalusia [Spain and Portugal]." Azzam has gone

further, including among the territory that must be "returned to us so that

Islam will reign again" sub-Saharan African countries like Chad, Eritrea,

and Somalia and Asian nations like Burma and the Philippines. Salafists

want to restore the caliphate that once ruled much of the Islamic world.

But even at its eighth-century peak, the caliphate only stretched from In-

dia to Spain. Under Al Qaeda's more expansive definition, it seems to

include every country or region once under Muslim rule. To comply with

those terms, the United States would have to retreat virtually to the West-

ern Hemisphere.

Needless to say, for the United States to withdraw from a swath of

territory stretching from West Africa to Southeast Asia would constitute a

geostrategic revolution. American power is the guarantor of last resort for

the government of Pakistan, which has nuclear weapons, a volatile border

with nuclear-armed India, and salafist elements in its security services. It

plays the same role inJordan and Egypt, the lynchpins of peace between

Israel and the Arab world. And, of course, America protects the Saudi

monarchy, whose kingdom sits atop one quarter of the world's proven oil

reserves. As the Bush administration has rightly recognized, these relation-

ships are unsustainable in their current form, and America's long-term

safety requires that its clients evolve in a democratic direction, even if it

means they prove less compliant. But were the jihadist movement to force

the United States to withdraw its military, political, or economic influence
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from these crucial areas—producing governments with dramatically dif-

ferent orientations—the consequences for American security, the world

economy, and regional peace could be grave.

And a withdrawal from the Muslim world would not only imperil

American interests, it would also imperil American values. Al Qaeda may

not hate us for "who we are"—unless "who we are" obligates us to oppose

what might be called "religious cleansing," the violent purification of large

swaths of the globe. After all, if the United States withdrew from its war

against salafism, salafism would still be at war. Al Qaeda's ultimate goal is

not to expel the United States from Islamic lands; it is to establish a new

caliphate that ushers in God's rule on earth. And the many enemies of

that effort—non-Muslims, apostate Muslims, liberated female Muslims,

gay and lesbian Muslims—would still blemish the Islamic world, repre-

sentingjahilijyah in its myriad sinful forms.

Where those enemies have no army to defend them, the result has been

terror. Where they do, the result has been endless war. It is a \irtual axiom

of international politics that salafists will try to seize control of any local

conflict—from the Philippines to Chechnya to Kashmir to Iraq—that pits

Sunni Muslims against their neighbors. And the more they succeed, the

less likely it is that such a conflict will end. Many Muslims, including many

non-salafist Islamists, also support Muslim insurgencies around the world.

In Iraq, they may support attacks on American troops. But since they see

jihad as a means to some concrete goal, political compromise is possible.

Salafists. however, who see jihad as a means to usher in a messianic age, will

accept no outcome that leaves Muslims under non-Muslim rule, because

such a compromise threatens the path to paradise.

In December 2004. when the CIAs National Intelligence Coun-

cil tried to envision how the world might look in 2020, it suggested that

"those states most susceptible to violence are in a great arc of instability

from sub-Saharan Africa, through North .Africa, into the Middle East, the

Balkans, the Caucasus and South and Central Asia and through parts of

Southeast Asia." One reason is that this arc includes virtually all the ter-

ritory the salafist movement claims for its new caliphate. The more suc-

cessful it is in the decades to come, the bleaker the fate of two great liberal

values: liberty and peace.

THAT IS TRUE within American shores as well. As long as the United

States remains an obstacle to salafism's goals in the Islamic world, its sup-
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porters will try to kill Americans. Fortunately, by the standards of the cold

war, their capacity to do so is minuscule. Communists ran a superpower,

which possessed thousands of nuclear warheads. With the overthrow of

the Taliban, and Turabi's fall from power in Sudan, salafists no longer

control even a single state.

But ironically, it is precisely this weakness that makes the new totali-

tarians dangerous. If control of a nuclear-armed superpower gave Com-

munists an enormous capacity to harm the United States, it also gave

them an enormous incentive not to. The Soviets had a regime to protect,

and an attack on the United States would have produced a nuclear coun-

terattack which put that regime in jeopardy. As the political scientistJohn

Mearsheimer has argued, one of the primary reasons for "the peacefulness

of the postwar era" was the "appearance of nuclear weapons, which vastly

expanded the violence of war, making deterrence far more robust."

Jihadists, by contrast, cannot be deterred by the threat of death, since

they welcome death. And they cannot be deterred by threats to their re-

gimes, since they have no regimes to protect. All of which helps explain

why the Soviet Union, although it fought proxy wars with the United States

across the globe, proved extremely cautious about confronting the United

States on its own soil. And why Al Qaeda, to put it mildly, has not.

If jihadists required state sponsors in order to kill, the United States

might deter those sponsors. But increasingly, they don't. Since the Tal-

iban's overthrow, jihadists have taken sanctuary in regions beyond any

government's control—like northwest Pakistan and, most disastrously,

Sunni Iraq. Even more important, they have replaced physical sanctuar-

ies with virtual ones, using the Internet as what one expert calls "a vir-

tual training camp." As Michael Scheuer, the former head of the CIA's

Bin Laden unit, has written, the "Internet today allows militant Muslims

from every country to meet, talk, and get to know each other electroni-

cally, a familiarization and bonding process that in the 1980s and early

1990s required a trip to Sudan, Yemen, Afghanistan, or Pakistan." Al

Qaeda's thirteen-volume Encyclopedia ofJihad, which includes everything

a terrorist needs to know to launch an attack, is available, in various

languages, on the World Wide Web. According to some observers, the

terrorists who blew up three Madrid trains in March 2004 may have

been influenced by a document posted on an anonymous website that

argued that Spain was the European country where an attack could have

the greatest impact.
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Since jihadists are not deterred by the threat of retaliation, it makes

sense that they would pursue the most destructive attack possible. In par-

ticular, they have shown a keen interest in weapons of mass destruction.

In May 2003, a young Saudi cleric named Nasir bin Hamid al-Fahd—per-

haps on Al Qaeda 's request, and certainly for its use—issued a twenty-

five-page fatwa entitled "A Treatise on the Legal Status of Using Weapons

of Mass Destruction Against Infidels." Fahd argued that such an attack

would be permissible only in response to attacks upon Muslims, and only

if it were proportional. But that is less comforting than it might seem,

since he estimated the number of Muslims killed "directly or indirectly"

by American weapons at almost 10 million.

The first type of unconventional weapon Al Qaeda has sought to ac-

quire is the least deadly: a "dirty" bomb, which uses conventional explo-

sives to spread radioactive material. In 2002, the United States accused

Chicago gang-member-turned-jihadistJose Padilla of trying to build one.

More recently, British authorities arrested four people for trying to do so

in London. It's unclear how far these efforts had progressed, but building a

dirty bomb is far from impossible. The challenge is finding enough radio-

active material. One source, cobalt-60, is used in hospital radiation ther-

apy and food irradiation; another, cesium- 17, is found in medical gauges;

a third, americium, is used in smoke detectors and oil prospecting. But a

terrorist would need vast quantities. As the Washington Post's Dafna Linzer

has reported, since each smoke detector contains only trace amounts of

americium, it would take more than a million of them to build one bomb.

If you could cobble together the radioactive material, however, the rest

would be fairly simple. According to Charles Ferguson, coauthor of The

Four Faces of Nuclear Terrorism, "Any person who could build a car bomb or

suicide bomb, like the ones we've seen in Iraq or other places, could couple

that to radioactive materials and that is it."

Chemical weapons are probably the next easiest for jihadists to con-

struct. In fact, Al Qaeda has been experimenting with them for more

than a decade. In the early 1 990s, Bin Laden's men tried to learn how to

manufacture chemical weapons from their Sudanese hosts. In Afghanistan

in 1998, they tested cyanide on dogs and discussed putting it in the air

vents of U.S. government buildings. In 2003, police in France, Britain,

and Spain uncovered a jihadist plot to produce the toxin ricin using castor

beans. And before becoming a household name, Mohamed Atta asked

airport officials in the tiny Florida town of Belle Glade how far crop dust-
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ers could fly and how much poison they could disperse. He even inquired

about securing a Department of Agriculture loan to purchase one.

Building a chemical weapon is harder than building a dirty bomb,

which may explain why Al Qaeda has tried so many times and never

managed a successful attack. But getting the materials is actually easier.

There are thousands of tons of chemical weapons in the former Soviet

Union, mostly in facilities where security is poor. And if terrorists can't

steal a chemical weapon, they can always buy the precursor materials. In

2000, Defense Department officials told a Houston chemistry professor

and Pentagon consultant named James Tour that it was impossible to

purchase the elements for a chemical weapon. So Tour put in a request

for the various ingredients necessary to make the nerve gas sarin. He

ordered them from a single, reputable company, with all the ingredients

listed on one form. They came by express mail the next day. A while

later, a writer for Scientific American tried the same thing—with the same

result.

If that's not worrisome enough, consider biological weapons. Right

now, they're harder to get than chemical weapons—which may be why

the CIA considers it less likely that jihadists have them. It's very difficult to

buy anthrax. And obtaining smallpox, which is contagious and therefore

far more dangerous, is almost impossible, since it exists at only two known

sites, one in the United States and one in the former USSR. What's more,

even if terrorists acquired biological agents, they'd find them hard to use.

In the early 1 990s, the cultists of Aum Shinrikyo tried to release anthrax

near Tokyo's Imperial Palace. But the damp anthrax mixture congested

the sprayers, and Aum's lunatics turned to something easier: releasing sa-

rin into the Tokyo subway.

But biotechnology is today where computer technology was in the

1960s: about to take off. As Roger Brent, president of the Molecular Sci-

ences Institute, told the Washington Post, "Novel DNA sequences are being

designed and inserted into living cells by undergraduates." That raises the

possibility that a group of rogue scientists, sitting in someone's kitchen,

could create biological weapons that today don't exist and would therefore

be extremely difficult to stop. As a panel convened by the National Acad-

emy of Sciences recently suggested, "advances in biotechnology, coupled

with the difficulty in detecting nefarious biological activity, have the poten-

tial to create a much more dangerous biological warfare threat." In other

words, chemical weapons and dirty bombs may be more dangerous today,
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but in the long run, biological weapons, especially highly contagious ones,

scare experts far more.

Finally, there's the granddaddy of them all: nuclear weapons. In the

movies, terrorists buy a bomb from a corrupt Russian colonel, or a fanatical

Pakistani one. But in real life, that is extremely hard to do. For one thing,

the Russians do a far better job of securing their nuclear weapons than

their chemical ones. And even if terrorists obtained a nuclear weapon,

they'd have trouble setting it off. Most off-the-shelf nukes contain pluto-

nium, which is easy to trace. And all newer models, and even many older

ones, require a complicated series of maneuvers—including changes in

temperature, pressure, and environment—before they can be detonated.

So Al Qaeda wouldn't just need a Russian or Pakistani bomb, they'd most

likely need a Russian or Pakistani bomb maker as well.

For all these reasons, jihadists seem less intent on acquiring a fin-

ished nuclear weapon than on acquiring weapons-grade uranium and

building the bomb themselves. In the early 1990s, Al Qaeda bought a

3-foot-long cylinder from a Sudanese military officer who said it con-

tained South African highly enriched uranium. It turned out to be a hoax.

Jihadists have reportedly made other failed attempts as well. Eventually,

however, they could succeed. Moscow may adequately protect its nuclear

weapons, but the National Academy of Sciences has warned that "large

inventories of SNM [fissile material] are stored at many sites that appar-

ently lack inventory controls." And the Russians reportedly experience

one or two attempted thefts of that material a year—that they know of.

If Al Qaeda obtained 50 kilograms of weapons-grade uranium, the

hardest part would be over. The simplest nuke to build is the kind the

United States dropped on Hiroshima, a "gun-type," in which a mass of

highly enriched uranium is fired down a large gun barrel into a second

uranium mass. Instructions for how to make one are widely available. Just

how widely available became clear to an elderly nuclear physicist named

Theodore Taylor in 2002, when he looked up "atomic bomb" in the World

Book Encyclopedia in his upstate New York nursing home, and found much

of the information you'd need.

Even with directions, building a nuclear bomb would still be a monu-

mental task. According to a New York Times Magazine article by Bill Keller,

in 1986 five Los Alamos nuke builders wrote a paper called "Can Ter-

rorists Build Nuclear Weapons?" They concluded that it would require

people who understood "the physical, chemical and metallurgical proper-
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ties of the various materials to be used, as well as characteristics affecting

their fabrication; neutronic properties; radiation effects, both nuclear and

biological; technology concerning high explosives and/or chemical pro-

pellants; some hydrodynamics; electrical circuitry." That sounds daunting.

Yet, at the end of the paper, the scientists answered their question: "Yes,

they can."

Finally, once terrorists built a nuclear weapon, they'd still have to

smuggle it into the United States. The best way might be to put it in a

shipping container, on one of the many supertankers that bring oil into

American ports every day. The containers are huge, more than big enough

to fit a gun-type nuke, which could be as small as 6 feet in length and

6 inches in diameter. Highly enriched uranium emits much less radiation

than plutonium, and inside a supertanker's thick double-steel hull it would

be hard for sensors to detect. What's more, a single ship can carry several

thousand containers, most of which are never searched. On September

1 1, 2002, ABC News smuggled a 15-pound cylinder of depleted uranium

in a cargo container past U.S. customs. On September 1 1, 2003, they per-

formed the same exercise—and got the uranium past customs again.

SO THE IRONY of American national security after September 1 1 is that

in the world we are far more secure than we were during the cold war.

The United States has economic rivals but no serious military ones. Even

China, which may one day challenge U.S. dominance in Asia, does not

constitute the global, ideological threat that the Soviet Union did. "The

likelihood of great power conflict escalating into total war in the next fif-

teen years," predicted the CIA in late 2004, "is lower than any time in the

past century."

But at home, we are less secure—because of salafism. In 2004 and

2005, Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman Richard Lugar

asked eighty-five nonproliferation and national security experts to assess

the likelihood that the United States would be attacked with a weapon of

mass destruction in the next ten years: the average answer was 70 percent.

Then he asked them the same question about a nuclear attack: the aver-

age answer was 30 percent. And 80 percent of those polled predicted the

attack would come not from a government, but from terrorists.

The effects of a weapon of mass destruction attack could vary dra-

matically. A 10-kiloton nuclear weapon, two-thirds the size of the one

dropped on Hiroshima, if detonated at Grand Central Station, would kill
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half a million people instantly. But a chemical attack in the New York sub-

way, like the one Aum Shinrikyo carried out in Tokyo, might only kill a few

people. In fact, while nuclear weapons kill in vast numbers, and biological

weapons may one day, chemical weapons are fairly poor killers, and dirty

bombs are even worse.

But you don't need to kill a lot of Americans to change America. The

Federation of American Scientists estimates that if a dirty bomb made

of radioactive cobalt taken from a food irradiation plant were exploded

on a calm day from the southern tip of Manhattan, roughly 1 ,000 square

kilometers would be contaminated. The people living within 300 blocks

of the blast would face a 1 -in- 1 risk of dying of cancer for the next forty

years. And under current environmental standards, Manhattan would be-

come uninhabitable. There would be far fewer dead than on 9/ 1 1 . But the

economic costs—which from 9/ 1 1 totaled roughly $80 billion—might be

greater. And the full costs wouldn't be measurable in material terms.

All of which brings us back to salafism's threat to liberty—in this case,

at home. In his recent book, Surprise, Security and the American Experience,John

Lewis Gaddis cites a 1960 article by the great Southern historian C. Vann

Woodward, in which Woodward argues that "free security"—the expec-

tation that Americans were safe from foreign threats—helped define our

national character. Among the attitudes that free security promoted was a

skepticism toward government intrusion upon personal liberty. As Wood-

ward wrote, America's "experience probably encouraged the tendency to

regard power as bad in itself and any means of restraining or denying it

as a positive good."

Woodward speculated that the development of nuclear missiles able

to cross the oceans might change this predisposition. And compared to

earlier periods in American history, perhaps it did. But although the cold

war was terrifying, it brought no attack on American soil. Now Americans

have experienced one, and experts predict there will be more. And the

more our expectation of safety declines, the less free our society will be.

Which is why American liberals—who sometimes show more passion for

protecting civil liberties than for protecting American security—must rec-

ognize that, ultimately, they are one and the same.

Partly, insecurity undermines freedom because of politics. As New

York University law professor Stephen Schulhofer has argued, when

Americans feel unsafe, they blame the government for failing to protect
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them. And government officials, wanting to avoid blame, respond that

they lacked the power to do so. Thus, government power expands and

individual liberty declines.

When September 1 1 hit, the Bush administration said it lacked the

authority to stop terrorist plots. Six weeks later, Congress passed the Pa-

triot Act, which gave the government broad new powers to search people's

personal records—without informing them, without probable cause that

they had committed a crime, and without permission from a judge. And

much of that new authority extends to cases having nothing to do with

terrorism, like drugs and white-collar crime. Barely anyone truly knows

how the Bush administration has used these new powers, because the law

itself permits so much secrecy. But the Washington Post has reported that

"national security letters"—which allow the FBI to demand people's tele-

phone, e-mail, and financial records in secret, and without any judicial

or congressional review—have increased a hundredfold since the Patriot

Act made them easier to issue. If the executive branch wanted to spy on

its political opponents, as it did when the FBI tapped civil rights leaders'

phones, or when Richard Nixon did the same to reporters, it could do so

more easily today than at any point in the last three decades. A generation

of civil liberties progress has been undone. And the single biggest reason

is September 1 1

.

But the Patriot Act is only the beginning. After 9/11, the govern-

ment detained 1,200 foreign nationals, some for months, without charg-

ing them with crimes (almost none had committed any), without notifying

their families, and without any independent judicial review. The National

Security Agency has spied on thousands of Americans, in violation of

a 1978 law that requires a court order to do so. In Guantanamo Bay,

and in secret camps across the globe, the Bush administration has cre-

ated a parallel prison system, where America holds suspected terrorists

for months, or years, with no independent determination of their guilt.

When the Supreme Court ruled that inmates at Guantanamo had due

process rights—including the right to a habeas corpus review—the Bush

administration responded with legalistic stonewalling intended to delay, or

avoid, having to comply.

And if the Patriot Act's consequences are largely unknown, the conse-

quences of America's shadow prison system have become hideously clear.

Shielded from judicial review, ignored by a Congress petrified to challenge
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the executive, and operating in almost total darkness, virtually every one

of these camps has produced credible allegations of torture. Before 9/11,

such revelations would have been unthinkable. In the 2004 presidential

campaign, by contrast, they barely even surfaced as an issue.

Indeed, while the Bush administration bears the blame for these hor-

rors, White House officials exploited a shift in public values after 9/11.

When asked by Princeton Survey Research Associates in 1997 whether

stopping terrorism required citizens to cede some civil liberties, less than

one-third of Americans said yes. By the spring of 2002, that had grown to

almost three-quarters. Public support for the government's right to wire-

tap phones and read people's mail also grew exponentially. In fact, polling

in the months after the attack showed Americans less concerned that the

Bush administration was violating civil liberties than that it wasn't violat-

ing them enough.

What will happen the next time? It is, of course, impossible to predict

the reaction to any particular attack. But in 2003, the Center for Public

Integrity got a draft of something called the Domestic Security Enhance-

ment Act, quickly dubbed Patriot II. According to the center's executive

director, Charles Lewis, it expanded government power five or ten times

as much as its predecessor. One provision permitted the government to

strip native-born Americans of their citizenship, allowing them to be in-

definitely imprisoned without legal recourse if they were deemed to have

provided any support—even nonviolent support—to groups designated

as terrorist. After an outcry, the bill was shelved. But it offers a hint of

what this administration—or any administration—might do if the United

States were hit again.

When the CIA recently tried to imagine how the world might look in

2020, it conjured four potential scenarios. One was called the "cycle of

fear," and it drastically inverted the assumption of security that C. Vann

Woodward called central to America's national character. The United

States has been attacked again and the government has responded with

"large-scale intrusive security measures." In this dystopian future, two

arms dealers, one with jihadist ties, text-message about a potential nuclear

deal. One notes that terrorist networks have "turned into mini-states." The

other jokes about the global recession sparked by the latest attacks. And he

muses about how terrorism has changed American life. "That new Patriot

Act," he writes, "went way beyond anything imagined after 9/ 1 1

."
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"The fear cycle generated by an increasing spread of WMD and ter-

rorist attacks," comments the CIA report, "once under way, would be

one of the hardest to break." And the more entrenched that fear cycle

grows, the less free America will become. Which is why a new generation

of American liberals must make the fight against this new totalitarianism

their own.



5

Reagan's Children

ON SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, Sayyid Qutb's children returned to Washington

and New York in the cockpits of jetliners. Just a few months earlier, when

the White House counterterrorism chief had mentioned Al Qaeda to the

national security adviser, she had responded with a blank stare. Now the

women and men of the Bush administration were in a terrifying struggle

against a shadow foe. And in a world suddenly made unfamiliar, they fell

back on what they knew: the cold war. In particular, they fell back on their

memory of the cold war. And so conservative antitotalitarianism was re-

born, to meet the challenge of a new age.

It took President Bush less than a day to declare the country at war.

The implied contrast was law enforcement: America wouldn't send police

to apprehend the terrorists; it would send soldiers to kill them. But it would

be a "different kind of war." In the coming struggle there might be long

stretches with no military engagements at all—yet even during those inter-

regnums, the country would not be at peace. The echoes of the cold war,

another "generational" struggle with long stretches between battles, were

clear. For the Bush foreign policy team, which came of age in the 1970s

and 1980s, "a different kind of war" was the kind they knew best.

What defined the cold war, even when the guns went silent, was

ideological conflict. And nine days after 9/11, Bush defined the enemy

in explicitly ideological terms. "We have seen their kind before," he told

Congress on September 20. "They are the heirs of all the murderous ide-

ologies of the 20th century . . . they follow in the path of fascism, and

Nazism, and totalitarianism." The conservative press embraced the anal-

ogy. In Commentary, Norman Podhoretz called the new struggle "World

War IV" (the cold war being number three). In National Review Online, Vic-
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tor Davis Hanson declared that an "Iron Veil" had descended across the

Muslim world.

But if America was fighting against Islamic totalitarianism, what was it

fighting for? Islamic democracy was not the traditional conservative answer.

In the early cold war, conservatives had repeatedly mocked liberals for sug-

gesting the United States could help plant democracy in rocky, non-Western

soil. While liberals like Kennedy urged a rapid end to colonial rule so the

"lands of the rising people" could taste freedom, conservatives sourly pre-

dicted that these backward nations would instead descend into barbarism, or

fall to Communism, or both. "Voters who cross themselves beneath the image

of a rhinoceros, or of an elephant sitting on a triangle, do not necessarily insti-

tute governments as envisaged by Thomas Jefferson, Rousseau or Mazzini,"

declared an article in National Review in 1959. If granted independence, wrote

William F. Buckley two years later, Africans "tend to revert to savagery against

both whites and their own civilized minority." For most conservatives, thinking

democracy could be successfully exported to alien, "primitive" societies was

Utopian and dangerous, which was to say, typically liberal.

The debate reemerged in the late 1970s, when Jimmy Carter began

withdrawing support from pro-American autocrats—elevating democracy

and human rights above anti-Communism and prompting a new group of

conservatives to raise their voices in protest.Jeane Kirkpatrick, the cerebral

daughter of an Oklahoma oil driller, had been a Scoop Jackson Demo-

crat. But like other new, or "neo," conservatives, she had drifted right after

the party nominated George McGovern. And in a 1979 Commentary article

entitled "Dictatorships and Double Standards," she insisted that "decades,

if not centuries, are normally required for people to acquire the necessary

disciplines and habits" of democracy. The Carter administration's naive

belief "that one can easily locate and impose democratic alternatives to

incumbent autocracies," she warned, was bringing anti-American move-

ments to power across the third world.

Kirkpatrick's article took the right by storm. Ronald Reagan, on his

way to the presidency, named Kirkpatrick his UN ambassador. And once

in office, he quickly mended fences with anti-Communist strongmen like

South Korea's Chun Doo Hwan, who had recently seized power in a coup.

In 1982, Reagan invited Filipino dictator Ferdinand Marcos and his wife

Imelda to the White House, where they were feted at a state dinner. For a

time, it looked like he might even abolish the position of assistant secretary

of state for human rights.
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But over the course of Reagan's presidency, conservative antitotali-

tarianism took an unexpected turn. In 1980 and 1981, Poland's Solidarity

movement rose up against Soviet domination—showing that a democracy

movement could dramatically further the anti-Communist cause. Reagan

responded, in a 1982 speech to the British Parliament, by pledging Ameri-

can support for "the democratic revolution . . . gathering new strength"

across the globe. And once he had laid out the principle, it took on a life of

its own. Reagan was fond of Marcos. But his ally's dictatorship, far from

providing a bulwark against Communism, was fueling a Marxist insur-

gency. InJanuary 1985, Reagan's assistant secretary of state for East Asian

and Pacific Affairs went to Manila, and in a dramatic shift in administra-

tion policy, met with opponents of the Marcos regime. Thirteen months

later, Marcos was on an American plane out of the country. Soon, the

assistant secretary was helping pressure South Korea's Chun. And then he

was named ambassador to Indonesia, where he called on that country's

anti-Communist dictator to reform as well. In El Salvador—pressed by

the New Democrats—other Reagan officials did the same thing. Conser-

vatives had made a fundamental shift: they had accepted that totalitarian-

ism can have root causes in repression. Democratization had become part

of the right-wing creed. And an assistant secretary of state named Paul

Wolfowitz had been at the center of it all.

When the cold war ended, the right lost its newfound enthusiasm

for spreading democracy Democratic evangelism had been fine when it

helped fight Communism, but with the Soviets gone, Bill Clinton's efforts

to spread democracy to bleak, strategically irrelevant countries like Haiti

struck most conservatives as a colossal distraction from the national in-

terest. In his 1 994 book Dead Right, the conservative writer David Frum

critiqued "the excessive rhetoric about Third World democracy in which

many conservatives indulged in the 1980s." And running for president a

few years later, George W. Bush seemed to agree. "It is sometimes impor-

tant to admit that democratic development takes time," noted his chief

tutor, Condoleezza Rice, in 1999. And in his second debate with Al Gore,

Bush ventured that "I just don't think it's the role of the United States to

walk into a country [and] say, 'We do it this way; so should you.' " The old

conservative skepticism, it seemed, was back.

But one right-wing faction did not repudiate the "excessive rhetoric" of

the 1980s, and strangely enough, they were called "neoconservatives." The

new neocons were a generation younger than Kirkpatrick, and many had
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never been on the left. (In fact, some—like Weekly Standard editor William

Kristol and the New York Post'sJohn Podhoretz—were the children of promi-

nent first-generation neocons.) Reagan was their hero, and their template.

And in the 1990s, they denounced the right's indifference toward democ-

racy, an indifference they said betrayed Reagan's legacy. "The United States

achieved its present position of strength not by practicing a foreign policy

of live and let live," wrote Kristol and Robert Kagan in 1996. "During the

Reagan years, the United States pressed for changes in right-wing and left-

wing dictatorships alike, among both friends and foes." From the Balkans to

North Korea to Iraq, the neocons proposed doing so again.

In the Clinton era, when conservatives were generally more interested

in keeping the world from infecting America than in helping America

reshape the world, the neocons were playing a weak hand. But that all

changed on 9/11. Suddenly, the United States was fighting a new cold

war, and conservatives wanted just what Kristol and Wolfowitz (now

deputy secretary of defense) were peddling: neo-Reaganism. And wrhile

neo-Reaganism meant a lot of things, one of them was the spread of

democracy. The analogy was clear. If the Reaganites had promoted de-

mocracy in the Philippines, where tyranny was breeding Communists who

might threaten the United States, how could neo-Reaganites not promote

it in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, where tyranny had produced the terrorists

who murdered 3,000 people on American soil?

President Bush's campaign for Islamic democracy was not inevitable.

It represents a large, and risky, expansion of Reagan's about-face. And

it has been driven by strange, unforeseen events—above all, the failure

to find weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Bush's growing democratic

zeal, coming just as his primary justification for overthrowing Saddam

collapsed, has struck many liberals as suspiciously convenient. And his

cosmic statements about America's democratic mission have often struck

them as cloying and naive—just as Reagan's once did. But the world is a

better place because Reagan backed Solidarity and abandoned Marcos.

And if liberals dislike Bush's happy democracy talk, they should consider

the alternative: the pessimistic, sometimes racist, tradition that led early

cold war conservatives to say America was fighting not for democracy but

for Western civilization. That other, darker conservatism—which saw the

cold war as a clash of civilizations and sees the war on terror the same way,

with Islam as the new enemy—was everywhere in the months following

9/11. With a nod from the White House, it would have caught fire.
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Whatever Bush's initial motivation for taking up democracy's ban-

ner, his sincerity is now transparent. And although he has coddled his

share of dictators, his rhetoric has pressured his actions, perhaps—as

with Reagan—pushing him further than he initially expected to go.

The Bush administration has sponsored free elections in post-Saddam

Iraq, knowing full well that America's preferred candidates would not

win. It has put more democratic pressure on Egypt's Hosni Mubarak

than Bill Clinton ever dared. And it has backed a democratic revolution

in Ukraine, a country whose dictator sent troops to fight alongside the

United States in Iraq.

In America's new antitotalitarian fight, the Bush administration has

gotten one big thing right: Tyranny does foster jihad. To be sure, de-

mocracy is no quick fix. Terrorism can spike during chaotic transitions

to freedom, as the police state crumbles and jihadists find it easier to

do their deadly work. And as the United States has seen in Iraq and

the Palestinian territories, free elections can bring Islamists to power.

But democracy also offers the best hope of luring Islamists away from

salafism's totalitarian vision, as it has in Turkey, where an Islamist prime

minister presides over one of the most liberal governments in the Islamic

world. In the long run, by giving people more control over their govern-

ment, democracy can help drain the alienation on which totalitarianism

feeds. Conservatives have traveled a tortured path to this realization.

And if liberals deny it now, they forfeit their own heritage. Which would

be the worst about-face of all.

UNFORTUNATELY, IF GEORGEW Bush is heir to one admirable foreign

policy tradition, he has inherited other, less admirable ones, each with

its own roots in the conservative cold war. And together, these various

strains have fashioned an ideology incapable of winning America's new

antitotalitarian fight.

One such strain concerns the relationship between totalitarianism and

economic despair. President Bush rightly believes that defeating jihadism

requires promoting liberty. But he is much less sure that defeatingjihadism

requires promoting equality (or at least, equality of opportunity). And that

is because while today's conservatives recognize totalitarianism's political

root causes, they still largely deny its economic ones.

This denial has a long pedigree. If the early cold war right was gen-

erallv dubious that colonialism fostered Communism, it was even more
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loath to blame Communism on poverty. "The fact that some poor, illiter-

ate people have 'gone Communist' does not prove that poverty caused

them to do so," insisted Barry Goldwater. Burnham went further, suggest-

ing that when liberals claimed the "only possibility of ending communism

is by removing all the bad conditions, and creating a society with universal

well-being and happiness," they were using an argument that "has been

supplied to them by the communists themselves."

If America must give foreign aid, argued conservatives, the money

should combat not poverty but Communism itself. Rather than send eco-

nomic assistance to nonaligned countries in the vague and unlikely hope

that it would bring prosperity, and thus undermine Communism's appeal,

the United States should simply pay third-world governments to take the

anti-Communist side. As Dulles had insisted, neutrality was unacceptable.

"In return for any foreign aid in any form," declared National Review, "we

should insist on a quid pro quo." And if Reagan altered the right's views

about democratization, he upheld its principles on foreign aid. U.S. over-

seas military assistance almost doubled between 1980 and 1987. But de-

velopment aid dropped by 1 5 percent.

When Communism collapsed, the left-right debates took different form.

Over the course of his administration, Bill Clinton—in tandem with Tony

Blair—grew increasingly concerned about the "dark side" of globalization.

With technology making the world smaller, Clinton officials worried, the

United States was increasingly imperiled by the weakness of other states

—

by their disfunctional financial systems, which produced global economic

crises; by their inadequate health systems, which permitted global outbreaks

of disease; and by their corrupt, crumbling militaries, which could not se-

cure loose nuclear materials. Terrorism was a prime example of these new

"nonterritorial" threats. Sometimes they might require military force, as

part of a broader nation-building effort. Often they simply required stron-

ger international institutions and greater foreign aid, to help other countries

better govern themselves, and thus protect America.

To most conservatives, this new liberal rationale for development aid

seemed as flimsy as the old ones. The 1 996 Republican platform attacked

the Clinton administration's "social welfare spending in the Third World."

The 2000 platform attacked Al "Gore's new agenda for America as global

social worker." And the Bush campaign left little doubt that in its view, the

United States was threatened not by other countries' economic weakness,

but by their military power—in particular, the power of large countries
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like China and Russia, and rogue regimes like Iraq, North Korea, and Iran.

InJanuary 2000, when she laid out Bush's foreign policy vision in a lengthy

essay in Foreign Affairs, Rice never mentioned the word globalization.

Once in office, the Bush administration quickly relegated globaliza-

tion to the back burner. In the Clinton years, treasury secretaries like Rob-

ert Rubin and Lawrence Summers had wielded as much foreign policy

influence as secretaries of defense and state. By contrast, only one of the

"Vulcans," the foreign policy team that mentored Bush in the 2000 cam-

paign, Robert Zoellick, had any background in international economics.

In fact, almost all of Bush's key advisers, asJames Mann notes in his group

biography, Rise of the Vulcans, cut their teeth in the Pentagon. Top Bush

officials may have had competing views on military power. Colin Powell

(a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) and his State Depart-

ment deputy, Richard Armitage (a former assistant secretary of defense),

were more loathe to use it than Wolfowitz (a former undersecretary of

defense), Rumsfeld (a former defense secretary), Cheney (ditto), and Rice.

But for each of them, military power was what they knew best. (Even

Rice, as Mann points out, got her first job in Washington working for the

Joint Chiefs of Staff.) Aggravating the imbalance, Treasury Secretary Paul

O'Neill had no foreign policy experience, and his powerlessness within the

administration quickly became a Washington cliche.

This bias grew even stronger after 9/11. A president of almost any

ideological stripe would have responded to the attacks with military ac-

tion. But conservatives, in and out of government, went out of their way

to deny that America's new war had an economic dimension. Podhoretz

lauded Bush for making clear that "terrorism was no longer considered a

product of economic factors." Paul Bremer, Bush's man in post-Saddam

Iraq, was on record stating that "There's no point in addressing the so-

called root causes of bin Laden's despair with us. We are the root cause

of his terrorism. He doesn't like America." And Bush himself told Bob

Woodward, "These aren't a bunch of poor people that are desperate in

their attempt. These are cold, calculating killers."

But that's not quite right. Salafist terrorists may not all be poor, yet

salafism feeds on economic despair. It takes deepest root where states can-

not offer their citizens opportunity or hope. Consider Pakistan, where the

Taliban were raised, and where many Al Qaeda leaders have made their

home since 9/11. It spends less than 2 percent of its GDP on education

(half as much as India, and one-tenth as much as it spends on defense). Ac-
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cording to one study, "Government-run schools are generally considered

horrendous. They often lack teachers, books, electricity, running water,

and even roofs. A significant number are ghost schools, which exist only as

a budget line item for corrupt bureaucrats to draw money from." Madra-

sas—which unlike government schools frequently offer free room, board,

and even clothing—help fill the void. How many Pakistani children actually

attend these religious schools is a topic of heated debate. And only a frac-

tion of them, perhaps 10 to 15 percent, teach violent salafism. But that still

provides an ample pool forjihad. One large Pakistani madrasa alone gradu-

ated much of the Taliban high command. Former Clinton administration

counterterrorism officials Daniel Benjamin and Steven Simon estimate that

two-thirds of the Pakistani jihadists in Indian-controlled Kashmir are ma-

drasa graduates. And lest Americans think they are just India's problem,

those jihadists have branched out into attacks on the West—including the

2002 beheading of Wall StreetJournal reporter Daniel Pearl.

In other Muslim countries, madrasas play a smaller or more benign

role. But salafism fills the vacuum left by failing states in other ways. In the

early 1 990s, Omar Abdel Rahman's Islamic Group virtually took over im-

poverished parts of Cairo, creating what Benjamin and Simon call "a par-

allel government that would provide . . . vital services, however crudely"

to neighborhoods that received nothing from the Egyptian state. And as

they provide services, salafists gain an audience. They offer explanations,

and outlets, for the rage that many Muslims feel—not only about their

own misery and oppression, but about the bloody images from the Pales-

tinian territories, Chechnya, Kashmir, or Iraq, which fill their televisions

and haunt their minds. As Bard College's Omar Encarnacion has written,

the Arab world in recent years has experienced a "general 'Islamization'

and radicalization of society ensuing from the rigid religious and often in-

tolerant character of the civil society organizations now performing func-

tions previously in the hands of state authorities."

And even when salafists don't set up schools or hospitals, they find

weak state institutions to be easy prey. By Pakistani standards, Saudi Arabia

is not poor. But economic despair doesn't just stem from absolute depriva-

tion; it stems from the gap between expectations and reality. And nowhere

is that gap greater than in Saudi Arabia, where per capita income has

dropped by more than half since the 1 980s, thanks to plunging oil revenue

and an escalating birthrate. No longer able to promise its citizens a better

life, Riyadh has increasingly leaned on mullahs to bolster its legitimacy.
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And salafist clerics have used their power to strip secular subjects from the

kingdom's schools in favor of rote memorization of the Koran. It's true

that many young Saudis attend university, but those universities are often

little more than glorified madrasas themselves, pumping out thousands

of Islamic studies degrees every year. Only 2 percent of Saudis entering

the job market every year have college degrees in technical subjects like

engineering. And many of the rest, lacking freedom, lacking opportunity,

awash in downward mobility, and enraged by events in the world, do the

one thing for which they have been trained: They dream of a purified

Islam. As Saudi political scientist Turki Hamad puts it, "The problem in

Saudi Arabia is that the middle class is shrinking . . . and the more poverty

you have, the more fundamentalism you have."

It's no surprise that most of the 9/11 hijackers hailed from relatively

prosperous Saudi Arabia, not the Karachi or Cairo slums. And it's no

surprise that cells have sprung up in Europe, where young Muslims are far

more privileged than their Middle Eastern counterparts, but experience a

relative deprivation, and social rage, that resembles American inner cities

in the 1 960s. Terrorist groups, after all, are like any other employer: They

accept the best candidates who apply. The University of Pennsylvania's

Marc Sageman estimates that only 10 to 30 percent of the people who

trained at Al Qaeda camps in the 1990s were invited to join the organiza-

tion. And of those, an even smaller number were selected for spectacular

attacks like 9/11, which require living undercover for years in the West. By

design, these jihadist elites are more cosmopolitan, and better educated,

than the movement they represent. After examining data on terrorists and

would-be terrorists, Washington University's Ethan Bueno de Mesquita

concluded that "individuals with low ability or little education are most

likely to volunteer to join the terrorist organization. However, the terrorist

organization screens the volunteers, only accepting the best recruits."

So what happens to the jihadist wannabes? Some become grunts, do-

ing oddjobs or murdering closer to home—for instance, in salafist pogroms

against Shiites in Pakistan or Iraq. Many more become mere sympathiz-

ers. But from Riyadh toJakarta to the suburbs of Paris, they are the larger

sea within which jihadist elites swim. They facilitate, encourage, and le-

gitimize. And they protect against crackdowns by the state—in the same

way alienated ghetto dwellers might protect drug dealers from the police.

This broader community makes all the difference. The United States can

produce Timothy McVeigh; Germany can produce the Baader-Meinhof
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gang. But without popular support, terrorists can't survive for long. With

it, they can threaten the world.

WHY DOES THE right ignore this? Because for many conservatives today,

like their cold war predecessors, discussing economic root causes is ratio-

nalizing. It shifts blame from the terrorists themselves, and thus threatens

the quality conservatives cherish most: moral clarity As conservative com-

mentator William Bennett has written, the question "shouldn't we work

on getting rid of the poverty and oppression that are the root causes of

terrorism" bespeaks a "want of clarity about the difference between good

and evil."

Unfortunately, this effort to preserve America's moral clarity about

the enemy prevents America from fully fighting that enemy. In truth,

salafism's political and economic root causes are intimately intertwined.

Economic development isn't an absolute precondition for stable democ-

racy, but it's an enormous help. And studies also show a strong correlation

between democracy and increased primary education, especially for girls.

On large swaths of the American right, however, suggesting that Pakistan's

70 percent female illiteracy rate might have something to do with the war

on terror marks you as an apologist for evil.

Not surprisingly, given this view, the Bush administration has pro-

moted Islamic democracy far more aggressively than Islamic develop-

ment. For instance, in 2005, Bush proposed doubling the budget of the

National Endowment for Democracy—a Reagan-era creation that pro-

motes a free press, a free judiciary, and independent political parties over-

seas. But when it comes to economic development, Bush's efforts have

been tepid and duplicitous. And even they have usually proved too much

for the Republican Congress.

In 2002, the administration launched the Middle East Partnership Ini-

tiative (MEPI), which funds education, economic development, democrati-

zation, and women's rights—but not very much. In its first year, it received

only $29 million. In 2003 and 2004, that rose to $90 million, then fell to

$75 million in 2005, then grew to $99 million in 2006. That's for thirteen

Arab countries, plus the Palestinian Authority. In 2004, the White House

followed up with the Greater Middle East Initiative (which later evolved

into the Broader Middle East and North Africa Initiative): a supposed

grand bargain between the G-8 industrial powers and the Middle East, in

which Muslim countries promised to reform politically and economically,
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and the West promised to give those reforms financial muscle. Neither has

happened. In fact, the initiative has received barely any U.S. funding, lead-

ing conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer to describe it as "hope-

lessly watered down and understood by all to be a facade."

When it comes to development efforts that include both Islamic and

non-Islamic countries, the same pattern plays itself out. First, the Bush

administration exaggerates the money it plans to spend. Then, the GOP-
controlled House and Senate cut it further. Then it turns out that much

of the money is actually diverted from other programs that do the same

thing. In March 2002, Bush announced the Millennium Challenge Ac-

count, pledging a 50 percent increase in core U.S. development assistance

by 2006. But by 2005 that pledge had disappeared from administration

websites. That's because in each of its first three years, the administration

requested less money for the program than it had promised, and Congress

allocated even less than that. In total, the program, which was supposed

to receive $ 1 billion, has gotten just over half that. And other economic

and food assistance programs have been sharply cut.

The striking thing about this game of bait-and-switch is that con-

servatives don't seem to mind. When the administration proposes insuf-

ficiently large tax cuts, conservatives howl in outrage. But Bush's repeated

failure to fulfill his foreign aid promises has been met largely with silence,

if not relief, on his side of the political aisle. In fact, after Hurricane Ka-

trina, when the Congressional Republican Study Committee went look-

ing for budget cuts to offset the money spent rebuilding the Gulf Coast,

they proposed eliminating the Millennium Challenge Account altogether.

Even when it comes to lifting U.S. barriers to Middle Eastern goods, an

avowedly free market approach to Middle Eastern development, the right

has been timid. The Bush administration has proposed a Middle East free

trade zone by 2013, but while that is a worthy long-term goal, it has re-

fused Pakistan's pleas to lift debilitating U.S. textile tariffs and opposed

legislation to open American markets to the goods of all Muslim countries

that support the war on terror. What's more, in 2002, Bush signed a SI 90

billion agriculture bill packed with subsidies that make it impossible for

third-world farmers to export to the United States.

If the Bush administration thinks its development efforts have been

sufficient, Arab commentators don't. When the administration announced

the budget for MEPI, the Qatari newspaper Al-Raya scoffed that "$29 mil-

lion is not even enough to launch an advertising campaign in the United
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States for a local domestic product." Al-Quds al-Arabi, based in London,

editorialized that "this sum is not only too little; it also reflects the extent to

which the ruling elite in Washington despises the Arabs, and the degree to

which it has no serious intention of resisting dictatorships in the region."

Lebanon's As-Sharq noted that "The United States has allocated $29 mil-

lion for [MEPI], while the supposed war against Iraq will be costing it

SI 00 billion."

Notice what the Arab papers didn't say. They didn't reject the idea

of American aid coupled with domestic reform. That's consistent with a

2005 study by the Council on Foreign Relations, based on focus groups

in Morocco, Egypt, and Indonesia. Asked what they wanted from the

United States, the people interviewed requested almost exactly what the

Marshall Plan once provided: generosity without hubris, economic and

educational development guided by local knowledge not American fiat.

"Dear President Bush," said one Jakarta woman, whom the study said

spoke for many: "Please help us with our economy, but let us manage

our country!" Instead, the United States has offered the opposite: meager

sums and an insistence that it knows best. Even Pakistani leader Pervez

Musharraf has complained that while the Bush administration provides

plenty of military aid, it has turned a deaf ear to his pleas for help with

Pakistan's schools. It's the old conservative logic: payoffs to pro-American

regimes are hard-headed; money to combat the conditions that threaten

those regimes—and the United States—is social work.

Obviously, foreign aid alone does not produce economic development.

It must be coupled with reforms that open Middle Eastern economies to

the world. But as a massive 1997 World Bank study showed, without de-

velopment aid, free market reforms don't do nearly as much good. This

was the logic behind the 9/ 1 1 Commission's proposal for an International

Youth Opportunity Fund to improve primary and secondary education

in Muslim countries willing to commit their own money to the task. In

the same spirit, the 2003 Arab Human Development Report—written by

scholars from across the Middle East—called for universal basic educa-

tion until at least grade 1 0, as part of the "long-term goal of draining the

economic and political sources of terrorism." These are Marshall Plan-

style proposals. Between 1948 and 1952, the United States spent between

2.5 and 5 percent of national income to combat the economic and so-

cial roots of totalitarianism in Western Europe: in today's terms, roughly

$200 billion a year. Combine all the Bush administration's nonmilitary aid
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to the Muslim world and you get a bit more than $1.5 billion a year. Add

in economic reconstruction for Afghanistan and Iraq, and you're a bit over

$8 billion, still only one-twentieth of the Marshall Plan. What kind of way

is that to fight World \\ ar IV?

IF TODAY'S CONSERVATIVES ignore the link between totalitarianism

and economic despair overseas, they display a parallel blindness to the link

between antitotalitarianism and economic strength at home. This blind-

ness, too, has been a long time in coming. When the right abandoned

isolationism in the early 1950s and embraced the cold war, it suddenly

encountered a deep tension between its foreign policy principles and its

domestic ones. Conservatives wanted to fight Communism, and yet they

also wanted to starve the institution that fought Communism: the federal

government. McCarthyism offered some relief, since it located the Com-

munist threat not overseas, where fighting it required expensive military

commitments, but at home, where the batde required only moral clarity

and an assault on free speech, both of which were cheap. But eventually,

the red scare faded, and the claim that the Communist threat stemmed

mostly from within became untenable. So most conservatives swallowed

hard and acknowledged that .America must spend heavily on defense. "As

a conservative,'' wrote Goldwater in 1960, "I deplore the huge tax levy

that is needed to finance the world's number-one military establishment.

But even more do I deplore the prospect of a foreign conquest, which the

absence of that establishment would quickly accomplish."

Conservatives still insisted that a larger military and a smaller govern-

ment could be reconciled—if the government slashed domestic spend-

ing. By the 1970s, however, the expanding welfare state was making that

hope a fantasy. In the real world, something had to give. And what gave,

when Reagan came to power, was intellectual honesty. For decades, con-

servatives had demanded low taxes and a balanced budget, a combina-

tion that required deep, and deeply unpopular, cuts in domestic spending.

Goldwater had even urged delaying tax cuts until after the grim work of

cutting spending was done, to ensure that deficits never reared their ugly

head. But Ronald Reagan—aided by the economically ludicrous Laffer

curve—insisted he could cut taxes, boost defense spending, maintain the

welfare state, and still balance the budget, since lower taxes would spur

epic economic growth, which would bring a cascade of new tax revenue,

which kept government in the black.
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To the surprise of no one with a grasp on reality, the theory failed.

The deficit exploded in the 1 980s, forcing Reagan to raise taxes twice and

leading his successors, George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton, to raise them

again. The government also slashed defense. As the cold war petered out,

the military budget declined a whopping 1 2 percent in real terms between

fiscal years 1985 and 1990.

For a time in the 1990s, the Soviet Union's demise offered the right

some reprieve from the tension that had plagued it for four decades. Fi-

nally able to embrace defense cuts, conservatives could more easily pursue

both lower taxes and a balanced budget. In 1995, the Gingrich Congress,

in true Goldwater fashion, even tried to pass a constitutional amendment

prohibiting the federal government from running a deficit.

But by the time George W. Bush took office, old strains were reap-

pearing, with some on the right warning that the military had been cut

too deep and demanding large infusions of cash to stop the bleeding. A
month after taking office, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld announced

he would seek an immediate boost to the 200 1 defense budget. The White

House, however, shot him down. In June, Rumsfeld asked for a $35 bil-

lion increase in the military budget for 2002; the White House cut that in

half. Defense-oriented conservatives were livid. "Here's some unsolicited

advice for two old friends, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz," editori-

alized the Weekly Standard in July: "Resign."

The reason Rumsfeld didn't get his defense buildup was simple: the

Bush administration was still promising a balanced budget. And it was

devoted, above all, to a big tax cut. That meant all discretionary spend-

ing—including defense—got squeezed. As Robert Kagan complained,

"Tax rebate checks are on the way. Real help for the military is not."

THEN 9/11 HIT. With the country suddenly at war, Rumsfeld got every-

thing he wanted, and more. The attack also gave Bush a ready-made excuse

for abandoning a balanced budget. "I've told the American people," he said

in April 2002, "we would have deficits only in the case of war, a recession,

or a national emergency. In this case, we've got all three." The 1980s were

back: conservatives were going to have it all.

In fact, Bush outdid Reagan. Reagan had at least pretended his

policies would keep the budget in balance. And partly because of that,

when his big 1981 tax cut sent deficits skyrocketing, he was forced to

retrench—hiking taxes in 1982 and 1984. Bush, by contrast, followed
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his 2001 tax cut with another in 2002, and yet another in 2003. By

2006, America's ten-year fiscal outlook had deteriorated by more than

$8 trillion, with 60 percent of the decline due to falling revenue.

And even this doesn't capture Bush's radicalism. For years, experts

have been screaming that the government should be running a surplus.

The reason is the baby boomers—that huge swath of humanity born after

World War II who will begin retiring in 2008, driving the costs of Social

Security and Medicare through the roof. In the Reagan years that crucible

was several decades away Today, it is several years away Yet instead of

piling up sandbags in preparation for the coming storm, Bush has spent

his presidency jackhammering the country's fiscal foundation. Even his

one proposal to supposedly address the entitlement crunch—the partial

privatization of Social Security—would have actually made the problem

far worse by potentially requiring the government to borrow additional

trillions to replace the money diverted from Social Security for private

retirement accounts.

If Bush's tax cuts are made permanent, as most conservatives demand,

in the coming years the government will start hemorrhaging revenue just

as its Social Security and Medicare costs explode—creating a deep fis-

cal crisis. Which may be just what some conservatives want. As Reagan's

budget director, David Stockman, eventually admitted, he knew the Laffer

curve wouldn't work—that it would produce not balanced budgets but

massive, terrifying deficits. But he saw those deficits as an "opportunity,"

since they would force politicians to slash the size of government. It was

exactly the gambit Goldwater had rejected: Congress "would have to dis-

mantle its bloated, wasteful, and unjust spending enterprises—or risk na-

tional ruin."

Strangely enough, Stockman's strategy partly worked. America con-

quered the Reagan deficits through higher taxes and a booming economy,

but also because government spending did, in fact, go down. Now Bush

is following the Stockman strategy again, on a far grander scale, because

America's deficit will be far worse. But there's a problem. Much of the

Reagan-era spending cuts came in defense. As a share of GDP, the Pen-

tagon budget fell by more than half between 1986 and 2000. And that

was possible because of a fortunate, onetime, historical event: the Soviet

Union disappeared.

No one expects the jihadist threat to disappear by the time GeorgeW
Bush starts drawing Social Security. Indeed, as the Bush administration

likes to say, this is a "generational struggle." Yet unless conservatives aban-
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don their old quest to defund the government, the United States won't

have the money to wage it. Military spending has risen sharply since Sep-

tember 1 1 , but as Congress's Government Accountability Office notes,

this larger defense budget is "running head-on into the nation's unsustain-

able fiscal path."

In homeland security, the problem is even worse. Since 9/11, the

Bush administration has boosted funding to protect the country from an-

other attack—but not nearly enough. In 2003, the Council on Foreign

Relations published a study entitled "Emergency Responders: Drastically

Underfunded, Dangerously Unprepared." Noting that only 10 percent of

American fire departments can adequately respond to a collapsed build-

ing, most public health laboratories can't analyze a \VMD attack, and

most police forces can't secure a site after one, it called for up to five times

as much federal money for emergency responders. How did the Bush ad-

ministration respond? A spokesman accused the study's authors of want-

ing "gold-plated telephones," and the White House proposed cutting

emergency responder grants in 2006 by 25 percent. Similarly, the Coast

Guard estimates it would cost more than $5 billion over ten years to make

US. ports minimally secure—yet the Bush administration has provided

just over one-seventh that amount. And it has spent one-twenty-fourth as

much as the American Public Transportation Association recommends

to protect against the kind of train bombing that hit Madrid in March

2004. As the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments noted in its

analysis of Bush's 2006 budget, "Given the enormous challenges related

to homeland security that the United States faces, it is possible that sub-

stantially more funding may be needed than has been proposed by the

administration." But given the Bush tax cuts, and the coming entitlement

crunch, "substantially more funding" is impossible.

For the statesmen and thinkers who made U.S. foreign policy at the

beginning of the cold war, nothing was more important than the long-

term strength of the American home front. It was America's great ad-

vantage, to be guarded and nurtured as carefully as any asset deployed

overseas. Yet in the years since September 1
1

, our long-term economic

strength has been imperiled with a recklessness that would have left them

astonished, and sputtering with rage.

IF THERE IS one group of conservatives who should understand that

—

who should insist that fighting totalitarianism trumps defunding the gov-

ernment—it's the group that traces its lineage back to cold war liberalism:
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neoconservatives. The first generation of neocons, like Kirkpatrick, were

disillusioned liberals and radicals. The 1960s counterculture, they argued,

had turned liberals against bourgeois morality. And Vietnam had turned

them against anti-Communism. The neocons believed in both, and so

they drifted into the arms of the right.
:'Come on in," beckoned \ational

Review in 1971. "the water's fine/'

But the water wasn't exactly fine. Unlike traditional conservatives, the

neocons of the 1970s did not yearn to shrink government. They opposed

some aspects of Lyndon Johnson's war on poverty, particularly the Com-

munity Action Program, which they felt promoted militancy among the

poor. But most social spending in the 1960s—Medicare, Medicaid, food

stamps, housing subsidies, the expansion of Social Security—fell within

the tradition of the Xew Deal. And while the neocons sometimes cri-

tiqued these programs on practical grounds (considering them ill-designed

or overly ambitious), they had no problem with them in principle. Perhaps

the most famous neoconservative, William Kristol's father Irving, wrote

that "it was \R's {Rational Review's] primordial (as we saw it) hostility to

the Xew Deal that created a gulf between us and them . . . we felt a mea-

sure of loyalty to the spirit of the Xew Deal if not to all its programs

and policies. . . . All of us had ideas on how to improve, even reconstruct,

this welfare state. We were meliorists. not opponents, and only measured

critics."

Partly, the
;,

gulf" was about priorities. For traditional conservatives,

rolling back government was almost as important as rolling back Soviet

power. For neocons. by contrast, fighting Communism trumped every-

thing. In the 1970s, many neocons supported the labor movement, which

traditional conservatives had long considered a loathsome intrusion into

the free market. As another famous first-generation neoconservative. Nor-

man Podhoretz (John's father), explained. "'the most important reason of

all had nothing to do with personal sentiment or domestic affairs. It was

the fact that the leadership of the labor movement was so staunchly anti-

Communist."

Over time, however, neocon views evolved—not only on spreading

democracy but on slashing government. Ronald Reagan brought many

neocons into the Republican coalition, and as team players, they sup-

ported his small-government agenda. After all. the right's battle against

taxes didn't threaten the neocons* battle against Communism. Reagan cut

taxes and boosted defense, as the magical Laffer curve assured the right's

various factions that thcv could have it all.
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Had the cold war not ended, the neocons and their allies might have

fallen out, as huge budget deficits forced the right to choose between rais-

ing taxes and cutting defense. But with Communism gone, big defense cuts

weren't that divisive. Younger neocons like Wolfowitz and William Kristol

pushed for a more interventionist, moralistic foreign policy. On domes-

tic policy, however, the merger was largely complete. If neoconservatism

"originally differed from the older varieties of conservatism in wishing to

reform rather than abolish the welfare state," wrote Norman Podhoretz in

1996, "few traces of that difference remain visible today."

That's still true. And after 9/11, it's a big problem. Just like their fore-

fathers in the 1970s, today's neoconservatives want to wield American

power aggressively against a totalitarian foe. And once again, defeating

that foe supposedly takes precedence over everything else. Except that it

no longer does. Today's neocons are even more ensconced in the Republi-

can coalition than the first generation. And they have dutifully applauded

a conservative economic agenda that is steering the country toward fiscal

crisis—a crisis that threatens America's ability to fight totalitarianism. The

neocons still call themselves the true heirs of cold war liberalism, with its

focus on strengthening America at home so it can defend freedom around

the world. But by embracing the right's economic agenda, they have for-

feited that claim. And the country is weaker as a result.

FINALLY, SEPTEMBER 11 has reawakened one last conservative foreign

policy tradition. And it is the most dangerous tradition of all. Many of

today's leading conservatives, like their predecessors, tell Americans they

are inherently good.

In the early cold war, a great fear stalked conservative anti-Communism:

the fear of moral relativism. Conservatives knew the United States was

materially strong enough to defeat the Soviet Union. But they considered

this a false comfort, since the true struggle was not material at all. Burn-

ham mocked "those of our leaders who believe the answer to defeats in

the Cold War to be one after another colossal weapons system heaped on

the armament pile, or a compound growth rate for our economic plant."

Material might, he insisted, was worthless without the will to use it. And

that will was being sapped by moral relativism. Communists knew they

were right—and this absolute faith made them an awesome foe. Ameri-

cans, by contrast, possessed no such certainty. Liberalism, with its hid-

den sympathy for Communism, had undermined America's confidence

that it embodied good and the USSR, evil. Maybe, the average Ameri-



130 THE GOOD FIGHT

can thought to himself, Communism was just a different point of view.

Why not live and let live? It was this attitude, conservatives believed, that

underlay America's reluctance to root out Communists at home, and its

defeatist policy of containment abroad. Relativism was making Americans

morally weak, subtly sapping them of the will to fight and, ultimately, in

Burnham's words, of "the will to survive."

Cold war liberals also urged Americans to believe in the anti-

Communist cause. In particular, they worried that "doughface" liberals like

Henry Wallace—by requiring that American actions be morally pure

—

were making such belief practically impossible. But they were equally wor-

ried about uncritical belief, a moral hubris that blinded Americans to their

capacity for injustice. "We must take, and must continue to take, morally

hazardous actions to preserve our civilization," wrote Niebuhr. "We must

exercise our power. But we ought neither to believe that a nation is capable

of perfect disinterestedness in its exercise, nor become complacent about

particular degrees of interest and passion which corrupt the justice by

which the exercise of power is legitimized." For antitotalitarian liberals,

the United States was capable of greatness, but only if it recognized its

capacity for evil. And this humility underlay key aspects of Truman's for-

eign policy. It made his administration more tolerant of external restraints

on American power. And it produced a reluctance to force countries into

lockstep with the United States, as long as they remained independent of

the USSR as well. Soviet Communism, George Kennan argued, consti-

tuted an empire, while the United States did not. And that was a hidden

source of Moscow's weakness, and Washington's strength.

This was a far cry from the perspective of Burnham and Buckley and

Dulles, who felt Americans were entirely too aware of their capacity for

evil already. "Some think that peace can be assured if we see only the

good that is in others and the evil that is in ourselves," wrote Dulles. "I

believe that involves blurred vision rather than clear vision and that peace

requires our seeing clearly what there is of righteousness in our institu-

tions and defending that." The United States, in this view, didn't need to

restrain its power; it needed to unleash it—so good could fight evil with

all its force. In 1947, Burnham called for a global American empire—

a

"United States of the World"—with a monopoly over nuclear weapons.

Other countries might chafe at first, he acknowledged. But eventually they

would see that, although such an empire would be "set up at least in part

through coercion (quite probably including war, but certainly the threat
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of war)," it would not devolve into "tyranny and despotism." Luckily for

the rest of the world, the United States would not be corrupted, even by

unlimited power.

For conservatives worried about America's lack of faith in itself, the

reaction to Vietnam confirmed their worst fears. By the early 1970s, large

chunks of the political elite seemed to have abandoned any conviction

that American democracy was clearly superior to Communism. Indeed,

it was this fury at the liberal establishment's apparent unwillingness to de-

fend America—either from its New Left critics at home or from its leftist

enemies abroad—that pushed so many neocons into the arms of the right.

What the United States needed, as Jeane Kirkpatrick famously said after

becoming Reagan's ambassador to the UN, was to remove the "kick me"

sign pinned to its back.

There was some merit to the right's view: many Vietnam-era liberals

had lost the confidence to defend American democracy against its critics.

And Reagan forcefully shifted the pendulum back. Finally, an American

president spoke the language conservatives had been yearning for since

the 1950s: he called the Soviets an "evil empire." And in the 1983 speech

where he uttered those famous words, Reagan reprised the old conserva-

tive theme: moral relativism. Invoking Whittaker Chambers, he told the

crowd to resist the temptation "of blithely declaring yourselves above it

all and label both sides equally at fault, to . . . remove yourself from the

struggle between right and wrong and good and evil." After the speech,

Buckley said Reagan would go down in history as a great man.

But even as Reagan replenished America's confidence, the legacy of

Vietnam kept confidence from becoming hubris. Reagan could depict cold

war battlefields like El Salvador and Afghanistan as showdowns between

good and evil. He could even send weapons to help the anti-Communist side.

But he never seriously contemplated deploying American troops. With

the exception of his Potemkin invasion of Grenada, Reagan's behavior

proved far more cautious than his rhetoric.

If Vietnam restrained American power, so did the cold war itself. The

Reaganites generally distrusted international agreements and institutions,

in 1982 scuttling the Law of the Sea Treaty, which the three preceding

administrations had helped negotiate. But they never tried to liberate the

United States from its core binding relationship: NATO. They didn't need

to, since Western Europe had a deep interest in accommodating Ameri-

can power. Few prominent Europeans wanted the United States to vacate
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the Continent, leaving them at the mercy of the superpower on the other

side of the Berlin Wall. So even as the European antinuclear movement

howled, European governments deployed American Pershing and cruise

missiles. And since the Reagan administration was as eager to keep West-

ern Europe out of Moscow's clutches as were the Europeans themselves, it

had its own interest in preserving consensus. All of which meant that while

Reagan's America swelled with nationalist pride, it never degenerated into

jingoism toward America's democratic allies.

WHEN THE GOLD war ended, Reagan's successor, George H. W Bush,

briefly embraced international institutions, since with the Soviets gone,

the United States could now bend them to its will. With a UN mandate,

he gathered a large coalition to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait. And

the 1992 Republican platform spoke of "new opportunities to build an

international consensus on key issues."

But the right never fully trusted Bush, a man more comfortable with

the cautious realism of Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger than the Mani-

chean Dulles-Reagan style. And as the 1 990s wore on, conservatives began

to remember why they had always feared giving other countries influence

over American foreign policy. For the hawkish neocons, multilateralism kept

the United States from intervening forcefully enough—for instance, in Iraq,

where they blamed the UN coalition for preventing the United States from

marching to Baghdad. For most conservatives, the problem was the reverse:

as peacekeeping operations multiplied on Clinton's watch, international

coalitions seemed to be dragging America into conflicts where it had no

business. The 1994 Contract with America vowed to bar U.S. troops from

serving under foreign command. And by 1996, Republican nominee Bob

Dole was publicly taunting UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali,

to the delight of conservative crowds. In Congress, the GOP aggressively

pushed a missile defense shield, behind which the United States could safely

retreat from a messy, corrupting world. Unlike Clinton, who argued that

America must embrace the world's increased interdependence, conserva-

tives were looking for ways to escape it.

Conservative foreign policy before 9/11 represented a partial rever-

sion to the Taft-style isolationism of the late 1 940s. America would oppose

international restraints on its power, but since it had little desire to re-

make the world in its image, America would restrain itself. In its first eight

months in office, the Bush administration repudiated the Kyoto Protocol

on global warming, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, the International
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Criminal Court, the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, an enforcement mecha-

nism for the Biological Weapons Convention, and a treaty on the sale of

small arms. For good measure, it forced out the heads of two UN agencies

and ended high-level U.S. involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian dispute,

the conflict in Northern Ireland, and disarmament talks with North Ko-

rea. These actions went over poorly abroad. But they were more churlish

than menacing. Rather than projecting American power, President Bush

seemed content to hoard it.

That all changed when the twin towers fell. On the right, there was

virtual unanimity that the United States had been hit because Al Qaeda

saw it as weak. Just as conservatives had blamed Soviet expansion in the

1970s on America's post-Vietnam crisis of confidence, they now accused

the feckless Clintonites of allowing new enemies to think they could

strike the United States and get away with it. American "weakness [and]

vacillation," Cheney argued, had "encouraged people like Osama bin

Laden ... to launch repeated strikes against the United States and our

people overseas and here at home, with the view that he could, in fact, do

so with impunity."

Bernard Lewis, the eminent Arabist who became the Bush admin-

istration's leading guide to the Muslim world, explained that in the ji-

hadists' view, "the United States had become morally corrupt, socially

degenerate, and in consequence, politically and militarily enfeebled."

And conservatives found that argument compelling because it matched

their own deep fears about American society. They too saw the Clinton

administration's foreign policy weakness as the product, ultimately, of its

moral weakness—a weakness they feared had seeped into the marrow of

American life. Beneath the superficial novelty of America's terror war

lurked the same old conservative fears. Could America match the abso-

lute confidence of its fanatical foes? Had liberalism produced a nation

of relativists, unable to distinguish good from evil? The "religion of non-

judgementalism . . . has permeated our culture, encouraging a paralysis

of the moral faculty," wrote William Bennett, in a book titled Why We

Fight: Moral Clarity and the War on Terrorism. "We have been caught with

our defenses down—our intellectual and moral defenses as much as our

physical ones."

Dutifully, George W. Bush followed the Reagan script, applying the

talismanic phrase "evil" to Iraq, Iran, and North Korea, America's sup-

posed opponents in the terror war. Bush's deep evangelical faith was par-

ticularly reassuring to conservatives; ever since Whittaker Chambers, the
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right had suspected that secularism sapped America's ability to tell right

from wrong. The Bush doctrine, Podhoretz wrote approvingly, is "built on

a repudiation of moral relativism."

But there were great, gaping problems with applying the Reagan

model after 9/11. Reagan had taken office in the wake of Vietnam, when

American elites really had suffered a crisis of confidence, and American

power was, to some extent, under siege. September 1 1 , by contrast, had

been preceded by no such cultural crisis—except in the mind of the right,

which saw Clinton's popularity as a symptom of the nation's moral rot.

And even with lower Manhattan in flames, American power was hardly

in retreat. Whatever the frustrations of the 1990s, the core reality was

that the United States had vanquished its chief ideological competitor and

military rival, leaving it in a position of astonishing strength.

So in the Bush era, while the government needed to call Americans

to action, it did not need to tell them they were infallible. To the contrary,

it needed to remember they were not—since key external restraints on

American power had melted away. Unlike Reagan, Bush was not limited

by a second superpower. With the Soviet Union gone, America could

wield military force almost anywhere, including—as Kosovo showed—the

former Eastern bloc. What's more, the democratic revolutions of 1989

had left America far more confident of its creed than it had been when

Reagan took office, and far more certain of democracy's universal reach.

And finally, Vietnam's inhibiting memory had faded, obscured by more

recent military victories in the Balkans and the Gulf. Even as lower Man-

hattan smoldered, the nation was feeling—and looking—extraordinarily

strong. If conservatives fretted about American weakness, most of the

planet agreed with France's foreign minister, Hubert Vedrine, who called

the United States a "hyperpower," a colossus that bestrode the world like

no power since ancient Rome.

And there was one last restraint that had been lifted. The Kosovo

intervention and Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, and Kofi Annan's statements

in its wake had fostered an emerging ethic that justified infringements of

national sovereignty in the name of human rights and other global goods.

In the 1990s, the American right had viewed this new ethic with suspicion.

Conservatives disliked Clinton's humanitarian interventions and feared

that the United States would also be asked to surrender some of its sover-

eignty for the good of the world—a fear confirmed when other countries

pressured it to alter its environmental practices in keeping with the Kyoto

Protocol on global warming. In her 2000 article in Foreign Affairs, Rice
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expressed alarm that "the United States has decided to enforce notions

of 'limited sovereignty' worldwide in the name of humanitarianism. This

overly broad definition of America's national interest is bound to backfire

as others arrogate the same authority to themselves."

But after 9/11, the Bush team dramatically reversed course and of-

fered a sweeping new rationale for violating the sovereignty of other na-

tions: terrorism. Any regime accused of supporting terror, especially if it

was developing weapons of mass destruction, was now a possible candidate

for American invasion. Preventive war (war against a potential threat)

—

which the Bush administration falsely labeled "preemption" (war against

an imminent threat)—had long been rejected as too dangerous under in-

ternational law. Yet it was now the explicit policy of the sole superpower

on earth. The world, as Princeton's G. John Ikenberry put it, suddenly

resembled a town where there was only one remaining policeman and

the houses no longer had locks. To most foreign observers, in other words,

the United States didn't need to prove it could wield power; it needed to

prove it wouldn't become a predator. Niebuhr's old theme—the danger

of unrestrained, unreflective power—had never been more relevant. And

yet America's leaders believed American power was inherently, and self-

evidently good.

JOHN FOSTER DULLES, Arthur Schlesinger once noted, "had a compla-

cent conviction of American moral infallibility—all other nations acted

according to selfish motives, America was pure." And in this sense, as in

others, men like Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, and Bush himself are

Dulles's ideological heirs. "I'm amazed that there is such misunderstand-

ing of what our country is about," Bush exclaimed in October 2001,

never contemplating that foreign perceptions might stem from foreign

experience. "Like most Americans, I just can't believe it. Because I know

how good we are." Bush's aides boasted about his lack of self-doubt. Af-

ter hearing Bush's second inaugural, former Reagan speechwriter Peggy

Noonan, in a rare note of conservative criticism, commented on the Bush

administration's disturbing "sense that there are few legitimate boundaries

to the desires born in the goodness of their good hearts."

It was this assumption of automatic goodness that underlay the right's

post-9/1 1 discussion of empire. Burnham had been able to float the idea

in 1947 because the USSR did not yet have nuclear weapons. Now, in

another single-superpower world, it was thinkable again. "People are now

coming out of the closet on the word empire," declared Krauthammer in
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2002. Usually, the new imperialists modified the word with an adjective

like "liberal" or "benign." What these phrases really meant was that the

United States would rid itself of external restraints on its power, but act in

liberal or benign ways. The prospect that America might be corrupted by

such unrestrained power—and thus act in a less than benign fashion—was

breezily dismissed.

This imperial mentality was most obvious on questions of democracy

and human rights, where the Bush administration replaced its pre-9/ 1

1

ethic, "Don't bother us, and we won't bother you," with a new one: "we

set the rules, and you abide by them." In its treatment of terror suspects,

the Bush administration informed the world, America would be bound by

no international rules, only by its own, unfailing, moral sense. The White

House refused to comply with the International Convention on Torture,

which America had signed and ratified. Instead, the White House devel-

oped its own, strikingly narrow definition of torture, which banned only

pain equivalent to "organ failure, impairment of bodily function, or even

death." When the International Red Cross examined America's prisons in

Iraq, the Bush administration hid "ghost detainees" whom the investiga-

tors were never allowed to see. And it hid entire prisons—CIA-run ghost

facilities—whose locations remained a secret.

It was bad enough to take this position before 9/11, when the United

States took an unsentimental view of other countries' domestic behav-

ior. But it was far more audacious afterward, once President Bush had

designated himself a kind of global missionary for human rights, declar-

ing himself in solidarity with jailed political prisoners and suggesting that

promoting freedom was America's destiny, as ordained by God. The Bush

administration, critics argued, was missing a golden opportunity; it should

use the detainee issue to prove that its human rights rhetoric was sincere.

But conservatives responded with the same logic that had undergirded

their support for Joseph McCarthy: America didn't need to prove any-

thing; the righteousness of its cause was self-evident. Confronted by Am-

nesty International's charge that U.S. detention policies violated human

rights, Bush responded, "It's an absurd allegation. The United States is a

country that promotes freedom around the world."

IN FACT, FOR many conservatives, the criticism itself represented an at-

tempt to shatter America's confidence and weaken it against its enemies.

When the torture scandal began to unfold—as it became clear that Ameri-

cans, freed from clear legal and moral restraints, could act just as bar-
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barically as anyone else—few conservatives argued that the United States

should comply with international law. Few even suggested greater over-

sight by Congress or the courts. Instead, they turned on the critics, espe-

cially foreign critics, accusing them of using human rights to mask their

real agenda: anti-Americanism. Torture allegations, Podhoretz claimed,

had become "another weapon in the war against the war."

The assumption—as Schlesinger said of Dulles—that "all other na-

tions acted according to selfish motives" runs throughout post-9/1 1 con-

servative commentary. Just as the right insisted that European critics of

U.S. torture policies weren't genuinely concerned about human rights,

they also insisted that France and Germany's stated reasons for opposing

the Iraq war concealed their real motive: preserving corrupt oil deals with

Saddam (even as they dismissed as absurd the suggestion that oil played

any role in U.S. decisions). And even in the days immediately following

9/11, with Europeans literally in the streets declaring their solidarity with

the people of New York, the right began insisting that America's Euro-

pean allies could not be trusted. "Once the fighting starts," wrote Victor

Davis Hanson one week after the attacks, "despite initial pledges of sup-

port, the Europeans will probably extend words of encouragement but

lend no real material or military assistance." In their book An End to Evil,

David Frum and Richard Perle wrote that after 9/11, "The United States

asked its friends and allies to join in the fight against terror—and discov-

ered that after the first emotional expressions of sympathy for the victims,

those friends and allies were prepared to do little."

The irony is that far from spurning U.S. requests in the weeks and

months following the attack, the Europeans were desperate to help. After

9/11, NATO for the first time invoked Article Five, which required mem-

ber nations to aid an ally under attack. Gerhard Schroeder's insistence

that Germany join the war on terror resulted in a parliamentary vote that

nearly toppled his government. But the Bush administration interpreted

these efforts as a subtle bid to reign in American power. And since it as-

sumed that foreign constraints could only weaken the United States, never

strengthen it, the Bush administration rejected NATO's help in .Afghani-

stan. The more America trusted itself, it seemed, the less it could trust

anyone else.

GIVEN THESE ASSUMPTIONS, it is not surprising that conservatives

have generally greeted skyrocketing anti-Americanism with a shrug. "Re-

sentment comes with the territory," explained the columnist Max Boot.



138 THE GOOD FIGHT

But if the "territory" is America's overwhelming power, it doesn't explain

anti-Americanism's dramatic rise in the Bush era. In 1999 and 2000, the

United States was viewed favorably by more than half of Turks and Bra-

zilians, and roughly three-quarters of Germans, Moroccans, and Indo-

nesians. When researchers checked again, between early 2003 and early

2004, U.S. popularity had dropped more than 20 points in Turkey and

Brazil, 40 points in Germany, 50 points in Morocco, and a breathtak-

ing 60 points in Indonesia. As the U.S. Advisory Group on Public Diplo-

macy in the Arab and Muslim World put it, "hostility toward America has

reached shocking levels."

The reasons for this freefall vary. In Europe, where environmental-

ism is stronger than in the United States, Bush's rejection of the Kyoto

Protocol—and his refusal to even offer a serious alternative—damaged

his image from the very beginning. In the Middle East, U.S. support for

Israeli policies toward the Palestinians plays a major role. Everywhere,

there is anger over Iraq. But these specific objections are all symptoms

of a larger phenomenon, and it is exactly the phenomenon that cold war

liberals took such pains to forestall: fewer and fewer people around the

world see American power as legitimate. Fewer and fewer think U.S. pri-

macy benefits them. Partly this is because they feel unable to influence the

United States. Surveys show that large majorities in country after country

think Washington doesn't listen to their governments. And partly it is be-

cause they don't believe the United States really upholds the principles it

claims to cherish. A 2005 Pew study concludes that "the rest of the world

has become deeply suspicious of U.S. motives and openly skeptical of its

word." America may say it is fighting terrorism or spreading democracy,

but in Europe, the Middle East, and pretty much everywhere else, most

people believe America's real goal is to control oil and dominate the world.

The more fervently the Bush administration and its conservative allies in-

sist upon America's essential virtue, the less people in foreign lands agree.

For the new struggle against totalitarianism, all this is a disaster. But it

is a disaster that expresses itself differently in different places. In Europe,

American illegitimacy means America can't get its allies to take risks in the

fight against jihad. Conservatives sometimes say Europeans will cooperate

against terrorism no matter how much they dislike the Bush administra-

tion because doing so is in their self-interest. But they also say Europe-

ans don't see their self-interest the way Americans do. In fact, the United

States needs European governments to do things they find difficult: pres-
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sure friendly dictatorships like Egypt and Pakistan to democratize; extra-

dite terror suspects to the United States, even though we have the death

penalty; pressure Russia to reach a political solution in Chechnya, which

has become a salafist hotbed, and help with nation building in Afghanistan

and Iraq.

European governments will always have an incentive to help America

out; we're the most powerful country' on earth. But in recent years they

have gained a powerful incentive not to as well. It's called democracy.

When most Europeans fear and resent American power, opposing Ameri-

can power is smart politics. In the fall of 2002, Gerhard Schroeder came

from behind to win reelection by pandering to the German people's over-

whelming opposition to the war in Iraq. In the spring of 2004, Jose Luis

Rodriguez Zapatero's promise to pull Spain's troops out of Iraq won him

his country's prime ministership. In May 2005, Prime Minister Tony Blair

won reelection in Britain, but his support for Iraq and his close ties to

President Bush cost him more than half his majority in Parliament. And

even European leaders ideologically inclined to be pro-American, like

Schroeder's successor, the right-leaning Angela Merkel, find themselves

constrained by the hostility of their publics. The harsh truth is that there

is barely a country in NATO whose population wants its leaders to aggres-

sively back the war on terror, as George W. Bush defines it. The United

States can still coerce, but it has largely lost its ability to persuade.

In the Islamic world, American illegitimacy is even more dangerous.

As ex-CIA Bin Laden expert Michael Scheuer has argued, salafism is like

a vast insurgency, seeking to overthrow governments across the Middle

East. And in a counterinsurgency war, what matters most are the hearts

and minds of the people with whom the insurgents live. In that battle,

salafists have long had one big asset: Muslims hate their governments. But

increasingly they have another: Muslims hate the United States. Studies

show that Muslims who feel their religion is under attack from an outside

power are more likely to support terrorism. And many now feel their re-

ligion is under attack from the United States. In the Arab world today. Al

Qaeda is more popular than the United States, and it is popular largely

because it opposes the United States. In the war on terror, the United States

isn't providing the solution; it's fueling the problem.

The Bush administration thinks America can change that by champi-

oning democracy and human rights. But it's hard to effectively champion

democracy when no one believes that's what you're really doing. When the
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United States announced MEPI, a newspaper in the United Arab Emir-

ates commented that America "allocates $29 million to defend democracy

and freedom, while it opens Guantanamo camps."

The brave Middle Eastern liberals who are fighting for democracy

and against salafism need us. They need our money, our expertise, and

our example, just as anti-Communist liberals and socialists did in Western

Europe more than a half-century ago. The United States should be—as

George W. Bush says—the great ally of democratic revolutionaries around

the world. But the more we're despised, the more we undermine the people

we're trying to help. As Fareed Zakaria has noted, in the Arab world today,

"the easiest way to sideline a reform is to claim that it is pro-American."

George W. Bush has faithfully carried out the great conservative proj-

ect. He has stripped away the restraints on American power, in an effort

to show the world that we are not weak. And in the process, he has made

American power illegitimate, which has made us weak. He has denied

America's capacity for evil, in an effort to bolster America's faith in itself.

And in the process, America has committed terrible misdeeds, which have

sapped the world's faith in us—and ultimately, our faith in ourselves.



6
Iraq

PLENTY OF LIBERALS backed the invasion of Iraq. I was one of them.

But we were mostly spectators, cheering, and sometimes grimacing, from

the sidelines. It was conservatives, of various stripes, who conceived,

planned, and implemented the war. And the Bush administration's ratio-

nale for it drew on two of conservative antitotalitarianism's deepest tradi-

tions: the belief that only states wield real power in world affairs, and the

belief that America's enemies cannot be contained.

In the first two decades of the cold war, one of the hidden assump-

tions of the American right was that what really mattered in the world

were states. It remained hidden because liberals believed the same thing.

(Only the far left dissented, clinging to the Marxist view that international

capital and the international proletariat were the primary forces in inter-

national affairs.) With two nuclear-tipped behemoths arranging and re-

arranging the world seemingly at will, mainstream commentators took

state power as self-evident. The issue barely came up.

But by the 1970s, states no longer looked so omnipotent. Multina-

tional corporations were on the rise. So was international trade, which

bound countries together and left governments less able to control their

economic destinies. The military might that had made the superpowers so

fearsome suddenly seemed less useful. After all, the United States hadn't

been able to bludgeon a group of slipper-wearing Southeast Asian guerril-

las into submission. Nor were nuclear weapons much help against OPEC,

the oil-producing club whose members held the U.S. economy hostage in

the mid-1970s. International relations scholars began musing about "in-

terdependence"—a changed world in which no single government could

achieve as much on its own. And for post-Vietnam liberals, increasingly
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concerned about problems like the environment, third-world poverty, and

the threat of nuclear war, this seemed like good news. The United States,

they suggested, should compete less, especially militarily, and cooperate

more.

Conservatives, by contrast, suspected that all this talk of global prob-

lems and transnational cooperation was a fancy attempt to put anti-

Communism out to pasture. Republican realists like Richard Nixon and

Henry Kissinger had their own reasons for promoting cooperation with

the Soviets. But traditional, National Reviezi^style conservatives—along

with the burgeoning neocons—didn't believe the Soviets were interested

in cooperating on anything except taking over the world. And in their

view, the more the United States tried to find common ground with the

USSR—for instance, in the arms control talks that stretched throughout

the 1970s—the more it got taken to the cleaners. So the right's invisible

assumption became visible: what mattered in the world were states, espe-

cially large, heavily armed ones. And if American liberals had forgotten

that, conservatives warned, the Soviets surely had not.

At decade's end, when the USSR invaded Afghanistan and detente

collapsed, the cooperation talk died down. But it returned with a ven-

geance after the cold war, when interdependence gained a trendy new

name: globalization. The Clinton administration didn't ignore traditional

power politics, but it highlighted a new type of threat, which stemmed

less from other governments than from forces other governments could

not control: financial meltdowns, organized crime, loose nukes, environ-

mental degradation, and disease. And once again, conservatives largely

dismissed this as globaloney Instead, they searched for the new military

rivals that would succeed the USSR. The obvious candidate was China,

a potential great power rapidly building up its arsenal. The others were

"rogue states," like Iraq, North Korea, and Iran, seeking nuclear weap-

ons. As early as 1991, Charles Krauthammer authored an influential essay

arguing that "the rise of small aggressive states armed with weapons of

mass destruction" posed the greatest challenge to post-cold war America.

In 1998, when congressional Republicans appointed Donald Rumsfeld to

head a commission on the danger ballistic missiles posed to U.S. security,

he focused on these same "developing" threats. And when the Bush ad-

ministration took office, it made missile defense its top foreign policy prior-

ity. The post-cold war right may have been split on how to deal with these

new dangers—for neocons the answer was regime change; for others it
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was Fortress America—but at least they agreed that the new dangers, like

the old one, came from states.

Not surprisingly, then, while the Clinton administration often de-

scribed terrorism as a force beyond governments' control, post-cold war

conservatives saw it as an instrument of state power. In herJanuary 2000

Foreign Affairs essay outlining the Bush campaign's foreign policy prin-

ciples, Condoleezza Rice argued that "the threat of rogue regimes and

hostile powers ... is increasingly taking the forms of the potential for ter-

rorism and the development of weapons of mass destruction." In April

2001, when counterterrorism adviser Richard Clarke, a Clinton holdover,

warned top Bush officials about the threat from Al Qaeda, Paul Wolfowitz

challenged him. "You give bin Laden too much credit," Wolfowitz de-

clared. "He could not do all these things like the 1993 attack on New
York, not without a state sponsor." In fact, the CIA ^believe jihadists had

bombed the World Trade Center in 1 993 without a state sponsor. But Wol-

fowitz—echoing the controversial conservative scholar Laurie Mylroie

—

insisted the attack had been masterminded by Iraq. On September 4,

2001, when Bush officials discussed terrorism again, Rumsfeld also tried

to steer the conversation away from Al Qaeda and toward what he consid-

ered the greater terrorist threat: Saddam Hussein.

When 9/11 hit a week later, it was more of the same. Rumsfeld im-

mediately asked Pentagon lawyers to investigate an Iraqi connection. The

next morning, Wolfowitz suggested that such a massive attack could only

have been carried out with state assistance. Cheney argued that "To the

extent we define our task broadly . . . including those who support terror-

ism, then we get at states."

By September 15, Bush had decided to move against Afghanistan, not

Iraq—perhaps because he was swayed by Colin Powell's argument that

an attack on Iraq would lack international support and perhaps because

there was no evidence Saddam was behind 9/11. But despite the lack

of evidence—and the CIA's conclusion that, in fact, he was not—Bush

remained unconvinced. "I believe Iraq was involved," the president told

his aides two days later. And a state-centric view of terrorism became,

as Undersecretary of Defense Douglas Feith later put it, the "principal

strategic thought underlying our strategy in the war on terrorism. . . . Ter-

rorist organizations cannot be effective in sustaining themselves over long

periods of time to do large-scale operations if they don't have support

from states."
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This "strategic thought" was mostly wrong. By 2004, Bush's National

Intelligence Council—echoing the Clinton view—would report that "in

a globalized world, [terrorist] groups . . . are increasingly self-sufficient."

Rumsfeld's own Defense Science Board insisted that "We must think in

terms of global [terror] networks, both government and non-government.

If we continue to concentrate primarily on states ... we will fail." But in

late 2001, as the Afghan war wound down, the Bush administration was

describing salafist terrorism as a mere adjunct to rogue regimes.

In particular, Bush officials were preoccupied with weapons of mass

destruction. It was an understandable fixation, fueled by the September

and October anthrax attacks and terrifying intelligence reports that Paki-

stani nuclear scientists had traveled to Afghanistan to meet with Bin Laden.

But when the administration described the potential for a terrorist attack

using WMD, it rarely speculated that jihadists might buy, steal, or build

an unconventional weapon without a government's knowledge. (Indeed,

in its first budget, the Bush White House actually tried to cut funding for

programs aimed at preventing the theft of nuclear stockpiles in the former

Soviet Union.) Instead, it focused almost exclusively on the prospect of a

rogue state giving terrorists WMD, even though experts considered that far

less likely. In the Bush administration's view, jihadists were little different

than missiles—just another weapon in the arsenal of state power.

In his January 2002 State of the Union address, Bush took this logic

one remarkable step further. At first, he linked terrorists and rogue states,

declaring famously that North Korea, Iran, and Iraq "and their terrorist

allies, constitute an axis of evil." But two paragraphs later, as his discus-

sion of the war on terror drew to a rousing conclusion, Bush dropped

the reference to terrorism altogether, pledging that "I will not stand by,

as peril draws closer and closer. The United States of America will not

permit the world's most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world's

most destructive weapons." It was an astonishing sleight of hand. As Wil-

liam Kristol noted approvingly, in "the climactic paragraph" of Bush's

most famous speech about terrorism, "the word 'terrorism' entirely disap-

peared."

BUT PRIORITIZING STATES is not the same as invading them. And here

the Bush administration tapped into an equally venerable conservative

tradition: rollback. In the 1950s and 1960s, hostility to containment was a

defining feature of the cold war right. Barry Goldwater likened contain-
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ment to a "boxer who refuses to throw a punch." If the United States tried

merely to block the Soviet advance, he argued, it would grow inexorably

weaker. Kennan had assumed the opposite—that as Washington parried

Moscow's blows, it was the Soviets who would gradually tire and either

modify their behavior or see their empire crack, as satellites broke away

and their social system gave out. But conservatives, who harbored deep

fears about America's strength of will, were more pessimistic. In the late

1940s, with the Soviets rushing to develop an atomic bomb, Burnham

suggested preventive war—a first strike to preserve the American nuclear

monopoly while there was still time.

Once Moscow got the bomb in 1949, forcibly liberating Eastern Eu-

rope became an even dicier proposition. Dulles loudly demanded it, even

writing the denunciation of containment into the 1952 Republican plat-

form. But as secretary of state he followed a more sober course. And when

the 1 956 Hungarian uprising created the perfect rollback moment, even

the editors of National Review couldn't agree on a response, with Burnham

surprising everyone and supporting the Eisenhower administration's re-

fusal to intervene.

In the wake of Vietnam, with Republican presidents pursuing detente

and liberals retreating from even containment, rollbackwas a distant dream.

But if the policy seemed outlandish, the mentality behind it endured. For

post-Vietnam conservatives, in fact, the fears of the 1 950s—that the United

States was growing inexorably weaker—were being fulfilled before their

eyes. In the mid-1970s, a flamboyant RAND Corporation logician and

nuclear strategist named Albert Wohlstetter published an influential series

of articles arguing that the United States was seriously underestimating

Soviet military strength. Wohlstetter had made his reputation pointing out

America's hidden vulnerability to a Soviet nuclear strike. And his belief

that the United States was more imperiled than policy makers knew—or

cared to know—rubbed off on two of his star pupils, Paul Wolfowitz and

Richard Perle. In 1976, Wolfowitz was appointed to serve on Team B,

a commission partly prompted by Wohlstetter's articles, and tasked with

reviewing the CIA's analysis of the Soviet threat. Not surprisingly, given its

hawkish cast, Team B endorsed Wohlstetter's critique. Moscow, the com-

mission concluded, was not seeking coexistence with the United States; it

was seeking "global Soviet hegemony." The implicit message was the same

one conservatives had been preaching for decades: unless America went

on the offense, it would find itself in greater and greater peril.
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When Reagan took office, that view finally became U.S. policy. Some

key Reagan advisers had opposed containment from the beginning. CIA

director William Casey, for instance, who served as a kind of shadow secre-

tary of state, had helped found National Review > and denounced Eisenhower

and Dulles's failure to liberate Eastern Europe. Others, like Kirkpatrick,

Perle, Eugene Rostow, and Elliott Abrams, were cold war liberals who had

drifted right. Together, they fashioned a foreign policy that fell somewhere

between rollback and robust containment, depending on how one defines

the terms. Reagan certainly sounded the old, anticontainment themes,

asking in his 1982 speech to the British Parliament: "Must freedom wither

in a quiet, deadening accommodation with totalitarian evil?" And many

of his policies were clearly aimed at turning up the pressure on the Krem-

lin—from his massive military buildup to his demand that Moscow tear

down the Berlin Wall to his support for counterrevolutionaries in the third

world. Yet while Reagan sent weapons to combat Moscow's advance, he

refused to send U.S. troops, even as the Sandinistas consolidated their left-

ist revolution in Nicaragua and tried to export it to El Salvador. In 1 984,

Norman Podhoretz bitterly attacked him for not taking more aggressive

economic measures to undermine Communist control in Poland. Quoting

a critic ofJohn Foster Dulles, Podhoretz said Reagan "was always talking

of 'calculated risks,' which in practice most often meant that he calculated

a great deal and risked nothing."

Did Reagan pursue rollback? Ultimately, it doesn't matter. What mat-

ters is that once the Soviet Union fell, conservatives came to believe that he

had. "It was the vision and will of Ronald Reagan," Dick Cheney would

declare, "that gave hope to the oppressed, shamed the oppressors, and

ended an evil empire." Rollback had become a myth and a template, wait-

ing for a new conservative generation to make it their own.

TWO NEW REALITIES permitted GeorgeW Bush to do what Dulles, and

even Reagan, never could. For one thing, the world had become unipolar;

there was no second superpower to limit America's reach. For another,

9/11 had introduced Americans to an enemy—jihadist terrorism—that

truly could not be contained.

By conflating jihadists with Iraq, the Bush administration cited the

attacks as powerful new evidence for the right's old anticontainment ar-

gument. "Containment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with

weapons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons on missiles or

secretly provide them to terrorist allies," declared Bush at West Point in
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June 2002. "Old doctrines of security do not apply," added Cheney in

August. What Cheney neglected to mention was that he and other top

administration officials had never really believed in those "old doctrines"

to begin with.

As during the cold war, the anticontainment argument rested on the

assumption that America's enemies were more dangerous than they ap-

peared. For Wolfowitz, that assumption had been honed first by Team

B and then by his 1 998 stint on Rumsfeld's ballistic missiles commission,

which—to the surprise of no one—accused the intelligence agencies of

underestimating the threat from rogue states. And on Iraq, Wolfowitz was

particularly inclined to view the CIA as Pollyannaish. He had been wor-

ried about Saddam since the late 1970s, when he issued a report warning

that Iraq could threaten the oil fields of the Persian Gulf. But the CIA

had not shared his fears and, years later, had failed to foresee Saddam's

invasion of Kuwait. The CIA, Wolfowitz wrote in 1994, allowed its ana-

lysts to "conceal ignorance of facts, policy bias or any number of things

that may lie behind the personal opinions that are presented as sanctified

intelligence judgments." So in late 2002, Wolfowitz created the Office of

Special Plans, a kind of Team B within the Pentagon, to review intelli-

gence on Iraq.

The problem was that by 2002, the right's assumption that foreign

threats were greater than the CIA and the rest of the allegedly liberal for-

eign policy bureaucracy would acknowledge had become a theology. "Any

intelligence estimate that would cause us to relax [about Saddam's nuclear

program] would be about as useful as the ones that missed his nuclear

program in the early 1 990s, or failed to predict the Indian nuclear test in

1998 or to gain even a hint of the Sept. 1 1 attack," wrote Richard Perle,

now chairman of Bush's Defense Policy Board. When informed by Rich-

ard Clarke that the intelligence agencies didn't believe Saddam had been

involved in terrorism against the United States since 1993, Wolfowitz shot

back, "Just because the FBI and CIA have failed to find the linkages does

not mean they don't exist." "Intelligence estimates almost always underes-

timate capabilities," claimed Condoleezza Rice. All of which meant that

for the Bush hawks, nothing the CIA found—or didn't find—could change

their minds. The entire concept of preventive war (or "preemption, as the

Bush administration falsely labeled it) put a premium on carefully sifting

through empirical evidence. And yet Wolfowitz, Rice, and Perle were all

but declaring empirical evidence beside the point.

Refracted through the conservative antitotalitarian prism—with its
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focus on states and its distrust of containment—9/11 had powerfully

validated what Burnham called "the catastrophic point of view" Unless

America struck first, he had argued in the 1940s, the Soviets would be-

come unstoppable. Unless America began a rapid military buildup, ar-

gued Team B in the 1970s, the Soviets would gain strategic superiority.

Unless America deployed a missile shield, argued the Rumsfeld Commis-

sion in the 1 990s, rogue states would hold it hostage. The clock was always

ticking; enemies were always growing stronger; time was never on our

side. Containment strategies and CIA forecasts were comforting illusions

peddled by liberals unwilling to stare evil in the face. "We have every rea-

son to assume the worst," declared Bush. "Time is not on our side," added

Cheney. For conservatives in the run-up to war with Iraq, America faced

the same old question: Did it have the will to act before it was too late?

THERE WERE, OF COURSE, rationales for war that had nothing to do

with whether the United States could contain Saddam. Iraq has huge

reserves of oil, and establishing a friendly government there offered the

prospect of reduced reliance on Saudi Arabia, whose instability 9/ 1 1 had

laid bear. Saddam's military also looked weak, degraded by more than a

decade of sanctions and allied bombing. For an administration yearning

to make America's enemies fear it again after the supposedly feckless Clin-

ton years, invading Iraq seemed to offer an easy, effective way. Finally, a

liberal democracy in Iraq might provide a model for a Middle East caught

between authoritarianism and jihad, and thus undermine the toxic forces

that had produced 9/11.

All these arguments had their defenders. But President Bush never

publicly made the first two, and only really made the third after his pri-

mary rationale—weapons of mass destruction and terrorist ties—had col-

lapsed. It's not hard to understand why: they were too abstract to have won

widespread support. To convince Americans to back the war, the Bush

administration had to convince them that Saddam represented a direct,

intolerable threat. And so the Iraq debate, at least the public one, hinged

on whether containing Saddam was as impossible as the Bush hawks said

it was. Was it such a pipe dream that America had no recourse but war?

The specific Iraqi threat that allegedly could not be contained was

often left vague. But the Bush administration made essentially two argu-

ments. The first was that Saddam would help jihadists carry out another

9/11, or worse. As Bush put it in his 2003 State of the Union address,
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"Imagine those 19 hijackers with other weapons and other plans—this

time armed by Saddam Hussein." The argument was always connected

to weapons of mass destruction, with the implication that future hijackers

might be armed with Iraqi WMD. In truth, however, weapons of mass

destruction were superfluous to it. If Saddam had kept his supposed stock-

piles to himself—but given the next Mohamed Atta $ 1 million instead

—

that would have been reason enough to invade. The specter of chemical,

biological, or nuclear weapons gave this scenario its graphic punch, but it

was really just an argument about Saddam's ties to terrorists who might

strike the United States.

And that argument was terribly weak. "Saddam Hussein has long-

standing, direct and continuing ties to terrorist networks," declared Presi-

dent Bush in a February 2003 radio address. But those networks were

overwhelmingly directed against Israel, not the United States. Like many

Arab leaders, Saddam had a long history of supporting anti-Israel terror-

ism. He backed the Palestine Liberation Organization in the early 1970s,

then switched to the rival Abu Nidal organization, then took a hiatus,

before paying the families of Palestinian suicide bombers once the second

intifada broke out in 2000. He also sponsored terrorism against other re-

gional rivals like Turkey and Iran.

All this was ugly. And it was all irrelevant to the Bush administration's

case for war. Saddam hadn't attempted a terrorist attack against the United

States since 1993, when his agents tried to assassinate former President

Bush in Kuwait. And after 9/11, another attempt with Iraqi fingerprints

would have been virtually suicidal, which was why the CIA predicted Sad-

dam would try it only if his regime feared imminent U.S. attack.

Instead of striking the United States directly, Bush officials generally

warned that Saddam would use Al Qaeda to obscure his role. And in

the late 1 990s, Al Qaeda had made contact with Iraqi intelligence, which

isn't terribly surprising given that Al Qaeda had contacts, some far more

extensive, with a range of Muslim regimes. But according to the 9/11

Commission, nothing came of these interactions: They never "developed

into a collaborative operational relationship." The UN Monitoring Group

on Al Qaeda came to the same conclusion. In the words of former Bush

administration counterterrorism czar Richard Clarke, "Any Iraqi 'link' to

al Qaeda is a minor footnote when compared to the links [that Al Qaeda

had] with other regimes." And former Clinton administration Iraq expert

Kenneth Pollack, a prominent supporter of the war, wrote that "terror-
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ism is the least of the threats posed by Iraq to the interests of the United

States ... on the grand list of state sponsors of terrorism, Iraq is pretty

far down." The Bush administration was right that if Iraq and Al Qaeda

decided to jointly strike the United States, containment would be of little

use. There just wasn't any evidence to suggest they would.

THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION'S second argument was intellectually

stronger but politically weaker, since it was about neither terrorism nor

attacks on American soil. It was that a rearmed Saddam might again men-

ace his neighbors, but this time deter the United States from coming to

their aid.

If the first argument required manipulating the word terrorism, the

second required manipulating the acronym WMD. Weapons of mass de-

struction, of course, include chemical, biological, and nuclear arms. But

for Saddam's quest to dominate the Middle East, the first two were largely

irrelevant. Chemical and biological weapons have little offensive battle-

field use, which may be why Saddam didn't use them when he invaded

Kuwait. Defensively, chemical weapons can serve some function. Indeed,

according to the Duelfer Report on Iraqi WMD, Saddam credited them

with halting Tehran's ground offensives in the Iran-Iraq war. But while

they may have helped against Iran, they offered little protection against

the United States. This second argument for war envisioned Iraq again in-

vading Kuwait, or another neighbor, and then using its WMD to deter the

United States from expelling it. Yet Iraq had chemical weapons in 1990,

and the United States thought it had them in 2003, and they didn't deter the

United States at all. American troops just strapped on their gas masks and

protective suits and destroyed Saddam's forces in battle.

Only an Iraqi nuclear weapon could conceivably have deterred the

United States, and thus helped Saddam dominate the Gulf, with all that

might have meant for the world's oil supply. In other words, the test of

containment wasn't whether the United States could prevent Saddam

from acquiring WMD. It was whether the United States could prevent

him from joining the nuclear club.

Answering that question required determining how close Iraq was to

obtaining a bomb. And on that crucial issue, the truth was shrouded in

mystery. Saddam had fervently tried to develop a nuclear weapon in the

run-up to the Gulf War. And after the war ended, inspectors from the

International Atomic Energy Agency had spent years trying to verify that
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his nuclear program had been dismantled. By October 1997, the IAEA

was reporting that "There are no indications that there remains in Iraq

any physical capability for the production of amounts of weapons-usable

nuclear material of any practical significance." But some Iraqi defectors

disagreed, claiming that Saddam's nuclear program continued. Then, in

1998, with Saddam increasingly obstructing their work, the inspectors left,

turning a hazy picture pitch black.

U.S. intelligence agencies responded to this new uncertainty with

statements so vague they permitted virtually any possibility. In early 2001,

the CIA claimed that Iraq "has probably continued at least low-level the-

oretical R&D associated with its nuclear program." But read carefully,

that said almost nothing. "Low-level theoretical R&D" meant Saddam

was reconstituting his nuclear program at the lowest possible level. "At

least," therefore, meant that he might have a very slow moving nuclear

program—or anything faster than that. And "probably" suggested that

the CIA wasn't even sure he was reconstituting his program at all.

In 2002, as the Bush administration began its campaign for war, the

intelligence assessments grew more confident and more alarming. In Oc-

tober, nine days before Congress voted on the war, an unclassified Na-

tional Intelligence Estimate (NIE) stated that "most analysts assess Iraq is

reconstituting its nuclear weapons program" and that Iraq "probably will

have a nuclear weapon during this decade." In their public statements, top

Bush officials went even further, with Dick Cheney insisting in September

that "we do know, with absolute certainty, that he [Saddam] is using his

procurement system to acquire the equipment he needs in order to en-

rich uranium to build a nuclear weapon." Bush repeatedly suggested that

if Iraq bought weapons-grade uranium overseas, he could build a bomb

within a year—while failing to note that the intelligence agencies consid-

ered such a purchase highly unlikely.

So in the fall of 2002, when members of Congress, and most Ameri-

cans, were making up their minds about the war, they faced a strange

situation. The intelligence agencies were saying Saddam was on his way

to a nuclear bomb relatively soon, and some other governments seemed to

agree. Yet a year earlier, U.S. intelligence had been far less certain.

And then, once inspectors returned to Iraq in late 2002, things be-

gan happening that should have set off alarm bells. In its claim that Sad-

dam was rebuilding his nuclear program, the unclassified NIE had relied

heavily on Iraq's supposed import of high-strength aluminum tubes. In
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fact, it was the only concrete evidence cited. But by February, the IAEA

had rejected the claim, insisting the tubes were meant for conventional

rockets. The IAEA also dismissed President Bush's statement in his 2003

State of the Union address that Iraq had tried to purchase weapons-grade

uranium from Africa. And finally, on March 7—after several months of

excellent access to Iraq's suspected nuclear sites—the agency declared that

it had found "no indication of resumed nuclear activities" in the country

whatsoever.

In mainstream political andjournalistic circles, these revelations didn't

receive the attention they deserved—because many people in Washington

had already made up their minds on the war, because they contradicted

the long-standing image of Saddam as obsessively pursuing nuclear weap-

ons (an image that even most opponents of the war shared), and because the

Bush administration derided the weapons inspectors as the international

version of the CIA: naive liberals deluded about the nature of evil. But in

fact, the inspectors were far better informed than the United States. U.S.

assertions about Iraqi WMD, as Colin Powell's February 5 presentation

before the UN made clear, were based on satellite imagery and intercepted

phone conversations. It was the IAEA inspectors who actually searched

the buildings that the United States was photographing from thousands

of miles away.

The IAEA's findings did not conclusively prove that Saddam had no

nuclear program. (The inspectors said they still had more work to do.)

But they raised it as a real possibility—enough of a possibility to justify

continuing the inspections for weeks or months more. Given their near-

theological certainty that Saddam was more dangerous than generally rec-

ognized, there was little chance that men like Cheney and Wolfowitz could

have been convinced. Pro-war liberals, however, should have been more

open-minded. It was reasonable to assume the worst about Saddam in the

fall of 2002, given his frantic pursuit of a nuclear weapon before the Gulf

War, his obstruction of the inspectors in the 1990s, and the recent state-

ments of U.S. intelligence. But by spring of 2003, the picture was chang-

ing and worst-case analyses were no longer warranted.

September 1 1 had made worst-case logic seductive: the world had

supposedly changed; the United States could no longer afford patience

or tolerate risk; problems like Saddam needed to be solved once and for

all. But in the case of Iraq, worst-case logic became a filter, preventing

war supporters like myself from seeing the evidence mounting around us.
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Apocalyptic thinking represented a break with the cold war liberal tradi-

tion, and a grave mistake.

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE to know for sure what would have happened if the

inspections had continued into the spring and summer of 2003. But most

likely, the inspectors would have grown increasingly certain that Saddam

had no nuclear program, and then, at some point Saddam would have

kicked them out. Sooner or later, in other words, the United States would

have needed a new containment strategy.

The old one—which required Saddam to sell oil under UN supervi-

sion and tried to monitor everything he bought with it—had broken down

even before the war, and been replaced with "smart sanctions," which

sought to deny him a smaller list of purely military items. That deal essen-

tially accepted that Saddam would continue to clandestinely export large

quantities of oil across his borders. But that was a price worth paying if

the United States and its allies could prevent him from importing the equip-

ment required to rebuild his nuclear program. And the evidence from

early 2003 suggested that was indeed possible. For one thing, by March the

IAEA knew that Saddam was nowhere close to getting a nuclear bomb.

"During the past four years," it reported, "at the majority of Iraqi [sup-

posed nuclear] sites, industrial capacity has deteriorated substantially."

For another, nuclear programs are far harder than other forms of WMD
to hide. As the Carnegie Endowment has noted, in an exhaustive retro-

spective look at Saddam's weapons programs, "the weapon that poses by

far the greatest danger—nuclear—is also the most detectable . . . and the

most susceptible to nonproliferation techniques." (A point underscored by

the fact that the United States had discovered the aluminum tube pur-

chase that the Bush administration cited as a rationale for war.) Those

techniques didn't have to be foolproof. They merely had to raise inter-

national alarms, which might have brought renewed sanctions or even

American bombing. In fact, although Americans did not know it at the

time, the Duelfer Report later showed that the mere threat of detection had

a powerful impact on Saddam's behavior, convincing him not to reconsti-

tute his nuclear program for fear of sparking tougher sanctions.

A new containment effort could certainly have failed. With more oil

revenue at his disposal, Saddam might have gambled that he could recon-

stitute his nuclear program without the world finding out. Or he might

simply have dared the world to do anything about it, in which case the
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United States might one day have genuinely faced the choice the Bush

administration falsely posed in 2003: an American invasion or an Iraqi

nuke. Under the best of circumstances, a new containment effort would

have been grueling and costly—just not as costly as a war rationalized

on vanishing evidence and launched without international support. Given

Saddam's genius for staying in power, the standoff could have lasted years

or decades. But if America risked weariness, there was no guarantee that

Saddam could go on forever either; brutal tyrannies often look indestructi-

ble before they self-destruct. Bush officials depicted the Iraq war as a great

act of national will; inspiring evidence that a bloodied nation still had faith

in itself. But containment required a different kind of faith, a confidence

that America could persevere, adapt, and lead its allies in a long struggle

that did not lend itself to knockout blows. It required affirming one of the

key insights of the liberal antitotalitarian tradition: that restraint, too, can

be a form of strength.

IF THE PREWAR debate was mostly about containment, the postwar

debate has been mostiy about democracy. Here, too, Iraq has put long-

standing conservative assumptions to the test. And here, too, they have

not fared well.

Before America invaded, democracy was a minor theme in President

Bush's case for war, an optimistic flourish to round out speeches focused

grimly on terrorist ties and \VMD. And for some in the administration,

the rhetoric may have been purely cosmetic. Even after 9/11, for instance,

Donald Rumsfeld still peddled the realist line that had dominated con-

servative foreign policy in the 1990s. "I don't think," he said during the

Afghan war, that deposing the Taliban "leaves us with a responsibility to

try to figure out what kind of government that country ought to have."

For Bush, Wolfowitz, and even Cheney however, the democracy

rhetoric was secondary- but sincere. Wolfowitz had been at the center

of Reagan's democracy promotion efforts. And his belief in democratic

transformation seems to have influenced the vice president, his boss at the

Department of Defense in the first Bush administration. Though press

reports at the time often depicted Cheney as a cautious realist in an ad-

ministration full of them, by the early 1 990s he was moving in a very dif-

ferent ideological direction from Kissinger disciples like Brent Scowcroft.

While they supported Mikhail Gorbachev's efforts to preserve the USSR,

Cheney urged an aggressive effort to dismember Ameria's old foe, in the
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hopes of helping Boris Yeltsin midwife a democratic, pro-American Rus-

sia. "Intellectually," said Wolfowitz about Cheney in 1991, "we're very

much on similar wavelengths."

The problem is that while amoral realists like Rumsfeld and neo-

Reaganites like Wolfowitz and Cheney differed about ends, they agreed

on means: both camps disliked nation building. Rumsfeld didn't want the

United States to build democracy in Iraq, and Wolfowitz and Cheney

didn't think the United States needed to build democracy in Iraq, because it

would emerge virtually on its own.

Administration officials were explicit about this. "We had a theme

in our minds, a strategic idea, of liberation rather than occupation," ex-

plained undersecretary of defense, and Perle protege, Douglas Feith. In

the Clinton years, the United States had done a lot of nation building:

from Somalia to Haiti to Bosnia to Kosovo. And in the run-up to the Iraq

war, veterans of those efforts—in the military, nongovernmental organiza-

tions, the State Department, and the CIA—urged the Bush administra-

tion to learn from their experience. They warned about the dangers of

postwar chaos, the necessity of careful planning, and the importance of

sufficient troops. But administration officials told them that since Iraq was

a liberation, not an occupation, those lessons didn't apply. "I would just

caution that Iraq is not East Timor or Kosovo or Afghanistan," declared

Rice, "Iraq is unique." "There's no relevant experience to draw on,"

added Perle. Bush officials did sometimes cite American nation-building

efforts in post-World War II Germany and Japan. In their descriptions,

however, those mammoth enterprises barely sounded like nation building

at all. "In the peace that followed a world war," declared President Bush,

"after defeating enemies, we did not leave behind occupying armies. We
left constitutions and parliaments." Yet the United States occupied post-

warJapan for sevenyears and postwar Germany for four. And even as Bush

spoke, America had more than 1 10,000 troops stationed in the two coun-

tries, sixty years after the war's conclusion. By contrast, when the Bush

administration invaded Iraq in March 2003, staffers tasked with postwar

reconstruction were told to bring two suits. They would be home by the

end of summer, and U.S. troops would be mostly gone by fall.

There were political reasons for the administration's insistence that

democratizing Iraq would not require nation building: it let them down-

play the occupation's potential cost. But it went deeper than that. Nation

building, after all, is armed development. Its cold war roots lie in such quin-
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tessentially liberal efforts as the Marshall Plan, the Alliance for Progress,

and Lyndon Johnson's call for a Tennessee Valley Authority in Vietnam's

Mekong Delta. When conservatives embraced democracy promotion in

the 1980s, they pursued a very different model. Reagan wasn't particularly

interested in development aid, and he wasn't interested in sending U.S.

troops to build democracy on foreign soil. (Even his 1982 dispatch of U.S.

peacekeepers to help restore Lebanese sovereignty in the wake of Israeli

and Syrian invasions didn't involve democracy building.) Instead, Reagan

armed third-world counterrevolutionaries
—

"freedom fighters" in the con-

servative vernacular—to fight the Soviets. And he increased the political

pressure on Moscow to free the captive nations of the Eastern bloc.

When Bush officials said they were pursuing liberation, not occupa-

tion, it was these Reagan efforts they had in mind. One of the ironies of

the Iraq war is that the officials most intent on toppling Saddam were ini-

tially reluctant to back a full-fledged invasion. Throughout the 1990s, both

Wolfowitz and Perle had advocated arming and funding Ahmed Chalabi

and the Iraqi National Congress (INC), and, at most, offering them U.S.

air support. The model was not Clinton's nation-building efforts, but

Reagan's military aid to the Nicaraguan contras, the Afghan mujahedeen,

Jonas Savimbi's UNITA in Angola, and anti-Communist rebels in Cam-

bodia. As Wolfowitz wrote in 2000, one of the lessons "to be learned from

the experience of the Cold War . . . [is] that it is far better to equip others

to fight for their country than to send Americans to fight for them and that

refusing to arm our friends, whether in Bosnia or Cambodia or Iraq, is a

strategic as well as a moral mistake."

The model worked reasonably well in Afghanistan, where the Bush

administration armed the Northern Alliance and provided American

Special Forces and airpower. But while Wolfowitz, Feith, and Perle reluc-

tantly conceded that overthrowing Saddam would require significant U.S.

ground troops, they remained adamant that the United States was not

bringing democracy to Iraq; it was merely assisting the democratic forces

that were already there. They urged the creation of an Iraqi government in

exile, presumably led by Chalabi, whose troops would accompany Ameri-

can soldiers as they overthrew Saddam. And along with Rumsfeld, they

pushed for the smallest number of US. troops possible, as few as 40,000 by

one estimate (one-tenth as many as the Army initially proposed). Rumsfeld

had his own reasons for restricting the number of troops: it fit his vision

of a lean, transformed American military. For Wolfowitz and Perle, how-
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ever, fewer troops were an effort to make the invasion seem like the INC's

victory, not America's. "The mold is set," explained a Pentagon official in

2003. "It's very much a return to Reaganite principles of adopting opposi-

tion movements."

But that alone doesn't explain why the neo-Reaganites were so sure

the Iraqi opposition would usher in democracy. After all, for all his talk

of "freedom fighters," Reagan had armed third-world counterrevolution-

aries not because they were democrats (they mostly were not), but because

they were anti-Communists. The confidence that Iraqi democracy would

organically emerge has its roots in Reagan's other great cold war strug-

gle: Eastern Europe. The revolutions of 1989 produced a new American

certainty that democracy was every nation's desire and ultimate destiny.

And after 9/ 1 1, no one was more certain than Bush. "The 20th century,"

he told the West Point cadets in June 2002, "ended with a single surviv-

ing model of human progress." Bush had essentially embraced Francis

Fukuyama's famous argument that history—defined as "mankind's ideo-

logical evolution"—was over, and liberal democracy had won. Dictators

were unnatural, and if the United States toppled them, as conservatives

believed Reagan had in Eastern Europe, history would do the rest. No
nation building was required. " 'Export of democracy' isn't really a good

phrase," said Wolfowitz about the Bush administration's foreign policy.

"We're trying to remove the shackles on democracy."

The Bush administration's theory that democracy simply needed to

be unshackled in Iraq—a country invented by colonial cartographers and

held together by brute force—quickly collided with reality. In the days af-

ter Saddam fell, Iraq had no government, no law and order, and the Iraqis

filling the political vacuum had more in common with the Ayatollah Kho-

meini than Vaclav Havel. But Rumsfeld surveyed the scene and declared

that democracy was messily working its way to the surface. "Freedom's

untidy," he explained, but Iraqis were "free to live their lives and do won-

derful things, and that's what's going to happen here." Kanan Makiya, the

influential Iraqi-born intellectual who had argued for war and a long-term

nation-building effort, was astonished at the Bush administration's blithe

reaction to the chaos. "There is a naive belief stalking some corridors

of power in Washington," he wrote, "that, since the United States has

liberated Iraq, it can now stand aside and let 100 flowers bloom. This,

supposedly, is democracy. Iraqis have no idea what to make of this bizarre

conception."
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To the Bush administration's credit, it soon shifted course, shelving its

initial plans for a quick exit. But the damage was done. The United States

had invaded with 150,000 troops (along with 45,000 from Britain and

other countries)—between one-half and one-third as many as experts like

Pollack, RAND 's James Dobbins, and Army Chief of Staff Eric Shinseki

had advised, after calculating troop-to-population ratios in Bosnia and

Kosovo. And even the troops that did arrive had received little instruc-

tion on what to do once Saddam fell, even though numerous experts had

warned that might prove the greatest challenge. According to the 'After

Action" report by the Third Infantry Division, the first Army unit to ar-

rive in Baghdad, "Higher headquarters did not provide the Third Infantry

Division (Mechanized) with a plan for Phase IV [postwar stabilization] . As

a result, Third Infantry Division transitioned into Phase IV in the absence

of guidance."

The result was $ 1 2 billion worth of looting, which razed virtually ev-

ery government building in Baghdad. It also meant that for many Iraqis,

their first taste of occupation was anarchy—which they generally ascribed

to American malevolence, or weakness, or both. "The key to it all was

the looting," American constitutional adviser Noah Feldman told The New

Yorker's George Packer. "That also told them they could fight against us

—

that we were not a serious force." By May, with the Coalition Provisional

Authority (CPA) just barely formed, attacks on U.S. forces were already

averaging thirteen a day. A study by the Center for Strategic and Interna-

tional Studies later concluded that the "fact that the United States failed to

plan for meaningful stability operations and nation building was the most

serious strategic mistake that led to the insurgency."

HAD THE BUSH administration realized before the war that Iraqi de-

mocracy had to be built, and not simply unleashed, the occupation would

have gone better. But that does not mean it would have gone well. To

some degree, America's problems occupying Iraq stemmed from the way

America invaded it. From the very beginning, an occupation considered

illegitimate by most of the world faced long odds in gaining legitimacy

among the people of Iraq.

Partly, that was because an occupation considered illegitimate by most

of the world was simply less able to improve Iraqis' daily lives. The Bush

hawks had assumed virtually the opposite, arguing, in classic conservative

fashion, that the key ingredient for postwar success was American freedom
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of action. They welcomed international support, but only if it in no way

impeded America's ability to do whatever it wanted.

That view rested on an enormous faith in U.S. capacities and a deep

disdain for those of America's allies and the UN. "The fact of the matter

is for most of the others [countries] who are engaged in this debate," said

Cheney in March 2003, "they don't have the capability to do anything

about it anyway." Rumsfeld claimed that even Britain, America's staunch-

est ally, was dispensable. "To the extent they're not [in the war] ," he mused,

"there are workarounds." The conservative press heartily agreed. Charles

Krauthammer mocked the Europeans, who "sit and pout. What else can

they do? . . . The real problem is their irrelevance."

If overthrowing Saddam had been the only mission, these arguments

would have been correct: the United States didn't need other countries to

conquer Baghdad. In fact, had more participated, they would have made

the invasion more complicated. But as quickly became clear, America's

most difficult mission was not conquering Baghdad, it was governing it.

And here the right's national chauvinism was wildly misplaced. When it

came to nation building, the United States was not any more competent

than the rest of the world. In fact, under the Bush administration, it was

probably less so.

As James Dobbins has pointed out, the nation-building efforts of

the 1990s produced a cadre of UN officials with extensive experience in

postwar reconstruction. The U.S. government had built up a similar re-

pository of knowledge, but it was concentrated at the State Department,

which oversaw nation building in the Clinton years. And when Bush put

the Defense Department in charge of postwar Iraq, Feith and other top

Pentagon officials largely passed over these veterans, whom they deemed

ideologically suspect. The result was that the Americans sent to run Iraq

were vastly less qualified than their UN counterparts. Jay Garner, Rums-

feld's first choice to oversee postwar reconstruction, had done humanitar-

ian work in Kurdistan, but was so ignorant of the rest of Iraq that, when

advised to contact Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the most powerful man
in the country, he replied, "Who is this person?" His staff was little better:

it not only included few Arabic speakers, it contained barely any Arabic

translators. His successor, Paul Bremer, though a longtime diplomat, had no

nation-building experience and no experience of any kind in the Middle

East. By contrast, Kofi Annan's special envoy, Sergio Vieira de Mello, had

worked in postwar Cambodia, Rwanda, East Timor, and Kosovo. And
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after de Mello's assassination, Annan sent Lakhdar Brahimi, a longtime

Algerian diplomat, and native Arabic speaker, who had been the UN's

special representative in Afghanistan, Haiti, and South Africa and led UN
missions to Zaire, Yemen, Nigeria, and Sudan. Among conservatives, the

UN's ineptness was a running joke. But Americans who had actually done

nation building were often less haughty. In the run-up to war, Kenneth

Pollack spoke to a group of U.S. Army civil affairs officers about to leave

for Iraq. 'Are we going to have the UN there?" they asked nervously, ex-

plaining that they were unaccustomed to doing nation building on their

own.

Once Saddam fell, Tony Blair urged giving the UN responsibility for

Iraq's political reconstruction. In a veiled criticism of the White House,

he declared "let us start preferring a coalition and acting alone if we have

to, not the other way around. True, winning wars is not easier that way,

but winning the peace is." It wasn't just that Blair had more faith in the

UN itself. He hoped that giving it political control would convince more

countries to send troops. Iraq desperately needed military police units,

for instance, and several European countries had special divisions trained

for such work. In the first months after the war, both India and Russia

suggested they might send peacekeepers if they could serve under a UN
mandate. There's no telling whether foreign units could have made a sig-

nificant difference. But given the dire shortage of U.S. troops—a short-

age almost universally acknowledged by American commanders on the

ground—any reinforcements would have helped.

The White House, however, refused. Bush said the UN would play a

"vital" role in post-Saddam Iraq. But asked what that meant, he replied,

"That means food. That means medicine. That means aid." What it didn't

mean was influence over Iraq's attempted transition to democracy. As one

UN aide put it, "The CPA had a plan and they were going to implement

it, regardless of what the UN thought."

That plan quickly proved disastrous. Although prewar studies by the

Army War College, the State Department, and the Center for Strategic

and International Studies had all warned against disbanding the Iraqi

military, Bremer did just that—and many of its former members promptly

became insurgents. By the fall of 2003, with the insurgency dramatically

retarding economic reconstruction, the Bush administration revised its

view, offering the UN far more control and pleading with other coun-

tries to send troops. Its first instinct, however, had been that Americans,
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merely by virtue of being Americans, knew best. And by the time that

view changed, it was too late.

BUT AMERICA DIDN'T only need international help to improve Iraqis'

lives, it needed international help to win their trust. Many conservatives

—

considering American intentions pure and those of antiwar governments

cynical and pecuniary—assumed exactly the opposite. Some worried that

greater multinational participation might actually undermine the occu-

pation's legitimacy, since the Iraqis would not feel Europe and the UN
shared America's democratic idealism. "There's at least one group of peo-

ple among whom the United Nations has no legitimacy," wrote the Weekly

Standard's Fred Barnes several weeks into the war. "That's the 24 million

Iraqis." Also in the Standard, Reuel Marc Gerecht announced that "many

Iraqis view the Europeans, especially the French and the Germans (and

the United Nations), as sympathetic to Saddam Hussein's regime."

It was a remarkable display of self-delusion. In reality, Iraqis didn't

believe the United States had invaded with only the purest of motives. In-

stead, after some initial gratitude, they quickly began worrying that Amer-

ica intended a long, colonial stay This was entirely predictable. Historical

studies suggest that one of the keys to the success of any foreign occupa-

tion is convincing the occupied population that they will get their country

back. Iraqis did not love the French or the Germans, or Kofi Annan. But

the great advantage of a UN-led multilateral occupation was that by its

very nature, it looked less permanent. A study of Iraqi public opinion pro-

posed handing over control to the UN "as there are less negative 'imperial-

ist' impressions of this international body." And Grand Ayatollah Sistani

met with both de Mello and Brahimi, while repeatedly snubbing Bremer.

As in the war on terror more generally, the Bush administration in

Iraq exuded a complacent confidence in American virtue, a complacency

that not only blinded it to Iraqi skepticism, but kept it from proving that

skepticism wrong. The White House dismissed accusations of imperialism

as absurd, but it never publicly stated that it would not seek permanent

military bases in Iraq. Indeed, U.S. officials suggested they might do just

that. And they never took clear steps to show Iraqis that the United States

was not after their oil. Instead, during the looting that followed Saddam's

fall, American troops guarded only the oil ministry. "When the Oil Ministry

is the only thing you protect," exclaimed Feisal Istrabadi, an Iraqi Ameri-

can who had worked with the United States before the war, "what do you
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expect people to think?" And sure enough, by September 2003, polling

showed that only 5 percent of Iraqis thought the United States was in their

country "to assist the Iraqi people," while almost 50 percent said it was

there "to rob Iraq's oil."

In fact, despite the right's insistence that only America believed in

democracy, the Bush administration's plan for returning power to Iraqis

was actually less democratic than the one favored by the UN. It was de

Mello who, despite having little formal power over the occupation, in the

summer of 2003 convinced Bremer to make the Iraqi council that ad-

vised the occupation more politically representative and less dominated

by America's exile allies. And it was he who convinced Bremer to call it a

"governing" rather than a "political" council, and to grant it the power to

appoint cabinet ministers.

De Mello also urged Bremer to heed Sistani's call for direct elections

to choose the assembly that would write Iraq's new constitution. The

United States rejected the idea, proposing instead a complicated, quasi-

democratic caucus system that few Iraqis trusted or even understood. It

was only when that process collapsed and Sistani sent thousands of Shi-

ites into the streets to denounce the occupation that the United States

finally handed control over the transition to the UN. In February 2004,

Brahimi convinced Sistani to postpone elections in return for scrapping

Bremer's caucus plan. But by that time, the insurgency was already a self-

perpetuating force.

The problem, in other words, wasn't merely that America failed to

convince Iraqis it had their best interests at heart; it's that America did not

always have Iraqis' best interests at heart. And because American officials

didn't recognize that, they failed to quickly share power, which might have

reduced the corrupting temptations of colonial rule. Larry Diamond, a

former senior adviser to the Coalition Provisional Authority, saw this close

up. And near the end of his depressing chronicle, Squandered Victory, he

wrote that "American political leaders need to take a cold shower of hu-

mility: we do not always know what is best for other people, even when

we think it is their interests we have in mind. And as I saw during my time

in Iraq, it was frequently our interests that were driving decisions we were

trying to impose." Niebuhr could not have put it better himself.

IRAQ WAS A war of hubris and impatience: impatience with containment

and, to a lesser extent, impatience with tyranny. And while it has proved
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a fateful mistake, the latter instinct, at least, is admirable—as admirable

as the right's yearning to liberate Eastern Europe decades ago. Only the

most hardened partisan can resist feeling there is something profoundly

right about seeing Saddam Hussein on trial, and seeing Iraqis trudge

to the polls to choose his successors. Or feel anything but contempt to-

ward the jihadists who wage war against democracy and seek to foment

civil war.

It is even possible that the Iraq war may help the cause of Islamic de-

mocracy Critics note that post-Saddam Iraq has not inspired the people

of the Middle East; it has alarmed them. And that is true. But it is pre-

cisely that alarm which has helped spark anti-authoritarian tremors across

the Arab world.

When the United States overthrew Saddam, commentary throughout

the Middle East dwelled on one theme in particular: Arab weakness. As

the Saudi writer Khaled Al-Dakhil put it in Al-Hayat in late December

2002, "The Arab world has never been so weak and the anticipated war

on Iraq is part of the price." Or in the words of the Lebanese writer Ali

Hamadeh in An-Nahar, "The fall of this regime by a foreign power . . . will

show powerless Arabs how regimes are overthrown in the 21st century."

As the Brookings Institution's Tamara Cofman Wittes has pointed

out, those regimes had been quietly weakening for years. The rise of Ara-

bic satellite channels like AlJazeera had made information harder for au-

tocrats to control, and a regional baby boom, combined with economic

decline, had left them with fewer resources to buy political quiescence. But

if Arab regimes had been growing weaker, their years in power and the

memory of their fierce crackdowns on dissent still gave them the illusion

of strength. Saddam's overthrow shattered that illusion. As Cairo Times edi-

tor Hisham Kassem put it, "Today is a benchmark in Arab history. This

is the fall of the first authoritarian regime. ... I think it is going to have

a domino effect throughout the Arab region." A cartoon in a Jordanian

newspaper featured a statue of Saddam, its knees buckling, crashing into a

statue of Syria's Bashar Assad, which was crashing into a statue of Egypt's

Hosni Mubarak, which was crashing into another statue, whose face could

not be seen.

It wasn't that Arabs hoped the United States would come and over-

throw their autocrats as well. To the contrary, the lesson many drew from

Iraq was that only by demanding greater participation could they build

governments strong enough to resist the new colonialism that the U.S. in-



164 THE GOOD FIGHT

vasion seemed to represent. As Mahdi Abdul-Hadi, head of the Palestin-

ian Academic Society, put it, "There's not going to be obedience to rulers

as before. . . . This has been a lesson to every Arab regime that they need

to look to their people. If a storm comes from outside, the only way to

stand is to have a constituency supporting you." In Egypt, the democracy

movement Kifaya ("enough") actually organized mass protests against the

Iraq war, which then morphed into protests against Hosni Mubarak's ef-

fort to extend his rule.

Of course, those protests failed. After titillating reformers by unex-

pectedly allowing multiparty presidential elections, Mubarak then disillu-

sioned them by allowing his parliamentary henchmen to impose conditions

that rendered the elections a farce. Still, the country's political dynamic

has changed. If the Iraq war emboldened Egypt's opposition by making

Mubarak's regime look weak, his political maneuvers have not restored

his air of invincibility. When Egyptians went to the polls in late 2005,

the ruling party used its old tactics of fraud and violence to ensure that

it won most of the seats in parliament. But this time the tactics sparked

an angry public response: independent monitors protested; the Egyptian

judges club demanded that the interior minister resign; in some districts,

voters battled government thugs. While Mubarak's hold on power remains

firm, he is caught in a political pincer, between an increasingly restive

public and a United States less willing to tolerate business as usual. As

Kifaya spokesman Abdel-Halim Qandil told Al-Ahram Weekly, "The irony

of history . . . might put us in the odd position of being in the protec-

tion of the enemy"—the United States. This new political reality may not

force Mubarak from power. But it will make it far harder for him to pass

on power to his son, or anyone else. And it owes a great deal to the war

in Iraq.

In Lebanon, another country where a democracy movement has bro-

ken out after years of quiet, the symbiosis between an emboldened opposi-

tion and American pressure has been even clearer. In August 2004, Syria,

which had occupied Lebanon since 1976, forced its parliament to extend

the pro-Syrian prime minister's term. The United States and France, Leb-

anon's former colonial power, responded with a UN resolution demand-

ing Syrian withdrawal. Then, on February 14, 2005, Lebanon's popular

former prime minister, Rafik Hariri, was killed by a car bomb. Thousands

streamed into Beirut's main square to accuse Syria of the crime. Mean-

while, the Bush administration loudly demanded that Damascus permit
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an independent investigation of the murder and leave Lebanon, both of

which have now come to pass. Like Mubarak, Syria's Bashar Assad found

himself caught between a growing protest movement and an international

spotlight that made it harder to crack down. And that international spot-

light would be much weaker had Iraq not made democratization a Bush

administration obsession. As one Jordanian observer put it, referring to

the city where Assad's father slaughtered 25,000 rebels with no interna-

tional outcry, "The people in the streets of Beirut knew that no second

Hama is possible."

Some commentators, trying to downplay Iraq's role in these events,

note that reform movements existed before Saddam fell. But although

they existed, they were not nearly as strong. As late as 2003, Freedom

House was still writing that when it came to Arab democracy, "downward

trends have outpaced gains post-9/1 1." Since then, in addition to events

in Lebanon and Egypt, Saudi Arabia has held its first local elections in

forty-two years, a move that one Democratic congressional staffer called

"unmistakably connected to American actions." Six weeks before the

Kuwaiti prime minister's 2005 trip to Washington, his government pushed

through a constitutional amendment granting women the vote. To be

sure, there is no guarantee this new openness will produce liberal democ-

racy: in Saudi Arabia, religious conservatives won in most municipalities;

in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood remains the most potent opposition

force; and in Lebanon, sectarian squabbles have filled the post-Syrian

vacuum. But at least competing political visions are being freely dis-

cussed. In the words of Egyptian political scientist Mohammed Kamal,

"for the first time in many years, there is a serious debate going on in the

Arab world about their own societies. The United States has triggered

this debate."

TRAGICALLY, BY INVADING Iraq, the United States has triggered other

forces as well. For people across the Middle East, the war has been a pro-

found humiliation. And while that humiliation has emboldened some

young Arabs to demand democracy, it has sent others (and some Arab

Europeans as well) streaming into Iraq in service of jihad. If the jihad-

ists emerge from Iraq victorious, or if they emerge at all, they will likely

return emboldened to their native countries, like the Afghan Arabs who

went home in the 1990s to terrorize Algeria and Egypt. In fact, the urban

warfare techniques they are learning in Iraq may make them even more
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dangerous than the Afghan alumni. And this new burst of jihadist ter-

ror could wreak havoc on the embryonic reform movements sprouting

in the Middle East. For autocratic regimes now on the defensive, such

violence would provide a powerful new pretext for repression—repression

the United States would be hard-pressed to oppose. And if those regimes

are no longer strong enough to carry out the Hama-style crackdowns that

in the 1990s smashed the Algerian and Egyptian jihads, the result could

be chaos, or even salafist revolution.

And if Iraq has strengthened our enemies, it has also weakened

us. More than 2,000 Americans have died, and over 15,000 have been

wounded. The Army, painstakingly rebuilt after the trauma of Vietnam,

has suffered enormous strain, the full consequences of which will not be

known for years to come. The war, which was supposed to reveal Amer-

ica's essential goodness, has instead bred international cynicism. Even

more disturbing, it has caused a deep weariness at home, a yearning to

turn inward and bind domestic wounds, which will make it harder to fight

salafist jihad in the years to come. After Vietnam, the United States took a

partial rest from the cold war, enjoying several years of detente before in-

tense competition returned. But our new totalitarian enemy may not per-

mit such a hiatus. And so the Bush administration may be creating exactly

the condition that conservatives have long feared: an America without the

will to fight.

Even more than Ronald Reagan, George \V. Bush has fulfilled the

conservative dream: unrestrained American power married to unreflec-

tive American self-confidence, rushing into the breach to alter history's

course. He has torn the lid off the Arab world—weakening Arab tyranny,

weakening America, and leaving a great political void in which Islamic

democracy and Islamic totalitarianism vie for control.

It is against this unfamiliar backdrop that the embittered opponents

of conservative power—American liberals—have struggled to decide what

thev believe.
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Losing America

ONE DAY IN 1964, a New York investment banker named Howard Dean

Jr. visited two of his sons at boarding school. They attended St. George's

in Newport, Rhode Island, where Dean served as a trustee. The older

boy would later attend Yale, like his father and grandfather. And from

there he would go to Wall Street, like his father, grandfather, and great-

grandfather.

The Deans, who had been prospering in America since the 1600s,

valued tradition. So it came as something of a shock when one of the boys,

14-year-old Charlie, announced over dinner that he considered Lyndon

Johnson a good president. The Deans, after all, were Republicans. And

Howard Jr. was a particular fan ofJohnson's Republican opponent, Barry

Goldwater.

Annoyed, HowardJr. glared at his son and declared, "I don't think you

know what you are talking about." To which the teenager muttered, under

his breath, "I don't think you know what you are talking about." Watching

his younger brother upend the Dean universe, 16-year-old Howard Brush

Dean III silently cheered.

Across millions of dinner tables that year, families like the Deans were

having similar conversations. By nominating Goldwater, the conserva-

tive movement had captured the GOP. And by embracing civil rights, the

Democrats had captured the imagination of the tolerant young. It was

a time of political migrations. In the Democratic landslide of 1964, the

scions of northern, affluent, Protestant families that had been voting Re-

publican since the Civil War left the GOP. Many never returned, even four

and eight years later, when working-class whites stampeded to Nixon and

Wallace, ending the Democrats' hold on power.
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Charlie Dean, the rebel, would chair the McGovern campaign at the

University of North Carolina. Then he would travel to Southeast Asia,

to see up close the war he loathed. And he would die there, in Laos, in

circumstances never fully explained.

Howard Dean III would try to toe the family line. He went to Yale

and then to Wall Street. But the cultural and political currents were too

strong. His father, "Big Howard," belonged to an all-white country club,

but at Yale, "Little Howard" requested black roommates. The father was

a recreational anti-Semite, but the son left Wall Street for a historically

Jewish medical school, where he met hisJewish wife.

The newlyweds moved to Vermont, a historic Republican bastion

making its own journey across the political aisle. And it was there that

Howard Dean launched a political career that would help define an era.

He had become a liberal just in time to see cold war liberalism fall. And

after September 1 1 , he would see liberalism fall once again—only this

time, he would have a front row seat.

BY THE TIME Bill Clinton left the White House, he had achieved historic

goals and squandered historic opportunities. He had blunted race as a po-

litical weapon, finally defeating the Republican "Southern strategy" that

helped doom Democratic presidential candidates from Hubert Humphrey

to Michael Dukakis. He had convinced a skeptical country that govern-

ment could work. And in his second term, he had fulfilled one of con-

temporary liberalism's great ambitions—ending the quarter-century-long

stagnation in working-class standards of living

But disastrous personal misconduct dominated his final years in office, ex-

acerbating a new cultural gulf between liberals and many blue-collar whites,

centered not on race, but on morality and religion. This new divide helped

cost Al Gore the White House. And that loss cut short Clinton's final legacy:

the new foreign policy vision emerging in the wake of the Kosovo war.

Instead, George W Bush became president. And when September 1

1

hit, the debate Kosovo had unleashed among liberals continued against

the backdrop of conservative power. Polling in the 1 990s had shown grass-

roots Democrats increasingly supportive of the use of force, and their im-

mediate reaction to 9/11 bore that out. Whether because of Clinton's

legacy or the mere horror of the event, a New York Times poll in late Sep-

tember found that 60 percent of self-described liberals supported "military

action against whoever is responsible for the attacks, even if it means that
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innocent people are killed"—more than three times the rate of liberals

who opposed military action. In Washington, the enthusiasm for a mili-

tary response was even greater. "The Democratic Party stands 1 00 percent

with President Bush as he fights terrorism around the world," declared

party chairman Terry McAuliffe in October. When Congress authorized

military retaliation on September 14, every congressional Democrat ex-

cept one voted yes.

But the critics of liberalism's post-Kosovo turn were hardly silent. If

liberal hawks saw jihadism through the Balkan prism—as a fanatically

illiberal foe that should be met with democratic ideals, international legiti-

macy, and military might—doves saw it through a Balkan prism of their

own. For them, the fundamental issue, once again, was American imperi-

alism. Al Qaeda might be despicable, but it was not autonomous. In fact, it

was our Frankenstein, the bastard offspring of our evil deeds. For decades,

America had abused, violated, and corrupted the third world—and now

the bill was coming due.

Among anti-imperialists, the favored term was blowback. At its most

literal, the charge was simple: Osama bin Laden had been our man. Mi-

chael Moore demanded that President Bush "tell us why your father and

his partner Mr. Reagan trained Mr. bin Laden in how to be a terrorist!"

An article in The Nation alleged that "Bin Laden has been attempting to

bring the things the CIA taught him home to the teachers."

Then there was MoveOn Peace, a website founded after the attacks by

a brainy, earnest recent college graduate named Eli Pariser. Pariser originally

called his website 9-1 lpeace.org, but renamed it after being absorbed by

MoveOn.org, a liberal network organized to oppose Clinton's impeachment.

"The US has become adept at creating monsters," declared a MoveOn Peace

bulletin in May 2002. "Osama bin Laden is only the latest in a long line."

As it happened, the charge was false. The 9/ 1 1 Commission would

find that "Bin Laden and his comrades . . . received little or no assistance

from the United States." And Bin Laden's top aide, Ayman Al-Zawahiri,

has called the allegation a slander, declaring that his men never took "one

penny" from the hated Americans. But for anti-imperialists, the specific

allegation was not the critical point. After all, America's reach is vast,

and if it did not specifically train Bin Laden, it surely helped produce the

injustice that motivated him to kill. In reality, blowback was less about

explaining Al Qaeda—a task to which people like Michael Moore, and

groups like MoveOn Peace, devoted little serious attention—than it was
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about explaining America. Liberal hawks saw the terrorists as the latest

in an antiliberal, anti-American lineage that stretched through Milosevic

back to the totalitarians of World War II and the cold war. But for the

anti-imperialists, Bin Laden was not part of an anti-American tradition;

he was part of a distinctly American tradition, a tradition of imperial chick-

ens coming home to roost. A left-leaning Berkeley linguist named George

Lakoff, on his way to becoming a Democratic Party guru, noted that "the

United States has systematically promoted a terrorism of its own and has

trained terrorists, from the contras to the mujahideen, the Honduran death

squads, and the Indonesian military." MoveOn Peace traced the tradition

back even further, noting that "while the US didn't 'create' Hitler, the ties

between American business and the Nazi regime were so strong that in

essence, Wall Street helped finance Hitler's rise to power."

A December 2001 article in The Nation imagined America on the

couch, describing its powerful desire to kill the people responsible for

9/11. "You cannot face your real problem," explained the fictional thera-

pist. "Your real problem is simply the way that millions and millions of

people around the world feel about you" because "you kill people who

are poor and desperate." In other words, America's "real problem" was

America. Or more specifically, it was those forces inside America that per-

petuated empire. Given that the United States had just been attacked by

an enemy as ideologically, culturally, and geographically remote as could

possibly be imagined, it was a strangely narcissistic diagnosis. But it was

the same diagnosis that anti-imperialist liberals had offered a half-century

earlier. In the late 1940s, of course, the American left boasted actual Com-

munists, while there were no salafists infiltrating MoveOn.org. But most of

Henry Wallace's supporters were not Communists; they simply considered

Communism a distraction from the "real problem." When Communists

pushed Czech foreign minister Jan Masaryk out of a window in March

1948, Wallace responded, "The Czechoslovakia story will repeat itself so

long as our gun and dollar policies . . . are continued." Now America had

been attacked, and Wallace's ideological progeny were blaming America's

"gun and dollar policies" once again.

As at the start of the cold war, the essential divide was over whether

liberals would define themselves in opposition to totalitarianism or only

in opposition to the right. For the anti-imperialists, the answer was clear.

"We have nothing to fear but George W Bush," explained Moore. It's not

that anti-imperialists didn't want to prevent terrorism; they did, just as



Losing America 171

Wallace had wanted to prevent the Czech coup. But since salafist terror-

ism—like Communist oppression—was an American by-product rather

than an autonomous force, the way to prevent it was by fighting its real

authors: the imperialists inside the United States. As MoveOn's founders,

Wes Boyd andJoan Blades, put it: "Getting tough on terrorism means get-

ting tough on some of the Bush administration's core constituencies and

old friends."

The premise that America could best fight terrorism by fighting its

own imperialist impulses made it difficult to endorse a military response

to 9/11. Anti-imperialist liberals wanted to apprehend, or even kill, the

people who planned the attacks, and they wanted to see the Taliban de-

posed. (The Nation, in particular, had been an eloquent, dogged critic of

the Taliban since the regime first took power.) But they had also wanted

to stop Milosevic's slaughter in Kosovo, and Wallace had wanted to stop

Turkey and Greece from falling to Communist rule. The problem was

how to do so without endorsing American military force, a cure that would

only inflame the disease.

The answer was that military action was acceptable only if it took no

innocent lives. "In bringing terrorists to justice," declared MoveOn, "the

U.S. must commit to protecting innocent civilians everywhere and end-

ing the cycle of violence." But the two imperatives were incompatible. In

the real world, with jihadists taking cover among civilians, and Al Qaeda

virtually running the Taliban regime, there was simply no way the United

States could "bring the terrorists to justice" while "ending the cycle of

violence" and taking no innocent human life. It was what Schlesinger had

called doughface liberalism: America could only act against its enemies if

it remained morally pure.

Behind this recipe for self-righteous inaction lay another key dough-

face assumption: once America surrendered its moral purity, it became

no better than its enemies. It was an old argument. For some on the anti-

imperialist left, McCarthyism had proved America was no better than the

Soviet Union. For a later generation, Vietnam had proved the same thing.

And now, argued MoveOn, "If we retaliate by bombing Kabul and kill

people oppressed by the Taliban dictatorship who have no part in deciding

whether terrorists are harbored, we become like the terrorists we oppose."

Added George Lakoff, "Massive bombing of Afghanistan—with the kill-

ing of innocents—will show that we are no better than they" But the 9/11

terrorists had aimed to kill civilians (in the case of the World Trade Center,
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only civilians). And they had done so in service of a totalitarian ideology

In bombing Kabul, the United States was accidentally killing civilians—in

retaliation for an attack, and in the process of installing a vastly more hu-

mane government. The moral difference was about as stark as one could

find in the real world of international affairs.

Yet that was precisely Schlesinger's point. At its core, doughface lib-

eralism offers an escape from the choices the real world requires. A Sep-

tember 12 article in the liberal online magazine Salon.org argued that

instead of military action, the United States should "bring the full force

of domestic and international law to bear" against the terrorists. But a

paragraph later, it warned against "expanding the FBI's surveillance pow-

ers." MoveOn Peace insisted that "war will not be an effective response

to global terrorism," suggesting instead that the United States bring the

terrorists "before some kind of ad hoc international court." But lest one

assume that apprehending those terrorists might require an expanded

intelligence-gathering effort, another MoveOn Peace bulletin suggested

that "giving the C.I.A. more money and more free rein" was not the an-

swer either.

Groups like MoveOn generally eschewed the word liberal—which the

right had turned into an epithet—in favor of progressive, a term they used

with little regard to its historical antecedents. But in at least one respect,

the designation made perfect sense. The principles that guided the new

progressives' response to September 1 1 , and those that guided Henry Wal-

lace's Progressives in the early cold war, were largely the same.

FOR THE FIRST year after the attacks, the anti-imperialists wielded little

influence. Liberals overwhelmingly backed Bush's invasion of Afghani-

stan. Polls showed that Democrats were nearly as likely as Republicans to

consider terrorism a "very serious" problem, and to consider the United

States in a state of war. And in Congress, Democrats backed the Bush

administration's military buildup and urged even greater spending on

homeland security and foreign aid.

But Democrats were operating from a position of weakness. Although

Clinton had shifted liberal views on the use of force, he had not erased

the GOP's post-Vietnam advantage on national security. And when for-

eign policy retook center stage after 9/11, Americans picked up where

the cold war had left off. They not only rallied around their Republican

commander in chief, they told pollsters they trusted his party far more to
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keep them safe. Once Bush successfully overthrew the Taliban, his clout

only grew.

In the fall of 2002, Bush took his considerable political capital and

put it behind an invasion of Iraq. Liberals soon began telling pollsters

they were uneasy. In Washington, however, two key groups of Democrats

proved more sympathetic. The first was the party's foreign policy leader-

ship, which was dominated by Clinton administration veterans. And cru-

cially, they were not just any Clinton administration veterans. The former

president's first-term foreign policy team—led by cautious men like for-

mer secretary of state Warren Christopher and former national security

adviser Anthony Lake—was virtually invisible in the Washington of late

2002. Instead, it was their more hawkish second-term successors—Mad-

eleine Albright, former UN ambassador Richard Holbrooke, and former

national security adviser Sandy Berger—to whom congressional Demo-

crats and aspiring Democratic presidential candidates turned for guid-

ance. For these men and women, the administration's great victory had

been Kosovo and its great frustration had been Iraq. They had gone to the

brink with Saddam repeatedly in the late 1 990s and watched with alarm

as sanctions weakened and U.S. allies wearied of containment. "It was the

frustration of knowing that what it would take to save containment under

the current circumstances would never be adopted (and sustained) by the

United States that led me, and many of my colleagues within government,

to conclude that containment was no longer an option," wrote former

Clinton official Kenneth Pollack in 2002. The Clintonites were deeply

concerned that any U.S. military action enjoy international support, and

their public comments were generally more muted than those of liberal

hawks in the media who urged outright war. But on September 12, 2002,

when Bush announced he would take Iraq to the Security Council and seek

new resolutions requiring it to disarm, he temporarily allayed the Clin-

tonites' concerns. So when Iraq came up for a vote in Congress a month

later—and Bush said he needed congressional support to gain leverage at

the UN—the Democratic foreign policy brain trust was broadly sympa-

thetic. And since few congressional Democrats had much national security

expertise of their own, the views of that brain trust loomed large.

The second group that tipped the balance was Democratic political

consultants. Many remembered the aftermath of the Gulf War, when vot-

ing no had crippled Senator Sam Nunn's presidential prospects and voting

yes helped elevate first Al Gore, and then Joe Lieberman, onto national
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Democratic tickets. Moreover, the polls in late 2002 showed Democrats

with an edge on domestic issues like health care and Social Security, and

Republicans with a massive advantage on national security. With the mid-

term elections looming, party strategists yearned to remove foreign policy

from the campaign. And the only way to do that was to agree with Presi-

dent Bush on Iraq and then change the subject. As Democratic pollster

Mark Mellman put it, "we'd rather have the newspapers filled with discus-

sions of pensions."

So while Democrats with safe seats mostly voted against the war, the

party's congressional leaders, its vulnerable incumbents, and its likely

presidential candidates generally voted yes. And four days after they did,

House minority leader Richard Gephardt gave a major campaign speech,

in which he discussed a host of domestic issues and never once mentioned

Iraq.

But the strategy failed. Disillusioned by their party's acquiescence,

many liberal voters stayed home on election day To make matters worse,

Democrats didn't even successfully avoid a fight over national security

The Bush administration had suckered them into a dispute on homeland

security—embracing a Democratic plan to create a new Department of

Homeland Security but insisting on stripping its employees of many civil

service protections. Unwilling to buck their powerful allies in the public-

sector unions, the Democrats left themselves politically vulnerable.

And Republicans seized the opening, shamelessly attacking their

Democratic opponents as weak on terror. In an echo of Richard Nixon's

1946 campaign against "the PAC," Republicans in New Hampshire, Ar-

kansas, Colorado, and Minnesota assailed Democrats for taking money

from the dovish Council for a Livable World. In Georgia, GOP ads attack-

ing Democratic senator (and Vietnam Wr

ar triple amputee) Max Cleland

featured photos of Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein. Bush also

took up the McCarthyite line, charging that Senate Democrats who op-

posed his version of the homeland security bill were "not interested in the

security of the American people"—even though he himself had opposed

a new cabinet department before switching positions. In the last five days

of the campaign, he visited fifteen states, delivering a stump speech de-

voted almost exclusively to Iraq and the war on terror.

It worked masterfully. A poll taken just after the election gave Republi-

cans an almost 40-point lead on "keeping America strong." Even a plural-

ity of Democratic voters said the GOP was better on national defense. And
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for only the third time since the Civil War, the president's party gained

seats in a midterm election.

Had Democrats run against the war, they would probably still have

lost. Given Bush's popularity, the party's weak standing on national secu-

rity, and the fact that most key Senate races were in conservative Southern

and Midwestern states, a full-fledged partisan battle over Iraq would have

been extremely difficult for Democrats to win. Yet the fact that party lead-

ers ducked the fight and lost anyway would profoundly alter liberalism's

course. For a year after 9/11, most American liberals had embraced the

struggle against global jihad, the anti-imperialist left notwithstanding. But

for many, the events of autumn 2002 bred not merely alienation from

Democratic leaders in Washington, and not merely anger over the war

in Iraq, but an emerging suspicion of the war on terror itself. Democratic

politicians, experts, strategists, and pundits had failed to define a compel-

ling liberal vision for the post-9/ 1 1 world, and many had fallen prey to the

right's apocalyptic logic on Iraq. As a result, the balance of power in the

liberal foreign policy feud began to shift beneath their feet.

INTO THIS VOLATILE landscape entered that child of New York Repub-

licans turned liberal Vermont Democrat, Howard Brush Dean III. Dean's

presidential campaign began in obscurity. His own mother called it "quix-

otic" and "preposterous." At a dinner in October 2002, Iowa senator Tom
Harkin kept referring to him as John Dean, the figure from Watergate.

The campaign also began as a domestic policy affair. A doctor turned

governor with no foreign policy experience, Dean planned to campaign

on the two issues he knew best: health care and early childhood develop-

ment. "Pre-Iraq war," recounted his campaign manager, "that is all he ever

talked about."

But that would change. The early Democratic frontrunners—John

Kerry,John Edwards, Richard Gephardt, andJoe Lieberman—all shared

two characteristics: they lived in Washington and they had voted for the

Iraq war. In early 2003, with that war approaching and liberals bitterly

angry at their leaders for supporting it, that left a gaping political vacuum.

And on February 20, when the Democratic National Committee convened

for its winter meeting, Dean stepped into it. One by one, the Washington

Democrats took the stage and attacked George W. Bush. Then Dean took

the stage and attacked the Washington Democrats.

"What I want to know," Dean thundered, "is why in the world the
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Democratic Party leadership is supporting the President's unilateral at-

tack on Iraq?" The room erupted in cheers. "What I want to know," he

continued, "is, why are Democratic Party leaders supporting tax cuts?"

More cheers. By the time Dean reached, "What I want to know is why our

folks are voting for the President's No Child Left Behind bill," members of

the audience were yelling "We want to know too!" That weekend before

the DNC, Joe Lieberman's speech was interrupted by cheers three times;

John Edwards's speech was interrupted four times. Dean's was interrupted

by cheers twenty-four times. As a party official put it after Dean elicited a

similar reaction from a Democratic crowd in California, "He was serving

meat . . . and that was a hungry audience."

Dean, his pollster suggested, was "declaring war on the party and its

establishment for their failure to oppose Bush strongly enough." And in

that war, he began rapidly gaining ground. In the first quarter of 2003,

Dean raised under S3 million, less than a third as much as John Kerry.

In the second quarter, he raised $7.6 million, more than any of his com-

petitors. In the third quarter, he raised almost $15 million, more than any

Democratic presidential primary candidate in history. When Dean gave

his February DNC speech, he was trailing Kerry in New Hampshire by

13 points. By August, he had a 21 -point lead. And byJanuary 2004, Har-

kin—who couldn't remember Dean's name a year earlier—had endorsed

him. "It ain't over 'til it's over," declared the newspaper Roll Call, "but it's

probably over."

Most of the people who powered the Dean crusade were like Dean

himself: white, affluent, highly educated, and secular. They were the prod-

ucts of that great migration that began in the 1 960s, which saw culturally

liberal professionals moving into the Democratic Party and culturally con-

servative working-class whites moving out. Not surprisingly, their biggest

issue was the Iraq war, which they vehemently opposed. And in general,

they were more dovish than other Democrats, not to mention Americans

as a whole. Remarkably, 70 percent said they sometimes visited MoveOn's

website, far more than visited the website of the Democratic National

Committee.

But that larger picture concealed intriguing divisions. While the press

often portrayed Dean's supporters as disproportionately young, the larg-

est cohort were actually baby boomers. And it was this group, perhaps

because of its memory of Vietnam, whose views came closest to the anti-

imperialist line. Dean activists under the age of 30, by contrast—per-
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haps because they had come of age during the Balkan debates or after

9/1 1—were more hawkish. A fall 2004 survey by the Pew Research Cen-

ter found them more than twice as likely as their elders to say preemp-

tion was often or sometimes justified (the poll didn't define preemption or

specify whether it was against terrorist groups or states), and almost twice

as likely to support keeping U.S. troops in Iraq. In this regard, the younger

Deaniacs were actually more like Dean himself, who had supported the

Gulf War and the interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo. The overwhelming

anger over Iraq, in other words, concealed hidden fault lines. The anti-

imperialists may have been gaining influence. But three years after 9/11,

a crucial segment of the liberal base still believed the United States had

enemies worth fighting, even if Saddam Hussein wasn't one of them.

IF THE ACTIVIST boomers considered Howard Dean their hero, they

sawJohn Kerry as a turncoat. In some ways, the senator from Massachu-

setts mirrored their political journey even better than the governor from

Vermont. Like Dean, Kerry had attended an overwhelmingly Republican

prep school, and then Yale. And like Dean and so many other liberal chil-

dren of the 1 960s, Kerry had used race to rebel. He befriended his prep

school's lone African American teacher. And one day at Yale, according

to his former brother-in-law, he even tried (and failed) to convince another

scion of the New England elite, George W. Bush, of the virtues of inter-

racial busing.

And like the Dean brothers, Kerry was deeply touched by Vietnam.

First, he went there to fight, as did his best friend, who never came back.

Then upon returning home, he became a renowned antiwar activist. In

197 1 , dressed in green fatigues, Kerry denounced the war before the Sen-

ate Foreign Relations Committee. Instantly, he became a generational

icon, a symbol of how the nation's elite youth, the best and brightest, were

turning against their parents' war.

Unlike Vermont, heavily Catholic Massachusetts had long been a

Democratic-leaning state. But it was Kerry's generation, the baby boom-

ers, who made it a dovish, culturally liberal state. In 1972, the 28-year-old

Navy veteran ran for Congress in Massachusetts 's fifth district, a region

anchored by the struggling mill towns of Lawrence and Lowell. A celeb-

rity because of his congressional testimony, Kerry crushed his primary op-

ponents in the district's liberal, middle-class suburbs. But in its blue-collar,

culturally conservative core, he was baited mercilessly over the war. When
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it came out that Kerry had helped write a book about veterans against the

war, whose cover featured soldiers holding an upside-down American flag,

the Lowell Sun called it "a gesture of contempt that has become synony-

mous with the attitude of youth groups protesting not only Vietnam but

just about everything else there is to protest in the United States." It was

an eerie foreshadowing of the attacks Kerry would face when he ran for

president, thirty-two years later.

Kerry overcame a crowded primary field, but in the general election,

he lost badly in Lawrence and Lowell, and a Republican claimed the seat.

As one local reporter explained, "it was a class issue—class and resent-

ment." Another observer, using Nixon's famous term for the people who

fueled his victory that year over George McGovern, said Kerry was de-

feated by the "silent majority."

But Kerry would have his revenge. By the time he ran for office again

ten years later, suburban, liberal reformers like Michael Dukakis, many

with roots in the antiwar movement, had firmly wrested control of the

party. And Kerry became one of their darlings. As a champion of the

nuclear freeze, he was elected lieutenant governor in 1982, and two years

later, he won a seat in the Senate, replacing Paul Tsongas. Three months

after taking office, he flew to Nicaragua, and soon emerged as one of the

chief congressional opponents of aid to the contras. "A central part of my
[Senate] campaign," he would explain, "had been the notion that I would

bring to the Senate the experience of the Vietnam period."

For baby boomers angry over Iraq, then, Kerry was an even more

natural champion than Dean. He had been an articulate, passionate

spokesman for the post-Vietnam liberal foreign policy consensus. He had

criticized Reagan's invasion of Grenada, opposed the Gulf War, and op-

posed lifting the arms embargo against Bosnia. But in October 2002, with

his eye firmly on a presidential run, Kerry voted to authorize the Iraq war.

For alienated liberals, he became a symbol of Democrats' willingness to

abandon their principles in order to win.

BUT IN A CRUEL twist of fate, the vote that was supposed to help Kerry

defeat George W. Bush became an albatross in his campaign against How-

ard Dean. Unlike Richard Gephardt, with his close ties to labor, or John

Edwards, with his son-of-a-millworker populism, Kerry's natural base was

upscale liberals. But his convoluted efforts to defend his vote for a war they

loathed soon became a quagmire. As the New York Times noted, "It dogs
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him at nearly every step on his presidential campaign: If Senator John

Kerry is so critical of the Bush administration's handling of the war in

Iraq and its aftermath, why did he vote to authorize the use of force in the

first place?" By fall 2003, Dean looked unstoppable and Kerry's campaign

was on the verge of collapse.

Events, however, offered Kerry a second chance. In October, Bush re-

quested $87 billion in supplemental spending for the wars in Afghanistan

and Iraq—a request that for many liberals symbolized the Iraq occupa-

tion's heavy cost, its indefinite duration, and the administration's lack of

accountability over how it was waged. Kerry voted to pay for the $87 bil-

lion by partially repealing Bush's tax cuts. But when that failed, he voted

not to spend the money at all. It was the opportunity he had been waiting

for: He had finally shown he could stand up to the president.

The following month, Kerry fired his campaign manager and unveiled

a new stump speech filled with blunt attacks on Bush's Iraq policy. Kerry,

noted the New York Times Magazine's James Traub, "began to sound more

and more like an antiwar candidate." Yet even as he blurred differences

on the war, he delivered another message: That unlike Dean, he could win

a general election. "Yes, we can't beat him by being 'Bush light,' " he said

at a debate in January, "but we can't beat him by being light on national

security."

It was a careful balancing act. Kerry had to convince liberal primary

voters that he agreed with them on Iraq while also convincing them that

—

unlike Dean—he was hawkish enough to beat Bush. And in this effort,

Vietnam proved his ace card. In what many considered the most effective

commercial of the primary campaign, one of Kerry's Vietnam boatmates

testified that "the decisions that he made saved our lives." Three days

before the Iowa caucuses, a soldier Kerry had rescued from drowning in

1 969 made a surprise appearance at a campaign rally, stunning the crowd

with a story that ended: "I figure I owe him my life."

Vietnam testified to Kerry's character. But even more important, it

told primary voters that Republicans couldn't paint him as soft. Rank-

and-file Democrats were furious over Iraq, but they were also desperate

to reclaim the White House. And Kerry convinced them that he was the

man who could do it. In the Iowa caucuses, among voters whose biggest

concern was defeating Bush, Kerry beat Dean by 16 points. And fueled by

his back-from-the-dead win there, he cruised to the nomination.

But if Kerry owed his victory to the Democrats' obsession with elect-
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ability, that obsession had a strangely patronizing quality to it. For the

most part, liberal voters weren't supporting Kerry because he had served

in Vietnam. They were supporting him because they believed other, more

hawkish, voters would support him because he had served in Vietnam.

Democrats knew that the war on terror would be a central issue in the

fall campaign, and that many Americans had anxieties about their party's

strength on national security. But they chose to believe those anxieties were

a matter not of ideology but of image. Americans, they decided, were

looking for a tough guy—someone who had stared America's enemies in

the face and shot them dead. And if Rambo was what Americans wanted,

well, then, Rambo was who they would get.

So sure, in fact, were Democrats that the country's new national secu-

rity debate was really about style that, beyond Iraq, they barely inquired

about Kerry's actual foreign policy beliefs. Neither liberal activists nor

Kerry's opponents drew attention to his antiwar rhetoric upon returning

from Vietnam, or his views on Central America and the nuclear freeze,

or his opposition to the Gulf War, or his claim that Bill Clinton's foreign

policy rhetoric was arrogant. The reality was that while Democratic pri-

mary voters were intensely interested in whether John Kerry would have

fought the war in Iraq, they were not particularly interested in how else he

would have responded to 9/1 1. And they assumed other Americans were

not, either. As it turned out, that was a serious mistake.

IN THE YEARS before 9/ 1 1 John Kerry had actually thought a great deal

about terrorism, probably as much as any member of the Senate. And the

roots of that thinking—like so much else about his political identity—can

be found in the immediate aftermath of the Vietnam War.

If Dukakis was the quintessential domestic policy neoliberal, John

Kerry' applied the same sensibility to international affairs. As a young Cath-

olic growing up in Massachusetts, he had idolizedJohn F. Kennedy. But he

had also watched firsthand as Kennedy's idealistic spirit was debased and

defeated in Vietnam. The experience taught him that the world did not

conform to grand visions. Instead, he saw it as a series of disparate, complex

problems, to be managed by carefully studying the facts on the ground.

In the Senate, Kerry's defining issue became Central America, where

the Reagan administration's messianic anti-Communism and tendency to

stretch the truth reminded him of Vietnam. But as the cold war wound

down, events in the region took him in a different direction. He began
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investigating Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega's laundering of drug

profits through the corrupt Bank of Credit and Commerce International

(BCCI). And from there he grew interested in organized crime, a topic

that would powerfully shape his view of the post-cold war world.

For Kerry, who had spent the years following his failed congressional

bid as a prosecutor, transnational crime was a perfect fit, since it combined

two of the things he understood best: foreign policy and law enforcement.

But it was also a way of coming to terms with the phenomenon that was

fixating Clinton and Blair: globalization. "If you don't mind my saying,"

Kerry remarked in 2004, "I think I was ahead of the curve on this entire

dark side of globalization." And he was right. For Kerry, organized crime

highlighted critical features of the post-cold war world: its economic in-

terdependence, the way pathologies ricocheted across borders, and the

need for international institutions that could handle problems too big for

any one government.

In Kerry's view, however, globalization had one more defining feature:

it made ideology less important. After all, crime syndicates were motivated

by only one thing: money. In The New War, Kerry's 1997 book on global

crime, he called terrorism its "fraternal twin." But because he saw terror-

ism as an adjunct to crime, Kerry downplayed its ideological dimension.

"Our new enemies attack not by ideology or military might," he wrote,

"but by the manipulation of human weakness, greed, and despair."

So while Blair and Clinton spoke of extending democracy's reach,

Kerry described America's mission not as the spread of ideas, but the

spread of methods. "Our greatest single task," he argued, "is to articu-

late and achieve a new international convention that totally overhauls our

ability to jointly investigate, move evidence, secure witnesses, and most

important, help build adequate legal institutions in other countries." In

true neoliberal fashion, Kerry had defined the post-cold war world less as

a clash of visions than as a set of problems—problems that could only be

managed with America's help.

WHEN KERRY TALKED about the war on terror during the 2004 cam-

paign, particularly off the cuff, the influence of his work on organized

crime was plain to see. But his advisers weren't much interested in having

Americans see it. Like the consultants who ran the Democratic cam-

paigns of 2002, and those who had shepherded Kerry to victory in Iowa,

the strategists who plotted Kerry's general election campaign were not
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particularly interested in offering a liberal vision for the war on terror. The

polls, after all, showed that terrorism was Bush's greatest strength. The

more people thought about it, assumed Kerry's advisers, the worse their

candidate would do. So they developed a three-pronged strategy Kerry

would use Vietnam to show he was tough enough to protect the country.

Having neutralized national security, he would focus on domestic issues,

where the polls gave Democrats a clear edge. And all the while, the bad

news streaming in from Iraq would turn the country against President

Bush.

In early May, once the nomination was effectively locked up, the Kerry

campaign took a massive bet on the power of Vietnam. They produced

two 60-second biographical ads that dwelled heavily on Kerry's wartime

heroism, spending more to air them than either side had spent on com-

mercials to that point. Other than that, they concentrated on the economy

and health care. According to one campaign aide, "the political consul-

tants' view was that the war on terror was not our issue. . . . Whenever

Bush was talking about the war on terror, the Kerry campaign would say

he's changing the subject from the loss of 10 million jobs."

The Democratic Convention in July offered more of the same. Kerry

arrived in Boston, the city where he was nominated, by boat—to evoke the

swiftboat he had captained in Vietnam. His campaign plastered the Fleet

Center with photos of his military service. And on the night he accepted

the nomination, Kerry walked onto a stage filled with his Vietnam boat

mates, saluted the audience, and declared, "I'm reporting for duty."

But the Vietnam storyline—which liberals had assumed would win

over swing voters—when unveiled before actual swing voters, fell flat. The

convention featured virtually no discussion of Kerry's Senate record, little

about his view of the war on terror, and only gentle criticism of President

Bush (because focus groups told Kerry's pollsters they didn't like nega-

tive campaigning). Instead of ideology, it offered biography. And biogra-

phy didn't work: the convention boosted Kerry only a point or two in the

polls.

To make matters worse, right after the convention ended, a group

of conservative Vietnam veterans calling themselves Swift Boat Veterans

for Truth began loudly attacking Kerry for having exaggerated his war

injuries in Vietnam. It was a thuggish smear, and the GOP would likely

have orchestrated it no matter how Kerry presented himself. But it was

particularly devastating because virtually the only thing Americans knew
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about Kerry was that he was a war hero. His consultants' fear of discuss-

ing national security—and his own aversion to large, unifying themes

—

had left him dependent on a narrative of personal virtue. But for many

Americans, the Swift Boat attacks threw that narrative into doubt. Kerry's

favorability rating dropped 9 points in the month of August. It was as if

Jimmy Carter, running on his small-town decency in the wake of Water-

gate, had been exposed as a liar.

Importantly, the Swift Boat attacks didn't only accuse Kerry of lying;

they accused him of national betrayal. One ad opened with an image of

an American flag rippling in the wind. "Symbols," declared the narrator,

"they represent the best things about America." Then it showed Kerry

as an antiwar protester, explaining that he had returned his medals. Fi-

nally, the narrator's voice returned: "How can the man who renounced

his country's symbols now be trusted?" The ad was produced by the same

agency that produced the famous 1988 commercial featuring Dukakis in

a tank. And the message was the same: Democrats can't be trusted to

defend America because they don't truly believe in America. "He dishon-

ored his country," declared an anti-Kerry veteran in one Swift Boat ad.

He "betrayed his country," announced the narrator in another. In the first

presidential campaign of the post-9/ 1 1 era, the right's old cold war attack

was back. And once again, liberals were vulnerable because they had no

national greatness vision of their own.

THE THIRD ASPECT of Kerry's campaign strategy—to let the deterio-

rating situation in Iraq drag down President Bush's popularity—wasn't

working either. Voters were certainly unhappy about Iraq; it was a prime

reason so many of them told pollsters the country was on the "wrong

track." But Kerry's own Iraq quagmire kept him from benefiting from

Bush's woes. The Republicans used Kerry's shifting stance on the war,

and particularly his vote against the $87 billion supplemental, to paint

him as a spineless opportunist. The more Kerry tried to explain his

views, the more entangled he became. And as the campaign entered the

homestretch, Iraq seemed to be hurting Kerry more than it was hurting

Bush.

Trailing by as much as 1 points on Labor Day, Kerry did the same

thing he had done when he was losing to Howard Dean: he changed staff.

In particular, he brought in a team of former Clinton aides who argued

that until he cut the Gordian knot on Iraq, no one would listen to him on
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anything else. Finally, in late September, Kerry found his voice. At New
York University, in perhaps his best speech of the campaign, he left little

doubt that whatever his past views, he was now running against the war.

"Iraq," he declared, "was a profound diversion from . . . the battle against

our greatest enemy."

But if Iraq was a diversion from the real battle, that only highlighted

the broader uncertainty about how Kerry would fight salafist terror. He
had assembled a large, impressive, and generally hawkish foreign policy

team—stocked with Clinton administration alumni—that produced reams

of specific policies. But they didn't cohere into a worldview Kerry and his

longtime Senate aides resisted efforts to describe the war on terror as a

struggle of ideas, sometimes stripping language about freedom and tyr-

anny out of his prepared texts. Instead, in classic neoliberal fashion, Kerry

promised competence. Again and again, he pledged to fight a "smarter,

more effective war on terror." In two hours of interviews with the New York

Times Magazine's Matt Bai, he used the word effective eighteen times. Asked

in the first question of the first presidential debate why he could prevent

another 9/ 1 1 better than George W. Bush, Kerry cited his "better plan for

homeland security," his "better plan to be able to fight the war on terror

by strengthening our military," and vowed to do a "better job of training

the Iraqi forces."

All in all during that first debate, which was devoted to foreign policy,

Bush used variations of the words freedom, democracy, and liberty forty-five

times; Kerry used them six times. Kerry came off as sharp, concise, and

well informed, but he offered no larger message. As William Schneider

had written years earlier, neoliberals "are efficient, effective, honest, intelli-

gent, serious, and hardworking. They can solve problems, which is exactly

what governors and members of Congress are supposed to do. But Presi-

dents are supposed to do something else"—offer a vision.

Despite all this, exit polls on the afternoon of election day showed

Kerry on his way to victory. Then, in the early evening, they began to

turn—and as returns trickled in from the key battlegrounds, Ohio and

Florida, Kerry fell further and further behind. Ultimately, Bush won with

286 electoral votes and 51 percent of the vote. "It became a vote," ex-

plained Kerry pollster Stanley Greenberg, in language eerily reminiscent

of 1988, "on whether you agreed with [Bush's] worldview rather than his

competence." And like Dukakis, Kerry had helped make it so by offering

no worldview of his own. Several days after the election, Kerry made a

surprise appearance at a party for campaign staffers. Speaking before the
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men and women who had run his campaign, he told them that contrary to

conventional wisdom, they had indeed outlined a message for the country.

"Everyone in that room was on edge," one staffer later remarked, "be-

cause everyone wanted to know: What was that message?"

INITIALLY, SOME COMMENTATORS said Bush had won because of gay

marriage and abortion, a view fueled by exit polls showing that "moral val-

ues"—more than terrorism, the economy, or Iraq—was the public's single

greatest concern. But this was misleading, since terrorism, the economy,

and Iraq were discrete issues, while moral values was a vague catchall that

could include everything from abortion to poverty to personal integrity In

fact, a close comparison to past elections showed no increase in the share

of voters citing cultural concerns. And gay marriage initiatives, which the

GOP placed on the ballot in eleven states partly to lure conservatives to

the polls, had no statistically significant effect on turnout.

The real change was that after a post-cold war hiatus, national secu-

rity had retaken center stage. In 2000, 12 percent of the electorate had

cited "world affairs" as its paramount issue. In 2004, by contrast, 34 per-

cent cited either "terrorism" or "Iraq." Kerry overwhelmingly won the

"Iraq" voters, who were mostly antiwar. But he was swamped by the larger

number who cited terrorism and favored Bush by an incredible 72 points.

Crunching the numbers, University of Virginia political scientist Paul

Freedman found that a 10-point rise in the percentage of voters citing

"terrorism" as their primary concern raised Bush's vote in a given state by

3 percentage points. By contrast, a 1 0-point rise in the percentage of vot-

ers citing "moral values" made no difference at all.

But the deeper story of the 2004 election lay in who voted against

John Kerry because of terrorism. Among upscale whites, who had been

moving into the Democratic Party since the 1 960s, Kerry performed well,

better than Al Gore had four years earlier. He also did well among mi-

norities. After the election, some activists suggested Kerry had failed to

sufficiently rouse his liberal base. But in fact, they were at least as roused

as their counterparts on the right. A study by Emory University political

scientist Alan Abramowitz concluded: "Whatever success the Republican

campaign had in mobilizing conservative evangelicals and other pro-Bush

voters was apparently more than offset by the success of the Democratic

campaign in mobilizing African-Americans, college students, and other

anti-Bush voters."

Kerry lost the election among blue-collar whites. Clinton had won
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them by a single point in both 1992 and 1996. Gore had done far worse in

2000, losing them by 19 points. But if Kerry had simply held Gore's mar-

gin, he would have won the presidency. Instead, he dropped even further,

losing them by a massive 24 points. The greatest drop occurred among

working-class white women, who, polls showed, were the most worried

about terrorism. In a grim historical footnote, it was working-class white

women who had told pollsters they were most worried about the Soviet

Union in 1988.

It was as if cold war liberalism had fallen all over again. Around the

time Charlie Dean confronted Big Howard over dinner in 1964, highly

educated whites had begun moving into the Democratic camp—just in

time to see their blue-collar counterparts flee in the wake of civil rights

and Vietnam. As the cold war ended, Bill Clinton had won them back.

And now, as 9/ 1 1 cast a new shadow over American politics, they had left

once again. In his first run for office in 1972, Kerry had won the upscale

suburbs but lost working-class whites. Thirty-two years later, in the midst

of another war, the same thing had happened again.

FOR DEMOCRATS, KERRY'S loss was a tragedy. But it was a temporary

one. They took solace, as losing parties always do, in the deficiencies of

their candidate and vowed to choose better the next time. The deeper and

more enduring question concerns the kind of liberalism that has emerged

in Kerry's wake. The core claim of the anti-imperialist left—that liberal-

ism's only real enemies are on the right—found little support during the

first year after 9/ 1 1 . It was a minority view even among liberal opponents

of the Iraq war, most of whom opposed overthrowing Saddam not be-

cause they rejected the concept of a war on terror, but because they feared

(correctly) that invading Iraq would weaken America's ability to fight it.

But the momentum started to shift after the elections of 2002. And by

2005, the anti-imperialist view was no longer marginal at all.

In May 2005, the Pew Research Center unveiled an in-depth study of

the American electorate, something it has done every five years or so for

the last two decades. In the 1990s, its studies had shown little difference

between Democrats and Republicans on foreign policy. But by 2005, for-

eign policy did not merely divide members of the two parties; it divided

them more than anything else. "Foreign affairs assertiveness now almost

completely distinguishes Republican-oriented voters from Democratic-

oriented voters," explained the Pew Report. "In contrast, attitudes relat-
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ing to religion and social issues are not nearly as important in determining

party affiliation." Commentators sometimes describe the United States as

two countries: churched and unchurched. But in fact, Pew was saying, it is

two countries: hawk and dove.

In fact, liberals and conservatives don't merely take different positions

on international issues; they hold fundamentally different views about

which international issues matter. More than four months after the 2004

election, the Center for American Progress and the Century Foundation

asked self-described liberals and conservatives to rate their top two for-

eign policy goals. Conservatives were 29 points more likely to mention

destroying Al Qaeda, 26 points more likely to mention denying nuclear

weapons to hostile groups or nations, and 24 points more likely to mention

capturing Osama bin Laden. In fact, while conservatives, and Americans

in general, cited destroying Al Qaeda as their highest priority overall, for

liberals, it tied for tenth.

It wasn't that liberals didn't have worthy goals. Their top priority was

withdrawing troops from Iraq; number two was stopping the spread of

AIDS; number three was working more closely with America's allies. But

what the poll showed with startling clarity was that many liberals simply

no longer see the war on terror as their fight. That conclusion was un-

derscored by a November 2005 M.I.T survey, which found that only 59

percent of Democrats—as opposed to 94 percent of Republicans—still

approved of America's decision to invade Afghanistan. And only 57 per-

cent of Democrats—as opposed to 95 percent of Republicans—supported

using U.S. troops "to destroy a terrorist camp." George W. Bush, in other

words, has used the war on terror to cover such a multitude of sins that for

many liberals the whole idea of focusing the nation's energies on defeating

global jihad (whether you call that effort the "war on terror" or something

else) has fallen into disrepute. Just as Vietnam turned liberals against the

cold war, Iraq has now turned them against the war on terror. America

badly needs an alternative vision—rooted in the liberal tradition—for

fighting global jihad. And yet the liberalism emerging today denies that

fighting global jihad should even be a priority.

AS LIBERALS HAVE grown cynical about the struggle against jihad,

growing numbers have accepted the implicit message of the anti-

imperialist left: the United States can best protect itself by retreating

from the world. When the Pew Research Center asked Americans in
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October 2005 whether the "U.S. should mind its own business interna-

tionally," more than half of Democrats answered yes, compared to just

over one-quarter among members of the GOP.

In the short term, these views may not hurt Democrats at the polls.

In fact, with Americans wearying of the war in Iraq, liberalism's turn

inward may fit the national mood. The elections of 2006 and 2008 could

resemble the elections of 1974 and 1976, when foreign policy exhaus-

tion, and Republican scandal, propelled Democrats to big gains. But that

exhaustion is unlikely to last, or to be allowed to last. Most experts believe

the United States will be living with the jihadist threat for years, if not de-

cades, and that before it disappears, the United States will be hit again on

its own soil. Liberals may regain power without an antitotalitarian vision

of their own. But if the United States remains under threat, those victories

will prove a false dawn, as they did during the Carter years. And eventu-

ally, the country will again lurch right, since whatever its failings, the right

at least knows that America's enemies need to be fought.

The core issue, however, is not whether the struggle against totalitari-

anism helps liberals at the polls. It is whether that struggle helps define

what liberalism is. Since John Kerry's defeat, the activists who propelled

Howard Dean's campaign have begun taking over the Democratic Party,

much as another generation of liberal activists did after 1968. MoveOn's

membership has swelled to several million, and it has used its clout to help

install Dean as chairman of the Democratic National Committee. Popular

blogs like Daily Kos, some with roots in the Dean campaign, have become

powerful players in the Democratic Party. These new forces have injected

passion into Democratic politics. They are making liberalism a movement

rather than merely a collection of interest groups. And they are building

the grassroots infrastructure that the American left desperately needs. But

their idealism, and their outrage, is directed almost exclusively against the

right. Reading them, you could easily think liberals have no enemies more

threatening, or more illiberal, than George W. Bush. Unlike the men and

women who recreated liberalism at the dawn of the cold war, they have

not put antitotalitarianism at the center of their hopes for a better country

and a better world. And unless they do, the new liberalism being born in

the shadow of 9/11 risks losing touch with America and with the best

traditions of liberalism itself.



8
A New Liberalism

ULTIMATELY, DEBATES ABOUT American foreign policy are debates

about America. Conservatives understand that. While the right has gone

through many phases over the last half-century, a core vision has endured.

It starts with a fear that Americans don't believe deeply enough in them-

selves. Corrupted by liberalism, and perhaps modernity itself, they doubt

their superiority over America's enemies; they embrace relativism; they

lose their nerve. Against fanatically self-confident foes, this makes them

potentially weak. And so they must be convinced of their virtue, reminded

again and again that they represent the struggle of good against evil. In

conservative mythology, the last fifty years are a recurring story of Amer-

ica losing faith in itself, and finding it again. The New Deal, with its so-

cialist principles, blurred the distinction between Soviet Communism and

American freedom—until Joseph McCarthy insisted that Communism

would no longer be tolerated. After Vietnam, Americans began to think

they lived in a sick society with nothing to teach the world—until Ronald

Reagan helped America stand tall. During the Clinton years, Americans

lost their capacity for moral judgment—until George W. Bush called a

new evil by its name. The lesson is always the same: When America is

morally inhibited and institutionally restrained, it becomes weak. When it

casts off those restraints, it grows strong.

This vision can be undermined by events. And it loses its salience

when Americans do not feel under threat. But it tells a story about what

makes America great. Liberals can churn out policy papers and nominate

war heroes, but without their own narrative of American greatness, it will

do them little good, either in gaining power or in wielding it.

The liberal story begins with a different fear. If conservatives worry
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that Americans do not see their own virtue, liberals worry that Ameri-

cans see only their virtue. For liberals, the real danger is not doubt, but

complacency. And the central paradox is that only when America rec-

ognizes that it is not inherently good can it become great. The aware-

ness of moral fallibility creates the potential for moral progress. When
liberals glance back at American history, they see not a country periodi-

cally rediscovering its pride, but a country periodically rediscovering its

conscience.

From this different view of America, cold war liberals built a narrative

of national greatness for their time. Because they recognized America's

practical limits—its inability to guarantee prosperity and security on its

own, either through isolation or empire—they built international institu-

tions that stabilized capitalism and defended freedom. The goal was not

merely greater liberty but greater equality as well, in the belief that the

former required the latter to survive. And because they recognized Amer-

ica's moral limits, they used those institutions to genuinely share power.

Statesmen like George Kennan and George Marshall knew that if Amer-

ica restrained itself, weaker countries would welcome its preeminence, and

that preeminence would endure. And intellectuals like Reinhold Niebuhr

knew that it was not just other countries that should fear the corruption of

American power; we ourselves should fear it most of all. American excep-

tionalism—our superiority to the predatory powers of the past—rested

on our willingness to accept the restraints that they eschewed. Ironically,

if we assumed we were inherently different, we became no better than

everybody else.

The belief that America strove for virtue—rather than embodying

it—also shaped domestic policy. For men like Hubert Humphrey and Ba-

yard Rustin, America was not a fixed model for a benighted world. Our

own struggle for liberty and equality bound us in solidarity with people

pursuing those same ideals around the world. And it was America's in-

ternal struggle—our willingness to address social problems rather than

repressing them—that represented our great advantage over the Soviet

Union, which held itself and its empire together through brute force. Con-

tainment relied on the confidence that, in a struggle lasting generations,

America's alliances would not crack, and America itself would not crack.

And that confidence was rooted in America's ability to restrain itself

abroad and improve itself at home. From Truman to Kennedy, the liberal
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narrative of national greatness linked the world America hoped to build

to the country America hoped to be.

A NEW LIBERAL narrative must again start with the recognition that we

can guarantee neither prosperity nor security on our own—not through

the right's Fortress America fantasies of the 1990s, nor through its neo-

imperial fantasies of today In fact, the world is far more interdependent

than it was even a half-century ago. Globalization's economic and cul-

tural benefits are profound. But disease, environmental degradation, loose

nuclear materials, financial instability, and refugees all ride the same tech-

nologies of communication and transport that have shrunk the world in

so many other ways. In 1997, hidden weaknesses in Thailand's banking

system helped produce a financial stampede that nearly plunged the world

into recession. Today, in rural China, environmental destruction forces

migrating birds into contact with livestock and people, breeding potential

pandemics. Greenhouse gas emissions from across the globe helped heat

the water in the Gulf of Mexico, worsening Hurricane Katrina's fury

And at the center of these mobile threats sits jihadist terrorism, the

only one that consciously harnesses technological progress for mass mur-

der. Unlike its totalitarian predecessors, salafist ideology directs no govern-

ments and no armies. As the stepchild to a particular religion, it doesn't

even have Communism's universalist appeal. But globalization gives

groups of individuals powers once reserved for states, and in that way, it

makes the weak strong. As Walter Russell Mead has pointed out, a hun-

dred years ago it would have taken the greatest navy in the world an entire

morning to kill 3,000 New Yorkers. On September 1 1 it took a small band

of men, trained in one of the most obscure countries on earth, motivated

by an ideology few Americans knew anything about, pledging fealty to a

man in a cave.

The Bush administration's answer to these new dangers is the spread

of liberty. And there is no question that in the darkness of oppression,

pathologies grow more easily. Thailand's lack of financial transparency

made its economic meltdown far worse. In late 2002 and early 2003, with

SARS quietly gathering force in the province of Guangdong, the Chi-

nese government tried to suppress the news, squandering the chance to

arrest the syndrome's growth before it spread across the globe. And in

the Middle East, where autocrats have banished politics from the public
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square, dissent has taken refuge in the institution freest from state control:

the mosque. And from Saudi-funded mosques, madrassas, and charities,

salafists have built a totalitarian movement that stretches across the Arab

world and beyond.

But liberty alone is not enough, because today's threats also have

roots in underdevelopment and despair. It is China's pitiful public health

system, as well as its governmental secrecy, that facilitates the spread of

disease. And in the Islamic world, democracy is not the only thing states

fail to provide their people. Exploding populations and stagnating econo-

mies have left governments from Algeria to Pakistan unable to provide

decent schools, free medical clinics, even clean water. So salafists fill the

economic void as well as the political one, providing services and gain-

ing prestige. In one particularly nightmarish Cairo slum in the 1990s, the

Islamic Group took such total control that residents began calling it the

"Islamic Republic." When a reporter from Le Monde diplomatique recently

ventured into the salafist stronghold of Lahraouyine, on the outskirts of

Casablanca, she found a shantytown with "no schools, no dispensaries,

no post office, no savings bank, no public transport" and coined a term to

describe it: "state-forsaken."

In contrast to the antidemocratic left, the liberal tradition does not ac-

cept equality as a substitute for liberty. But from Roosevelt's Global New
Deal to Truman's Point Four to Kennedy's Alliance for Progress, it sees

their fates as intertwined. President Bush describes free elections as a finish

line that nations cross and then live happily every after. Yet countries like

Nigeria and Pakistan have been yo-yoing back and forth between democ-

racy and dictatorship for decades, illustrating the insight that powered the

Marshall Plan: when democracies do not improve their people's lives, they

often fail. And even in the stable democracies of Western Europe, ghetto

poverty and cultural alienation turns some young Muslims to jihad.

In The Vital Center, Arthur Schlesinger approvingly quoted Winston

Churchill's "seven tests of freedom," including free speech, free elections,

restraints on police power, and the rule of law. But "an adequate philoso-

phy of free society," he argued, "would have to supplement the Churchill

tests by such questions as these: Do the people have a relative security

against the ravages of hunger, sickness and want? Do they freely unite in

continuous and intimate association with like-minded people for common

purposes? Do they as individuals have a feeling of initiative, function and

fulfillment in the social order?"
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In our time, Nobel Laureate economist Amartya Sen has called this

broader concept "development as freedom"—the freedom to lead a pro-

ductive, hopeful life, blighted by neither political repression nor economic

and cultural despair. And when leading Middle Eastern scholars set out

to evaluate their own societies in the now-famous Arab Human Develop-

ment Reports, it was Sen's criteria they followed. Only by broadening the

conception of freedom, argued Egyptian sociologist Nader Fergany, could

they develop "genuinely valid yardsticks for measuring human develop-

ment in this age of globalization." The results were shocking. Measured

by these integrated criteria—which included women's empowerment,

adult literacy, and environmental standards—the Arab world fell below

even sub-Saharan Africa.

SO LIBERALISM'S FIRST response to totalitarianism in a globalized world

is freedom broadly defined—freedom as both greater liberty and greater

equality of opportunity; That requires a dramatic commitment to reducing

the Middle East's female illiteracy rate, which is twice that of East Asia's,

since countries that don't educate women are culturally oppressive and ec-

onomically doomed. It requires a push for fundamental economic reform,

so more of the world's fifty-seven Islamic countries—which today receive

slightly more combined foreign investment than Sweden—can enter the

global economy. And it requires helping develop an independent judiciary;

a free press, multiple political parties, and, eventually, free elections, so

Muslims can express their grievances without turning to violence.

All of this requires American generosity. During the Marshall Plan,

the United States spent 1 5 percent of its budget on foreign aid; today it

spends far less than 1 percent, near the bottom of the industrialized world.

And even that money is undermined by the vast, immoral sums that the

United States lavishes on agricultural subsidies, which help shut countries

like Pakistan out of the most lucrative import market in the world. Many

developing countries are also crippled by international debt, which they

must service at the cost of spending on education and health. Yet Euro-

pean leaders like Tony Blair have pushed far more aggressively for debt

relief than has the Bush administration. Overall, America's post-9/ 1

1

development efforts have been timid. As the 2003 Arab Human Devel-

opment Report mournfully noted, the "long-term goal of draining the

economic and political sources of terrorism has almost faded away."

It's no surprise that the Bush administration downplays the link be-
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tween American generosity and American safety: that link threatens the

conservative narrative of national greatness. FromJames Burnham to Wil-

liam Bennett, conservative thinkers have rejected the connection between

totalitarianism and economic despair—calling it an apology for evil. In

this view, pointing out jihadism's material causes undermines moral clar-

ity. And worse, in conservative eyes, it subtly shifts blame to the United

States—not only implying that America's enemies are not inherently evil,

but that America is not entirely good.

But in the liberal vision, there is no contradiction between recogniz-

ing that our enemies are not intrinsically evil, and recognizing that they

must be fought, just as there is no contradiction between recognizing that

although we are not intrinsically good, we must still fight them. America's

challenge lies not in recognizing our moral superiority, but in demonstrat-

ing it. The brilliance of the Marshall Plan was that by offering aid to

Soviet bloc governments if they accepted economic transparency, and

then watching the Kremlin refuse, the United States exposed the differ-

ences between East and West. Similarly, when liberals criticized the Bush

administration's initially meager response to the December 2004 Indian

Ocean tsunami, many conservative commentators dubbed the criticisms

anti-American. But when the administration reversed course and sub-

stantially increased US. assistance, that assistance transformed America's

image in Indonesia. Even more remarkably, it undermined support for

Osama bin Laden. In 2005, in fact, post-tsunami Indonesia became the

first major Muslim country to ever register plurality support for the U.S.

war on terror. Bush's tsunami about-face, in other words, represents one

of our greatest victories yet over jihad. By recognizing that American be-

nevolence needed to be proved—not asserted—the United States did not

undermine the moral distinction between us and our enemies, as conser-

vatives feared; we strengthened it.

BUT IF AMERICA is more dependent than ever before on economic and

political development in other countries, it faces great dangers in trying to

dictate it. During the cold war, the structure of the international system

constrained U.S. power. The Soviet Union limited America's capacity to

intervene directly overseas, since in much of the world such intervention

would have risked nuclear war. Moscow also set the standard against which

America was judged. West Germans might not always have loved their

American occupiers, but they knew they had it better than their cousins
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on the other side of the wall. No matter how unpopular Ronald Reagan

became, Western European governments still wanted American missiles

on their soil, because they feared the Soviet missiles pointed at them.

Today, however, there is no totalitarian superpower to put American

actions in flattering context. And without the Soviet empire or the Com-

munist model, U.S. military and economic influence knows few bounds.

It is telling that in Latin America, the region where the United States

has historically been least inhibited, it has been least popular. Now Latin

America's fate has become virtually the entire world's.

As a result, American military, political, and economic intervention

spawns more fear and resentment than ever before. The Muslim world

needs fundamental reform. Yet if the United States draws up a blueprint,

Muslims will most likely see it as serving our interests more than theirs.

And they will not necessarily be wrong. After Saddam's fall, Paul Bremer,

head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, unilaterally invalidated Iraqi

laws that required foreign investors to reinvest part of their profits back in

the country. He may have thought he was acting purely on Iraq's behalf,

but that is only because he lacked the self-consciousness and humility to

see that he was not.

The spirit underlying the Marshall Plan could not have been more

different. The Truman administration did not draw up a plan for Eu-

rope's postwar recovery; it urged European governments to draw up such

a plan, working together in a democratic process. And in contrast to the

Bush administration in Iraq, it did not try to remake Europe's economy

in America's image. Instead, it funded recovery efforts that, to American

eyes, looked socialist. Truman's greatest concern was that the Marshall

Plan enjoy legitimacy in Europe itself. As Assistant Secretary of State Wil-

lard Thorpe put it, "We should give support to political parties that of-

fer Europeans a positive program suited to Europe's political needs and

development . . . rather than looking for parties and individuals who seem

to represent most exactly the political and economic ideology that has

been successful in America."

In the Middle East today, the task is harder since many governments

themselves lack legitimacy. But the Arab Human Development Reports

offer a model. They paint a searing picture of the region's political, eco-

nomic, and cultural failings and propose far-reaching reforms. But be-

cause their authors are respected, independent Middle Eastern scholars,

their critique has prompted more serious debate and less defensiveness
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in the Arab world than George W. Bush's lectures about freedom. Using

them as a template, the United States and its rich allies, along with inter-

national institutions like the UN, the World Bank, and the International

Monetary Fund, should simply declare that we will generously fund an

effort at Arab reform. The only conditions would be that Arab countries

themselves develop a plan that enjoys clear popular support, conforms

to broad democratic and market principles, and is completely transpar-

ent. If they comply, the United States should keep its promise, even if

the plan deviates from American interests and preferences in a thousand

specific ways. There is reason to hope some Middle Eastern governments

would rise to the challenge—just as Turkey has embraced democracy and

greater human rights in order to reap the economic windfall that comes

with membership in the European Union. But if the region's autocratic

regimes reject the bargain, as the Soviet bloc rejected the Marshall Plan,

the effort would still have been worthwhile—since that rejection might

spark widespread public discontent, and in the world's most repressive

region, such discontent could itself further the cause of reform.

IT WOULD BE naive, however, to think that freedom, even broadly de-

fined, and pursued with generosity and humility, is enough to defeat jihad-

ism. When governments lose control of their territory, unleashing threats

that spill beyond their borders, no amount of investment or aid will help

unless someone reestablishes order. Most of the time, that someone will be

the government, bolstered by outside help. But some governments cannot

reassert control and others are themselves the root of the problem. From

the Middle East to Southeast Asia, from the Horn of Africa to the Sahel,

the United States may need to enter stateless zones, capture or kill the

jihadists taking refuge there, and stay long enough to begin rebuilding the

state.

Such efforts may divide liberals. If America's political and economic

mission overseas helps distinguish the liberal and conservative narra-

tives of national greatness, its military mission often divides two differ-

ent strains of liberalism. In his 1952 book, The Irony of American History,

Niebuhr criticized the self-congratulatory right for its willingness to "cover

every ambiguity of good and evil in our actions by the frantic insistence

that any measure taken in a good cause must be unequivocally virtuous."

But he also criticized the anti-imperialist left, which he said "would re-
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nounce the responsibilities of power for the sake of preserving the purity

of our soul." In the liberal antitotalitarian tradition that Niebuhr helped

create, America must recognize its capacity for evil and build the restraints

that hold it in check. But it must still act to prevent greater evil. It cannot

take refuge in the moral innocence that comes from no meaningful ac-

tion at all. Throughout the decades, anti-imperialist liberals have been

tempted by the hope that humanitarian methods could fully substitute for

violent ones, so liberalism's enemies could be vanquished while America

remained pure. But America could not have built schools for Afghan girls

had it not bombed the Taliban first. And efforts to aid the people of Sara-

jevo were largely fruitless until NATO air strikes broke the Serbian siege.

Democratic senator Joseph Biden recently described a meeting with lib-

eral donors where he asked what they would recommend if the president

learned he could capture or kill Osama bin Laden, but doing so would

cost the lives of 500 to 5,000 U.S. troops. "The truth is," he recounted,

"they put their heads down."

The central question dividing liberals today is whether they believe

liberal values are as imperiled by the new totalitarianism rising from the

Islamic world as they are by the American right. If they are—if the war

on terror is our fight too—then liberals must support military as well as

economic and political efforts to fight it, even if those efforts are morally

imperfect. When elite college campuses ban the military from recruiting

because it discriminates against gays, or when Michael Moore urges rallies

against the CIA because of its flawed human rights record, or when liber-

als casually urge cutting the defense budget, although military spending

made possible American interventions in the Balkans and Afghanistan,

they are succumbing to the old siren song of purity and abdicating their

responsibility to do what Niebuhr urged: make the tragic choices that de-

fending freedom requires.

BUT DEFENDING FREEDOM does not justify every choice. War, after

all, is the most corrupting form of intervention. And as a response to state

breakdown, it mercilessly exposes the limits of American resources, knowl-

edge, and good intentions. Men like Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld

favor military solutions because they believe that given America's unparal-

leled might, warfare—unlike diplomacy—does not require us to compro-

mise with our allies. And if warfare's only purpose were toppling regimes,
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that would be true. But in today's world, where American security usually

requires building something sustainable in those regimes' place, effective

military action actually requires the greatest compromise of all.

As Iraq shows, unilateral nation building is impossible except under the

best conditions. Yet nation building—defined as "the use of armed force in

the aftermath of a crisis to promote a transition to democracy"—remains

central to American security, and to liberalism's hopes for a better world.

Had the United States and its allies not deployed large numbers of troops

and large sums of money to Afghanistan and the Balkans after the bomb-

ing stopped, the Taliban might be back in power and Bosnia and Kosovo

might no longer exist. And although Iraq has soured Americans on nation

building, the historical record is far better than generally recognized. With-

out such efforts, according to an exhaustive RAND Corporation study,

most countries emerging from conflict slip back into it. Of the eight coun-

tries or regions where the UN has led nation-building missions, by contrast,

seven are today at peace and six are at least partial democracies.

Nation building, in other words—like development—can effectively

combat state failure, as long America realizes the limits of what it can do

alone. Before the Iraq war, conservatives derided the UN and America's

Western European allies as less idealistic and less capable than the United

States. But Germany and France proved more prescient than the Bush

administration about the aftermath of Saddam's fall. British troops were

often better trained than their U.S. counterparts for the civil-military mis-

sions that post-Saddam Iraq required. UN envoys were wiser about Iraq's

political transition. And as the RAND study illustrates, the UN's overall

nation-building record is actually better than America's.

The lesson is the same one Tony Blair and Bill Clinton had learned

by the late 1990s: the more America wants to intervene militarily in other

countries' affairs, the more it needs the legitimacy, and the capability, be-

stowed by strong international institutions. And were the Bush administra-

tion interested in strengthening those institutions—rather than bringing

them to their knees—it would find willing partners. The UN is edging

away from its traditional doctrine of noninterference in countries' internal

affairs. After a landmark international report said that states have a "re-

sponsibility to protect," the abdication of which can justify international

intervention, Kofi Annan called on the Security Council's permanent

members not to veto interventions in cases of mass human rights abuse

or genocide.
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But the United Nations will never be enough. While America should

support intervention in cases of genocide or humanitarian emergency,

the stateless zones where jihadists take sanctuary may not be suffering ei-

ther—which will make it harder to gain an international consensus. What's

more, two members of the Security Council, China and Russia, are not

American allies and do not share a broadly liberal vision of the world

in which countries move toward greater democracy and human rights.

Given that, to condition American military actions on UN approval—as

The Nation urged on Kosovo—can be a form of doughfaceism, in which

liberals urge action, knowing that no action will ever come.

As an alliance of twenty-six democracies, NATO has at least as much

moral authority as the Security Council. Building on the Bosnia and

Kosovo model, NATO is developing a 20,000-person rapid reaction force

able to deploy anywhere in the world within five days, and stay for thirty

To avoid the taint of Western imperialism, NATO might partner with a

regional organization, such as the African Union or the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations, or even the G-20, a newly created body that

brings industrial countries together with third-world heavyweights like In-

dia, Indonesia, and Brazil. Then, once the fighting is over, and the nation

building has begun, it would be back to the UN to help oversee a long-

term reconstruction effort, with NATO supplying extra-military muscle.

There is no point in romanticizing these efforts: winning wars and

keeping the peace through international coalitions has costs. It took the

United States years to convince its European allies to back the Bosnia in-

tervention (though the Clinton administration's ambivalence contributed

to the delay). And even in Kosovo, where NATO mustered the political

will more quickly, the military process was labored and frustrating. But it

was always thus: Victory in the cold war also required painstaking efforts

at consensus among allies. It was America's willingness to persuade rather

than simply coerce that distinguished it from the Soviet Union. Ameri-

ca's recognition that it was neither all-powerful nor all-knowing was not

a source of weakness; it was a deep source of strength. And liberals must

make the case that it can be again.

TODAY'S CONSERVATIVES ARE not against persuasion. They simply

reject the notion that America's ability to persuade relies on its willingness

to be persuaded. And that is why they distrust international institutions,

because while the UN and NATO do not ignore the realities of power

—
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the United States is first among equals in both bodies—they imply some

level of reciprocity. For the Bush administration, by contrast, moral prog-

ress is a one-way conversation. The United States calls on other countries

to embrace democracy; we even aid them in the task. But if they call back,

proposing some higher standard that might require us to modify our ac-

tions, we trot outJohn Bolton. When other countries deny due process, it

is barbaric, but when we do so, it is necessary. When other countries build

nuclear weapons, they constitute a threat to international peace, but when

we build a whole new class of nuclear weapons—not for deterrence, but

for potential battlefield use—we are taking prudent steps in our defense.

For the rest of the world, security and freedom require infringements upon

national sovereignty. But for the United States, sovereignty trumps all.

To be sure, America will never be in perfect harmony with interna-

tional opinion—we have our own interests and sometimes even our own

values. But liberals reject the right's claim that American actions, simply

by virtue of being American, are beyond moral judgment. In the fight

against totalitarianism, the world needs independent organizations—ded-

icated to human rights and beholden to no nation—able to challenge gov-

ernments in the name of freedom. And if they are doing their job, those

organizations will sometimes challenge us. Rather than pretending our

democratic credentials exempt us from scrutiny—as the Bush adminis-

tration did when Amnesty International condemned its secret, indefinite

detentions—we should see such criticism as an opportunity to invest those

credentials with renewed meaning. And it is that internal effort—precisely

because it is difficult, precisely because it requires us to confront our own

capacity for injustice—that can build solidarity with the embattled demo-

crats beyond our shores. The "most useful place to look for the inspirations

that drive Arab democracy activists these days," writes the Lebanese jour-

nalist Rami Khouri, "is not the speeches of President George W Bush,

but rather the protest movements among American civil rights activists

in the period 1956-1964." There may be no struggle in today's America

with the capacity to so fully capture the imagination of the world. But in

a global fishbowl, where non-Americans have vast exposure to what hap-

pens within our shores and our prisons, America's willingness to honor the

principles that we evangelize for abroad can help invest our power with

the legitimacy it badly needs.

In June 2005, in a statement in Al-Ahram Weekly, twenty-six Arab re-

formers answered George W Bush's declarations on democracy with one
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of their own. "The West," they wrote, "from whose legacy of enlighten-

ment and progress we hope to borrow, is itself in desperate need of a

practical model of enlightenment and progress. The first and foremost

prerequisite for this is to respect the law." And they are right. Conser-

vatives rail against moral relativism. But, in fact, by denying there is a

moral standard above and apart from American actions, it is they who

have made morality situational. Since September 1 1 , as America has ser-

monized about freedom to the rest of the world, we have begun labeling

our own citizens "enemy combatants" and jailing them for years without

due process. We have constructed detention centers across the globe, and

tortured and murdered inside them. Yet the Bush administration expects

people around the world to believe that because these actions have been

committed by the United States, they cannot be offenses against freedom.

Our infallibility should be as self-evident to them as it is to us.

It is the gap between the moral stringency we demand of others and

the moral complacency we exhibit ourselves that has bred such bitterness

among the very people who once took heart from America's example. As

Hubert Humphrey declared in his call for civil rights at the 1 948 Demo-

cratic Convention, "Our demands for democratic practice in other lands

will be no more effective than the guarantee of those practices in our

own." Both conservatives and liberals yearn for a return to the days when

students carried a statue of liberty as they marched for democracy in the

streets of Beijing. What liberals understand is that to bring about that day,

we must begin carrying our own statues of liberty in the streets of Wash-

ington and New York.

IF RENEWING AMERICAN democracy can help restore American au-

thority in the world, it is even more critical to American strength at home.

During the cold war, the right's fear that Americans were weaker than

their totalitarian foes fueled its fantasies of rollback and its apocalyptic

style. Cold war liberals, by contrast, embraced containment because they

believed that in a struggle lasting decades, American society could main-

tain its cohesion and its will. Today, there is no enemy superpower to con-

tain. And state failure represents a greater threat than foreign foes. But

America does face hostile dictatorships like North Korea and Iran, which

either seek nuclear weapons or already have them. And it faces China, an

authoritarian giant with dreams of regional dominance. In these confron-

tations, it is likely that conservatives will once again see time running out.
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with catastrophe looming unless America rushes to stay history's hand.

The liberal tradition, by contrast, counsels patience. America must be pre-

pared for defensive war, because armed vigilance is the best way to deter

aggressive action. And it should pursue diplomacy in the hopes of con-

vincing rogue states to limit their arsenals, and convincing China to avoid

rash action. But it should not demand immediate transformations, or fear

a long standoff. Deterrence and diplomacy are messy and imperfect, but

they buy time to let the forces of change gnaw at dictatorship from within.

As long as our society remains more cohesive than theirs, we can afford to

wait. In the liberal narrative, America can be patient because time is on

democracy's side.

But that is not a mandate for complacency. Time is only on democ-

racy's side because democracy—unlike dictatorship—allows citizens to

come together freely to meet common challenges. "The exercise of de-

mocracy," wrote Schlesinger, "can bring about a reconciliation between

the individual and the community." And that "communion in action" can

"produce a vigilance that never falters" and make freedom "a fighting

faith."

Today, there is reason to fear that American democracy is no longer

producing the "communion in action" necessary to meet the new threats

of a globalized world. And this failure has its roots in deep transformations

in American life. The era that produced cold war liberalism—the period

between World War II and Vietnam—has been called "the golden age

of civic engagement." Americans voted more, contacted their legislators

more, volunteered for campaigns more, and believed in their government

more than they had during the Gilded Age of the 1920s, and far more

than they do now. And while Jim Crow cast a shadow over those glory

days, by the era's end, the democratic spirit had spread even to the South,

fully capturing Schlesinger's vision of a renewed democracy.

That era, not coincidentally, was also a golden age of economic equal-

ity. Between 1947 and 1973, overall family income roughly doubled. And

remarkably, the poor and working class fared even better than the rich.

With a high school degree or less, Americans found jobs that offered de-

cent health care, guaranteed pensions, reasonable hours, rising wages, and

the promise that it would all continue as far as the eye could see. In the

1950s and 1960s, working- and middle-class Americans enjoyed the kind

of job security that only college professors have now
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Since then, the bottom has fallen out. The richest Americans have

seen their family incomes continue to rise briskly. But for the poorest 40

percent of the population, income growth has slowed to a crawl. And the

only reason poor and working-class Americans haven't seen their incomes

go down is that they are working longer and longer hours. Largely as a result

of women's increased entry into the workforce, the average two-parent

family works a full twelve weeks more per year than it did in 1969.

In fact, as Yale University'sJacob Hacker shows in The Great Risk Shift,

even solidly middle-class Americans, who on paper have their heads above

water, don't enjoy anywhere near their parents' level of economic security.

Compared to the 1970s, today's families experience roller-coaster swings

in income, with little to fall back on if Mom loses her job or Dad gets

seriously ill. Home foreclosures have tripled in less than twenty-five years.

More families with children file for bankruptcy than file for divorce. And

for every family that declares itself bankrupt, another seven are so deep in

debt that they probably should.

What's going on? After World War II, a balance of power between la-

bor and industry produced a balanced distribution of wealth. From 1947

to 1973, every dollar of productivity translated into a dollar of family

income, as unions pressured companies to raise wages and benefits, and

the mere threat of unionization led others to do the same. Government

backed up the arrangement with social insurance programs like Social

Security and Medicare, and with regular increases in the minimum wage.

Since the 1970s, however, government has turned hostile to labor, labor

has crumbled, and business has thrown the old compact out the window.

The percentage of private-sector workers with defined-benefit pensions

has dropped by more than half. The percentage with employer-based

health care has dropped from two-thirds to just over one in two. And

corporations have also found more subtle ways to shift the financial bur-

den. Since most jobs no longer pay working-class men enough to support

their families, women have flooded the workforce, creating huge child care

costs—which, of course, companies don't cover.

Corporations haven't suddenly grown heartless; they're simply trying

to survive in a harsher international environment. But instead of picking

up the slack, government has retreated as well. Programs like unemploy-

ment insurance and food stamps have grown less generous since the 1970s.

Taxes have become less progressive, with individuals now paying four times
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as much as corporations, as opposed to roughly the same amount in the

late 1 940s. And government hasn't taken responsibility for new costs like

preschool and college tuition, which are increasingly essential in today's

knowledge-based economy As a result, as Elizabeth Warren and Amelia

Warren Tyagi have noted, while the state used to cover 1 00 percent of a

basic education, it now covers only two-thirds, with parents on the hook

for the rest.

The result is inequality unseen since the 1920s. And excessive inequal-

ity threatens democracy at home, just as it does abroad. Since the 1960s,

democratic participation has plummeted, particularly among the less well

off. Unions once connected large numbers of working-class Americans to

their government, giving them a voice and a stake. And labor provided

much of the muscle to pass policies like Social Security and the GI bill,

which sent messages of equal citizenship—and sparked greater political

participation among beneficiaries. But in recent decades, unions and other

organizations with working-class members have been in free fall. In today's

Washington, lobbyists don't connect Americans to their government; they

mostly connect corporations to their government. The result is a vicious

circle in which average Americans receive less from Washington, feel less

connected to Washington, and have less influence in Washington. Since

the 1960s, voting rates among less educated Americans have nose-dived.

The percentage of Americans saying government is run by a few big in-

terests looking out for themselves has close to doubled. And as the exercise

of democracy has frayed, it has produced less of the "communion in ac-

tion" that Schlesinger envisioned. "The closing decades of the twentieth

century," wrote the political scientist Robert Putnam, "found Americans

growing ever less connected with one another and with collective life. We
voted less, joined less, gave less, trusted less, invested less time in public af-

fairs. . . . Our 'we' steadily shriveled."

AS AMERICANS HAVE disengaged from their democracy, government

has grown increasingly subservient to powerful private interests, even when

the country desperately requires enlightened public action. Three days

after 9/11, at around midnight, with the House chamber nearly empty,

the leaders of the House of Representatives asked for unanimous consent

to pass legislation granting the ailing airline industry $ 1 5 billion in grants

and loans. A lone congressman objected, noting that even the members

of the Transportation Committee had not seen the bill. But eight days
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later—aided by twenty-seven in-house lobbyists and forty-two outside lob-

bying firms—the airline industry pushed similar legislation through both

houses. Unlike the far smaller bailout of Chrysler in 1980, which provided

only loans and imposed tough conditions, the airlines got both loans and

cash. An effort to include retraining funds and extended unemployment

benefits for laid-off airline workers never even came up for a vote.

Such behavior has become typical for a House of Representatives

that, according to veteran Congress watchers Thomas Mann and Norman

Ornstein, is so dominated by lobbyists that it "more closely resembles the

House of the 19th century than that of the 20th, of the Gilded Age more

than the Cold War era." A month after the airline bailout, the House tried

to retroactively repeal the alternative minimum tax, giving corporations

such as IBM, General Motors, and General Electric an enormous wind-

fall. Since then, Congress has passed a SI 90 billion farm bill that restores

the vast subsidies for large agricultural interests that were reduced during

the deficit-conscious 1 990s. It has passed a prescription drug bill costing

over SI trillion, 61 percent of which, according to one study, will end

up as drug company profit. It has passed an energy bill containing more

than $14 billion in corporate tax breaks. And for good measure, it has

passed two more rounds of upper-income tax cuts, in addition to the one

already passed in 2001. All this while massive structural deficits threaten

to bankrupt the government. Fifty years ago, Americans for Democratic

Action warned that a political system ruled by business would produce a

government too weak to defend freedom, and that warning is being borne

out today.

If Congress increasingly insulates itself from public influence, the

Bush administration has been just as brazen. George W. Bush has held

fewer press conferences than any president in a century. In what a USNews

and World Report study calls "a reversal of a decades-long trend of openness

in government," his administration—even before 9/11—began putting

vast quantities of documents beyond public view. The White House ini-

tially opposed the very idea of a 9/1 1 Commission, then denied it access

to key documents and top administration officials. Even Congress has had

to repeatedly threaten subpoenas to get information once considered rou-

tine.

This too has undermined national security. NSC 68, the 1950 docu-

ment that set out American strategy for the cold war, declared that "The

full power which resides within the American people will be evoked only
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through the traditional democratic process: This process requires, firstly,

that sufficient information regarding the basic political, economic, and

military elements of the present situation be made publicly available so

that an intelligent popular opinion may be formed. . . . Out of this com-

mon view will develop a determination of the national will and a solid

resolute expression of that will." But as the public has grown less demo-

cratically engaged, it has grown easier to manipulate. The result, in the

debate over Iraq, was that the Bush administration successfully prevented

an "intelligent popular opinion" from being formed. It so relentlessly con-

flated 9/11 and Iraq that by the time the United States invaded, more

than half of Americans believed Saddam was personally involved in the

attacks and almost 90 percent believed he supported terrorist groups plan-

ning to strike the United States. Paul Wolfowitz declared that post-Saddam

Iraq could "finance its own reconstruction, and relatively soon," even as

the Bush administration kept secret a study showing that Iraq's oil sector

was in extreme disrepair. And a subservient Republican-led Congress put

little pressure on the Bush administration to justify its claims about Iraq's

weapons of mass destruction, its terrorist ties, or America's postwar plans.

Had the Bush administration been less insulated from democratic pres-

sure, America would not have gone to war the way it did. And it might not

have gone at all.

BUT THE GREATEST danger of this democratic disengagement is not

its impact on American policy. It is its impact on the American people. In

the weeks and months after September 1 1 , Americans showed exactly the

"solid resolute expression" of national will that NSC 68 envisioned. Trust

in government and interest in public affairs shot up. Institutions stressing

national service, like Teach for America, AmeriCorps, and even the CIA,

were deluged with applications. Putnam said "a window of opportunity has

opened for a sort of civil renewal that occurs only once or twice a century."

America seemed to be undergoing a cultural revival based not on reli-

gion, as the right had long urged, but something more akin to what John F.

Kennedy proposed after Sputnik, a cultural revival based on citizenship.

George W. Bush did not nurture this new spirit. He rarely asked

Americans to serve their country. But the failure went far deeper than

a lack of presidential exhortation. As Kennedy understood, a renewed

national spirit requires the renewed exercise of democracy. Government
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cannot simply tell Americans that we are all in it together; it must show

them. And from virtually the moment the twin towers fell, it has been do-

ing the opposite.

Now, less than five years later, the surge in civic involvement is gone.

Public hostility to government now exceeds pre-9/ 1 1 levels. Polls show

the country even more bitterly divided than it was when Bill Clinton was

being impeached. Isolationist sentiment is on the rise. Only a few years

into this new struggle, Americans are exhausted and divided. Our army is

close to broken; our public institutions are reviled; our culture war goes on

and on. When global commentators use words like dynamism and vigor, they

are far more likely to be discussing India or China than the United States.

After Iraq, and Hurricane Katrina, observers are no longer particularly

surprised or particularly disturbed when America fails.

And yet the struggle that began on September 1 1 goes on. For years

and perhaps decades to come, Americans will live with the threat of at-

tacks that could disfigure our society, in a conflict where technology's

march slowly empowers our enemies. Today, even more urgently than

when the struggle began, America faces the question Schlesinger posed in

1949: How to rally a splintered society to its own defense? How to make

freedom a fighting faith?

Liberalism's answer is the same one it gave at the Willard Hotel: shared

struggle based upon shared power and shared risk. Abroad, America

shares power because we recognize our limits, both practical and moral.

And we see that recognition not as a sign of weakness but of strength. At

home, America shares power because only by reviving democracy—tak-

ing it back from the forces of private interest and concentrated wealth

—

can government call its citizens to great tasks. And America shares risk

because Americans cannot accomplish great tasks abroad while at home

they buckle in an economy that offers protection to only the rich and the

old. National security relies on economic security. Generosity at home is

the foundation for generosity overseas. Citizenship can be as powerful a

force for moral revival as religion. And democracy is not America's gift to

the world. It is the goal for which we struggle, against the injustice in our

own society, in solidarity with those people struggling against the injustice

in theirs.

In the liberal vision, national greatness is not inherited and it is not de-

clared; it is earned. We cannot know whether we will defeat the totalitari-
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anism of our time, just as past generations could not foresee the outcome

of their struggles. But almost as important as the outcome is the way we

conduct the fight. "In the years after the Second War," wrote Schlesinger,

"Americans began to rediscover the great tradition of liberalism." May the

same be said, one day, of us.
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