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THE RISE OF THE ANXIOUS CLASS

www.thedrudgereport.com • www.moveon.org

You have to be global in this business to survive.

—JACK WELCH

For every end, there is a beginning. In 1980, the
Democratic Party saw the end of fifty years of the proud liberal New
Deal–type politics that had defined it since the days of FDR. At the
same time, thousands of miles away, a decorated army veteran was
laying the groundwork for a movement that would years later reener-
gize the party and breathe new life into what had become a stale and
voiceless opposition.

For liberal firebrand Ted Kennedy, vanquished by Chappaquiddick
from his final attempt at the nation’s highest office once held by his
brother, the end of his presidential ambitions came August 12, 1980,
in Madison Square Garden. There he took the stage of the Demo-
cratic convention in New York City and delivered one of the most
memorable convention speeches in a generation, and in it made a
promise to his party and to the nation.
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“As Democrats we recognize that each generation of Americans has
a rendezvous with a different reality. The answers of one generation
become the questions of the next generation.” His booming voice,
thick with its trademark accent, filled the hall. “We are the party—We
are the party of the New Freedom, the New Deal, and the New Fron-
tier. We have always been the party of hope. So this year let us offer
new hope, new hope to an America uncertain about the present, but
unsurpassed in its potential for the future.”

Later, after quoting Tennyson and rising to a crescendo, Kennedy
proclaimed, “For me, a few hours ago, this campaign came to an end.
For all those whose cares have been our concern, the work goes on,
the cause endures, the hope still lives, and the dream shall never die.”

Kennedy’s speech marked an end to the aspirations of liberal 
Democrats, who wouldn’t see one of their own nominated for pres-
ident for decades.

However, the same year, 1980, in retrospect marked a beginning
too, a beginning whose importance we can only now begin to under-
stand. Far away from the crowds, television lights, and confetti of
Madison Square Garden, in a dingy working-class bar in Colorado
City, David Hughes was talking politics. What made him different,
though, was that for the first time he was doing it online.

Dave Hughes is not exactly the typical computer geek: Now clos-
ing in on eighty and bearing wispy facial hair, Hughes almost always
wears a Stetson. A Colorado native, he grew up in a rock-ribbed Re-
publican family and, having just missed World War II, he showed up
at West Point in 1946. A star student, he graduated June 6, 1950, just
twenty days before the North Koreans crossed the border into South
Korea. Hughes returned safely from the Korean War with a chest full
of medals and stayed in the military. Eventually, in 1965, as Vietnam
was heating up, he became part of a team of soldiers studying the fu-
ture of combat. It was there that he began to put together the pieces
of the changing technological landscape. “What I picked up was that
miniaturization of technology was coming. We invented the Stinger
missile that any mujahideen kid could put on his shoulder and bring
down a Russian jet in Afghanistan. We and the Germans invented the
shaped charge, which becomes the RPG that any damn fool can fire,”
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he says. As he explains it, the miniaturization of technology was a tool
for political radicals—violent or otherwise.

Technology allowed individuals to go behind and around the strict
century-old political party structure just as individual radical mili-
tants could outwit the mechanized corps of a powerful army. A decade
later, as he was leaving the military, Hughes made his home in Col-
orado City, later purchasing the city’s first Kaypro computer and
throwing himself into local economic development. Using a then-
groundbreaking acoustic modem in 1977, he signed onto the nation’s
first national commercial online bulletin board service, The Source, to
pick the brains of other commercial and economic development peo-
ple across the country. Three years later, as Kennedy conceded defeat
in New York and as Jimmy Carter lost the general election to Ronald
Reagan, Hughes set up his own online bulletin board service with a
section devoted to local politics. He named it Roger’s Bar, after the
real-life local Democratic Union bar where regulars debated local,
state, and national politics. It is widely credited as the first such on-
line political endeavor on the then very nascent internet.

From the earliest days, the promise was clear: “This is going to di-
minish the influence of special interest groups. The dominant eco-
nomic interests have influenced media, but BBSs bypass the press
and don’t stand to lose advertising dollars. With BBSs, special interest
groups cannot control where people get their information,” Hughes
told a computer publication in 1992.1

“Two can argue or fight. It takes three to politics. Each side tries 
to convince the third,” Hughes says. “We got consensus that way,
through dialogue—what screwed it up was . . . we aggregated our dia-
logue to news anchors. They do the dialoguing for us.” The internet
opened the first chance for people to debate and discuss in the televi-
sion age. “The heart and soul is people being able to go back and
forth, challenging the facts that they throw out—because the pub-
lic had a hell of a time challenging anything that came out of the 
television.”

Roger’s Bar was a big success, or at least as big a success as some-
thing could be when it existed on a technology platform—the inter-
net—that only a relative handful of people had ever heard of. Hughes
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went down to the actual namesake pub and convinced the staff to 
install a telephone jack in one of their booths so that patrons of the
bar could log on to his online bulletin board to talk politics using
Hughes’s laptop and an acoustic modem—this long before most peo-
ple had a laptop, let alone even understood what a modem did.

With the internet, people don’t need to collect a paycheck from a
major media conglomerate in order to share their opinions. They don’t
need to worry about offending corporate advertisers. And people on
the local level who care about a particular issue can connect with oth-
ers across the country to share thoughts, opinions, and ideas—just as
Hughes first did with economic development thirty years ago. During
one local argument over a proposed zoning ordinance, Hughes,
helped by debate on his bulletin board, managed to get 175 people to
show up at the planning board meeting and contest the new rules.
The board, surprised by the passion and the turnout, relented.
Hughes immediately understood the power the internet could bring
to bear on politics, especially given the speed at which dialogue and
debate happened online. “Washington is a great soggy log floating
down the Potomac with a bunch of ants who think they’re steering.”
Hughes guffaws. “This is a grassroots nation. Anything that’s worth a
damn in this country starts on the grassroots level. In a future-shock,
accelerated-change society, by the time it gets to Washington, it’s al-
ready obsolete.”

WASHINGTON, AT LEAST the Democratic parts of it, certainly seemed ob-
solete by the 1980s. During the middle of the twentieth century, a pe-
riod of liberal ascendancy and institution building stretching from
1932 to 1968, Democrats built a strong social network that helped lift
the country out of the Great Depression, win World War II, educate a
generation with the GI Bill, spread civil rights, and put a man on the
moon. Presidents Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson were
strong internationalists, big thinkers, and great institution builders.
They opened up global trade, founded institutions like the World
Bank and NATO, established the Bretton Woods financial system
that stabilized the world economic markets, and rebuilt Europe with
the Marshall Plan. At home, they got America working during the De-
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pression, established Social Security and Medicare, offered up a New
Deal, a Fair Deal, the New Frontier, and a Great Society. Through
this period, only a single GOP candidate won the presidency, and
he—General Eisenhower—was considered for the Democratic nomi-
nation as well. No small government conservative, Ike built the inter-
state highway system and founded the Department of Health,
Education and Welfare.2

The social revolution of the 1960s, with its civil rights successes
and LBJ’s Great Society, should have been the crowning achievement
of liberalism, but instead the party began to see the first cracks that
would lead it into a lengthy identity crisis. As a new wing of the GOP,
born from the ashes of Barry Goldwater’s 1964 presidential campaign,
laid the groundwork for future supremacy, the Democrats’ ruling
coalition, too comfortable with power, began to break down.

Nationally, Democrats began to be seen as too beholden to their
constituencies—a term best captured by Theodore Lowi as “interest
group liberalism” in his seminal 1969 work, The End of Liberalism. By
1972 and George McGovern’s loss, though, the party had begun to
slip badly. Carter won in 1976 by positioning himself as a Georgia
peanut farmer running against the Democratic Party establishment,
but four years later the 1980 disaster of a campaign in which Senator
Ted Kennedy challenged the weak incumbent president saw Carter
lose, as well as the GOP capture the Senate for the first time since
1952. The Democrats, meanwhile, began grasping for a message as
the party sank into a decade-long morass of special interests and “lib-
eral fundamentalism.” Lacking a unifying message, the Democrats
lost any hope of their presidential candidates seizing the nation’s high-
est office.

Meanwhile, Republican leaders had thought long and hard about
their party’s weaknesses, and beginning in the 1960s the GOP under-
went its own silent transformation as power switched hands from a
moderate bastion to a conservative, faith-based elite that established a
plan for a new era. Ray Bliss took over the RNC after Senator Barry
Goldwater’s 1964 defeat, and his planning would lead to Richard
Nixon’s victory in 1968 and, arguably, everything that came after it.
He put together a new model, financed through a powerful small-
dollar direct mail program, that emphasized technology, donor out-
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reach, and a united conservative message for state organizations.
RNC chair Bill Brock picked up the mantle after Watergate and
helped assemble a message and return his party quickly to power.

The GOP was swimming with ideas. Bliss led the Republican Co-
ordinating Council, which included everyone from former President
Eisenhower to freshman congressman George H. W. Bush. Its 1966
book, Choice for America, helped define the landscape that the party
would run on in the next two decades. Brock created five advisory
councils that spanned the policy gamut and would help give Ronald
Reagan a blueprint for leadership when he took office in 1981.

Money started to pour in. During Brock’s four-year tenure, the
party’s income jumped from $8.9 million raised from 300,000 donors
in 1975 to $77 million from 1.2 million donors in the last year of the
Carter administration. By the first few years of the Reagan adminis-
tration, the RNC had built a powerhouse machine of 1.8 million
donors that fueled an annual budget of $97 million, two and a half
times the Democrats’ paltry $39 million. When Brock left office in
1980, the RNC’s national headquarters had a staff of 350, more than
four times what the anemic Democratic Party had.3

More impressive, perhaps, than the official party machinery was
the shadow organization that the Republicans had assembled to re-
cruit, train, and develop conservative leaders, the idea factories that
would fuel those leaders’ policies, and the network of media outlets
and pundits who would promote both the leaders and the ideas.

The first stop for Republican thinkers was the more than a dozen
journals published by conservative think tanks and organizations—
four put out by the American Enterprise Institute alone—the most fa-
mous of which was Irving Kristol’s Public Interest. Writing in 1986,
The New Republic’s Robert Kuttner outlined the arc of a young new
party leader. “A graduate student could submit a manuscript to Irving
Kristol, be certified as the latest neo-conservative find, have the arti-
cle distilled on The Wall Street Journal’s editorial page, be quoted in
the Mobil Corporation’s op-ed ads, appear before sympathetic con-
gressmen, do a stint in a think-tank, and later go to work for the Rea-
gan administration.”4

It has been well documented now that the conservatives’ impres-
sive network of think tanks, training seminars, research organizations,
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and media outlets—one completely without peer on the left—began
in the 1970s when six wealthy businessmen and families—Harry
Bradley in Milwaukee, Joseph Coors in Denver, David and Charles
Koch in Wichita, John Olin in New York, the Richardsons in North
Carolina, and, perhaps most notorious of all, Richard Mellon Scaife
in Pittsburgh—began to invest what ended up being hundreds of 
millions dollars, perhaps well over a billion, in such efforts. David
Brock, himself once a part of the conservative machine before he “re-
formed,” labeled it the “Right Wing Noise Machine,” and there’s no
doubting that through vehicles like the American Enterprise Institute,
Rush Limbaugh, and Judicial Watch, the right has managed to build
an infrastructure that can dominate, direct, and shape the public 
debate.

To get an idea of just how rigorous a network the conservative wing
of the Republican Party created while the Democrats were asleep at
the wheel, look at what Scaife alone was able to build during the
1970s: He gave $3 million to the Law & Economics Center at Emory,
$4 million to help found and launch the Heritage Foundation, $2 mil-
lion to boost conservative media outlets like the American Spectator
($900,000) and “watchdog” group Accuracy in Media ($150,000). He
even paid $500,000 to underwrite a television series on Pennsylvania’s
WQLN starring Milton Friedman.5 Scaife’s money was a drop in the
bucket nationally—at the time businesses spent nearly half a billion
annually on “advocacy advertising”—but it represented critical invest-
ments in a generation of conservative leaders and thinkers that would
shape policy well into the twenty-first century.

The GOP’s groups all sounded innocuous and civic-minded: Her-
itage Foundation, Cato Institute, Pacific Legal Foundation, Institute
for Justice, Washington Legal Foundation, National Legal and Policy
Center, Landmark Foundation, Rutherford Institute, Free Congress
Foundation, and Moral Majority, among others.

The Heritage Foundation’s 1,077-page book Mandate for Leader-
ship: Policy Management in a Conservative Administration became the
bible of the newly elected Reagan administration in 1981 when the
president presented each cabinet member with a copy of the book at
their first meeting. Covering every topic from taxes to crime to na-
tional defense, the book had a huge influence in the 1980s. By the
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end of the Reagan years, nearly two-thirds of its two thousand recom-
mendations had been implemented.

As Jon F. Hale wrote, coming out of the 1980s “the Republicans
were perceived as the party of ideas, the party with a sense of mission,
an agenda, and policy alternatives ready to implement under the Rea-
gan administration.”6

It wasn’t that people within the Democratic Party didn’t notice
what was going on in the GOP—it was that no one acted. Writing 
after the disaster of the 1984 elections in their influential work 
Right Turn: The Decline of the Democrats and the Future of American
Politics, political scientists Joel Rogers and Thomas Ferguson out-
lined the millions the right was pouring into organizing and concluded,
“To reverse the right turn of America and the Democrats, some 
set of investors would essentially have to replicate the work of the
center, and particularly the right, over the last fifteen years or so, pour-
ing millions of dollars and person-hours into political organizing at 
all levels.”7 From the time Rogers and Ferguson wrote their call to
arms, it took nearly twenty years before the Democrats prepared an
answer.

As the GOP united, the Democrats splintered. Cracks appeared as
the national party, long comfortable in its ascendancy, began to break
down from a national coalition into individual interest groups—
women, blacks, gays and lesbians, and labor unions chief among
them. Over the coming years, the debate in the party would become
more focused on which issues, individual groups, and constituencies
would get the most attention.

After the disaster of 1980, new party leader Charles Manatt arrived
with a mission to regain the party’s footing. Manatt was a powerful
California attorney who had chaired the state party and watched the
national rise of Governor Ronald Reagan. In the wake of the Demo-
crats’ disastrous campaign in 1980, the party turned to Manatt to lead
it in the era of now President Ronald Reagan. Manatt, a lifelong Dem-
ocratic operative, was horrified by what he found when he arrived in
Washington.

The Democratic Party didn’t even have its own permanent head-
quarters. The party was leasing cramped office space from the airline
pilots’ union on Massachusetts Avenue a few blocks from Dupont Cir-
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cle. Manatt explains that party regulars told him that the only party
headquarters required was the White House. “We were told not to
have a space without the White House, but arriving in 1981, I wasn’t
sure when we’d win the presidency again,” Manatt says. “The job that
came upon our merry band of Democrats that was fighting our way
back was modernization, computerization, media, etc.” He set about
securing a new permanent office for the party and looked to the
model set by his counterpart, RNC chair Bill Brock, who was step-
ping down after an incredibly successful four-year run in the shadow
of President Jimmy Carter.

More and more, Republicans were the only ones showing up at a
public debate with a message and a plan. They had their bumper
sticker slogan: Lower taxes. Strong defense. Less government. Six words
in total. Democrats had nothing of the sort. Most party leaders would
be hard-pressed to explain their party’s ideology in ten times that.

By 1984, the party was well off the tracks. Its platform that year
was forty-five thousand words long—50 percent longer than the 1980
platform and a testament to just how badly the party lacked direction.
(The GOP’s platform, by comparison, was just twenty-seven thousand
words.) Splintering the party’s backing and underscoring voters’ worst
fears that the party was nothing more than a unique collection of nar-
row special interests, the DNC officially recognized no fewer than
seven different caucuses: Asians, blacks, business leaders, gays, His-
panics, liberals, and women.8 “Groups such as these—and others
with narrower agendas—fight word-by-word battles over platform
items small enough to be labeled splinters instead of planks,” Timothy
Clark wrote in the nonpartisan National Journal.9

Mondale’s 1984 campaign by almost any objective measure was 
another disaster for the Democratic Party. A prenomination poll 
found that voters believed Mondale was more beholden than Ronald
Reagan to special interests.10 In the end, he was defeated in one of
the largest landslides in U.S. history—famously winning only the Dis-
trict of Columbia and his home state of Minnesota, and that by only
some four thousand votes. Reagan won more than 60 percent of the
vote in every southern and border state except Tennessee. Democratic
candidates across the country found themselves tagged as “Mondale
liberals,” and moderate Democratic figures like James Hunt and in-
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cumbent Senator Walter “Dee” Huddleston were crushed at the bal-
lot box. Afterward, Senator Lawton Chiles told Fred Barnes in The
New Republic, “Most of us had been running away from the Demo-
cratic Party for years. But we were beginning to see you couldn’t enjoy
the luxury of that anymore.”11

Each election cycle proved a challenge for the Democrats to raise
money and not sink further into debt. George McGovern—the first
Democratic presidential candidate not chosen by the party elites—
had once upon a time built a grassroots fund-raising apparatus, but it
was quickly abandoned by the party establishment. Alabaman direct
mail expert Morris Dees had engineered for the South Dakota senator
a massive direct mail base of small donors. Nearly six hundred thou-
sand people contributed, and ten thousand eventually became “sus-
tainers,” donating $10 a month for the duration of the campaign. The
effort netted a surprisingly large $4.85 million with just $650,000 in
mailing expenses.12 Whereas Goldwater’s massive conservative direct
mail list had become the centerpiece of the Republicans’ fund-raising
efforts, the new chair of the DNC after McGovern’s campaign, a con-
servative former FBI agent named Robert Strauss, refused to adopt
the McGovern list because of its left-wing activist bent. With that
single decision, the Democratic Party began a generational shift fur-
ther and further away from the Democrats’ traditional blue-collar base
to a party dominated by a handful of wealthy elite donors based in
New York and Hollywood.

Senator Paul Tsongas laid out the landscape similarly during a
speech in the 1980s to the liberal Americans for Democracy Action:

If we are to mobilize a new generation to move forward with liberal
leadership, we must understand that the average young American is
just that—part of a new generation. A generation that never experi-
enced the abuses and injustices that molded us. A generation that
takes for granted the social equities that we had to fight for. In
short, they have never known that anger that fed the liberal cause.
For example, they have not grown up reading about hungry poor
people; they have grown up reading about abuses in the food stamp
program. They have not grown up reading about the U.S. military
adventurism in Vietnam; they have grown up reading about Soviet
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military adventurism in Afghanistan. They have not grown up read-
ing about the abuse of factory workers by management; they have
grown up reading about union rules that place security over produc-
tivity. They have not grown up reading about the ever expanding
American economic pie; they have grown up reading about Amer-
ica’s balance of payments problem and the demise of the auto in-
dustry’s capacity to compete internationally. This is a different
generation. And if we do not speak to this generation in its terms,
liberalism will decline. And if we do not meet these needs, liberal-
ism should decline.13

It was time to remake and overhaul the party if it wanted to survive.
The effort that would return the Democrats to power was launched

by “neoliberals” on February 28, 1985, when a group of party rebels
announced the mission of the Democratic Leadership Council during
a press conference on Capitol Hill. “We are going to try to move the
party—both in substance and perception—back into the mainstream
of American political life,” neoliberal leader Sam Nunn said at that
first press conference. The DLC argued that the party’s traditional
politics of innovation had been replaced by programmatic rigidity, the
traditional politics of inclusion superseded by ideological litmus tests.
A new centrist wing was needed to bridge the divide with the regular
voter.14 The arrival of the neoliberals on the scene—in effect, if not in
ideology—would prove not unlike the Jacobin period of the French
Revolution. They did mark a transformative political and power up-
heaval within the party but were merely the midpoint in a process
that would reshape and refocus the party. In a way, the rise of the neo-
liberals marked less the beginning of the end and more the end of the
beginning. The wheels of unrest continued to spin and seeds of the
greater rebellion continued to germinate, even as the party establish-
ment handed over its reins to another faction.

The baby boomers, that new generation of post–World War II vot-
ers, were having families, and their experience with government was
not as positive as that of their Depression-era parents, who had been
helped into the middle class by the Democratic Party. Twenty years
ago, Robert Kuttner wrote, “Today a 35-year-old voter of moderate
means contemplating the effect of government on his or her own life
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doesn’t see a GI Bill or an FHA loan or government-guaranteed health
insurance, or policies that help him cope with the realities of juggling
family and work in the imperfectly liberated 1980s. His experience
with public schools, if he thinks of it as a government service, is re-
mote, as is his anticipation of receiving Medicare or Social Security.
His daily experience with the motor vehicle bureau is frustrating. The
main evidence he sees of affirmative government is his tax bill.”15

Political scientist Ralph Whitehead identified the middle-class vot-
ers of the 1980s as “new collar,” explaining, “Voters tend to see the
Republican Party as a force with a hard heart and a tough mind. They
see the Democratic Party as a force with a soft heart and a tender
mind. What voters would like, ideally, is a party with a soft heart and
a tough mind. Unable to find one, they settled uneasily for the party
with the tough heart and tough mind, in large part because they saw
Reagan as an individual who could soften some of the hardness in
that heart.”16

Just like the voting population, a new crowd of politicians was
coming of age in the party. These neoliberals—like Gary Hart, Bill
Bradley, Joe Biden, Paul Tsongas, Chris Dodd, Dick Gephardt, Leon
Panetta, Tim Wirth, Jerry Brown, and Bruce Babbitt—were born in
the 1930s and 1940s and became the first national leaders in fifty
years to lack a memory of the Great Depression and to have, if any-
thing, only a faint hint of the glory days of FDR. The New Deal, to
them, existed only in the history books. Instead their early memories
were of JFK and his New Frontier; capitalists all, they were firmly for
a market economy.

The Democratic Party’s failings were quite clear to Gary Hart when
he began to consider a presidential race for 1988: It lacked ideas. So
Hart did something different—instead of founding a political action
committee, he set up an institute. The Center for a New Democracy
was established in early 1985 with a budget of $500,000 and an initial
staff of seven. Just how basic a departure this was from the conven-
tional wisdom was outlined in a cartoon by Boston Globe political car-
toonist Dan Wasserman. He showed Hart talking with a voter and
saying, “America needs new ideas.” The voter says, “Could you name
one?” Hart: “I just did.” While meaning to mock Hart’s approach, it
was instead a damning indictment of a failed party apparatus.17 A
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Hart 1988 campaign poster promised, “The easy path is the beaten
path. But the beaten path seldom leads to the future.”

Hart never got the chance to put his ideas on a national stage as he
was forced from the race by his dalliance with Donna Rice, and the
party settled on a lackluster Massachusetts governor—a thoughtful
politician but a disaster for the party. “Michael Dukakis embodied the
National Public Radio wing of his party. He was stratospherically
high-minded, a man of preternatural calm and utter rationality, a man
who seemed to believe that emotions were a form of human frailty
badly in need of legislative reform,” Joe Klein recalls.18

After the election, a now landmark DLC publication titled The Pol-
itics of Evasion stated, “The Democratic Party’s 1988 presidential de-
feat demonstrated that the party’s problems would not disappear, as
many had hoped, once Ronald Reagan left the White House . . . Dem-
ocrats must now come face to face with reality: too many Americans
have come to see the party as inattentive to their economic interests,
indifferent if not hostile to their moral sentiments and ineffective in
defense of their national security.”

The new wing in the party that had emerged after 1988, led by of-
ficials like Bill Clinton and Al Gore, believed that fixing past mistakes
wasn’t enough. The party was in danger of extinction if it didn’t cap-
ture some relevance. The DLC’s organizing efforts markedly in-
creased, as its budget shot up from $400,000 a year to $2 million. By
1991, the DLC’s annual convention was the largest ever: More than a
thousand office holders and party leaders flocked to Cleveland to
build a new party. Since there were no rival idea groups with suffi-
cient power or funding, the DLC managed to dominate the party’s 
intellectual conversation, arguing against a straw man “traditional lib-
eral” Democrat who never argued back.

Announcing his candidacy in October 1991, Bill Clinton sounded
like a New Democrat: “The change I seek and the change we must 
all seek, isn’t liberal or conservative. It’s different and it’s both.” He
called on the party to “reinvent government,” broadening opportuni-
ties while also raising a call for greater responsibility by citizens. With
Clinton, the DLC was firmly in control: Thirty-seven of the party’s
fifty-one specific planks were right out of the DLC’s New Choice
Draft.19
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The Clinton years were glory days for the neoliberals and the DLC,
which had launched itself in 1985 as an insurgent group and had now
become the living embodiment of the establishment. Helped along by
a booming economy, Clinton racked up year after year of successes:
The budget deficit shrank and disappeared, reform drastically cut the
nation’s welfare rolls, millions of new jobs appeared, interest rates fell
as inflation became a thing of the past. If it wasn’t for the president’s
foibles and the GOP scandal machine, it would have been a great
decade. But the focus on the Clintons and their personal affairs, as
well as the loss of Congress after the 1994 election, blocked the party
from developing its policy and economic success through the decade
into a broader message of unity and that long-promised “bridge to the
twenty-first century.”

Defeated on his one big initiative to reform health care, Bill Clin-
ton settled for what his adviser Dick Morris called “bite-sized” poli-
tics. Clinton spent his second term engaging on issues like school
uniforms, as if what was wrong in the American education system
could be fixed with more navy blazers, gray wool slacks, and knee-
length skirts.

One might have considered the Democrats’ efforts during the
1990s as a form of political benign neglect, except there was little be-
nign about the neglect. Beyond the walls of politics, the world was
changing faster than it ever had before, and increasingly politics 
wasn’t keeping pace and didn’t seem relevant or able to address what
was happening.

ALTHOUGH YOUNGSTOWN, OHIO, was the birthplace of the Good Humor
ice cream company and Arby’s roast beef sandwiches, the city, equi-
distant from Cleveland and Pittsburgh, exists in the American mem-
ory as the emotional center of the Rust Belt. East of the Center Street
Bridge, the giant buildings of the Campbell Works had stood proudly
since the earliest years of the twentieth century. They had survived
the Great Depression and thrived through two world wars. Wars are
generally good for the steel industry. With strong union backing, 
they had prospered in the Ozzie and Harriet postwar years. But they
couldn’t survive globalization.
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The workers at Youngstown Sheet and Tube became the first to
learn the new economic rules that would govern the 1980s through
these early years of the twenty-first century.20 Youngstown Sheet and
Tube manufactured much of the country’s steel piping and tubing,
and for decades it had prided itself on its local ownership until in
1969 it had been subsumed by the conglomerate Lykes Corporation,
which by 1978 would be number 144 on the Fortune 500 list. The
company, though, just like the industry as a whole, was on the de-
cline, and by the mid-1970s Lykes figured it couldn’t support the
losses anymore with such a bleak future ahead. On September 19,
1977, it announced, without warning, that the plant would be closed
and some forty-one hundred workers permanently laid off. No second
chances, no negotiation, and no compensation—just a pink slip. By
March 1978, nearly every worker was gone and the plant’s rusting
buildings were quickly shuttered.

In the years that followed, industry giants like U.S. Steel, Bethle-
hem Steel, and Alan Wood would close more plants, laying off tens of
thousands of workers. The result was catastrophic. Real estate prices
in the Youngstown area cratered. Families were devastated. “I’ve been
employed here 13 years,” Sheet and Tube steelworker Guy Fusco told
the Associated Press, “and now I don’t know what to do.” The com-
pany’s lobbyist, William D. Calhoun, made few apologies and laid out
the new economic playing field: “It is the judgment of the company
that it is better to bite the bullet and try to protect the jobs of the
17,000 workers nationwide who will stay with the company.” Two
years later, with nearly forty thousand jobs in Youngstown evaporated
and the once-proud steel town in tatters, a former steelworker wrote
to the local paper, “Will the last one leaving Youngstown please turn
out the lights?”21 The Rust Belt had begun to rust.

For more than forty years after World War II, the U.S. economy
had hummed along: Suburbs rose from pastureland; televisions, dish-
washers, white picket fences, and large automobiles from Detroit
were commonplace; the middle class exploded. All of that prosperity
and economic security ran smack into the turmoil of the 1970s—the
collapse of the postwar monetary system, increased foreign competi-
tion, and globalization, a word that first appeared in Merriam-
Webster’s dictionary during World War II but came into popular usage
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only in the last quarter of the century. By the early 1980s, the layoff—
what had once been regarded a sign of utter failure on the part of a
company’s leadership—now became a regular part of corporate “re-
structuring” and an accepted business practice. Jack Welch, who be-
came one of the country’s most celebrated corporate leaders, laid off
one out of four workers at GM in 1980 and 1985, 115,000 people in
total, and earned himself the nickname “Neutron Jack”—just like a
neutron bomb, he left buildings intact even as he destroyed the peo-
ple inside them.22 Never before had so many Americans been dis-
carded from their employment. The Bureau of Labor Statistics began
to count “worker displacement” in 1984, and by 2004 it had counted
more than thirty million such workers—a statistic artificially low by
probably a factor of two since it doesn’t include the also popular tac-
tics of forced “early retirement” or buyouts. “Layoffs became the
measure of our national retreat from the dignity that had been gradu-
ally bestowed on American workers over the previous ninety years,”
explains Louis Uchitelle, who covered the economic shifts of the
1990s for The New York Times.23

Asian manufacturing and the ascendancy of Japan had ended a
generation of shared wealth and prosperity between workers and cor-
porate leaders. Whereas the World War II generation would spend 
almost all of its life with a single company—secure with pensions,
stock from a profit-sharing plan, and an endless string of retiree pic-
nics, as well as the added cushion of Social Security—their children
found themselves facing a world with a different employee-employer
relationship. Out of eight hundred senior executives in three hundred
major corporations studied in 1952, three-quarters had been with
their company for more than twenty years.24 Through this joint period
of economic prosperity, as companies grew wealthy and workers es-
tablished themselves as middle class, benefits had grown in tandem.
Whereas in 1950 only 10 percent of union contracts provided for pen-
sions and only 30 percent included social insurance like health cover-
age, five years later, 45 percent provided pensions and 70 percent
covered life, accident, and health insurance.25 The postwar period
that stretched to 1970 saw an expansion of economic wealth unparal-
leled in human history. The global GNP grew tenfold, from $300 bil-
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lion to $3 trillion, and even adjusting for inflation, incomes tripled as
trade quadrupled.26

Then in the 1980s the ground under the feet of American workers
began to shift. The once distant world of Japan, China, and the rest of
Asia had begun to feel much closer. A hungry Japan began to produce
better goods, flooding U.S. markets with products at a third less than
the domestic production cost. The swath of American manufacturing
might in the Midwest, with the thundering steel plants of Pennsyl-
vania on one end and Detroit’s automotive powerhouse on the other,
became the Rust Belt. In the crowning moment of a decade when 
the American people had watched once invincible companies like
Chrysler brought low by Japanese imports, Mitsubishi paid $846 mil-
lion—in cash—for 51 percent of Rockefeller Center. With the Japa-
nese economy on the rise and on a buying spree, the wry announcer
on David Letterman’s show welcomed viewers to “New York, a sub-
sidiary of Mitsubishi.”27 Forty years after Mitsubishi’s fighter planes
had attacked Pearl Harbor, Theodore White warned of “The Danger
from Japan” in The New York Times Magazine, this time meaning eco-
nomic, not military. And even as President Reagan was building up
the massive military advantage that would eventually bring the Soviet
Union to its knees and the Cold War to an end, the nation’s new cor-
porate titan, Lee Iacocca, told the nation, “I’m no Communist, folks,
but it’s not Russia that’s laying waste to my business and to most of
the rest of the business in this country. It’s Japan, our friend. While
we stack the missiles in the front yard, all aimed at our enemy, our
friend is taking over the backyard.”28

No one needed to tell any worker in manufacturing during the last
twenty years that the economic world was shifting. The workers and
their employers were already anxious. They could see that the world
had changed. As an example of just how different the world of the
1980s was, in 1987, the Portland, Oregon–based Hyster Company,
which made forklift trucks, complained to the government that Japa-
nese firms were dumping their forklifts on the U.S market and pricing
them below what those same companies were charging for their prod-
uct in Japan. The Commerce Department promptly responded by im-
posing duties on forklifts, but Hyster never pointed out that it actually
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had more foreign parts in its forklifts than the Japanese ones. The
government’s more considered report later concluded, “Strictly speak-
ing, there was no such thing as a U.S. forklift or a foreign forklift for
that matter.”29

Although Bill Clinton won the election in 1992 with a minority of
the popular vote, it was clear that the voters delivered a powerful
mandate for a new economic vision to replace that of the Bush and
Reagan years. Combined with the 19 percent of the vote that went to
archprotectionist Ross Perot, three out of five Americans had rejected
the economic policies of the previous administration. As I explore
later in the book, the social contract was in such tatters by Clinton’s
inauguration that national health care seemed a likely and achievable
possibility.

The man who would become Clinton’s labor secretary, Robert 
Reich, had begun to try to make sense of the new world. “Each nation’s 
primary assets will be its citizens’ skills and insights. Each nation’s pri-
mary political task will be to cope with the centrifugal forces of the
global economy which tear at the ties binding citizens together—
bestowing ever greater wealth on the most skilled and insightful,
while consigning the less skilled to a declining standard of living. As
the borders become ever more meaningless in economic terms, those
citizens best positioned to thrive in the world market are tempted to
slip the bonds of national allegiance, and by so doing disengage them-
selves from their less favored fellows,” Reich wrote in The Work of
Nations, the book that would become a bible of sorts for Clinton’s
economic policy.30

Reich was among the first to realize that this new challenge to
American competitiveness was different from those of previous eras.
The transformation of corporations from local businesses to multina-
tional conglomerates—conglomerates like the Lykes Corporation that
had shuttered the Campbell Works in Youngstown—meant that their
national ties were weaker than before and that it didn’t make sense to
protect one’s “own” companies above all others. In terms of economic
help to the United States, Reich realized, it might make more sense
to help Mitsubishi set up a new operation in Ohio than to help GM
expand its operations in Malaysia. “There is no longer any reason for
the United States—or any other nation—to protect, subsidize, or oth-
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erwise support its corporations above all others,” he argued. “Politi-
cians have failed to understand that a nation’s real technological as-
sets are the capacities of its citizens to solve the complex problems of
the future—which depend, in turn, on their experience in solving to-
day’s and yesterday’s.”31 It’s more important, in the new world, to in-
vest in your own citizens than in your own companies. The new global
corporate winner-take-all worldview was encapsulated by Gilbert
Williamson, the president of NCR Corp.: “I was asked the other day
about United States competitiveness and I replied that I don’t think
about it at all. We at NCR think of ourselves as a globally competitive
company that happens to be headquartered in the United States.”32

As Clinton’s time in office rolled on, his administration gradually
came to the position that layoffs weren’t necessarily bad. The devil
was in the transition. By his last term, Clinton was arguing that “lay-
offs were acceptable, a civilized form of behavior, as long as the com-
panies doing the layoffs observed the amenities and as long as there
was support for the victims, through retraining and education, so they
could qualify for the next job,” Uchitelle pointed out.33

Reich coined the phrase “the Anxious Class” to describe the mil-
lions of workers who understood that their continued paychecks were
contingent on the vagaries of a now global economy. Even as the
economy soared through the 1990s, creating untold amounts of
wealth for those lucky enough to have bought Microsoft or Dell stock
early, the underlying tension in the country never improved. Ross
Perot hit a nerve during the NAFTA debate when he warned of a “gi-
ant sucking sound” of jobs heading to Mexico and overseas. The real-
ity was much more complicated, as the free-trade agreement meant
hundreds of thousands of new jobs created at the same time as hun-
dreds of thousands of jobs were lost. It was often hard to tell whether
the United States was winning or losing in the global economy, and so
politicians found themselves playing to voters’ fears. The New York
Times in a seven-part series on the economic state of the country
called the national state “the most acute job insecurity since the
Great Depression.”34 Upon leaving office, Robert Rubin, the banker
who served as Clinton’s treasury secretary, penned a lengthy memoir
titled In an Uncertain World. Whereas a generation before, such a title
might have come from the defense secretary or the secretary of state,
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by the end of the 1990s the uncertain world—the national unease—
existed not on the stage of world diplomacy or national defense but in
the economy. Nothing improved in the first years of the new millen-
nium. Even before 9/11 robbed Americans of their innocence, too
many Americans seemed to have lost the sense of economic security
that is critical for a successful middle class.

At the same time that the old industrial economic model was col-
lapsing, a new technology-driven one was rising. Whole new compa-
nies with names like Apple, Cisco, and Intel were rising from the dust
of the industrial conglomerates, selling products that most people
couldn’t understand. RAM, CPU, CD-ROM, and megabytes seemed
to be a foreign language. Companies like UPS and FedEx earned bil-
lions flying the new goods around the world, ensuring that the global
economy could hum just like a computer CPU. The new economy
was increasingly borderless. Thanks to computers, modems, and the
expansion of the World Wide Web, work started to flow overseas
faster than ever, and companies liked what they saw when they exam-
ined the costs and benefits of moving routine labor to cheaper mar-
kets overseas.

In 1991, then obscure Satyam became the first Indian company to
establish a 64-KB satellite connection with the United States. In Mo-
line, Illinois, John Deere had hired Satyam as part of an outsourcing
pilot project—but before the company would agree to send its work to
India it had to be convinced that such an arrangement was feasible.
Satyam opened an office nearby that it dubbed “Little India” and
staffed with Indian workers scheduled according to Indian local time—
night in the United States was the Indian day in the Satyam Illinois 
office. For six months the fifty workers kept the odd hours and never
met in person with their counterparts across town at John Deere. Con-
vinced by the success of the experiment and confident they could live
with the outsourcing, John Deere agreed and the Satyam operations
shifted back across the world. Satyam and John Deere were hardly
alone in their experiment and arrangements during the 1990s.

Very little of this new world was trickling over into party politics,
which every year seemed to be focusing more and more on the televi-
sion, as power—especially on the Democratic side—coalesced more
and more with the professional political image consultants.
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Nearly a century after Theodore Roosevelt had helped lead the na-
tional transformation from an agrarian economy to an industrial one,
Bill Clinton finally understood that another transformation was taking
place: The industrial age was giving way to an economy based on
ideas and information. He had seen the writing on the wall as early as
the planning for the 1992 campaign, and his 1997 inauguration was
actually the first such event webcast online, but it wasn’t until 1998
that he fully grasped the significance. Clinton had taken office exactly
a decade after Time magazine had proclaimed the personal computer
the “machine of the year,” a time when the entire internet numbered
only 130 sites. He spent much of his presidency championing the
changes that the computer would bring to the nation, but until Elec-
tion Night 1998 he’d never actually used one or been on the internet
himself. That night, he stood eating sausage pizza over the shoulder of
political director Craig Smith and watched Smith track election re-
turns in races across the country—sometimes even getting informa-
tion before the television networks reported it. As he watched upstart
Chuck Schumer defeat Senator Al D’Amato and the Republican-led
Congress lose five seats, Clinton also for the first time witnessed the
power of computers to deliver information in real time.35 There would
be no turning back, Clinton realized.

The following year, Clinton told an interviewer that Theodore Roo-
sevelt’s presidency “was a similar point in the history of America,
where we were transforming ourselves [then from] an agricultural to
an industrial society, now from an industrial to an information-
technology-based society.” The idea of this change and how the na-
tion’s leaders must respond consumed him. “At some points in
history,” he told Democratic adviser Andrei Cherny, “we go through
change and no one can stop it.” Clinton understood that he stood at
one such crossroads. The change was under way, the wheels turning,
the bytes already on their way. As Cherny later remarked, Clinton
“knows that Teddy Roosevelt could no more have gotten people back
to the farms than we can get people off computers.”36

These new challenges required a new language, and Clinton, one
of the most talented communicators of his age, tried to move the Demo-
crats from their industrial age rhetoric. He spoke of “opportunity, 
responsibility, and community” and tried his “Third Way” to transcend
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the increasingly stale approach of both parties. “He instinctively un-
derstood the falseness of the choices being presented to the American
people. He saw that government spending and regulation could, if
properly designed, serve as vital ingredients and not inhibitors of eco-
nomic growth, and how markets and fiscal discipline could help 
promote social issues,” Cherny explained. “[He] tapped into the prag-
matic, nonideological attitude of the majority of Americans.”37

Around the country, political pioneers were beginning to under-
stand the power that the technology sweeping the private sector could
bring to the public sector. Three of them in particular would, over the
course of their careers, reshape the way that politics and public de-
bate happen in the United States. In Colorado, there was Dave
Hughes; in Texas, Karl Rove; and in California, Joe Trippi.

Democratic strategist Bob Beckel recalls hearing Trippi talking
about how the internet would change politics during a panel discus-
sion after the 1984 campaign. Beckel turned to Trippi and said, “Joe,
I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.” The internet, in that
era, barely existed, and Beckel’s response was hardly unique. Trippi,
who has alternated his nearly three-decade-long string of presidential
campaigns with years of technology work in Silicon Valley, has spent
most of the last twenty years in politics telling people, “You don’t get
it.” It was and is one of his favorite phrases—always delivered with
equal amounts of anger at everyone else’s naïveté and wonder at his
own omniscience.

Trippi, who came of age in the Mondale ’84 campaign, is the type
of gritty, colorful, no-holds-barred political organizer who barely
seems to exist anymore. In college, he and his father didn’t speak for
five years after Trippi’s antiapartheid campaign caused trouble for his
father’s flower shop, and in Iowa while working for Mondale, a possi-
bly apocryphal story has him driving into a ditch so he could corner
one farmer while the farmer and his tractor pulled Trippi’s car out. In
that campaign, he helped Mondale beat Alan Cranston in a straw poll
by decorating his buses filled with Mondale supporters with Cranston
paraphernalia and then pulling them up to the Cranston check-in
booth to receive their tickets. Politics was his lifeblood and from it he
drew the necessary energy—even though every morning it seemed a
struggle for him to survive until nightfall. Years later, on the Dean
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campaign, the manic cult figure would fuel himself with an endless
supply of Diet Pepsis and cherry Skoal—his diabetes be damned.

Attending San Jose State in the 1970s, Trippi had early on gotten a
seat at the computer—watching friends navigate the primitive fore-
runner to the internet, ARPAnet, and purchasing a computer to assist
with Tom Bradley’s 1981 California gubernatorial campaign. The
$15,000 behemoth, perhaps the first computer ever used in political
organizing, was the size of an oversized washing machine and held a
mere 1.5 megabytes of memory—not even enough to hold a single
MP3 today—but it proved a transformative tool for the campaign.
Trippi explains, though, that he didn’t fully understand the power of
the internet to unite people across networks until he watched a vir-
tual funeral unfold on the unofficial bulletin board that tracked the
stock of a tech company during the 1990s. One of the lead posters, a
day trader named David Haines, known online as HAINESDA, died
suddenly of a heart attack, and the board saw an outpouring of emo-
tion. “This was not a bunch of individual people sitting in front of a
television alone, watching a sad program, reaching on cue for the
Kleenex brand tissue. This was a rich, fully realized community, a
world of real people interacting with each other . . . and crying on
each other’s shoulders when they lost someone they cared about,
someone most of us had never met,” he recalls.38

Trippi and Hughes weren’t alone on the left in recognizing the po-
litical impact computers could bring, but they and their enlightened
counterparts were certainly the exceptions to the rule. Another early
adopter on the other side of the political spectrum was a little-known
Austin consultant named Karl Rove, who specialized in the dark art of
direct mail. Rove first purchased an HP mainframe that was the size
of a desk and cost a quarter of a million dollars. And the laser printers
that went with it? A bargain at only $100,000. However, as a direct
mail guru, Rove instantly understood the potential: He could print
personalized fund-raising letters by the boxful. Soon he was buying
more computers and eventually had so many doing so many things
that HP assigned him one technician full-time. (Before that, working
as Rove was in Austin, Texas, he had to rely on a tiny computer repair
shop on Guadalupe Street run by a guy named Michael Dell.) Before
fax machines, Rove conducted business over Quip machines—a cross
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between a fax and a telegraph machine—and he used the first
modems, however slow, to get a jump start on his competitors. It
might take all night to upload a voter mailing list, but it was faster
than the mail, and politics is often a game of inches. Rove learned
that in technology, the inches make a difference. And, in terms of his
own firm, technology helped him expand business while trimming the
staff—he went from $8 million a year in business with twenty-two
employees to $22 million with a staff of just eighteen. Most critically
for the Republican efforts two decades later, he understood that data
in aggregate form over several cycles was vital. “The cost of computer
power is small, and you can over time build files that have lots of in-
formation about people’s past preferences, and prejudices, and living
patterns,” he told one biographer. “I mean you are sitting there with a
little laptop that has more computing power on your lap than the
Manhattan Project had in all of its far-flung apparatus. Suddenly, you
have a sense of power. You can find things, move things, manipulate
things, the way the computer allows people to do it. It gives you a
sense of your relevance and your power and your influence, and di-
minishes that of all big things, whether it’s a big company, a big union,
or big government.”39

Jerry Brown thought the new technology might just help him by-
pass the Democratic Party’s normal power structure and slip into the
White House. As the establishment “neoliberal” candidates like Paul
Tsongas, Dick Gephardt, and Jay Rockefeller dropped by the wayside,
and Bill Clinton, a little-known charismatic Arkansas governor dogged
by scandals and rumors, emerged from the pack, Clinton found
Brown, a former California governor, nipping at his heels. In March
1992, Brown turned to the internet, going on CompuServe and the
GEnie network, a short-lived venture by General Electric, to revive
his flagging presidential campaign. “What is to be decided is whether
this country shall be governed by the people or manipulated by an in-
creasingly separated and out-of-touch elite,” Brown told the GEnie
town hall meeting. In that campaign, Brown became the first presi-
dential candidate to receive e-mail from supporters—he even wrote
back on occasion.

In a back room in an Orlando flower shop, Michael Moses ran
Jerry Brown’s information campaign. With a printer, computer, and
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fax machine, Moses collected thousands of names of people who
called the campaign’s famous 800 number and corresponded with
people who had sent e-mail or left messages on bulletin boards. Call-
ing his small office a “100-square-foot global village,” Moses boasted,
“This is warfare until November 7. What we’ve done is comman-
deered the theories of Aldous Huxley, Marshall McLuhan, and
George Orwell and plugged them into the theories of the MIT media
lab.” It was, as is often the case with tech pioneers talking about their
work, hyperbolic to the extreme—but it also was the beginning of a
sea change on the presidential level that would take more than a
decade to begin to bear real fruit.

Two years later, in 1994, the internet grew beyond bulletin boards
into the World Wide Web, and Dianne Feinstein, a candidate for U.S.
Senate in tech-heavy California, created the first candidate website.
It, and the hundreds that would come after in the 1990s, was little
more than an online brochure—with basic information about the can-
didate, perhaps some issue stances, and maybe a form to print out
and mail in with a contribution. On the right, the Heritage Founda-
tion’s online town hall began linking together hundreds of conserva-
tive activists—a community still growing strong today.

The power of a single individual to drive the national debate got its
first real test in January 1998 when a gossip website called the 
Drudge Report first broke allegations of President Clinton’s affair with
Monica Lewinsky. In his block type reminiscent of an old wire service
teletype machine, Matt Drudge published a “World Exclusive” with
the screaming headline, “Newsweek Kills Story on White House In-
tern: 23-year-old, Sex Relationship with President.” The item was
short, but it rocked the nation: “At the last minute, at 6 p.m. on Sat-
urday evening, NEWSWEEK magazine killed a story that was des-
tined to shake official Washington to its foundation: A White House
intern carried on a sexual affair with the President of the United
States!” CNN heralded the transformation of the news world: “Wel-
come to journalism in the Internet Age: an age when a 30-year-old
former CBS gift-shop clerk like Drudge, armed with a computer and
a modem, can wield nearly as much power as a network executive
producer or the editor of The New York Times.”40 For better and for
worse, Drudge’s pioneering site grew to attract millions of visits a day
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and helped drive the Lewinsky affair and the Clinton impeachment
story throughout the year.

As talk of impeachment continued through the fall, Silicon Valley
entrepreneurs Joan Blades and Wes Boyd had had enough. In Sep-
tember, they launched a petition online encouraging Congress to
“censure President Clinton and move on to pressing issues facing the
nation.” Their press release explained they were a “ ‘flash campaign,’
possible only through the organizing capabilities of the Internet. Us-
ing email and the web, we can focus a broad and deep consensus in
the American public into action.” Thousands signed up, and the en-
trepreneurial couple, whose old company had created the decade’s
popular “flying toasters” screen saver program, took the campaign up 
a notch, creating a political action committee to raise and donate
money. Their PAC, with an initial donation of $12,000 from Boyd and
Blades themselves, launched just days before the November election,
would over coming elections be one of the nation’s most powerful and
richest progressive funding forces.

That same fall of 1998, at the ballot box too, the world was chang-
ing. The revolutionary use of the Web in the 2000 presidential cam-
paign had seen its genesis two years earlier, when consultants and
staffers who, as Trippi might say, “got it,” tested out approaches and
tactics on the midterm congressional elections. Will Robinson was a
lifetime Democratic operative who also happened to be, in technology
parlance, an early adopter—an early comer to the power of the inter-
net. In the 1980s, he fooled around with a Kaypro with its 256-KB
boot-up disk, was one of the first members of AOL, and was even
member 317996413 in CompuServe’s short-lived experiment with
easily forgettable online handles. Now in his forties and still working
in politics, Robinson explains that he spends most of his days “chan-
neling new technology to old people.”

Like many of the top staff of Bill Bradley’s campaign, Robinson—
after stints with Mondale in 1984 and Dukakis in 1988, and with Ron
Brown at the DNC—largely sat out the Clinton-Gore years, toiling
away in the field, where he amassed five GOP congressional upsets in
1996 and 1998.

In 1998, more than one-third of House campaigns had websites,
but they were little more than the “brochureware” pioneered by Di-
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anne Feinstein. Robinson, along with his wife, Lynn Reed, had an
idea for something more. In his race with Brian Baird, a clinical psy-
chologist running for Congress in Washington State, Robinson cre-
ated the first website tied to a television ad. The site, www.missed
votes.com, tracked all of the votes that opponent Don Benton had
missed while a state legislator. Benton’s campaign quickly turned
around and launched the website www.flipflop98.org, which cata-
loged alleged inconsistencies in Baird’s statements. Looking at the
Wisconsin congressional race of state assemblywoman Tammy Bald-
win, Robinson saw even more potential for the Web with one of the
few populations then heavily wired: students.

Wisconsin’s Second District was home to moderate Republican Jo
Musser as well as seven universities and colleges—including the be-
hemoth University of Wisconsin and its forty-one thousand students.
With gerrymandered voting precincts splitting campus, the campaign
created a Web page where students could enter their dorm location
and get not only where to vote but also a map and a photo of the
polling place taken with a giant digital camera. “It was like, ‘Wow, we
took this photo and put it on the internet.’ ‘Wow, did anyone get radi-
ation burns from it?’ ” Robinson recalls. It was, he admits, “the Pale-
olithic era of internet campaigning.”

While statewide turnout was 45 percent, Baldwin’s Dane County
saw 55 percent turnout, and some of the polling places frequented by
UW students even ran out of ballots. Baldwin won by 13,600 votes,
becoming the first Madison politician since 1973 to win on the basis
of the student vote. Baldwin’s victory, termed a “youthquake” by a lo-
cal newspaper, made her the first openly gay nonincumbent ever
elected to Congress and taught Robinson that the Web could make
the difference in a race. In nearby Minnesota, independent Jesse
Ventura’s innovative use of the Web to build youth support also
helped catapult him over two establishment party candidates into the
governor’s mansion.

A year later with Bill Bradley, Robinson and Reed were pouring the
campaign’s resources into the Web. The site consisted of hundreds of
photos, and as the campaign began to understand how critical online
fund-raising could be, it pushed the FEC to recognize credit card do-
nations online. Although allowing donations to be submitted online,
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the FEC had not permitted those donations to count toward the fed-
eral matching funds so vital to candidates.

Lynn Reed sent a plea for the FEC to change its policy. By the time
the FEC issued its verdict, Bradley had already raised $169,000 on-
line. Gore, whose campaign didn’t accept online credit card dona-
tions but instead asked donors to print out a form and mail it in, had
raised only $17,000. The 2000 race also saw the first rumbles of
MoveOn.org, which raised more than $358,000 online for five Demo-
cratic congressional candidates in 2000.

Campaigns also began to realize that a website was a great venue to
present a more complete picture of the candidate. George W. Bush
posted baby pictures. Elizabeth Dole’s Senate race posted things like
her favorite Bible stories and ice cream, vanilla Swiss almond.

Steve Forbes invited four hundred online supporters to pay $10
and join him virtually at a $1,000-a-plate gala at the Waldorf-
Astoria—they could watch by slow-streaming video and send mes-
sages to the live event. The same event was then broadcast online,
where eighteen hundred people watched it—more than the number
who were actually at the event. Gore’s youth-targeted GoreNet fund-
raising effort, asking for donations of $35, had great success online.
Bradley used his e-mail list to notify supporters near his appearances
and build crowds.

Truly transformative change in politics always comes as the result
of forces from outside. Christmas 1999 was a key moment in the eco-
nomic revolution of the internet, when millions of Americans went
online and made their first purchases with a credit card on sites like
Amazon.com and eBay.com. An Ernst & Young survey found that 26
percent of internet users made a purchase online during the holidays,
and overall online shopping went from $3.1 billion in the last two
months of 1998 to $11 billion in November and December 1999—a
figure larger than the entire online shopping revenue of 1998. Many
more families also got online for the first time with Christmas pres-
ents of new computers, modems, and internet access through portals
like America Online.

And so it was that by the end of January, when McCain and
Bradley were surging against the party’s anointed front-runners,
George W. Bush and Al Gore, the two rebels found a population ready
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to donate. In the ten days after his upset in the New Hampshire pri-
mary, McCain raised $2.2 million online—money that just one cycle
before might not have arrived in time to help an upstart insurgent
take on a powerful front-runner. With snail mail, the time from when
a person mailed a check to a campaign to when the money was avail-
able to use often was more than ten days. Gary Hart’s burgeoning
campaign in 1984 had run out of money and he’d been forced out of
the race because the mail couldn’t arrive fast enough. Tens of thou-
sands of dollars poured into Hart’s offices around the country in the
wake of his stunning victory over former Vice President Walter Mon-
dale in New Hampshire, but it arrived too late to overcome the supe-
rior financing of Mondale’s juggernaut. “For people to do that they
had to know who I was, find my address, get a stamp, write the check,
which I then had to deposit. Can you imagine how much more there
would have been if all they had to do was go to a Gary Hart web site?”
John Emerson, Hart’s California campaign manager, lamented to the
Los Angeles Times in 2000.41

By the time the Super Tuesday primaries rolled around, McCain
had raised more than $10 million, about 40 percent of it on the inter-
net, and built himself a war chest almost equal to Bush’s. Of course,
the internet benefited the front-runners too: When Gore’s New
Hampshire staff picked up after the primary and landed in Minnesota
to organize for the primary there, they met a force of one thousand ac-
tivists who had signed up online to work for Gore.

Politics would never be the same again—but neither would the
U.S. economy.
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GOOGLE AND PEOPLE-POWERED POLITICS

www.deanforamerica.com • www.dailyKos.com • www.google.com

A t the surface level, very little changed between
the presidential elections of 2000 and 2004. For starters, John Kerry
bested Al Gore by more than eight million votes—a number larger
than the population of thirty-nine states—receiving more votes than
any presidential candidate in American history except, of course, for
George W. Bush, who bested his 2000 total by 11,500,000 votes.
Bush improved in forty-eight states, even boosting his total in the very
blue state of New Jersey by three hundred thousand votes. That said,
Bush also won by the lowest percentage of any incumbent president
ever; his 2.45 percent margin of victory snuck in well below Woodrow
Wilson’s poor showing in 1916, when he won by 3.2 percent.

Looking at the electoral map, New Hampshire and its four elec-
toral votes, which had gone to Bush in 2000, went to Kerry, and two
states—Iowa and New Mexico, with a combined twelve electoral
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votes—that had previously gone to Gore went to Bush. That was it.
No other states changed hands between 2000 and 2004. In the red
and blue maps that the television networks had begun to use to repre-
sent the country, the nation looked basically the same. But that’s not
the whole story.

Beyond those numbers, two enormous and related transformations
were taking place, one within the world of politics and one outside, in
the lives of ordinary voters across the country. Technology was giving
rise to a new way of interacting with the world, participating in poli-
tics, and following the news.

Since at least the assassination of Abraham Lincoln or perhaps the
sinking of the USS Maine and at moments like the Kennedy assassi-
nation, America had felt tragedy as a nation, but September 11, 2001,
was, along with the explosion of the Challenger space shuttle, one of
the first times it had seen tragedy. Three cameras, all run, ironically
enough, by foreigners—French filmmaker Jules Naudet, German Wolf-
gang Staehle, and Czech Pavel Hlava—recorded American Air-
lines Flight 11 crossing over Manhattan and crashing into the World
Trade Center at 8:46 a.m. that morning. The scene was live on 
CNN within three minutes and much of the country was watching by
9:03 a.m. when United Flight 175 followed. The 102 minutes be-
tween the first crash and the collapse of the twin towers riveted 
the country and became the defining national tragedy—a moment of
lost innocence—for a generation, as the assassination of JFK had
been for their parents. As David Friend wrote in Watching the World
Change: The Stories Behind the Images of 9/11, whereas everyone asks
where someone was when he or she heard about JFK’s shooting, after
9/11 everyone asked where someone was when he or she saw the
9/11 attacks occur. “This was terror as sadistic global reality show,” 
he says.

After a decade of peace and unparalleled prosperity in the United
States, a period that had given rise to the quiet, issueless election of
2000, 9/11 was a cold plunge into globalization. Americans suddenly
were hungry to learn about the world and those who had attacked
us—the attacks had been massive, here at home, and also live in color
on every television screen from the multistory jumbotrons in Times
Square to those in homes and college dorms.
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For many people, the Web became the primary source of news, and
many of those people turned first to Google. In 2000, the little-known
search engine had achieved the milestone of becoming the first 
billion–Web page index in the world. By 2001, though, it was increas-
ingly the home page of the world. While news sites like CNN.com
and NYTimes.com overloaded and crashed from the heavy onset of
traffic on 9/11, people were left to turn to Google’s search engine for
more information. News-related searches like “Osama bin Laden,”
“Afghanistan,” and, following rumors that he had forseen the 9/11 at-
tacks, “Nostradamus,” soared by a factor of more than sixty in the
weeks after the terrorist attacks. The next year, driven in part by the
demand of 9/11, the company launched its “Google News” feature, an
editorless news site that through complicated algorithms put together
a home page of the world’s top stories.1

Tamim Ansary, an Afghan author who had lived in the United
States for thirty-five years, found himself moved to write an e-mail
that became widely followed in the attack’s aftermath as the focus
turned to American action in Afghanistan. “I’ve been hearing a lot of
talk about ‘bombing Afghanistan back to the Stone Age,’ ” he wrote in
an impassioned eight-hundred-word e-mail sent to a small group of
friends and colleagues. Ansary’s e-mail, detailing the recent past of
the already rubble-strewn Afghanistan under the Taliban and the
looming confrontation with Islam, was forwarded hundreds of times
and became the subject of much discussion. The power of an ordi-
nary eloquent individual to write to friends and, in doing so, influence
a nation’s thoughts on war, Islam, and the country’s path was new. It
never could have happened during the Cuban missile crisis, the Iran-
ian hostage crisis, or in the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall.

We experienced September 11 and the days after together—we
watched it on television, read the updated news online, and e-mailed
our friends and family with news and thoughts of love. The cell net-
works overloaded and crashed in the hours after the attack, blocking
telephone calls, but the lower-bandwidth BlackBerry network stayed
up, which helped transform communications over the next year 
as businesses and government rapidly deployed BlackBerrys to key
staff—congressmen and top staff were handed them within days of
9/11—and thereby helped to speed the pervasiveness of e-mail, in-
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stant communication, and the “always on” world where home and the
office have no distinction.

All around us, the online transformation that in 2000 had surprised
John McCain and Bill Bradley—the one forecast decades earlier by
visionaries like Karl Rove, Joe Trippi, and Dave Hughes—was finally
arriving, maturing, and growing in directions no one had foreseen.

In the years after the 2000 election, regular citizens found them-
selves suddenly empowered to buy their own plane tickets, rent 
cars, and research hotels through websites like Expedia or Orbitz—
they didn’t need to go through travel agents anymore. They could 
find people with similar interests through sites like Friendster.com,
which launched in 2002. They could purchase almost any book in ex-
istence and get it delivered overnight from Amazon, and the online
auction site eBay was proving that one man’s junk is indeed another’s
treasure. The site’s first item in 1995, posted by founder Pierre Omid-
yar, was a broken laser pointer that he had meant just to post as a test
item, but to his astonishment it actually sold for $14.83. When
Omidyar contacted the winning bidder to clarify that the laser pointer
was broken, the buyer simply explained, “I’m a collector of broken
laser pointers.” At the start of 2000, eBay had 7.7 million registered
users; by 2004 there were 95 million, including more than 45 million
regularly active buyers and sellers. Daily listings had grown tenfold,
from 375,000 a day in 2000 to 3 million a day by the beginning of
2004. Almost half a million people made a living buying and selling on
the site.

An entire generation, myself included, had now grown up on com-
puters. We started on now ancient-seeming Apple IIEs, playing “The
Oregon Trail” and “Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?” in ele-
mentary school and then signed up for our first e-mail addresses 
in middle or high school. Now that same generation turned to
Craigslist.org, the online community marketplace that had sprung up
in 1995 in San Francisco, to help sell sofas, find roommates, and find
jobs or dates. Craigslist.org, a onetime side project of founder Craig
Newmark that quickly became one of the most popular sites on the
Web, began to expand aggressively in 2000—beginning with Boston,
then New York; Washington, D.C.; Portland; Seattle; Atlanta; and
eventually hundreds more.
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Google continued its online ascent, launching services like Froogle
(2002) and Gmail and a Desktop Search (both 2004), and grew its
search index to more than six billion items by 2004, the year it went
public on the Nasdaq. As Google grew, one of the companies it
snapped up was a program called Blogger.com, which allowed peo-
ple easily to post their thoughts and observations to the Web. 
Blogger was one of the key drivers, along with sites and programs like
LiveJournal and Movable Type, of a new trend. The new medium of
online journaling called blogging was ready to go mainstream.

The first online journal, started by a student at Swarthmore Col-
lege, had begun in 1994, and the term “blog,” shorthand for “Web
log,” was coined in 1999. By 2001, blogs—especially political blogs—
had begun to take off. Online commentaries by pioneers like conser-
vative Andrew Sullivan’s AndrewSullivan.com and Taegan Goddard’s
Political Wire, as well as Glenn Reynolds’s Instapundit on the right
and Jerome Armstrong’s MyDD.com on the left began to attract wide
audiences. In 2002, Markos Moulitsas Zúniga, a friend of Arm-
strong’s, began DailyKos, which by the 2004 election would grow into
the internet’s most popular political blog, earning page views larger
than mainstream newspaper sites—sometimes as many as a million a
day during peak events. In his first post, shortly after lunchtime on
Sunday, May 22, 2002, Kos outlined what would be his guiding prin-
ciples: “I am progressive. I am liberal. I make no apologies. I believe
government has an obligation to create an even playing field for all of
this country’s citizens and immigrants alike. I am not a socialist. I do
not seek enforced equality. However, there has to be equality of op-
portunity, and the private sector, left to its own devices, will never
achieve this goal.” The online conversation that Dave Hughes had
started twenty years before at Roger’s Bar was growing.

The fall of 2002 also saw blogs for the first time drive a national de-
bate. Up until this point, talking about news online basically meant
one of two things: a mainstream news organization’s website, like
CNN.com, or the Drudge Report, the muckraking news and gossip
site that had helped drive the Clinton impeachment saga. Now,
though, ordinary people were stepping into the space.

On December 5, 2002, Mississippi senator Trent Lott, then the
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Senate majority leader, rose at a ceremony honoring the one hun-
dredth birthday of his South Carolina colleague Strom Thurmond.
Out of all the mainstream press in attendance, only ABC News’s
Marc Ambinder noted what came next: Lott said, apparently in refer-
ence to supporting Thurmond’s 1948 segregationist presidential bid,
“I want to say this about my state: When Strom Thurmond ran for
president, we voted for him. We’re proud of it. And if the rest of the
country had followed our lead, we wouldn’t have had all these prob-
lems over all these years, either.” The press might not have noticed,
but bloggers certainly did. “It’s safe to assume that, before he flushed
his reputation down the toilet, Trent Lott had absolutely no idea what
a blog was,” Wired magazine wrote in December.

Bloggers like Joshua Micah Marshall at TalkingPointsMemo.com
and Andrew Sullivan picked up on the remark and the terrible infer-
ence Lott had so casually thrown into the birthday remarks. The on-
line hubbub kept attention on the matter through four different
apologies Lott offered, all to no avail—by Christmas Lott was out as
majority leader. The New York Post called Lott “the internet’s first
scalp.” It surely wouldn’t be the last.

The nation’s war footing after 9/11 and its run-up to the Iraq war,
coupled especially with the ineffective or altogether lacking response
from the Democratic Party, helped radicalize the blogosphere and
sites like MyDD and DailyKos. After the 1998 impeachment saga,
subsequent online campaigns on issues like campaign finance reform
had helped push MoveOn.org’s membership to over half a million,
but the looming Iraq war helped it truly take off—by the invasion,
membership was over a million and by the 2004 election more than
2.5 million people were on the group’s e-mail rolls. The MoveOn.org
PAC took out full-page newspaper ads opposing the war, ran expen-
sive television campaigns, and rallied support online. MyDD bloggers
Matt Stoller and Chris Bowers note that the progressive blogosphere
grew some twentyfold between the run-up to the war and 2005, even-
tually including some three to four million daily readers.2

In this new world, where anyone could join the national conversa-
tion and where ordinary people sitting at home in front of their blogs
could help take down the Senate majority leader, presidential poli-
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tics—conducted largely on the television by a small crowd of consult-
ants and professional staff—had begun to seem an anachronism.

TEXAS GOVERNOR George W. Bush’s 2000 campaign of “compassionate
conservatism” had papered over his ideological differences with Gore;
many going to the polls in 2000 during a lengthy period of unbroken
peace and prosperity saw little difference between the two major
party candidates. It seemed almost that America was headed for 
a postpolitical world—the “end of history” that had been forecast a
decade earlier with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of
communism; the 170-year-old two-party system was giving way to a
middle-of-the-road national consensus. The world beyond our borders
had seemed to settle on a free market, with democratic principles as
its chosen manner of governance. Given that sense, it was especially
jarring that the 2000 election, beginning with the Florida recount and
the Bush v. Gore Supreme Court decision, kicked off the period of
most intense partisanship and division in modern American history,
both at home and overseas.

Looking ahead, though, it was clear that the 2002 and 2004 elec-
tions would be close—the nation was closely divided politically—and
so both parties set out to expand their base and get the parties mov-
ing. To do so, the parties turned to two very different minds. The Dem-
ocrats, just as they had brought in Charles Manatt two decades earlier
to rebuild the party after the crushing 1980 election, turned to a new
face. After eight different chairs in the eight years under Clinton,
Terry McAuliffe, who had served most recently as the chair of the
2000 Los Angeles party convention, entered the fray.

McAuliffe, a fast-talking Irish ball of energy with an ego as large as
his multimillionaire’s checkbook, had been a party booster and fund-
raiser for nearly his entire career and had become fast friends with
the Clintons during their White House years. Tenacious and unre-
lenting, McAuliffe had once wrestled an alligator to collect a check.
In fact, he even stopped at one Democratic fund-raiser on the way
home from the hospital with his wife, Dorothy, and newborn baby, Pe-
ter. “I felt bad for Dorothy, but it was a million bucks for the Demo-
cratic Party,” he explained.3
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What he found when he became chair of the party in February
2001 shocked him. Just as Chuck Manatt twenty years earlier had
been disgusted by the shell of the party he had discovered when 
he took over as chair, McAuliffe found that he had inherited a Demo-
cratic Party that seemed to be a national organization in name only.
“I’d always known that the DNC headquarters was in bad shape, I
just didn’t know how bad,” he said. Mice roamed freely; sky-high
phone bills based on unused lines installed years ago as well as mix-
ups had the Democratic Party paying random phone bills for Ameri-
cans all across the country. Ten-year-old computers and outdated
technology were the norm throughout the understaffed yet cramped
organization. The Democrats were so far behind and so disorganized
when it came to technology that—to this day—the party doesn’t own
www.Democrats.com. (That key Web address belongs to a group
headed by Bob Fertik, a long-time party and women’s rights activist,
who describe themselves as “aggressive progressives.”) McAuliffe
found that even after the huge election in 2000, the DNC had a data-
base of only seventy thousand e-mail addresses—representing roughly
one out of every 729 Gore voters from the previous election. The na-
tional party had no voter files to help contact potential supporters,
and when he dove into the state party lists he found that there were
twenty-seven million wrong addresses and phone numbers—meaning
that in the 2000 election, won by some five hundred votes in Florida
and one vote on the Supreme Court, the Democrats had failed to
contact twenty-seven million potential supporters. In highly contested
and razor-close Florida, the Democratic Party had more than 1.1 mil-
lion incorrect files. McAuliffe fumed. “Don’t you think we could have
found 537 votes if we had corrected that information earlier and con-
tacted 1.1 million more people?” he asks today.4

The fund-raising picture was hardly better. President Clinton had
excelled at the high-dollar backslapping schmoozefests that landed
big checks, but once again ordinary small-dollar voters had been ig-
nored. McAuliffe explains that in 1979, the party had raised $1.6 mil-
lion through direct mail at a cost of $850,000, or about 53 cents on
the dollar. In 1999, it raised $17 million at a cost of $8 million—
47 cents on the dollar, still far too expensive and yielding too little.
“We had been spoiled for eight years. We had a Democratic President
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and he was such a master communicator, we could overcome what-
ever problems we had with direct mail or e-mail lists. We hardly no-
ticed the cracks in our party because Clinton could work his magic
and fire everyone up,” McAuliffe recalls.5 Once he figured out exactly
how bad things were, he set out on a national fund-raising drive that
would provide a new party headquarters, new technology, and new re-
sources across the board. As one donor told The New York Times,
“When you look at Terry’s presentation, you kind of go, ‘How can it be
that we have two main parties in this country, and one is functioning
in the twenty-first century and the other is functioning in the Stone
Age?’ ”6 McAuliffe, being so close to the Clintons, was too polite to
lay the blame for the party’s atrophy at the feet of its leader for the
previous eight years, but that’s the only possible explanation.

The Republicans, meanwhile, had a clearer path and were start-
ing from a stronger position, even though they hadn’t controlled the
White House for the past eight years. Since Bush took office in 2001,
his team had been developing a comprehensive plan for reelection.
They had lost the popular vote in 2000, and if the game stayed the
same, they knew they’d likely lose the 2004 election, even though
they had the White House. The Republicans needed more voters. As
Ken Mehlman, who managed the 2004 Bush/Cheney presidential bid
and later in 2005 became chair of the Republican Party, explains,
“One of the most important things was that we needed a plan to try to
expand the electorate and particularly expand our part of the elec-
torate. There was a four-year plan to accomplish that, which included
lots of different things. Fundamentally, it included two big things.
One, to use the 2001 and 2002 elections to test out all kinds of differ-
ent political tactics and make sure that we were being most effective
in 2004.” The tactics building for 2004 would include the whole
range of tools at the Republicans’ fingertips, Mehlman says. “It was
turnout, it was television advertising, it was where we bought, how we
bought, it was all those things. It was the effectiveness of voter con-
tact, and the different programs to do that.”7

Mehlman said that the GOP spent more than $50 million in 2002
in coordinated expenditures with an eye toward Bush’s reelection bid
two years later.
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Ultimately, what we were doing when we spent that money was us-
ing it as a way of testing our tactics—testing and researching. The
thing I got out of this process that was most important was that we
now live in a world where the old ways of communicating—the tra-
ditional buying ads on three channels, doing some robo calls, and
doing some paid mail as a voter contact program—are insufficient.
What we learned and what we concluded was that we needed, from
a paid media perspective, a plan that was very multifaceted—that
reached people not just on the networks but increasingly on cable,
increasingly on radio, increasingly in different venues—and that our
mail and our phones needed to be supplemented by a huge volun-
teer effort. The thing we got out of it was that the contact that is
both personal and from a credible source is most effective. That 
informed where you bought television, where you earned media,
where you booked people, how you built your ground organization,
and how you reached new voters.8

The television landscape was shifting and the GOP knew it was at
a disadvantage—Democrats watched more TV than Republicans, so
more of the GOP ad dollar was being wasted. They realized that by
better targeting their dollars, they could better reach the narrow seg-
ment of the population they were actually interested in. As early as
1998, Republican operatives had tried to get Nielsen to measure par-
tisan ID but found that the cost was excessive. In 2001, though, Will
Feltus, who headed the team that bought Bush’s television media,
crossed paths with Scarborough Research, which he discovered had
been tracking party ID, along with hundreds of other characteristics
like health club memberships, movie viewing, insurance coverage,
purchases, and spending habits. Scarborough was the Holy Grail Fel-
tus had long been seeking—and he immediately set about putting it
to work for the RNC, transforming the way campaigns bought ad
time.

Cross-referencing the data allowed the party to figure out, for in-
stance, which cars trended to which demographics. Jaguar, Land
Rover, and Porsche owners all trended toward Republicans; the last
were 59 percent GOP. Subaru, Hyundai, and Volvo were bought by
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Democrats, the last by more than 12 percentage points. They also
correlated TV viewing with party. Not surprisingly, Fox News Sunday
was the most partisan of all news shows, with nearly all its viewers
Republicans, whereas CBS’s news programming all tended to appeal
most to Democrats. The cable channels Speedvision, which covers
NASCAR, the Outdoor Channel, and the History Channel were
solidly GOP bastions, whereas Bravo, Lifetime, Court TV, Nick-
elodeon, and TNT skewed Democratic. The West Wing? No surprise, 
Democratic. JAG and NCIS? Again, no surprise, Republican.9 Also
not surprising, gun ownership and religion (both what faith and 
how observant) were the two most powerful predictors of parti-
san ID.

The GOP approached its efforts with awe-inspiring methodical-
ness. It ran tests during the 2002 cycle in the Texas Senate race and
in a Colorado congressional race that were so focused that the GOP
knew the roads Republicans drove as they commuted to work, which
allowed the party to target its billboards only where they would do the
most good.

“Kerry ran a traditional campaign in 2004 if you look at what they
said, where they advertised, and what they built. We ran an untradi-
tional campaign. Our ads often started out on the Web, we used the
new media effectively, we used consumer data to identify new voters,
we split two states because of our improved performance among mi-
norities—African Americans in Ohio and Hispanics in New Mexico,”
Mehlman told me. “We built a 1.4-million volunteer database so that
teachers knocked on the doors of teachers to talk about education.
That’s far more effective than any television ad.”

With the new data, the campaign shuffled its resources. Whereas
the 2000 campaign had spent 95 percent of the media budget on
broadcast TV ads, the 2004 efforts spent only 70 percent on that
medium. National cable buys soared from nothing in 2000 to more
than $20 million in 2004, and ads on religious, talk, and country mu-
sic stations jumped from a tiny share to nearly $12 million. Thanks to
its technological and infrastructure advantage, the GOP knew where
its voters were and it could talk to them. From 2001 to 2004, the
RNC, where much of the planning was based, outspent the DNC by
$122 million.10
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The information let the GOP reach the specific people it needed to
reach and leave the others aside. The Democrats, on the other hand,
in 2004 focused their ad dollars on blanketing the targeted swing
states, even ignoring opportunities to reach key voter blocs that might
have made a difference. The Democratic Party never ran a single na-
tional cable ad. It never bought an ad on younger liberal-skewing
MTV. It never bought an ad on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. The
GOP’s national buys helped move numbers even where it seemed un-
likely—Bush had a brief boomlet in Hawaii thanks to the cable adver-
tising that disrupted Democrats’ plans and forced Kerry’s campaign 
to siphon resources to a state once thought a sure win. The Demo-
crats, of course, had no similar residual gains since the thirty-seven
states not considered battlegrounds were almost ignored when it
came to ads.

AS THE 2002 ELECTION closed in with the Iraq war looming, it appeared
that the Republicans had a stronger team in place and that President
Bush might not suffer the normal presidential embarrassment of los-
ing seats in Congress at the midterm—as President Clinton and the
Democrats had lost both the Senate and the House in the Republi-
cans’ “Contract with America”–led revolution in 1994. One key rea-
son for the weak showing by the Democrats, though, was a lack of fire
in the belly. Writing in The New Yorker after the election, Joe Klein
fumed about the congressional campaign. The Democrats had run a
national campaign on “three tiny and mostly bogus themes: scaring
senior citizens about the imminent privatization of Social Security;
pandering to senior citizens by proposing an expensive and ill-
considered prescription drug plan; and blaming George W. Bush—in
vague terms, without offering an alternative—for the economic down-
turn.”11 The nascent progressive blogging community was just as an-
gry at the party for ignoring the war in Iraq and pushing aside
monumental issues in favor of, well, nothing.

In fact, in many circles, 2002 would come to be known as the Sein-
feld election—it was about nothing. Neither party had figured out
how to win with a twenty-first-century grand plan or how to debate
the big issues; thus, neither side bothered. The GOP cruised to a rare
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midterm electoral success. Writing in The Washington Post, David
Von Drehle and Dan Balz observed, “Strategists in both parties think
and talk about the need to roll out big ideas and make bold new
moves to break this deadlock—but for now it’s just talk.”12

As Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg told the Post, the parties
were “so evenly matched at the moment that all the incentives are 
to be careful.” It wasn’t that there weren’t big ideas out there to de-
bate, but Clinton’s programmatic successes and the recent political
fascination with invented electoral subgroups like “soccer moms” and
“NASCAR dads” had narrowed the political worldview. “We have 
tactical elections, we don’t have big elections, because there’s every
prospect that you can win by thinking small,” Greenberg said.
“There’s a temptation to find one small group that gets you a couple of
extra percentage points, rather than thinking grander.”13

It took the unexpected death of a U.S. senator just days before the
election to revive the Democratic Party. On October 25, the twin-
engine turboprop carrying Senator Paul Wellstone crashed in a snow-
storm near Eveleth, Minnesota. The crash killed the populist senator,
first elected in 1990, as well as his wife, daughter, three staff, and two
pilots. At the sometimes raucous funeral, speaker after speaker re-
called Wellstone’s proud tradition of holding the powerful account-
able and fighting for the “little guy.” Paul Wellstone, the message
seemed to be, would not have stood silent, as the national party was,
at such a critical point in our country’s future. “Let’s win this election
for Paul,” the activists said. The incident, although it drew criticism
from Republicans and might have cost the Democrats the Minnesota
senate race, reminded activists around the country that the Demo-
cratic Party had an important voice and message to share.

Three months later, with the Democratic Party, especially the party
establishment, embarrassed and silenced at the ballot box and rush-
ing to support President Bush on the imminent war in Iraq, Howard
Dean took to the stage in Washington and invoked the fallen Well-
stone. Dean’s message was simple and, for thousands of activists who
felt voiceless, compelling: Let Democrats be Democrats. “We don’t
need two Republican parties,” he intoned. We need ideas. We need
leadership. We need opposition.

When it was Dean’s turn to address the Democratic National

62 T H E  F I R S T  C A M P A I G N

First Campaign #1811 pt1   10/18/07  3:12 PM  Page 62



Committee’s winter meeting in Washington on February 21, 2003,
the party loyalists had already listened to their supposed leaders drone
on and on. The little-known governor from Vermont, fresh off a red-
eye flight, roused the audience with a speech sketched out half an
hour earlier and never once practiced.

“What I want to know is why in the world the Democratic Party
leadership is supporting the President’s unilateral attack on Iraq.” The
crowd burst into cheers. “What I want to know is why are Democratic
Party leaders supporting tax cuts. The question is not how big the tax
cut should be, the question should be can we afford a tax cut at all
with the largest deficit in the history of this country.” More cheers.
“What I want to know is why we’re fighting in Congress about the Pa-
tient’s Bill of Rights when the Democratic Party ought to be standing
up for health care for every single American man, woman, and child
in this country.” The crowd was on its feet, cheering, stomping, and
applauding. “What I want to know is why our folks are voting for the
President’s No Child Left Behind bill that leaves every child behind,
every teacher behind, every school board behind, and every property
tax payer behind.” And then it was time for the big finish: “I’m
Howard Dean and I’m here to represent the Democratic wing of the
Democratic Party.”

That last line belonged to Wellstone, but it would come to define
Dean’s campaign more than anything. Amid a lackluster and uninspir-
ing field, the party’s troops—especially online supporters on sites like
DailyKos and MyDD—rallied to Howard Dean. Excited by the hope
he embodied and the energy he brought to the race, and finally find-
ing a place to direct their anger over Iraq, the party faithful saw
Howard Dean as their last best chance to wrest control of the party
from a timid leadership and restore the liberal greatness last known
during the rise of the New Deal.

THE DEAN CAMPAIGN is one part of this story that I had the opportunity
to witness firsthand. I grew up in Montpelier, the Vermont state capi-
tal, and a few years after Dean—“Dr. Dean,” to those around him, on
account of his training as a physician—took office in 1991, I began an
internship at the governor’s press office as part of a community-based
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learning program at Montpelier High School. When I was hired on 
as a part-time press assistant after my freshman year, I was young
enough that the governor’s legal counsel had to make sure I could
legally work for them without violating child labor laws. Over the next
four years, I spent every afternoon I could and several summers col-
lating news clippings, writing press releases, and sending out Dr.
Dean’s weekly public appearance schedule. Among ourselves, the
small staff often discussed with varying levels of seriousness whether
the boss might run for president one day.

I left Vermont for college, and as I entered my senior year in 2002,
it suddenly appeared that the once faraway idea of a presidential run
by Dean was becoming a reality. I interviewed for a job with the nas-
cent campaign and got a glimpse of the barely controlled chaos of a
presidential run in its early stages. The Dean for America headquar-
ters was sandwiched into a tiny suite of offices above the Vermont
Pub and Brewery in downtown Burlington, which, despite its stature
as Vermont’s largest city, would never be confused with a metropolis.

Ten days after I graduated from college in 2003, I set up a folding
table from Staples at the Dean headquarters. It would be my desk for
the next nine months. The campaign had already outgrown the office
above the pub and had moved to an office park closer to the gover-
nor’s home in South Burlington. Although I had been hired as a com-
munications staffer, there was no room in the two cramped offices
that held the press team, so I set up my “desk” in a vacant space in
the internet bullpen, sandwiched between (on the right) the cam-
paign’s bloggers—Zephyr Teachout and Matt Gross—and (on the left)
the Web team, led by one Nicco Mele, a loud Italian from Queens. A
few feet away was the office of Joe Trippi, who was already Dean’s
second campaign manager. It was no mistake that the Web team was
the part of the campaign closest to his office—he thought it was inte-
gral to the whole campaign. Although at heart quite friendly, Trippi
was generally gruff and had an explosive temper; he once screamed at
a volunteer, “Do you have a fucking political bone in your body?” The
phrase would become one of the campaign staff ’s frequent refrains.

Two decades after he bought his first computer to work on Tom
Bradley’s California race, Trippi was still fascinated by computers and
their power to connect, share, and build community. On the World
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Wide Web, a shadow campaign for Dean was emerging, complete
with websites, blogs, video sites, and bulletin boards—which were
still popular in some parts nearly a quarter century after Dave Hughes
founded the Roger’s Bar BBS in Colorado. The campaign had already
had some success raising money online from antiwar activists around
the country, but with only a few million in the bank, the campaign
was still being run on a shoestring.

When I joined the campaign, we were already working around the
clock to prepare for Dr. Dean’s official announcement of his candi-
dacy on June 23 when his son was arrested as part of a group of
teenagers attempting to steal liquor from a Burlington country club.
The Vermont press corps descended as the candidate canceled his
travel schedule and raced home from the campaign trail.

That weekend, Dean went from a local hero to a national figure.
Two days of media attention, much of it unfavorable, culminated with
a prescheduled hour-long interview with Tim Russert on Meet the
Press. Dean seemed to stumble a few times on the show, includ-
ing one screwup when he didn’t know how many soldiers were in 
the U.S. military. The Washington establishment—what then–ABC
News political director Mark Halperin had labeled the “Gang of 500”
to describe the group of reporters, consultants, political operatives,
and elected leaders who made “conventional wisdom” conventional—
quickly labeled the interview a disaster. He had failed their test and
was labeled not presidential timber.

But the Democratic Party’s grassroots activists, Dean’s would-be
rebel army, saw it differently—and the difference showed that, thanks
to the internet, things were finally changing in Democratic politics.
That Sunday, nearly $100,000 came in over the internet. The money
trickling in online throughout the spring had added significantly to
Dean’s bottom line, but numbers like that were incredible, even more
so for a Sunday in late June the year before an election.

On Monday, June 23, when Dean officially announced, another
$200,000 rolled in. The Web team and the finance team, most of
whom had been solid members of the establishment before joining
Dean’s nascent effort, watched stunned as the money kept coming.
As the end of the fiscal quarter approached, the amounts kept in-
creasing: $300,000 each on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, and

G O O G L E  A N D  P E O P L E - P O W E R E D  P O L I T I C S 65

First Campaign #1811 pt1   10/18/07  3:12 PM  Page 65



$500,000 on Friday. Trippi sat down on Sunday and realized that, over
the last eight days, twenty-one thousand people had given money on-
line, for a total of $2.1 million—exceeding the amount once budgeted
for the entire campaign.

Recognizing a fund-raising moment without precedent, Trippi
sought to capitalize on it, using a technique associated with charity
fund drives rather than political campaigns: He posted the campaign’s
fund-raising numbers on the Dean for America website and asked for
help in reaching a new quarter goal of $6.5 million. Finance staffer
Larry Biddle came up with the idea of posting a cartoonish baseball
bat on the home page that would “fill in” as people donated, like those
oversized cardboard thermometers that show the progress in hospital
charity drives. The moment was without precedent in presidential
politics—campaigns generally guarded their fund-raising numbers
like the recipe for Pepsi. When the governor saw the number posted
on the website while he was out on the trail, he immediately called
Trippi to report that the website had been hacked. It hadn’t—it was
just a new way of doing politics.

That Monday, June 30, the spigot just opened. Every half hour
Nicco posted updates and let the bat fill in a little more. The Gang of
500 watched stunned. Newsweek’s Howard Fineman told Chris
Matthews on MSNBC’s Hardball, “In newsrooms around the country,
I’m told, people have the Dean screen up on their computers and
they’re watching the totals go up like a telethon.”

On that final day of June, the land under the American political
system shifted. By the time the clock struck midnight and Nicco
posted the final update to the bat, more than seventy-three thousand
people had contributed $7.6 million to Howard Dean in the second
quarter, with an average contribution of just $112.

The party status quo could hardly have been upset more if William
Wallace and his Scottish army had charged across the moors to the
doors of the DNC in southeast Washington to tar and feather Terry
McAuliffe.

DEAN FIRST GAINED ATTENTION outside Vermont for his opposition to the
Iraq war, and for much of the campaign he would be dismissed as the
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antiwar candidate, but his campaign was about much more than that.
Beyond the war, he had sensed two important feelings among the
electorate. First, especially among the activists who had gone online,
there was a sense that the Democratic Party had reneged on its role as
an opposition party. It offered nothing to contrast with the Republican
agenda. Second, he sensed that people were still anxious about their
lives—they felt the country was rolling along without a clear path.
Dean offered a sort of twenty-first-century populism. He understood
that the things that bothered Americans were not the details of Bush’s
tax plan or the environmental rollbacks—what they were most trou-
bled by were their own lives, the shrinking two-income family. Two
Harvard professors had, in their separate works, nailed down the
growing unease across the country. In Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam
sketched out how the very idea of American community—of a com-
munal society—was splintering; fewer Americans were participating
in civic life, interacting with their neighbors, helping out in the
schools. Most basically, Americans were giving up on being citizens
and instead retreating to isolated climate-controlled living rooms with
big-screen TVs. Elizabeth Warren explained some of the pressures
facing the modern family: “Today a fully employed male earns
$41,670 per year. After adjusting for inflation, that is nearly $800 less
than his counterpart of a generation ago. The only real increase in
wages for a family has been the second paycheck added by a working
mother . . . Today’s families have budgeted to the limits of their new
two-paycheck status.” Her bottom line: “Now a pink slip, a bad diag-
nosis, or a disappearing spouse can catapult a family from solidly mid-
dle class to newly poor in a few months.”14

This message—the pressures of living the American dream—stood
in stark contrast to the message coming out of the White House un-
der George W. Bush. Our challenge at the campaign headquarters in
Burlington was to dramatize this as effectively as possible—and by
any means necessary.

On July 28, Vice President Dick Cheney stopped briefly in Colum-
bia, South Carolina, raising $300,000 from 150 people during a
thirty-minute luncheon stop at the house of Gayle Averyt, the chair-
man emeritus of Colonial Life Insurance Co. The stop was routine—
just another part of a massive and successful fund-raising apparatus
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that allowed the Bush campaign to build a war chest worth more than
$260 million. Joe Trippi decided that Columbia was an opportunity to
highlight the differences in fund-raising approaches between Dean
and Cheney—literally the differences between the people and the
powerful—and sent out an e-mail laying out a challenge to match 
Cheney’s $300,000 in big-donor money with small-dollar contribu-
tions over the internet. “Let’s show George W. Bush and Dick Cheney
that we will not let our government be sold to the highest bidder. Let’s
show that the grassroots are stronger than the special interests,” he
wrote in his characteristically fiery language—which more often than
not belonged to one of the staff bloggers.

By 2004 the Bush-Cheney machine had perfected a system devel-
oped for the 2000 campaign: The vast majority of the money was
raised by a handful of 246 “Pioneers” who pledged to raise $100,000.
For the ’04 race, the campaign added a new “Ranger” category worth
$200,000. More than 220 people met that goal, while another 323
became “merely” Pioneers. Of course, the perks of achieving the spe-
cial status far exceeded the prestigious title and the opportunity to
purchase a special set of silver “Lone Star of Texas” cuff links
(Rangers could buy a pricier belt buckle). An AP investigation found
that of the 246 Pioneers from the 2000 campaign, a third of them or
their spouses ended up with governmental appointments ranging
from cabinet posts to ambassadorships to positions on boards and
commissions. Texas rancher and Senator M. Teel Bivins, who was a
Pioneer in 2000 and a Ranger in 2004, was blunt about the trade-off.
“You wouldn’t have direct access if you had spent two years of your
life working hard to get this guy elected president, raising hundreds of
thousands of dollars?” he told the BBC in 2001 while he awaited his
Senate confirmation hearing after being nominated as ambassador to
Sweden. “You dance with them what brung ya.”

How could we compete with that? As money began to pour in in
response to Trippi’s challenge, I came up with the idea of grabbing
the governor a $3 turkey sandwich from the seedy little store on the
first floor of the campaign building where most of us bought our
meals—thereby showing the difference between a campaign run by
rich people and one run by regular people. We photographed Dr.
Dean munching on his sandwich while blogging at one of the office
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computers that afternoon—his virtual $3-a-plate grassroots fund-
raising effort contrasting with the vice president’s in-and-out lunch—
and the photo went right on the blog. It would prove to be one of the
iconic images of the different campaign.

The three-day-long drive highlighted that the end of June wasn’t
just a fluke: 9,621 donors gave $508,640.31 with an average contribu-
tion of $52.87—or, as we liked to point out, $1,947.13 less than the
cost of attending Cheney’s exclusive fund-raiser in South Carolina.
Time and again over the coming months, we’d whip out the “bat” and
the money would start to come in. In the normally quiet days of 
August, the campaign chartered an aging jet—a shiny late-model jet
was still too pricey—and Dean set off on a national tour dubbed 
the “Sleepless Summer Tour.” As Dean, the prodigal candidate, de-
scended on capacity rallies that attracted ten thousand or more peo-
ple, the Web team sat back in Burlington watching the donations flow
in. It was the first time in a generation that the Democrats had man-
aged to build a people-powered campaign-funding operation.

For the final stop in Manhattan’s Bryant Park, we all decamped to
the city, setting up shop under a tree and working feverishly to update
the bat in those final hours as the campaign reached its million-dollar
goal. Dean took the stage, his shirt sleeves rolled up, and waved a red
baseball bat. Here, in easy walking distance to the Upper East Side
salons where the checks that paid for Democratic campaigns were
written and to the Park Avenue apartment where he had been reared,
Howard Dean returned to remake the party’s image. The message was
clear. The reign of the big donors was over. The era of small-dollar
fund-raising had begun. The internet—and the economic transforma-
tions of the internet age—would save the party from the money race.

To understand just what a burst of enthusiasm this change brought
to the Democratic Party, one need to look at only the donations under
$200. The total of these small donations to Democratic presidential
candidates rose elevenfold—from $11 million in 2000 to $127 million
in 2004. Republicans saw a much smaller increase, not even double,
from $43 million to $78 million. This brought some much-needed
parity to the party system too—the DNC, which is usually beaten 
at least two to one by the RNC, raised 80 percent of the GOP’s
$392.4 million in 2004.15
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Internet fund-raising also served as evidence of another major
change: Ordinary people were hungry to get involved in party politics
again. This had been clear since March, when, at a Dean event in
Manhattan just two weeks after his rollicking speech to the DNC
winter meeting, a crowd showed up that surprised everyone, even Joe
Trippi, the original true believer in people-powered politics.

Outside the Essex Lounge on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, the
crowd kept building as the clock neared 7 p.m. No one had seen this
coming. A then-obscure online networking site, Meetup.com, had or-
ganized a gathering for Dean, who was then little known outside Ver-
mont. Meetup.com, which was primarily used by people to organize
small groups around shared interests like pets, knitting, or—in the
case of the site’s largest group—witchcraft, had recently added presi-
dential meetups. Most of the big-name candidates fared poorly, but
this Vermont governor who was against the war in Iraq started to take
off. When Trippi first discovered the site, John Kerry had 310 people
nationally in his Meetup group, Edwards 141, and Dick Gephardt
was in the low double digits. Dean, meanwhile, had 432. After bat-
tling the staff for a few days, Trippi got the Web team to post a link to
Meetup on the campaign home page. The Meetup numbers kept
growing, and a few weeks later the Meetup number actually crept
past the witches to become the largest group in the country. Trippi
persuaded the campaign’s scheduler to schedule a drop-by at the Es-
sex Lounge.

Meetup groups would meet at the same time on the same night
around the country—in the case of Dean for America, the groups
gathered at 7 p.m. on the first Wednesday of the month. They tended
to be smaller than a dozen people and usually met in coffee shops or
the back rooms of bars. But once the campaign announced that Dean
would attend the New York meetup, it surged to more than a score,
then fifty, then more than one hundred people. By 7 p.m., the line
was snaking around the block. The candidate pulled up to discover
that eight hundred people had braved the evening to hear him speak.
“When I got out of the car and saw hundreds of people lined up out-
side the Essex Lounge, and walked inside to find hundreds more, I
felt in a direct, powerful way, the awesome force of the Internet,”
Dean later wrote on the campaign blog.
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Columbia student Brian Schaitkin described the feeling inside the
bar to a reporter as “electric.” “There was the feeling that ‘Hey, we are
capable of building a movement that can successfully compete with
traditional campaign tactics on any level,’ ” Schaitkin said.

By the end of the campaign, more than 180,000 people had signed
up for some 2,000 presidential meetups around the country. On the
first Wednesday of the month, all across the country, people would
gather for a Dean meetup. They’d write letters to voters in Iowa and
New Hampshire; they’d help organize in their neighborhoods; they’d
shower elected officials with letters asking them to endorse Dean.
Groups, like cells growing, split again and again as they got too large
for their venue. Ordinary citizens stepped up to lead their meetup
since the national campaign’s organization could never hope to staff
so many events. In the Burlington headquarters, a young Middlebury
College graduate, Michael Silberman, coordinated and ushered along
the growing numbers of meetups, leading a team working almost
around the clock to provide the letter-writing supplies, campaign
stickers, and resources that the groups demanded. Conference calls
between the campaign and the meetup hosts would stretch late into
the night, yet despite the long hours, Silberman and his team never
fully got their arms around the meetups—the phenomenon was grow-
ing too fast in too many places ever to be controlled by a central cam-
paign. It was a new model for politics: people not waiting for
leadership but instead taking the initiative for change and organizing
themselves.

IN ITS OWN SMALL WAY, the meetup at the Essex Lounge was the answer
to the party’s long-standing problem of reaching people at the grass
roots. But at the same time, it was an expression of a profound change
that had taken place outside of politics, as people used the internet
not only to communicate and shop but also to find affinity groups—to
join together with people of like mind.

As more and more people turned to the internet for purchasing
goods and services, researching medical issues, reading news, and
browsing blogs, the medium’s reach and ability to influence politics
grew more powerful. The ease of fund-raising and online organizing
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helped transform races up and down the ticket. Beyond Dean’s in-
credible success online in 2003, during a special election in Kentucky
in early 2004, Democratic candidate Ben Chandler was highlighted
on dozens of blogs and found himself showered with money as if from
a magic wand. He won against long odds, granting the Democrats one
of their few bright spots in the otherwise dreary election cycle. As
Dean’s rallying cry said, Democratic activists wanted their party back
and they wanted their country back.

Nearly twenty years after political observers began noting the Re-
publican rise and the network of think tanks, media outlets, and 
foundations that helped power the GOP’s national ascendancy, a 
Democratic activist named Rob Stein sat down and organized a 
PowerPoint titled “The Conservative Message Machine Money Ma-
trix,” which challenged the Democrats to organize their own network
of think tanks and outlets. Stein showed his work to various forward-
thinking big-dollar Democratic donors, and they began to assemble a
network of institutions to support the party’s message.

A number of major Democratic donors stepped up and offered ex-
tensive funding to help try to jump-start change in the party. Steve
Rosenthal ended up running one of the largest voter registration proj-
ects ever for the left-leaning Americans Coming Together. “Part of it
came from my frustration overall with the Democratic Party for not
having done this work for so long . . . frustration that the state parties
and the Democratic Party overall had failed in a lot of ways to build
the infrastructure that really was needed to begin to engage voters
again,” he explained.

Rosenthal’s efforts yielded abundant fruit—one of the few bright
spots in the national election for Democrats. Spending $135 million
on get-out-the-vote efforts, ACT registered 450,000 primarily Demo-
cratic voters. More than that, though, it demonstrated to a wide swath
of the party just how broken the Democrats’ infrastructure had be-
come. “There’s nothing I would love to see more than the Democratic
Party really rebuild its organization, build the state parties, make them
into a real force of neighbors talking to neighbors. That is the most ef-
fective type of communications in politics,” Rosenthal remarked just
after the 2004 election. “I think there’s a real opportunity out there
right now to really build and engage and develop organizations that
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talk to people and get them involved in politics again . . . Donors
came forward in big numbers this year because they believed that the
direction the country was headed in was the wrong direction. There’s
an enormous opportunity to build on that in the coming years.”16

One of the key lessons ACT learned, though, was that the party’s
activists were hungry to get involved. In Pennsylvania, for instance,
ACT had planned to hire twelve thousand paid workers for Elec-
tion Day. It ended up with more than seventeen thousand people 
who volunteered for get-out-the-vote efforts. The grassroots Demo-
crats were hungry to win, but the party had long forgotten to ask
them.17 When the dust began to settle from the 2004 election cycle,
the entire obsolete landscape of American politics would have been
remade.

HOWARD DEAN RAN AWAY with the Democratic primary campaign for the
rest of 2003. By December, the nation’s two largest and most power-
ful unions had endorsed him, and Al Gore himself stood before
crowds in Harlem and Iowa to intone his devotion to Dean.

In the end, Dean didn’t win the nomination, but the enthusiasm
and passion that he had begun to generate would shake the founda-
tions of the party. As Dean’s pollster, Paul Maslin, said with pride,
“Howard Dean gave this party its voice back. Some people might say
he gave it its soul back. He showed people the way to become De-
mocrats again, and how to speak out.”18

Maslin recalls a story from early July 2003, a few days after Dean
for America blew the other campaigns away with its second-quarter
fund-raising numbers. He called campaign manager Joe Trippi, and
said, “Joe, you know what this is, don’t you? This isn’t Jimmy Carter or
George McGovern or Jerry Brown or Ross Perot or any of the analo-
gies people are making. You know who this is?” Invoking the founder
of the Democratic Party, Trippi said, “Yeah, I know exactly who. It’s
Andrew Jackson.” Maslin continues, “If we’d pulled this off, you’d
have the equivalent of that moment when Andrew Jackson becomes
president and the people just break down the fence at the White
House and say, ‘This is our place.’ ”
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THE DEMOCRATS REBOOT

www.YouTube.com • www.moveOn.org • www.myDD.com

Bob Shrum—the powerful Democratic consultant
who wrote Ted Kennedy’s 1980 “The Dream Will Never Die” conven-
tion speech and the man whom The Atlantic Monthly in 2004 dubbed
“Kerry’s consigliere”—divides the 2004 election into two separate pri-
maries: “There was the 2003 campaign, which Howard Dean won,
which was ‘Who dislikes Bush the most or who can express, most fer-
vently, opposition to Bush?’ Then there was the 2004 campaign,
which was ‘Who do I think might beat Bush and who do I think
should be president?’ ”1 On Election Day 2004, Americans decided
that the Democrats had chosen the wrong guy in that second primary.
Despite winning more popular votes than any previous presidential
candidate in history, John Kerry lost.

The results of the 2004 election were, for Democrats, devastating.
November 2 was a crushing and unexpected defeat. Despite an in-
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creasingly ominous-looking war in Iraq, despite the poor economic
conditions, despite and in spite of everything, the voters had felt that
John Kerry and the Democratic Party nationally had failed to deliver a
compelling message. It was a strong repudiation of an opposition
party that nominated as its presidential candidate a man who voted
for the Bush tax cuts, voted for Bush’s judicial nominees, voted to go
to war in Iraq, and voted for Bush’s environmental rollbacks. Now the
online activists thought it was time for the Democrats to define their
message and stand for something.

Sitting at his computer the next day in Burlington, Vermont, Joe
Rospars, who had remained with Howard Dean’s new group, Democ-
racy for America, watched the president’s victory speech as his fingers
pounded away at the keyboard on his laptop. He clicked Send, and
the e-mail began landing in hundreds of thousands of in-boxes around
the country. It was a humbling e-mail but one that rallied the faithful
beginning with its title: “What You Won’t Hear on TV Today.”

Rospars began by cataloging the Democratic victories: “Montana,
one of the reddest states, has a new Democratic governor. First-time
candidates for state legislatures from Hawaii to Connecticut beat in-
cumbent Republicans. And a record number of us voted to change
course—more Americans voted against George Bush than any sitting
president in history. Today is not an ending. Regardless of the out-
come yesterday, we have begun to revive our democracy. While we did
not get the result we wanted in the presidential race, we laid the
groundwork for a new generation of Democratic leaders.” It ended
with the quote from Martin Luther King Jr. that Dean had used a year
before when declaring his presidential candidacy: “Our lives begin to
end the day we become silent about things that matter.”

Rospars could hardly have understood it at the time, but at the end
of the 2004 campaign, the party’s netroots, as the newly energized on-
line activists were called, weren’t ready to throw in the towel. They
were just getting started.

For a month the party lay silent, licking its wounds. Angered by 
the outcome and the party’s lackluster showing during a critical elec-
tion, and hungry for solutions, progressive bloggers and discussions
on sites like DailyKos and MyDD helped propel books by Thomas
Frank (What’s the Matter with Kansas?) and George Lakoff (Don’t
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Think of an Elephant) to the top of bestseller lists. Their theses were
hotly debated in Democratic circles as a possible way to the future:
Democrats needed to do a better job connecting with the middle of
the country.

Don’t Think of an Elephant, by Lakoff, a portly and grizzled Berke-
ley linguist, sold hundreds of thousands of copies, largely thanks to its
buzz on left-leaning blogs. DailyKos’s founder, Markos Moulitsas
Zúniga, named it the “best book this cycle.” Lakoff had first burst into
political debate in 1996 when his Moral Politics argued that the GOP
and the Democratic Party had grown out of fundamentally opposing
family metaphors. Conservatives are the “strict father,” who believes
that an industrious work ethic, a strong moral compass, and rules that
are set in stone (“Be back at 11 p.m., not a minute later”) are all that
are required for success in life. Liberals, on the other hand, are the
“nurturing mother,” someone who believes in caring for others and the
pursuit of happiness, wherever that may lead. Lakoff sums up the dif-
ferences as such: Arnold Schwarzenegger, who labels his opponents
“girlie men,” is a typical strict father conservative; Oprah Winfrey,
who sits guests down for a heart-to-heart on her couch, is a typical
nurturing mother liberal.

All around, on cable television, in newspaper columns and maga-
zine articles, and online, the excuses in the wake of the 2004 loss
were manifold. But many of those fingers were pointed directly at vot-
ers—“they” voted against their economic interest; “they” got scared by
terrorism; “they” didn’t understand our message. At a certain level,
blaming the voters is a ridiculous argument even to attempt. “I’ve
never actually seen a business model that blames consumers for not
buying the product,” Democratic activist Malia Luka says. “I think we
might be able to take a lesson from Nike and other corporations who
don’t blame people for not buying their sneakers but instead figure
out what’s wrong with their sneaker so that people will buy it.”

So what’s wrong with the Democratic pair of sneakers? How’d it
get to the point that the party founded by Andrew Jackson, champi-
oned by Franklin D. Roosevelt with his New Deal, and celebrated by
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society has fallen to the point where the best
it could manage in 2004 was yet another Massachusetts liberal 
who will be memorialized in Bartlett’s Famous Quotations only for, “I
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actually did vote for the 87 billion dollars before I voted against it”?
In the first three national elections of the twenty-first century—

2000, 2002, and 2004—Democrats turned time and again to eco-
nomic populism, without realizing that times had changed and their
message no longer resonated with broad swaths of the electorate. Ad-
ditionally, as the Democratic Party’s infrastructure atrophied, it relied
increasingly on its interest groups to turn out their voters—meaning
that the party didn’t speak all that directly to voters. Messages were
filtered through labor unions, feminist groups, environmental groups,
or black leaders. There were few talking to the middle class. By 2004,
ABC News exit polls indicated that the Democratic presidential vote
now came from the most and least educated strata of the electorate,
while Republicans could claim everything in between.

As former Washington Post political reporter Tom Edsall laid out,
the “downscale” wing of the Democratic Party—which accounts for
about 60 percent of the party’s voters—consists of victims of eco-
nomic competition, the unemployed and unemployable, union mem-
bers, ethnic and racial minorities, the seven million Americans
entangled in the criminal justice system, and those who are HIV pos-
itive or have AIDS. Meanwhile, the minority “upscale” wing, which
dominates the party’s debate and leadership, is completely different:
They are 83 percent white, have the highest education level of any
voting group, one-third have never married, 43 percent seldom or
never attend religious services, four out of ten earn at least $75,000,
77 percent do not have a gun at home.2 This latter group—the elite—
has little in common with those who make up the majority of their
own party—and are almost the polar opposite of the average Republi-
can voter.

The party also has long struggled with a growing gender gap: The
party now skews female by 10 percentage points. Clinton, who car-
ried women by 16 points and lost men only by 1, fared far better than
Kerry—he lost men by 11 and won women by only 3. It was not al-
ways this way. During the heydey of the Democratic ascendancy, from
1948 to 1976, the party always won the male vote, then heavily mid-
dle class and heavily organized labor. Now, among male and female
voters with high school degrees or less—which pollsters often use as
a proxy for working-class, blue-collar voters—Bush beat Al Gore by
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17 points and then beat Kerry by 23 points. It was the college-
educated whites who saved both Democratic candidates from an even
larger drubbing.3

Karl Rove, who has made a career of stereotyping Democrats, has
found his job made easier over time by the shifting focus of the party.
A look at the language he uses reveals a lot of truth for the party circa
2000–2004: “desperate, out of the mainstream, willing to say or do
anything to get elected, out of touch, wild-eyed, extreme, purely polit-
ical, old, tired, unrepresentative of the people who elected them,
sharing the sensibilities of Hollywood elites, obstructionist, out of
ideas, more interested in partisan politics than in solving problems for
the American people, liberal, captive to the Democrat Party’s special
interests, appealing to the Michael Moore, Howard Dean, MoveOn
wing of the Democratic Party, loser, weak, negative.”4

Perhaps most of all, potential Democratic voters felt betrayed and
left behind. Politicians no longer addressed issues that mattered to
the middle class.

Among those who felt that the Democratic Party had lost its way
was a favorite of the bloggers: Andy Stern, the head of the powerful
Service Employees International Union, the son of middle-class par-
ents in West Orange, New Jersey, a graduate of the Ivy League Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania with a degree in urban planning, and a former
state social worker. Soft-spoken, with warm but tired eyes, Stern had,
as he sought to modernize and grow his union, warned of the dangers
facing the Democratic Party and its traditional labor base.

Over nearly a decade, he had built SEIU into one of the most pow-
erful forces on the left; his 1.8 million–strong, purple-clad service em-
ployees union in 2004 poured $65 million into Democratic election
efforts. With that force at his back, his gentle and not-so-gentle mus-
ings carry real force. By 2004, though, he felt a bit like Don Quixote,
chasing windmills across Washington in a futile quest for change; his
thinking was years, if not decades, ahead of the party establishment.

On the opening day of the carefully scripted 2004 Democratic Na-
tional Convention, Stern sat down with The Washington Post’s David
Broder, its legendary political reporter, and fired another shot across
the bow of the Democratic Party. It might be better for the Democrats
and labor unions, Stern said, if John Kerry, the embodiment of the es-
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tablishment he was battling, lost come November. “Both the party
and its longtime ally, the labor movement are ‘in deep crisis,’ devoid of
new ideas and working with archaic structures,” Broder quoted Stern.

The labor union chief issued the necessary caveats—that from his
perspective John Kerry would certainly be a better president than
George W. Bush and that his union would do everything it could to
ensure a Democratic victory—but his message was clear: The Demo-
cratic Party was fundamentally broken, rotten at a deep, core level—a
“hollow party,” in Stern’s words—and the momentum for reform, the
impetus of the revolution, would be lost if Kerry suddenly found him-
self in office. To see why Stern was so concerned about the effect of
Kerry winning on the party’s long-term investments, one needs to look
no further than the Clinton years and the atrophied DNC that Terry
McAuliffe had inherited in 2001.

Now, with Kerry’s loss capping a disappointing election season, the
party had time for real reflection and reevaluation. Beyond messaging,
in the days and weeks after the November 2004 election, the party
faithful decided that a more fundamental change needed to take
place: They didn’t want to talk about message until they settled the is-
sue of leadership. Under Terry McAuliffe, the Democratic Party had
finally paid off its $18 million debt, seen a sevenfold increase in
donors from 400,000 to 2.7 million, boosted its collection of e-mails
from 70,000 to 3.8 million, and taken its voter files from zero to 178
million. As McAuliffe’s wife, Dorothy, jokes, “I often hear it said that
my husband has been the greatest chairman in the history of the Dem-
ocratic Party. And each time I hear it, my reaction is the same: ‘Yes
dear, I know.’ ”5 But on Election Day—the only day that matters—the
changes and advances weren’t enough.

On DailyKos the morning after the election and even before Bush
had formally been named the winner, founder Markos, a native of El
Salvador and a feisty former army soldier, rallied his troops. “The
McAuliffe reign has ended in disaster, with the Democratic Party in
worse position electorally than when he came in as Chair in February
2001. We have lost seats in the House and Senate, and failed to
cleanly take out the Worst President Ever. While McAuliffe was an
artful fund-raiser, the party continued to lack the ability to develop a
clear message or properly frame the political debate. And it’s been
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killing us. Even if Kerry can pull off the victory, it’s clear the Demo-
cratic Party as currently constituted is on its deathbed. It needs re-
forms, and it needs them now. Quite frankly, the status quo simply
won’t cut it.” He concluded, “Howard Dean for DNC Chair.”

A month later, on December 9, MoveOn.org’s Eli Pariser fired off
to his 1.6 million supporters an e-mail that returned to Howard
Dean’s rallying cry: “You have the power to take back the Democratic
Party.” Titled “Who will lead the Democratic Party?” Pariser wrote,
“For years, the Party has been led by elite Washington insiders who
are closer to corporate lobbyists than they are to the Democratic base.
But we can’t afford four more years of leadership by a consulting class
of professional election losers. In the last year, grassroots contributors
like us gave more than $300 million to the Kerry campaign and the
DNC, and proved that the Party doesn’t need corporate cash to be
competitive.” His next line read like a revolutionary’s cry at the head
of a mob armed with torches and pitchforks: “Now it’s our Party: we
bought it, we own it, and we’re going to take it back.”

By that point, the organization that had started out opposing Clin-
ton’s impeachment in 1998 had morphed into one of the true power-
houses of the left—thanks in no small part to its vigorous opposition
to the Iraq war in sharp contrast to a party establishment that, until
long after the invasion, had largely supported the president amid fears
of being labeled soft on terrorism. MoveOn.org’s political action arm
had poured more than $11 million into the campaign, contributing to
eighty-one candidates across the country. More than three hundred
thousand people had contributed, mostly with donations under $100.
Now Pariser and MoveOn.org wanted to exercise their newfound
muscle. The online activists who had rallied to Dean’s side during the
early days of 2003 and 2004 now wanted him to lead them and the
rest of the party. They were tired of losing.

While the party establishment singled out Tom Vilsack as a possi-
ble replacement for McAuliffe, the netroots weren’t having any of it.
When the blogosphere underscored that it would fight the establish-
ment for the chairmanship, Vilsack backed down, and other establish-
ment candidates demurred as well. The showdown dragged on. At the
Democratic state party chairs’ meeting in Florida, Jerome Armstrong
and Matt Stoller of MyDD were thrown out for blogging the meeting,
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and bloggers turned their collective living room opposition research
powers on possible chairs like cable mogul Leo Hindery, a longtime
party funder who, when he found his path to the chairmanship
blocked by bloggers, turned his jet around and flew home. Similar ig-
nominious ends came to the chair campaigns of former congressmen
Martin Frost and Tim Roemer, who were targeted by bloggers Kevin
Drum, Chris Bowers, and Josh Marshall. Online groups helped or-
ganize a large Dean presence at each of the local and regional DNC
events, and the grassroots-driven group that Dean had converted his
presidential campaign into after his loss, Democracy for America,
kept up a drumbeat too. Powered by intense pressure from the blogo-
sphere, one by one the other establishment candidates for the DNC
chairmanship dropped by the wayside, and Howard Dean, thanks to
his grassroots leadership, online network, and online fund-raising
prowess, emerged triumphant.

It suddenly appeared that an outsider would end up in the party’s
most insidery position. “The DNC chair race has exposed deep fis-
sures within the Democratic Party. Some of these are ideological, but
the real story of the race is the diffusion of power away from Washing-
ton and to new people and entities that have rushed to fill the power
vacuum at the top of the party,” reported Ryan Lizza, one of the best
observers of the modern left, in The New Republic.6

On February 12, Howard Dean stood before thunderous applause
in the main ballroom of the Washington Hilton—popularly known as
the Hinckley Hilton for being the site of Reagan’s attempted assassi-
nation in 1981. Dean, who won the position on a united voice vote,
promised, “Today will be the beginning of the reemergence of the 
Democratic Party.”

The next two years, even as the Democratic Party found itself with-
out control of any branch of government, saw the party resurgent in
every way as the Republicans’ once-promising electoral victories
seemed to melt away. In the days after the 2004 election, hubristic
Republicans talked of a fundamental realignment in American poli-
tics—one where the Republicans would control for decades to come
and the Democratic Party might go, as they said, “the way of the
Whigs,” disappearing into historical obscurity and irrelevancy. It
might be a generation before Democrats regained any traction, some
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Republicans boasted. However, over the next two years, the worsen-
ing situation in Iraq, a string of congressional Republican lobbying
scandals led by Jack Abramoff, Randy “Duke” Cunningham, and Bob
Ney, and the government’s lack of response to Hurricane Katrina
made the previously invincible Republican fortress appear more a
house of cards. At the same time, the Democratic Party found that
the energy within the party was taking place online through blogs,
meetups, and groups like MoveOn.org.

In June 2006, the insidery political weekly National Journal asked
its “Political Insiders” roundtable what impact the netroots would
have on the midterms, and the resounding consensus was that it
would help the Democrats. As one anonymous Republican grudgingly
reported, “The one—and only—item that national Democrats can
credit Howard Dean with: Galvanizing the Democrat internet efforts.
The Democrats seem to have the upper hand, presently.” An anony-
mous Democrat, meanwhile, wrote, “They have the capacity to in-
stantly cut through and counter the Limbaughs and the Fox News’
blubbering heads like the other corporate media entities should but
don’t have the guts to do so. Democrats are lucky they are doing what
they are doing.”7

The biggest contribution Democratic bloggers made to the 2006
campaign was fighting to expand the field of viable congressional can-
didates by raising money and attacking vulnerable Republican incum-
bents. Throughout the 2006 elections, the Democratic blogosphere
received special attention from party leaders. As the Chicago Tribune’s
Naftali Bendavid reported, “Blogs had become a locus of activity for
the party’s frustrated left wing. They allowed combative liberals, dif-
fused across the country, to form a bloc that could not be ignored, and
they presented a challenge to those trying to move the Democratic
Party to the center.” Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee
Chair Rahm Emanuel held regular monthly conference calls with in-
fluential bloggers to keep them in the loop on the party’s increasingly
promising attempt to win back the House, and DCCC staff posted 
on the blogs themselves. “The DCCC can focus on districts that are
the most winnable,” DailyKos’s founder Markos explained. “We can
do the others, every district, to spread the Republicans thin and to
have a body there in case someone resigns. Some districts haven’t
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seen Democrats in decades. This is where we can help them.”8 A
group of bloggers, including Kos and MyDD’s Chris Bowers, along
with Matt Stoller of the “Swing State Project,” endorsed a slate 
of congressional candidates on the grassroots fund-raising site 
ActBlue.com who had one major thing in common: They weren’t ex-
pected to win. Tens of thousands of dollars in small-dollar contribu-
tions poured in and helped several of the targeted candidates win in
November.

MoveOn.org, which was eight years old now and still growing
strong, ran ads across the country targeting Republicans who had
been caught “red-handed” taking contributions from industries seem-
ingly at odds with their responsibilities to constituents. The millions
of dollars in ads, paid for in small-dollar donations, targeted primarily
at Republican incumbents in “second-tier” races, helped move several
of the targeted races into top-tier pickup possibilities for Democrats,
including Nancy Johnson in Connecticut, who was eventually de-
feated. The devastating ads opened, “Congresswoman Nancy John-
son. Seniors relied on her. Yet, Congresswoman Nancy Johnson
accepted $400,000 from big drug companies and got caught red-
handed voting for a law that actually prevents Medicare from negoti-
ating lower drug prices for our seniors.” Onscreen, the ad showed
Johnson with one hand dyed bloodred, then photos of Tom DeLay,
Dick Cheney, and Jack Abramoff all filled the screen with their hands
also red. The ad’s voice-over continued, “Tom DeLay, Dick Cheney,
Jack Abramoff. And now Nancy Johnson. Another Republican caught
red-handed.” MoveOn.org ran the ads not just in an incumbent’s
home district but also in Washington, D.C., to ensure a psychological
impact on Republican Hill staff. Just a few years earlier, the Demo-
cratic Party itself would never have dared such an in-your-face attack,
but now the power in the party lay in grassroots organizations that,
through small-dollar donations, could fund ads as they wanted.

Johnson’s November defeat, as sweet as the victory was for
MoveOn.org, paled in significance to another Connecticut race and
the role there of bloggers. After years of being on the sidelines, pro-
gressive bloggers weren’t content to sit by and let the party leaders
make all the decisions. They were out for blood too. The first week in
July 2006 saw a watershed moment for the new world involving the
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Democratic primary for the U.S. Senate race in Connecticut. The
week itself was largely unremarkable. After weeks of unseasonably
cool weather and some torrential rain on the East Coast, it was begin-
ning to settle into the uncomfortable heat and humidity of the middle
of summer. Out west, wildfires raged. The World Cup finals were in
full swing in Germany; Israeli tanks had invaded Gaza; and Mexico
held a presidential election. It was also a landmark moment for old
media and new media.

For one thing, it was the lowest-rated week in the history of broad-
cast television. Whereas a generation earlier the three broadcast gi-
ants virtually controlled the evening airwaves, by the early twenty-first
century, the now four big networks—CBS, ABC, NBC, and Fox—
garnered an average of only 20.8 million viewers per minute of prime
time. The top-rated show of the week, Simon Cowell’s American Idol
spin-off, America’s Got Talent, reached 12.03 million viewers, the only
prime-time show to break ten million. Six out of the top ten shows
reached only eight million and change. Out of a country with three
hundred million people, the broadcast channels couldn’t garner even
10 percent. Although the end had been coming for years—hastened
along by the proliferation of cable channels, DVDs, video games, and
the internet—one could make a good argument that it was this week
in 2006 that marked the end of the television era. It was the first year
that none of the trio that had headlined network news for a quarter
century appeared at 6:30 p.m. in households around the country—
Tom Brokaw, Dan Rather, and Peter Jennings were gone, replaced
with Brian Williams, Katie Couric, and Charles Gibson. It was the
second-lowest-rated year ever for the Academy Awards, and it was,
also, the first year that cable’s audience eclipsed that of the four 
major networks.

As the one-to-many broadcast world died slowly, the rising new
world was, ironically, also marked in a television studio that same
week. In Hartford, Connecticut’s NBC 30 affiliate, Ned Lamont, a
businessman and schoolteacher, walked into the studio and greeted
Joe Lieberman, the veteran three-term U.S. senator and Al Gore’s
2000 running mate for the presidency. Lieberman, always a bit dour,
was visibly unhappy to be there. Lamont, whose entire public service
career entailed a term on the Greenwich select board, was in the mid-
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dle of an increasingly promising-looking primary challenge, threaten-
ing Lieberman’s reelection as Lamont accused him of being out of
touch with the people of Connecticut and for being too closely
aligned with President Bush and the war in Iraq. Testy and combative
throughout the debate, Lieberman seemed to hope that if he only
swatted hard enough, this fly would go away.

Lamont’s campaign had been powered and driven in large part 
by a national network of liberal bloggers, including support from
MoveOn.org, upset over Lieberman’s conservative views and his on-
going support for the war. Just days before the debate, dire-looking
polls had forced Lieberman to announce that even if he lost the pri-
mary, he’d file as an independent in the general election. It was, his-
torically, a stunning admission: This senior and respected senator, free
of scandal and of an unimpeachable moral fiber, who had been cho-
sen just six years prior as his party’s nominee to the second-highest of-
fice in the land, was admitting that he was unsure whether his own
party would nominate him to return to the job that he’d held for
nearly two decades. Recognizing its importance, both MSNBC and
C-SPAN broadcast the debate nationally, and although the hour-long
debate itself was at best a draw—filled as it was with the vacuous
promises, charges, countercharges, and veiled negative attacks that
make up modern political discourse—it was a victory enough that the
debate occurred at all.

A few weeks later—six years to the day after he was named Al
Gore’s running mate—Lieberman went down to a bitter defeat in the
Democratic primary. Across the country, bloggers cheered in their liv-
ing rooms. Lieberman, as an independent, would bounce back and
win the three-way race in November, but the netroots had unmistak-
ably flexed their muscles. They had held the mighty to account.

The Lieberman experience is perhaps one of the most potent exam-
ples of the new world: Politicians who have spent centuries isolated
from direct accountability are now accountable for almost every word
they say anywhere at any time. The digital playing field is a difficult 
adjustment for a system that despite its claims of honoring representa-
tive democracy doesn’t particularly love actually being held responsi-
ble. For its first century and a half, the United States didn’t allow
senators to be elected by the people—preferring that it be left to the
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state legislatures—and the law still doesn’t allow us to vote directly 
for the president—instead, technically, the president is still elected 
by electors chosen from each state. However, as the political machines
of places like Chicago, Brooklyn, and Tammany Hall died after
decades of dictating who got elected to what office, a new class of po-
tentially even more powerful machines was coming onto the scene:
computers.

EVEN THE MOST optimistic Democratic bloggers could hardly believe
the news when they woke up on the morning after the November
2006 elections. Democrats had captured the House in a sweeping
victory and even eked out a narrow majority in the Senate. For the
first time since 1922, a political party did not lose a single seat in the
House or the Senate. Not only did the Democrats win back thirty-
plus seats in the body that had been held by the Republicans since
1994, but no Democratic incumbent was defeated and every retiring
Democrat was replaced by another Democrat.9 The newly installed
party chair, Howard Dean, along with fiery DCCC chair Rahm
Emanuel and DSCC chair Chuck Schumer, had led the party out of
the political wilderness. Democrats were back.

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of waking up that morning,
though, was realizing that a good argument could be made that
YouTube, a website that didn’t exist in 2004, had delivered the U.S.
Senate to the Democrats. In two crucial Senate races, in Montana
and Virginia, key Republican incumbents who had been the target of
“gotcha” campaign journalism on the Web went down to defeat. The
Democrats won control of the body by just a single seat.

The 2008 presidential election might have been a vastly different
race were it not for the August day in 2006 when Virginia senator
George Allen, considered one of the leading contenders for the Re-
publican presidential nomination, looked straight into the camera
held by S. R. Siddarth, a twenty-year-old staffer of his opponent’s
campaign, and uttered what was to become the most famous slur of
the YouTube era. “This fellow over here with the yellow shirt, Macaca,
or whatever his name is. He’s with my opponent. He’s following us
around everywhere. And it’s just great. We’re going to places all over
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Virginia, and he’s having it on film and it’s great to have you here and
you show it to your opponent because he’s never been there and prob-
ably will never come.” Then Allen looked around at the audience,
paused for a beat, and proceeded to complete his political suicide.
“Let’s give a welcome to Macaca, here. Welcome to America and the
real world of Virginia.”

Siddarth, a senior at the University of Virginia of Indian descent as-
signed to track Allen, had struck gold. Macaca, as America would
come to learn in the following days, was the name of a long-tailed
Asian monkey and an obscure racial slur. The video hit YouTube and
quickly went from there to CNN and local TV news stations. Allen
spent the rest of his losing campaign offering one apology or another.
On Sean Hannity’s radio show, for instance, he said, “I take full re-
sponsibility. I’m not offering any excuses because I said it, and no one
else said it. It’s a mistake. I apologize, and from the heart, I’m very,
very sorry for it.”

The power of the moment wasn’t just the words—which connected
with the latent fear among voters that Allen was a racist—but also in
the video of him saying it. If Siddarth had merely had a tape recorder,
the tape probably wouldn’t have had the same impact and the state-
ments certainly wouldn’t have if it had just been a written summary of
what Allen said.

The irony of the moment is that Allen, who went into the race with
a vastly stronger operation and piles of cash, probably would have won
if he’d spent the final four months of it lying on a beach not cam-
paigning. It was only his actions on the campaign trail, captured on
video and uploaded to the Web for all to see, that kept him from re-
election. The loss moved Allen from the role of presidential heir ap-
parent to presidential afterthought, landing him on the scrap heap of
failed ambitions. As a popular former governor and senator, Allen
would have been a formidable presidential candidate, and as the only
top-tier social conservative in the race, he might easily have found
himself the front-runner in terms of money, support, and organization.

Across Montana during the 2006 election, Republican Senate in-
cumbent Conrad Burns also felt the impact of YouTube. Numerous
clips showed Burns’s rough edges—enough clips, in fact, that some-
one pulled together a “highlights” reel of the best.
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His Democratic opponent, Jon Tester, assigned twenty-three-year-
old staffer Kevin O’Brien to follow Burns and tape him whenever pos-
sible. Many of O’Brien’s efforts made it onto the Web, including a
snippet of Burns appearing to doze off during a farm bill hearing in
Great Falls, which was watched more than one hundred thousand
times online. Other clips showed some generally bizarre behavior:
Burns claiming to have a secret plan for Iraq; Burns answering his 
cell phone in the middle of speaking at an event to talk to Hugo, the
“nice little Guatemalan man” who was working on his house back in
Virginia, and, although a tough conservative on immigration, noting
with amusement that Hugo might not have a green card. It was all on
tape.

Of course, YouTube’s impact was felt beyond Virginia and Mon-
tana. In Missouri, a controversial ad by actor Michael J. Fox, who has
Parkinson’s disease, that attacked Republican senator Jim Talent for
his opposition to possibly lifesaving stem cell research helped put 
Democrat Claire McCaskill over the top on Election Day—and the
ad on YouTube garnered nearly three million views from around the
country. In Florida’s Thirteenth Congressional District, Tramm Hud-
son, a Republican primary candidate, found that his comments imply-
ing that blacks can’t swim created quite a stir when the clip appeared
online at the conservative blog RedState.com. Underscoring the role
of too-candid moments being posted online, the Google video clip
was titled “Tramm Hudson just lost.” Indeed, he finished third in the
primary.

Part of the power of these clips was that they were all played on lo-
cal and, in some cases, national news shows, widening their reach far
beyond YouTube or Google’s video service, but their appearance first
online helped fuel the story and drive attention. The sea change was
that no network had to be convinced to run a video—online-only ads
and YouTube “gotcha” moments could be posted by anyone any-
where—and with the increasing proliferation of handheld video cam-
eras and video-capable cell phones, all politicians have to reorient
themselves. Any public moment, any slip of the tongue, could bring
them down.

As transformative as the 2006 congressional midterm elections
were, though, in terms of technology and netroots power, the nation
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was now ready to enter an even larger playing field: the presidential
race. This election in 2008 will be the first campaign in which
YouTube can hold presidential wannabes accountable. The myriad
threads of technology and politics are getting more and more inter-
twined with each passing month. As technology empowered individu-
als and the party establishment loses its stranglehold on power and
message, outside of the political world some of the same technologies
revolutionizing politics are busy changing the world.
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2008: THE LAY OF THE LAND

www.compete.org

There never was such a break-up. All the old buoys which have marked the
channel of our lives seem to have been swept away.

—LORD ESHER,  WRIT ING IN HIS DIARY AFTER THE FUNERAL

OF EDWARD VI I  ON THE EVE OF WORLD WAR I

There was a time when being president of the
United States was a primarily domestically oriented job. Civil
War–era Secretary of State William Henry Seward once roughly
summed up American foreign policy as weak neighbors to the north,
weak neighbors to the south, fish to the west, and fish to the east. It
wasn’t until the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt that a U.S. presi-
dent even traveled overseas while in office. Roosevelt journeyed to
Panama by boat to watch the construction of his beloved canal for
three weeks in November 1906. By the end of the century, thanks to
the majestic and jet-powered Air Force One, President Clinton visited
twenty-two countries in 1994 alone, ranging from Hungary to Kuwait
to the Philippines.

Even just eight years ago, foreign policy seemed to be slipping back
into the distance, and the United States was comfortable electing a
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president remarkably aloof about the world around him. George W.
Bush had traveled abroad only a handful of times before becoming
president: three trips to Mexico, two to Israel, a three-day Thanksgiv-
ing visit in 1998 to Rome with one of his daughters, and a six-week-
long 1975 China visit when his father was the U.S. envoy to Beijing.

Such provincialism would be a disqualification in the presidential
election that is now upon us. In the past eight years, the forces of
globalization and worldwide Islamic terrorism have made experience
and knowledge of the larger world a prerequisite for elected officials
from the president to big-city mayors to leaders of the local Chamber
of Commerce. The World Wide Web reminds us at every moment just
how interconnected the affairs of different peoples are. Today, we can
read the front pages of the world’s newspapers in our living room be-
fore work, and we understand more clearly than ever before how un-
rest in Africa or the Middle East can impact oil prices, how new
technology can affect whether our job stays domestic or heads over-
seas, and how Chinese labor can make the prices at Wal-Mart lower
every year.

Today, it’s hardly possible for a presidential candidate to campaign
without heading overseas. An Iraq visit is a command performance, as
is generally Israel, and increasingly so are India and China. Massa-
chusetts governor Mitt Romney, who saw the beginnings of globaliza-
tion through his work around the world as a venture capitalist, took a
weeklong tour of Japan, Korea, and China just before leaving the gov-
ernorship. “When you look at what’s happening right now in China, in
Asia [we find] a much tougher competitor than we’ve ever faced be-
fore,” he said in a speech just before departing. However, his position,
he explained, was, “Boy, we’re facing some tough competition, but
Americans can compete with anybody.”

The trip was, obliquely, a response to a question Romney got on
one of his first journeys to Iowa in 2006 as a potential presidential
contender. During one meeting, the first question from the audience
was how would he make up for his lack of experience in world affairs.
Romney quickly replied, “I think the answer is I gotta be seen in a lot
of places . . . excuse me, not that I’ll be seen—I will see a lot of places
and will over the coming period of time.” It was a Freudian slip of
sorts, as the Boston Globe noted, since it’s almost more important for
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Romney to be seen visiting overseas and apparently learning about the
world than it is for him actually to do it.1

In Beijing, Romney, wearing his trademark dark suit, white shirt,
and patterned blue tie, spoke to about 110 students at the prestigious
Tsinghua University, following in the footsteps of President Bush,
who spoke there in 2002, and President Clinton, who spoke there in
2003. Romney told some personal anecdotes about his life at Bain
Capital, quipping that the company’s strong growth was almost as
good as China’s, and talked about U.S. foreign policy. He provided
some business advice to the students from his career and answered
questions about Iraq. He did, though, show that he was still learning
how to navigate the world stage: Romney had to turn to the accom-
panying U.S. embassy staff to answer how much Chinese money 
is worth against the dollar, an issue that is a frequent flash point be-
tween the two nations.

The candidates and the voters understand that America’s role in
the world and our relationships with other nations are going to be
front and center in the 2008 presidential campaign. One of John Mc-
Cain’s key selling points in entering the presidential race was his ex-
tensive knowledge of foreign policy, even as his trip to a Baghdad
farmers’ market proved one of his campaign’s early stumbling blocks.
Hillary Clinton, too, has made much of her visits to Iraq and her ser-
vice on the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee. Barack Obama got
much mileage out of his two-week tour of Africa just months before
entering the presidential race, and one of his campaign’s official press
photos is of a thoughtful Obama standing in Moscow’s Red Square,
his jacket slung over his shoulder, watching and thinking about the
world. We expect our leaders today more than ever to understand the
fragile and unique place of the United States in the world.

The nation expects a foreign perspective from its leaders because
of the dawning realization in the years since 9/11 that almost without
notice, the world has gotten so intertwined economically that the
“World Wide Web” describes today’s economy as well as the internet
system we all use. Today there are U.S. troops on the ground battling
radical Islamists in Afghanistan and Iraq, and American men and
women staring across the demilitarized zone on the Korean peninsula
at a Communist North Korea. Thousands more are waiting for action
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in foreign ports like Germany and Japan. Yet the front lines of foreign
policy in the twenty-first century are much more likely to be eco-
nomic fault lines than ideological ones.

Through two terms, the Bush administration has struggled to figure
out the right tone and approach to the global economy. Even as the
economy came out of its official recession, the situation for American
workers didn’t appear to improve. Health-care premiums continued to
climb. Jobs seemed fleeting. Debt soared and the national savings rate
dropped into the negative range. The first six years of the twenty-first
century were, in the words of The New York Times, “the first sustained
period of economic growth since World War II that fails to offer a pro-
longed increase in real wages for most workers.”2 Whereas a family
during Richard Nixon’s administration had, in any given year, a one-
in-fourteen chance of seeing its income drop by half, a family under
George W. Bush faces odds of one in six. The nation’s margin of
safety is getting smaller each day. An admittedly unlikely populist,
Kurt Andersen, who pens an economic column for New York maga-
zine that celebrates the exploits of hedge fund managers and Wall
Street investment bankers, says, “Middle-class Americans live more
and more with the kind of gnawing existential uncertainty that used
to be mainly a problem of the poor.”3 What Robert Reich termed the
“Anxious Class” is growing larger as the world gets flatter, technology
advances, and life shifts.

Yet due to the Bush administration’s bungling of the war and its af-
termath, most of the nation’s leaders have remained focused on the
worsening situation in Iraq. “Iraq has really swallowed the Bush pres-
idency. It’s the story that has blotted out the sun,” explains Carl Can-
non, a longtime White House reporter for National Journal. “To have
an issue that dominates your presidency not be going well, it’s tragic
for all of us. There are so many other issues that just go ignored.”

Of course, there are plenty of pressing reasons to focus on the war
and its consequences—for they, no less than globalization, have ef-
fects far beyond the Persian Gulf. Bin Laden remains at large and Al
Qaeda is still a threat. Neglect of the Middle East peace process has
led to violence in the West Bank and Gaza, and in Lebanon as well.
Just five years after it was routed in a brilliant and short war in
Afghanistan, the Taliban is rising again. Iran is unruly at best, a loom-
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ing threat at worst. Somalia, a haven for terrorists, is unstable and un-
governed, the site of war and U.S. attacks. Israel is at battle stations;
Hamas controls the Palestinian government. Saudi Arabia’s state and
social compact appear ready to collapse at any moment.

And yet the war has obscured fundamental changes in the global
economy—changes that won’t wait until the U.S. forces have de-
parted from an orderly Baghdad. “I believe that fifty years from now,
when history is written, the rise of India and China will be seen as far
more important than the rise of Al Qaeda and 9/11,” says Edward
Luce, the former bureau chief for the Financial Times in South Asia.
“These are truly epochal events that will change the face of the world,
but their rise is happening slowly. They’re not happening in news
bytes. The rise is steady.” He pauses for a moment and then contin-
ues. “What’s that saying? The urgent drives out the merely important.”

Globalization won’t remain “merely important” for much longer.
Without quick and decisive action by the leaders elected in 2008,
America’s title as the most powerful, most prosperous, most creative
country in the world will be under threat. The American people al-
ready know this. When the National Governors Association asked
pollster Frank Luntz to help them pitch innovation and investments
in the future to the public, he was shocked by what he found. For
starters, Americans believe that the country is on the wrong track, by
a margin of some 51 to 41 percent. The results are even more stark
when people are asked how the country is doing compared to five
years ago. While many Americans individually feel like they’re better
off, by 62 to 20 percent they say the country is going off the rails.
Only one out of three people Luntz surveyed feels the country is do-
ing better than it was in 2002. When Luntz asked whether they were
more concerned about their own future or the country’s, 71 percent
said it was the future of the country that worried them. These are not
the numbers of a restful populace.

Americans also have strong opinions on the world economy. When
asked which country has the most innovative economy in the world
right now—Japan, China, or the United States—the United States
leads China 29 to 25 percent. Projecting twenty years into the future,
though, people see it as a 36–34 split for the United States and
China. As for the most powerful economy in the world, the United
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States clearly leads China 51 to 20, but twenty years out people see
the Asian power’s rise; the 31-point lead today shrinks to only 11.

They know exactly where the fault lies: The number one reason
people choose to explain why America won’t have the most innovative
economy in the world is their belief that other countries are more
committed than the United States to education, schools, and youth.
They know it’s not because other countries have a lower-cost work-
force—only 9 percent of people believe that’s the main reason. It’s
about the schools and education. The numbers are even stronger for
why the United States won’t have the strongest, most powerful econ-
omy twenty years from now. Luntz’s research shows that Americans
believe the number one reason is still “other countries more commit-
ted to education/schools/youth than U.S.” This is particularly trou-
bling because two out of three Americans believe that in recent years
our schools have not improved or have gotten worse—and one out of
four believes schools have gotten “much worse.”

They know, too, that solutions for problems on such a grand, na-
tional scale will not come magically from the open market system. In
centuries past, the U.S. government recognized the massive invest-
ments and commitment of attention needed to ensure that the coun-
try’s economy continues to thrive. Projects from the Erie Canal to the
Panama Canal, the Brooklyn Bridge to Hoover Dam to the interstate
highway system and the transcontinental railroad were all undertaken
with commerce in mind. Acting on and addressing today’s challenges
in such a complicated political environment will require serious re-
consideration of some popular long-held beliefs.

They know, in short, that the next president will need to think big-
ger than any president since Franklin Roosevelt—and is going to need
the tax resources behind him or her. “You’re going to need greater 
revenues than you have today in order to meet the challenges our
country has,” Robert Rubin told the nation’s governors in Feb-
ruary 2007, acknowledging that “the politics of that are very difficult”
in a country where the rhetoric (if not the reality) skews antitax and
antigovernment.

Studies and polls consistently show that people are willing to pay
for gold-plated social and government services as long as they know
why they’re paying. In his polling, Luntz, who is considered the archi-
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tect of the 1994 GOP “Contract with America,” found that Americans
of both parties are so concerned with the future that they’d support
higher taxes to improve our prospects. In a poll, he told people that a
major new campaign is under way to “revitalize America’s competi-
tiveness” that would involve better science and math education, skills
training, and research and development, but also would require addi-
tional government funding—a pollster’s code word for higher taxes.
He found that 85 percent of those who voted for George W. Bush and
93 percent of John Kerry voters would support the effort. Here we
have an issue so troubling that nine out of ten Americans are willing
to pay out of their own pocket to solve it.

Why are they willing to pay more and invest in the future? No one
doubts the consequences of failing to act. Nine out of ten Americans
believe that if we fail to innovate, our economy and our children will
be left behind in the twenty-first century.

ON SOME LEVEL, most of the politicians in Washington understand that
the nation needs to make changes to compete in the twenty-first cen-
tury, but understanding it and taking decisive action are two very dif-
ferent things.

In the summer of 2003, cabinet secretaries John Snow, Elaine
Chao, and Don Evans took a two-day, six-city bus tour of Wisconsin
and Minnesota. The “Jobs and Growth” tour didn’t end up finding a
lot of either. During a tour of a Harley-Davidson plant, the cabinet of-
ficials promised workers that the Bush tax cuts ensured that good
times were ahead. The workers weren’t convinced. As worker Mike
Retzer complained to one journalist, “[Snow] did not address how
we’re controlling this free trade that’s decimating our manufacturing
and service jobs. Increasingly, service jobs are going overseas.”4 The
questions at the Harley plant focused on the growing trade imbalance
with China, and at a Green Bay roundtable, the trio of officials faced
criticism on soaring health-care costs. Treasury Secretary Snow faced
the wrath of an angry unemployed software programmer at the drive-
through at Culver’s Frozen Custard and ButterBurgers in Wausau,
Wisconsin.5 Throughout the tour, the bus caravan had been trailed by
John Andrew, who had recently lost his job as a client-services man-
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ager, and he went through the Culver’s drive-through almost twenty
times before he caught Snow leaving the event inside.6 When he con-
fronted Snow through the driver’s side window of his blue Honda
Odyssey, the nation’s top economic official offered him two words of
advice: “Just wait.” Things will get better. Andrew was furious. “I was
stunned by the response,” he said. “I’d like to see those words on a PR
banner behind Snow at the podium: ‘Jobs and Growth: Just Wait.’
Maybe I should call Citibank, which holds my mortgage, and tell
them ‘Just Wait—I can’t pay you this month.’ ” Andrew’s account of
the incident, posted on his website, www.jobforjohn.com, quickly be-
came a rallying point for the victims of the new economy.

Four years later, the situation had hardly changed. Early one morn-
ing in February 2007, Arizona governor Janet Napolitano took the
stage at the J. W. Marriott hotel in Washington to open the annual
winter meeting of the National Governors Association. Standing with
her vice chair, Minnesota governor Tim Pawlenty—whose name had
been bandied about Republican circles as a possible 2008 vice presi-
dential nominee—she began to discuss the issue on which the meet-
ing would focus. Each year, the chair of the NGA chooses a theme,
and Napolitano had chosen “Innovation America.” At the press con-
ference, where staff and corporate officials outnumbered the scatter-
ing of reporters by a ratio of about four to one, Napolitano launched
into the challenges facing the states on the interrelated issues of eco-
nomic development and education. “The plain fact of the matter is
that the world has changed, it’s changed very rapidly, and it’s changing
more rapidly still,” she said. “I think that the American people under-
stand that.”

After Napolitano finished her introductory remarks, Pawlenty
stepped up to the podium and thanked her for her leadership. “Gover-
nor Napolitano has called us to focus on innovation because the
United States is under a great challenge in the world marketplace.
We’re not the biggest country—we’re 300 million people—and in-
creasingly we’re not the low price provider of certain goods and ser-
vices. We have to have a value-added proposition beyond volume and
price. We have to think about value-added propositions like invention,
innovation, productivity, and an increasingly skilled and efficient
workforce,” he said.
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When Pawlenty finished summarizing the weekend’s events, the
media launched in with questions. Iraq promptly came up. During
the twenty minutes of questions, not a single reporter asked a ques-
tion about innovation, Napolitano’s initiative, or any of the related is-
sues. In fact, none of the articles about the NGA conference over the
course of the weekend in The Washington Post or The New York Times
even mentioned the word “innovation”; they focused instead on the
governors’ views of the presidential race and the rising cost of health
insurance, missing the larger picture entirely.

What will it take for the challenges of globalization to take hold of
our leaders the way the challenges of the war on terror did? It may
take a crisis of the kind that no one would wish upon us. Unfortu-
nately, this process that has bound the world together through bits,
bytes, and bandwidth has been mostly silent—a quiet force sneaking
up on us far from the front pages of the media. In most crises, there’s
almost always a single precipitating event that makes everyone sit up 
at the same time and pay attention—the launch of Sputnik, the
Japanese attacking Pearl Harbor, the explosion of the battleship USS
Maine, the firing on Fort Sumter. In America, at least, the current
creeping crises—from global warming to globalized competition—
have few moments that rise to the level of front-page news. In their
way, the attacks of 9/11 were a warning of the effects of globalization,
but one in which the United States didn’t necessarily learn all the les-
sons it should have. The September 11 attacks were a product of the
globalized, interconnected world—where money, people, and skills
move freely and easily between countries and across oceans.

As the historian Walter Russell Mead explains, “Technological
progress creates new challenges as well. If the strongest military force
on the planet on September 11, 1901, had steamed into New York
Harbor—I’m referring to the British Navy—and decided to spend the
morning doing all the damage it could to New York, the British Navy
in 1901 probably would have done as much damage as al-Qaeda, an
NGO, was able to accomplish on September 11, 2001.” In other
words, a century ago, all of the firepower of the most powerful mili-
tary force yet assembled in history would have struggled over several
hours to do the amount of damage to America’s largest city today in-
flicted by a score of minimally trained individuals funded by a shad-
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owy man in a cave half a world away in a country most Americans
couldn’t locate on a map. And that’s just the beginning. The attacks
were a cold plunge into globalization, a wake-up call from a decade of
post–Cold War peace and prosperity under President Clinton, when
the United States seemed to be heading toward a world where our
biggest concerns were shark attacks and missing blond girls.

President Bush’s schedule that fateful morning, in its own way, was
indicative of what the nation had come to expect of its government:
He sat in a Florida elementary school classroom reading The Pet Goat.
It was what the United States, in the days and hours before the power
of globalization struck home, expected of our national leadership: very
little. Since then, the nation has moved in countless ways to address
the relatively narrow threat of jihadist terrorism without addressing
with anywhere near the same fervor the larger, more complicated,
and—as Edward Luce argues—more important issues of the rise of
the world economy. The imbalance of attention cannot continue. Bet-
ter airport security and border-crossing checks address only a narrow
sliver of the threats of the twenty-first century—and, as I explore
later, the stricter immigration policies since 9/11 actually hinder the
nation’s ability to compete globally. The campaign in 2008 will surely
address terrorism in depth—pundits already predict it will be a “na-
tional security election”—but what about the threats to America’s fu-
ture that are more ephemeral? Will the candidates be able to step
back from the day-to-day pressures of terrorism to see the larger
framework?

“We’re unlikely to have a 9/11 or a Pearl Harbor that launches this
discussion,” says Patrick Wilson of the Semiconductor Industry Asso-
ciation, and, he says, that’s a big problem for the U.S. political system,
which often responds only to strong stimuli. World War II was a dis-
tant thought for most Americans until Japan surprised the nation at
Pearl Harbor. Years of reports and briefings on terrorism went largely
ignored until Mohammed Atta boarded American Airlines Flight 11.
“The reason that we’re the wealthiest, most powerful nation in the
history of the world is because we listened to those moments, and I
don’t know because of globalization and other problems whether we’ll
have a Sputnik moment. It’s possible that this’ll just be a slow ebb,
but maybe there’ll be a moment.” As Wilson explains, the challenge
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for industry and workers in today’s economy is that absent a headline-
grabbing precipitating event, the U.S. government often moves very,
very slowly. As he says, “The dynamism of the United States just isn’t
in its government.”

Slow isn’t an acceptable pace in a world connected by the internet.
As much as technology is lowering costs, improving efficiency, and
connecting people—empowering individuals and countries to reach
new heights and present new economic challenges to the dominance
of the United States—technology is also confronting the nation with
new threats and challenges unthinkable even a few decades ago, as
Walter Russell Mead described.

While the internet is a powerful tool for the spread of free markets
and democracy, it is at the same time proving to be a dangerous re-
cruiter for jihadists the world over. David Kilcullen, an Australian
army officer who has spent a decade tracing the roots of the global
radical Islamic upheaval now engulfing the United States and its al-
lies, explains that the same technology that has made the war in Iraq
the most covered in history has helped broaden the base of the insur-
gency in Iraq and connect it to a larger struggle. “When you go to
YouTube and look at one of these attacks on Iraq, all you see is the
video,” Kilcullen says. “If you go to some jihadist Web sites, you see
the same video and then a button next to it that says, ‘Click here and
donate.’ ”7 Kilcullen once figured out how many sources of informa-
tion were available to a villager in Vietnam in 1966 as the U.S. war ef-
fort heated up there and to an Afghan villager forty years later. The
answer? Of the ten sources available to the Vietnamese villager, half
were controlled by the government. In 2006, an Afghan could access
information twenty-five ways—the internet counts as only one source
in his list—and the government controlled only five. The balance
were as open or more open to insurgents like Al Qaeda or the Taliban
than the Afghan or U.S. government. Technology, after all, flattens for
friend and foe alike, helping both our enemies and friends.

ASK JUST ABOUT any American today where the next foreign policy crisis
will arise for the United States and you’ll get a handful of answers,
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mostly focused around the trio of countries that President Bush
painted broadly as the “axis of evil”: Iraq, Iran, North Korea. Ask
where the front line of conflict is, where the “hot spots” are, and you’ll
get answers like the mountainous regions of Afghanistan where Al
Qaeda and the Taliban are regrouping. Or you might hear of Anbar
province in Iraq or maybe the Gaza Strip and the West Bank in Israel.
It’s unlikely that you’ll hear anything about the Hsinchu Industrial
Park in Taiwan, potentially one of the biggest political fault lines in
the modern world.

Taiwan, an island nation about the size of Connecticut and New
Hampshire combined, founded the Hsinchu Industrial Park in 1980,
and it now stretches to more than nineteen hundred acres. Among
the 370 companies with combined revenues of some U.S.$25 billion
that have offices in the park are the world’s two leading semiconduc-
tor manufacturers—Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company
and United Microelectronics Corporation—both of which were
founded nearby at the gleaming Industrial Technology Research Insti-
tute, the largest research institution on the island. The park now en-
compasses offices, educational institutions, and even residential units
for some hundred thousand employees and families. The two nearby
universities have more than twenty thousand students, and they can
relax at the nearby amusement park. Hsinchu is so critical to the
world economy today that a September 1999 earthquake that led to 
a week-long shutdown saw worldwide production of electronics fall 
7 percent below predictions, hurting profits and manufacturing for
dozens of companies.8 In addition to being near the geologic fault line
that caused that 1999 earthquake, the park—ground zero for the new
economy—is the center of one of the biggest political fault lines in
the twenty-first century. Both the Chinese and Taiwanese armies and
navies regularly hold exercises aimed at either invading or defending
the island, and the U.S. Navy regularly bases ships nearby to ensure
safe passage through the Taiwan Strait.

It’s these potential crises and fault points that will be as critical to
the president elected in 2008 as defeating Al Qaeda or stabilizing
Iraq—perhaps, as the Financial Times’s Luce says, even more impor-
tant. If nothing else, the appearance of the newly reinvented Beijing
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on the world stage in the middle of the presidential campaign should
galvanize leaders to address how their worldview will help the United
States compete in the twenty-first century.

By now the incredible rise of China has been so well documented
that sometimes it seems the American media is part of the Commu-
nist propaganda machine, but the truth is simply that the country’s
growth is amazing. To compete in the twenty-first century, the next
president must understand China and how its rise impacts the United
States, which explains why so many of the 2008 candidates, like Rom-
ney, are making the journey across the Pacific. Even though China’s
booming economy is widespread knowledge, most Americans don’t
have any idea what that really means on the ground. In 2008, Beijing
will launch itself on the world stage with the Summer Olympics. The
celebration will be reminiscent of the 1936 Berlin Olympics where
Adolf Hitler showcased the amazing revival of Nazi Germany. Long
gone is the primitive third-world Chinese capital filled with bicycles
and street markets. In its place is neon, CNN, luxury cars, and more
than 450 of the Fortune 500 companies. Three hundred new build-
ings will greet Olympic visitors to Beijing in 2008, including master-
pieces by Pritzker Prize–winning architects Rem Koolhaas and the
Swedish team of Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, and a $700
million National Theater Building by French master Paul Andreu.9

The situation that the presidential candidates must face in 2008 is
a China ascendant in every realm—economically, militarily, techno-
logically, and educationally. “No country has ever before made a better
run at climbing every step of economic development all at once,”
writes Ted C. Fishman in China Inc.10 As the Chinese economy
grows by leaps and bounds, the scale of the nation’s power and scope
is unfathomable to the United States with its “puny” three hundred
million people. While official estimates put the Chinese population at
1.2 billion, intelligence agencies say it is more likely 1.5 billion—a
number that if true would mean that the entire workforce of the Eu-
ropean Union is unaccounted for in China’s estimates.11 China’s
economy is exploding, lifting a million people a month out of poverty
and into the middle class. The construction boom in its major cities is
stunning; six of the world’s tallest buildings now are in China, and in
2005, Beijing alone, where one out of four cranes in the world is at
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work, used over half of all cement produced in the entire world. Na-
tionally China’s growth rate in 2006 topped 10 percent, its best year
since 1995.

Even as it builds up its military, China understands that its role on
the world stage will be determined more by its economic than its mil-
itary might. Having millions of capitalists and entrepreneurs means
more to a growing power these days than having millions of soldiers.
Thus, when traveling abroad, China’s leaders often make sure their
trips focus not necessarily on diplomacy but on business. When
China’s prime minister, Wen Jiabao, made his first trip to India in
April 2005, he didn’t head right for New Dehli, the center of diplo-
macy, but instead traveled to Bangalore, a center of the nation’s high-
tech industry. At the gleaming new technology park that held Tata
Consultancy Services, the nation’s lead software exporter, he declared
that the partnership between India, which provides software, and
China, which provides hardware, would help signify the coming of
the “Asian century.” Almost exactly a year later, China’s leader Hu Jin-
tao visited the United States. Just like on Wen Jiabao’s India trip, his
first stop wasn’t the White House or the New York Stock Exchange.
Instead, he headed right for the center of what he saw as one of his
nation’s most important international relationships: Microsoft. After
arriving at the Seattle airport, he met with the head of Starbucks,
Howard Schultz, before touring Microsoft’s Redmond campus and
sitting down to dinner with tech pioneer Bill Gates. At Gates’s sixty-
five-thousand-square-foot mansion on Lake Washington, one hundred
guests, along with the regular local elected officials, executives from
Microsoft, Amazon.com, Boeing, Costco, and Weyerhaeuser, dined
on smoked guinea fowl salad, Alaskan halibut, and rhubarb brown
butter almond cake.12 Jintao was far from the first world leader to stop
by for a chat with Gates. “Increasingly, the Microsoft billionaire 
and his palatial Medina estate serve as an extension of the State De-
partment. Sort of a White House West,” noted the Seattle Post-
Intelligencer.13

While the United States will be shocked awake in 2008 by the 
glittering modern city that greets athletes for the Beijing Olympics,
India’s transformative moments are more ephemeral. Britain experi-
enced one in October 2006 when the Tata Group, the Indian-
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founded conglomerate that is becoming an increasing world presence,
bought Corus, the company that had once been British Steel in a
U.S.$8 billion deal. Prior to the deal, Tata was much smaller than
Corus—it was ranked fifty-sixth in the world for steel production—
but the rising Indian star found no shortage of global financial lenders
who were ready to back the deal and gamble that the future of busi-
ness lay in the East. With the combined outputs of Corus (then 
the ninth-largest world steel producer) and Tata, the new company
produces more steel than once-proud giant U.S. Steel. The British 
papers were, all at once, proud, troubled, and curious—the largest
foreign takeover ever by a company from Britain’s former colony was a
cause for joy and concern. BBC business editor Robert Peston called
the acquisition “the changing of the guard on a global scale.”14 The
successful Corus takeover bid, though, was only one of the deals un-
der way at the sprawling Tata conglomerate. When it announced the
bid in October 2006, it had already that month bought the Ritz-
Carlton Hotel in Boston as well as a 30 percent stake in Joekels, the
South African tea company, adding to its expanding drink portfolio,
which includes Tetley Tea. Earlier in 2006, it had bought two major
U.S. brands: Eight O’Clock Coffee and Glaceau’s line of flavored wa-
ters. So far Tata’s international expansion and the implications of the
supersized growth of Indian firms have stayed mostly off the political
radar in the United States. Don’t expect that to continue, predicts Ed-
ward Luce, the former Financial Times South Asia bureau chief. “At
some point soon, we’re going to see the same thing in the U.S.,” he
says. “ICICI Bank will buy Citigroup or Wipro will buy IBM and then
there’ll be this rush to understand India. Right now, it’s not urgent—
it’s just pressing.”

Of course, the world is already so closely intertwined that seem-
ingly localized events like the Taiwan earthquake ripple across the
global markets. In his work forecasting the weather, early twentieth-
century meteorologist Edward Lorenz noticed that incredibly small
changes in his data eventually yielded vastly disparate outcomes. Tiny,
almost unnoticeable things can set in motion massive change. His ob-
servation, now central to the idea of chaos theory, was boiled down to
the famous line about how a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil can
lead to a hurricane halfway around the world.15
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Lorenz’s butterfly also describes the economically flat and inter-
connected world of the twenty-first century. Huge damages can come
from very unexpected places. In the United States, the Southwest is
known for its stunning thunderstorms. Bolts of lightning cut across
the wide-open sky during intense but often brief storms. Thus the
storm that blew up one evening near Albuquerque, New Mexico, in
March 2000 was hardly out of the ordinary. One bolt ignited a fire at
the local Phillips Electronics semiconductor plant, but even that 
wasn’t catastrophic. The plant staff extinguished the fire in less than
ten minutes, and by the time the fire department arrived there was no
fire to fight. The damage, at first glance, was minimal as well: eight
trays of wafers used to make several thousand radio frequency chips
used in cell phones. Phillips, properly, promptly informed its two
main customers, Ericsson and Nokia, about the problem and said that
production should resume quickly. It was only in the coming days that
Phillips realized it had a much larger problem on its hands: The fire
and rush of firefighters and plant staff had contaminated many of the
clean areas necessary for chip production. What had been thought to
be a week-long closure stretched to months. Nokia had acted quickly
to line up a secondary source for its chips, but Ericsson had waited,
thinking that the Phillips plant would soon be back online. Left with-
out a supply of its new phones, Ericsson lost the global battle for the
next generation of cell phones and ended up posting a $1.7 billion
loss. By 2001, it had dropped out of the competition to manufacture
phone handsets, handing that portion of its business over to Sony.16

In the new twenty-first-century economy, a single lightning bolt in
Albuquerque led to a Swedish company losing the global battle over
cell phones to a Finnish company and forcing it to hand the business
off to a Japanese firm. Edward Lorenz and his butterfly would be
proud, but the United States and its leaders need to be wary of mo-
ments like this and the 1999 Taiwan earthquake that demonstrate
just how much our future success is tied to the rest of the world. It’s
too late to stop this process—in the future technology will only bind
the world more closely—but our leaders have many important choices
to make in the next decade about the role of the global economy at
home and abroad.

Eight years ago, at the end of a decade of relative peace and pros-
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perity, it was possible for the world’s most powerful country to elect a
leader who wasn’t interested in the world around him. We were, until
9/11, happy to have the president read books to children. Since then,
the United States has rallied to address some of the national security
threats posed by globalization—a world where we can now watch ter-
rorists’ propaganda videos on YouTube right next to the highlights of
last week’s Saturday Night Live. The United States, though, has not
moved as aggressively to address the economic security threats posed
by globalization. To say the pace of the U.S. government in addressing
globalization has been merely “slow” is an understatement. Four years
ago, John Snow told John Andrew, “Just wait,” but unfortunately for
the United States today, the Indians, Chinese, Irish, Australians,
Finns, and Islamic terrorists aren’t waiting. They’re moving ahead
now. Today the United States is playing and working in a high-stakes,
worldwide competition, and U.S. voters expect their presidential can-
didates in 2008 to understand this new economy. They’re impatient
because, as Frank Luntz’s research shows, they realize that domestic
politics is now all too often tightly tied to our foreign policy.

THE COUNCIL ON COMPETITIVENESS, a group charged with examining the
challenge of the rise of the Japanese, came together in the wake of
the Reagan Commission on National Prosperity in 1986. Put together
by Katharine Graham, the famed publisher of The Washington Post,
and John Young, who headed the commission, the council was a
unique mix of academics, labor leaders, and corporate titans. The
world was mired in the Cold War, and the word “globalization” didn’t
even exist in popular parlance.

Twenty years later, the council—still in existence and now facing a
very different world from the one it set out to address in the mid-
1980s—sat down to examine how the United States was doing. Its
2006 Competitiveness Index found America preeminent by nearly
every measure. In a country that has only 5 percent of the world’s
population, the United States has nearly one-third of the world’s sci-
ence and engineering researchers, 40 percent of the world’s research
and development investment, and 30 percent of all the scientific jour-
nal articles published worldwide. Yet in every single one of these cat-

106 T H E  F I R S T  C A M P A I G N

First Campaign #1811 pt1   10/18/07  3:12 PM  Page 106



egories—as well as by nearly any other metric—America’s share of
the science and technology pie is shrinking. “What is indisputable is
that the world is changing in fundamental ways—and that the mix of
policies and practices that worked so well historically may not assure
the same outcomes as the future,” the report concluded.17

Today the council is headed by Deborah Wince-Smith, and a visit
to her corner office on Washington’s K Street corridor makes clear
how the world changes. Although her day job is as an expert on global
economies, education, and trade, she’s an archaeologist by training,
and her office is decorated with the remnants and artifacts of past
world powers—there are vases, rugs, crafts, and artwork from peoples
and civilizations that once ruled the seas and empires that stretched
across the known world. All of the cultures represented in her office
have one similarity: At a critical point in some critical way, the civiliza-
tion proved uncompetitive with its neighbors or others on the world
stage. Crops failed, a war took its toll, a trading network collapsed,
climate changes ravaged its prosperity, or disease struck the area.
Some still exist today; some have been wiped off the earth altogether.
Looking around her office is a humbling lesson in the inevitability 
of world change, the rise and fall of once invincible and powerful 
empires.

“All of these politician leaders in 2008 need to have a good vision
and articulate that vision about what needs to change to drive a stan-
dard of living and prosperity that’s as good and hopefully even better
than what exists today. There’s a real danger that this generation will
be the first who’s not better off than their parents,” explains Bill
Booher, Wince-Smith’s deputy at the council, in his slow southern
drawl.

“Will these candidates be appealing to our better angels or our fear
factor?” Booher wonders. “Will the political better angels prevail or
will candidates slip into the traditional views? What makes us sad is
that in politics, negativism sells. To paint a very negative picture [of
globalization] has proven to be a good way to get elected as both a Re-
publican and a Democrat.”

Booher says the council has hope that 2008 will be different—it
has the potential to be the first time that globalization and competi-
tiveness are addressed in a hopeful, meaningful way. “Two thousand
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eight will be the first campaign where the issues are viewed in a more
positive way,” he says. “This is becoming a genuine issue and it’s a bi-
partisan one.”

In the new world, what Booher calls the “dirty, dumb, and duplica-
tive” jobs are heading overseas, and that’s just fine. America’s best
work and its best talent have always been higher up the value chain—
inventing, thinking, and creating what’s new. “For two and a half cen-
turies, we’ve been on an incredible opportunity path,” he says, tracing
his hand upward through the air like an airplane taking off. “It really
does fall on our political leaders to see that it’s not about fear but
about continuing that opportunity path . . . The brain jobs are going to
sustain America’s prosperity and standard of living.”

This is, in essence, the heart of a major problem for presidential
candidates in the 2008 race: As the global market expands, it’s easy to
see the losers—the shuttered factories, abandoned parking lots, and
headlines of more pink slips. It’s harder to see the winners. A worker
can’t see the new markets opening up overseas, and few noticed the
founding in a dorm room by Michael Dell of the soon-to-be computer
giant Dell—which has provided jobs for seventy-eight thousand em-
ployees and brings in nearly $60 billion in revenue a year. Since new
companies and new jobs are harder to see, workers tend to focus on
the negative economic changes they can see. “You know who you are
if you’re going to lose a job. You don’t know who you are if you’re
about to gain a job,” says Pat Cleary, a longtime executive at the Na-
tional Association of Manufacturers. “People can really play on those
fears.”

American competitiveness, trade, and the challenges of a global
economy have long been potent subjects in politics. There are few
easy choices and almost no easy answers. In 1988, Dick Gephardt
won the Iowa caucus partly because of an ad that directly attacked
the Korean government on trade policy. He stated he was “tired” of
hearing American workers blamed for the economic woes when it was
Korea’s high taxes and tariffs on Chrysler’s K-Car that drove the price
from $10,000 to $48,000. If Korea wouldn’t play fair, neither should
the United States. He closed with the powerful line: “How many
Americans are going to pay $48,000 for one of their Hyundais?”

Among Democrats especially, it’s getting harder and harder to find
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vocal free traders anymore. Whereas one hundred Democrats voted
for NAFTA in the early 1990s, by the time the Central American Free
Trade Agreement rolled around in 2005, only fifteen Democrats sup-
ported it. Under pressure from labor unions in failing industries, it’s
easy, as Gephardt did in 1988, to revert to protectionist impulses—
but it’s the wrong way forward. The same is true of Democratic politi-
cians who insist on always traveling in vehicles made by American
companies—a photograph of a presidential candidate stepping out of
a Nissan could be poisonous to union support. They fail to grasp that
in 2008 it’s more important to the U.S. economy that Toyota manu-
factures cars domestically than that Ford sells well in the Philippines.
The politicians have allowed themselves to be cowed by Lou Dobbs’s
cheapening of the national discourse, but as is too often the case, pol-
itics is lagging behind reality.

Given the way that pundits like Lou Dobbs talk, it seems incredi-
ble that anyone would support trade, considering that it’s sending all
of our jobs overseas. But the truth is that it isn’t. In fact, the National
Association of Manufacturers (NAM) is a strong supporter of free
trade because its members realize that protectionism only hurts their
operations in the United States. NAM argues that free-trade agree-
ments are the best thing that can happen to global trade—it’s the
countries like China, with which the United States doesn’t have free-
trade agreements in place, that cause the vast majority of our manu-
facturing trade deficit. In fact, protectionism in some cases costs
more jobs than it protects. Domestic subsidies and tariffs have caused
the price of sugar in the United States to rise 350 percent above the
international average, which has driven some ten thousand jobs in
midwestern candy factories overseas to where companies can buy
sugar more cheaply. “There’s an understandable temptation in Amer-
ica today . . . to think in terms of creating trade barriers. I think that’d
be hugely counterproductive,” former Treasury Secretary Robert Ru-
bin says. “What we need to do is combine trade liberalization with a
powerful domestic agenda . . . Too often, those who support trade lib-
eralization don’t support the domestic agenda, and those who support
the domestic agenda don’t support trade liberalization. We need to
bring the two together.”

Since the early days of this debate, though, our understanding of
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global trade and open markets has evolved significantly. Today, the
critical point for policy makers is that it’s possible for India, China,
Europe, Africa, and the United States all to succeed. In fact, if the
United States plays its cards right, the success of China and India—
and the addition of nearly two billion new middle-class capitalists—
could help power the United States to even greater heights. As
Harvard professor Michael Porter stresses, the world economy is not 
a zero-sum game: “The success of other economies is not a failure of
U.S. competitiveness—a job created there does not mean a job lost
here, a new R&D lab built there does not mean one lost here, a rise in
another country’s exports does not necessarily mean a decline in ours.
As all nations improve their productivity, wages rise and markets ex-
pand, creating the potential for rising prosperity for all.” There’s a very
real—and achievable—scenario, though, where the United States can
thrive and succeed in the global economy, if we begin to take these is-
sues of competitiveness seriously and address them in a sustained,
ongoing manner. Between now and 2020, the global middle class,
which today represents around 1.3 billion people, will grow by an-
other billion—and nine out of ten of those new consumers will come
from the developing world, according to A. T. Kearney.18 Bruce
Mehlman, who served as the Bush administration’s assistant com-
merce secretary for technology policy, explains that, according to
Metcalf ’s Law, which states that the value of a network increases ex-
ponentially as more people connect—for instance, going from ten to
one hundred users increases the value of a network by more than a
factor of ten—the growing world pie is a huge benefit to the United
States, one we should encourage as much as we can. “We will all be
better off—as businesses, as nations, and as citizens of the world—
when five billion people are online, instead of the five hundred mil-
lion who have logged on so far,” he says.

The choice that confronts the presidential candidates in 2008 is
whether to take Mehlman’s advice and recognize that the only suc-
cessful future for the United States involves embracing globalization,
or to continue the economic fearmongering that too often was the fo-
cus of the last campaign. The easy—and perhaps the most likely—
route is certainly to continue pandering to Americans’ worst fears.
The harder route is to acknowledge the challenges ahead but explain
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that as a nation the United States can succeed and thrive in the
global economy. Twenty years ago, Gary Hart’s campaign posters chal-
lenged his party to recognize it needed new ideas with the slogan
“The easy path is the beaten path. But the beaten path seldom leads
to the future.” Today, new thinking is again needed. The political de-
bate in 2008 must blaze a new path that recognizes the realities of the
economic and technological landscape today.

To see a success story of the new global economy, as well as how
the complicated politics of America’s role in the world played out in
the last campaign, it’s worth taking a look at Tony Raimondo, who
represents the face of the new twenty-first-century global business-
man. For more than a quarter century, he has been the head of
Behlen Manufacturing in Columbus, Nebraska, a city of twenty-one
thousand about ninety miles west of Omaha. Soon after he took over
Behlen, which makes steel and agricultural products, he began to in-
vest in exporting, saying, “It would be a key step to making our com-
pany stronger.” His biggest market through the 1990s became China,
where Behlen steel went into more than one hundred buildings. Then
he realized that shipping steel overseas wasn’t enough. “We weren’t
able to compete by exporting anymore,” he says. “If you’re going to get
a significant market share . . . you’re going to need to be inside that
market.” So Behlen launched a new joint venture in Beijing, manufac-
turing steel inside one of its most important markets.

Soon thereafter, in 2004, Raimondo’s tiny venture into global trade
ran smack into a wall of Democratic talking points and the toxic polit-
ical landscape of globalization. When the Bush administration came
under pressure to appoint its first “manufacturing czar” to address the
growing challenges to the U.S. manufacturing industry, it turned to
Raimondo. He went through several interviews, passed the security
check, and the administration was all set to announce his appoint-
ment as assistant commerce secretary for manufacturing in March
when word of the selection leaked to the Kerry campaign. John Kerry
denounced the selection because of Behlen’s manufacturing venture
in China, saying that Raimondo was “a poster person” for policies “that
have affected millions of Americans negatively.” Raimonde ended up
withdrawing before the announcement ever was made official.

Of course, the truth is a lot more complicated. All of the steel
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Behlen manufactures in China stays in China—not an ounce is ex-
ported back to the United States—and there are, Raimondo says,
many more people working at the company’s Nebraska headquarters
because of the additional work in China. Creating jobs in China, it
turns out, can create jobs here. In fact, this is a critical point in un-
derstanding the new economic landscape in the United States:
Global trade has been a huge benefit not just to international con-
glomerates but also to small firms—today small businesses with fewer
than five hundred employees make up nearly 97 percent of all firms
exporting from the United States.19 To understand how important it is
to foster innovation and entrepreneurship in the new economy, recog-
nize first that economic growth is driven by small companies. In every
year since 1991, job growth at those small firms with fewer than five
hundred employees has outpaced growth of larger ones—in some
years even providing all of the growth in the U.S. economy. The same
is true for young new companies—those less than five years old—as
opposed to older “mature” companies. Since 1980, the entire net
growth of U.S. jobs has come from new companies. Mature compa-
nies have lost jobs over that period.20

Today Raimondo’s brief foray into national politics is a distant
memory and Behlen China is going gangbusters: More than two hun-
dred tons of its steel is being used in the construction of the 2008
Olympic basketball arena and many more tons in the nearby building
that will house the officials and referees. Raimondo, who continues to
visit his Chinese operations each quarter, says, “I’m quite a China fan
. . . They’re on the move.” Meanwhile, the United States, as Rai-
mondo sees it from the middle of the country, has a tremendous chal-
lenge ahead, but the nation’s leadership hasn’t figured out how to
address it positively and move forward. “We really need to make a de-
cision about the competitiveness of our companies in the U.S., or our
businesses are going to keep slipping away from us,” he says. “I see
the developing nations trying to improve the lives of their citizens and
being tremendously successful for decades.”

Looking ahead, he hopes that the 2008 presidential race is a bit
more realistic and positive than the antitrade, antibusiness rhetoric
put forward by John Kerry and John Edwards during the last cam-
paign. And, though this may seem an odd position for a conservative
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businessman from Nebraska, he’s hoping that someone steps in and
solves the health-care problem. Behlen has seen its health-care bill
soar from $2 million a year in 2000 to $6 million a year in 2006, an
increase of roughly a million dollars a year—a pace his business cer-
tainly can’t afford to see continue. America’s success is contingent
upon recognizing and confronting the future, and that requires a com-
mitment by each candidate to lead with smart twenty-first-century
policies and thoughtful debates.

“I’m hoping we’re going to see a fresh face come out of this presi-
dential campaign and one who understands that the competitiveness
that we’re talking about is the quality of life of our children and
grandchildren. If we keep this burden on business, they’re not going
to have the opportunity to continue to improve their quality of life as
we have for centuries,” Raimondo says. “It’s getting down to our kids
having jobs. If we stop making things in America, there’s no doubt in
my mind that our quality of life will start to decline. Somewhere here
we need someone who understands American competitiveness and
[can] take us on a more positive course to compete in the long run
globally.”

The nation can’t afford to see the rhetoric of the last campaign re-
peat itself, yet too often Raimondo’s scenario still seems to be the
norm. Politicians love to score cheap points by raising the outsourcing
bogeyman of trade, especially in the era of Lou Dobbs and his endless
fearmongering series “Exporting America.” That’s not helping and it’s
not going to make America more productive or competitive in the
twenty-first century. Instead of walling off the U.S. economy, the na-
tion should be worried that by not addressing the changing world
economy, the United States could find that the best jobs go else-
where. In 2008, the nation needs leaders who are willing to lead on
this issue, not more of the same outdated protectionist rhetoric. It’s
no longer realistic.

Candidates must recognize the new landscape of the first cam-
paign and have a plan for tackling the world as it actually exists to-
day—one where terrorists, goods, and jobs can all move around the
world almost effortlessly.

Both Republicans and Democrats too often have played to eco-
nomic fears instead of hopes, but at the heart of facing these chal-
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lenges in the coming decades are also larger party differences about
ideology and beliefs. On more issues than not, the Republican Party’s
belief system, crystallized in the mid-1960s under Barry Goldwater,
seems out of step in today’s economy.

The national Republican Party since 2000 has pursued a policy
that could best be described as a return to a modern version of
Hobbes’s state of nature. Without government, Hobbes argued, a
state of nature exists—life is, in his famous phrase, “nasty, brutish,
and short.” Millennia ago, ancient peoples came together to form gov-
ernments to protect, enrich, and prolong their lives. In return, they
traded certain liberties to the state for protection. Under the Republi-
can leadership at the dawn of the twenty-first century, everyone once
again seemed on his or her own. Using the meaningless platitude of
an “ownership society,” the Republican Party did its best to let indi-
viduals have complete control over their own lives—plan for their
own retirement, find their own health insurance, and pay for college.
Those rights ceded by society centuries ago to the state were ours
again to do with as we pleased.

Since the Goldwater revolution, the national GOP has been fo-
cused on reducing the size and influence of government at every
chance—notwithstanding, of course, the ideologically inconsistent
massive increase in spending and government size under President
George W. Bush. The GOP view was perhaps must succinctly put in
Reagan’s 1981 inaugural address: “Government is not the solution to
our problems; government is the problem.” Grover Norquist, the hero
of the right and godfather to much of the current GOP, has famously
quipped, “I don’t want to abolish government. I simply want to reduce
it to the size where I can drag it into the bathroom and drown it in the
bathtub.” While both are great slogans and rallying cries, they are
cheap shots and intellectually dishonest. Historically, national eco-
nomic advancement has come only with government help. The rail-
roads received huge government backing to crisscross the nation. A
century later, Eisenhower—a Republican—understood that the inter-
state highway system, the largest public works project ever under-
taken, was critical to commerce and the economy. And the internet
would never have existed without backing from the government and
the Defense Department. So it must be now: Reforms of health care
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and further expanding access to quality education will not come in a
free market, and neither will a national broadband network or an en-
ergy policy that saves us from a future plagued by global warming.

In the next four chapters, I examine four of the most critical issues
facing the United States—all of which must be addressed by the next
president to ensure that the United States remains dominant in the
world. Unfortunately, all four of these issues were largely ignored in
the last campaign. We can’t afford to see that happen again, to push
this debate farther down the road. None of these problems have easy
solutions. All of them require government intervention and invest-
ment. Previous models of education and health care, developed under
agrarian or industrial economies, must undergo aggressive changes to
be relevant in a knowledge-based economy. In some cases, it will not
be easy. Achieving some positive ends down the road will require
some up-front sacrifices.

The bold leadership necessary for the American people to endure
sacrifice has a proud tradition in the White House. Abraham Lincoln,
the father of the GOP, promised during the Civil War that the Union
would be reunited, but he was honest in admitting that it would be
long and difficult. It would require sacrifice and hardship, but in the
end the Union, the nation, the people of the United States, would
prevail. That type of leadership appears to be long gone from the Re-
publican Party. In the last quarter century, Republican presidents
have shown little inclination to ask anything of their voters—the
record deficits under Reagan and George W. Bush let people think
they can have it all without actually paying for it. When George H. W.
Bush explained that sacrifice was needed to get us out of the reces-
sion under his administration and raised taxes, he was pilloried. Now
the GOP’s tendency is to do exactly the opposite—make government
as easy as possible for the electorate. Far from challenging the Ameri-
can people in the months after 9/11, Bush pushed through the na-
tion’s first tax cuts in a time of war. He promised the country that
everything would be okay if we all just went to the mall to shop.

The United States can thrive in the twenty-first century, but it’s not
assured and it won’t be easy. Succeeding and thriving in a global age
will be the result only of dedicated work at all levels of government,
but most of all it will come only from honest and thoughtful leader-
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ship. The world has changed, but often politics seems stuck at least a
decade behind in its rhetoric. We can see that the old models have
broken down, but it’s unclear whether the candidates today are up to
the task—and to prove that he is ready is one reason Mitt Romney
went to China. He knows that “Just wait” isn’t an acceptable answer
in 2008. The last campaign failed to tackle the future. This one must
be different.

THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN the last campaign and today’s landscape
aren’t confined to issues of trade and economics. The transformed
landscape of the first campaign in 2008 is also visible in the ways vot-
ers today will follow and interact with the presidential candidates as
they roam the country. Whether the candidates like it or not, the
whole world will be watching their campaigns, seeing how they react
daily on the trail, and whether they’re up to snuff and ready to face
the challenges ahead. For one, the whistle-stop train tours of Harry
Truman have long given way to multistate “fly-arounds” on chartered
jets, but beyond that a host of new technologies allows candidates to
reach more individuals with specially tailored messages and at the
same time allows those individuals to see more of their candidates.

In the early 1970s, Timothy Crouse was just three years out of col-
lege when he convinced the editors of Rolling Stone to send him out
on the presidential campaign trail with a unique mission: Cover the
press instead of the candidates. The young Crouse, son of Broadway
legend Russell Crouse, who wrote The Sound of Music among other
hits, headed out into the middle of the 1972 presidential campaign
between George McGovern and Richard Nixon, which became one of
the most devastating blowouts in recent political history when Nixon
beat McGovern by 520 electoral votes to 17. It remains the only elec-
tion in the last half century when Minnesota voted for a Republican.
Crouse’s popular Rolling Stone tales from the trail became the best-
selling book The Boys on the Bus, which related the story of the cam-
paign through the eyes of the press and for the first time captured the
pack mentality of the nearly all-male corps of correspondents who fol-
lowed the candidates from place to place—including ink-stained
wretches like Jules Witcover, Johnny Apple, and Robert Novak. At the
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time, Walter Mears, the correspondent for the Associated Press, was
well on his way to establishing himself as one of the biggest names in
political journalism. At the end of an event as the press corps filed its
stories, the writers would clamor, “Walter! Walter! What’s my lead?”
The reporters understood that if they filed their stories and led with
something other than that which led the AP wire story, their editors
would complain. There was one story, and it was determined story by
story, day by day, only by the Associated Press, the oldest and largest
news-gathering organization in the world. If the AP didn’t report it, it
wasn’t news. It was as if it had never happened.

Some thirty-five years later, it’s hard to imagine such a world. Cer-
tainly the campaign plane that John Edwards used on his first official
trip as a presidential candidate would have been unrecognizable to
any of the “boys on the bus” from ’72. As the sleek charter jet de-
parted from New Orleans, the first stop on Edwards’s four-state an-
nouncement tour, he settled back into his beige leather seat, while all
around him the internet hummed. A photographer, who was shooting
all digital with her Canon 5D camera, posted her work to the photo-
sharing website Flickr.com. A videographer, Chuck Olsen from the
site Rocketboom.com, was busy posting clips from the announcement
to the video-sharing website YouTube. As the trip director, Sam 
Myers, who was on his eighth presidential campaign, plugged away
on his Apple iBook, campaign internet strategist Matt Gross moni-
tored what was happening online using Google searches and the blog
aggregator site Memeorandum. Edwards’s speech in New Orleans’s
Lower Ninth Ward, still devastated from the effects of Hurricane Ka-
trina in 2005 and the disastrous federal response, had been broadcast
live on the internet.

There were two reporters from the traditional mainstream media
on board the Edwards plane—Michael Finnegan of the Los Angeles
Times and The Washington Post’s Dan Balz, a legend in the press corps
who had been with the paper since 1978. Balz typed furiously on his
Dell laptop and, using his Verizon aircard, was able to post his repeat-
edly updated article to the paper’s website. Sitting with the two of
them, though, was perhaps the most unlikely political reporter in the
country: former Microsoft engineer Robert Scoble, whose blog had
catapulted him into the elite of the blogosphere.
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Born seven years before Crouse took to the road with the “boys on
the bus,” Scoble had grown up about a mile from Apple’s Cupertino
headquarters in the heart of Silicon Valley, where his mother had
worked for the computer company making Apple IIs. He learned to
solder a computer motherboard at age eleven. In the 1990s, blogging
pioneer Dave Winer convinced him to leave another in a string of
tech jobs to work with Winer on blogs. The start-up ran out of money,
and Scoble turned to Craigslist to find another job, where he
promptly started blogging again, answering customer service ques-
tions. That job caught the attention of an executive at the technology
beast itself: Microsoft. Scoble started in 2003 as their “technical
evangelist.” His blog, Scobleizer, quickly became a destination for
geeks around the world, and his model of openness and honest dis-
cussion of Microsoft’s flaws would come to be seen as a model for
how powerful corporate blogging could be as a PR tool. When he an-
nounced in mid-2006 that he was leaving Bill Gates’s world to join a
video-blogging start-up, one of his colleagues lamented, “Robert did
more in his three years at Microsoft to improve the corporate image
than anyone I know.” The Economist magazine dubbed him the tech-
nology behemoth’s “Chief Humanizing Officer.”

And so it was that Scoble ended up getting invited on the Edwards
trip by Ryan Montoya, another campaign internet strategist—itself
another position new to elections—to blog and provide a fresh per-
spective on the political ritual of the presidential announcement tour.
Scoble’s mainstream media credentials? Well, he remains one class
short of a journalism degree at San Jose State, where he dropped out
with one class to go. “I just didn’t see the need to get a piece of paper
seeing that I had already done 99.99 percent of the work and gotten
as much value out of the process as I was going to get,” he remarked.

The world Scoble entered when he started covering Edwards’s
campaign in New Orleans was as foreign to him as he seemed to the
national press corps present. He spent hours sitting with Balz, picking
the veteran’s brain about politics, the process, and what campaigns
were really like. He tried to photograph everything, but that became
more difficult after his camera fell on the ground, so his video camera
was ever-present, recording the moments big and small of the cam-
paign’s tour. His presence was a new experience for both him and the
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campaign. When he began one interview with the candidate by ask-
ing, “Who are you?,” Edwards, who first ran for the Senate in 1998
when the internet was just taking off and bloggers were an unknown
quantity, looked momentarily confused, blinked several times, and
rubbed his temple before replying, “I’m John Edwards.”

Getting such a ringside view of a presidential campaign changed
Scoble’s attitudes about every aspect of politics—from the candidate
himself to the press. “Before going on the plane, I thought it would be
a lot more glamorous. It’s not. Edwards got, I think, eight hours of
sleep in three days,” he blogged. “Keep in mind that almost all of
these candidates are rich. They could do something more fun with
their time. I found myself wondering if I had tens of millions in the
bank would I be working that hard? And, would I invite people on my
plane who could report every single move I made? I found that I was
far less cynical about the political process. Leave Edwards out of this.
Anyone who is doing this deserves a lot more support than we’ve been
giving political leaders. We treat politicians like scum, and I came
away with a lot more respect for the process and for the people who
put their ideas out in front of people.” Just as he had once humanized
Microsoft with his down-to-earth language and honest takes on tech-
nology, Scoble now in 2008’s first campaign was humanizing the can-
didates who had for a generation been just packaged television
personalities.

As part of his effort to get his ideas in front of voters and build sup-
port, Edwards met with local bloggers at each of his stops. The en-
counters were often videoed and posted to YouTube or to Scoble’s
blog, Podtech.net, and Edwards fielded question after question from
the armchair pundits who would help determine whether he won the
nomination and eventually the presidency nearly two years down the
road. Edwards is hardly alone in using the new technologies available
to talk about the pressing issues of the campaign. Using these new
technologies, other candidates, too, tried to reach past the mass me-
dia to talk directly to voters and activists like bloggers who will help
decide this first campaign of a wired world.

To see how technology has already reshaped this presidential race,
look no further than the candidates’ original announcements. In No-
vember, the night before her husband, Tom, announced his presiden-
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tial bid, Christie Vilsack sent out an e-mail telling his supporters
about the potluck dinner she and Tom had enjoyed their first night in
Iowa in 1970. On the night before John Edwards announced his can-
didacy to the national press corps in New Orleans’s Lower Ninth
Ward, he sent out a text message to supporters’ cell phones: “I have a
special announcement. Please visit johnedwards.com now.” A few
weeks later, on a Tuesday morning, an e-mail arrived from Barack
Obama saying that he was interested in running. Most people hadn’t
even read a news article or seen a television report about Obama’s de-
cision before they clicked on the link to his website and watched the
three-minute announcement video showing him sitting in his study
talking—talking to us, the voters. The same thing happened a few
days later on Saturday from Hillary Clinton. In this election, the can-
didates’ main audience is going to be less and less the mass media—
instead they’re reaching past the mass media to try to grab voters
personally and let their own personalities shine. The American people
clearly understand the challenges ahead and want to be reassured
that the man or woman they elect will be able to face the future.

This shift is no inconsequential change. Since television started to
nationalize our political discourse in the 1950s, electioneering be-
came less about connecting with individuals and more a war for mass
media attention. Thirty-second television ads and sound bites came to
dominate. Now technology is reshaping that equation, returning the
power to individuals. Not since the campaign of 1896—when an esti-
mated five million people saw in person one of William Jennings
Bryan’s six hundred speeches as the country turned from an agrarian
economy into an industrial one—have individuals played as big a role
in an election as they will in 2008.

Together, the bloggers Edwards met on the trail, the voters at the
receiving end of those e-mails and text messages, and the activists
who watched those videos will play an unprecedented role in this
election. They will have access to more information about the candi-
dates in the first campaign than any campaign before. On the plus
side for voters, the longer format of Web discussion, online videos,
blogs, and e-mails helps allow for some more thoughtful and nuanced
conversations on some of the tricky and complicated issues facing the
United States today. Politicians don’t have to boil down their ideas to
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a bumper sticker slogan for the evening news if they can talk directly
to voters online. A four-minute YouTube interview is an eternity for
politicians used to five- or ten-second sound bites.

The brand-new playing field of the 2008 election, complete with
cell phone cameras, tech-savvy terrorists, and a global economy
linked like never before, will help determine this uniquely important
campaign—a campaign covered by people Tim Crouse never saw on
the trail and focused on issues unimaginable to candidates of a previ-
ous era like William Jennings Bryan. The first campaign of a new era
is upon us.
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