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We’ve stumbled along for a while, trying to run a new civilization in old
ways, but we got to start to make this world over.

—THOMAS EDISON TO HENRY FORD,  1912

The presidential race today is as wide open as it was
on November 30, 2006, at the campaign’s unofficial starting point.
Candidates such as Tom Vilsack have already come and gone; once
invincible-seeming front-runners like John McCain have already stum-
bled, and new challengers like Fred Thompson have emerged; the
front-runners have been through as much scrutiny already as they
would have faced in an entire campaign eight or twelve years ago. Re-
publicans and Democrats alike, though—and maybe even an inde-
pendent or two—are struggling with how to campaign in the new
environment of a globalized, interconnected world.

There is no telling whether the candidates in the general election
will run the first campaign or run the last campaign all over again. But
by midsummer there were the signposts of the first campaign—of how
far we had come in the debate about the changes wrought by technol-
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ogy and of how far we still had to go—all across the country and
around the globe. The various threads of the first campaign could be
found all over the internet as well as in tableaus in places like Chicago,
Charleston, South Carolina, and Manchester, New Hampshire. New
reports came out touting how Japan’s internet speed was nearly thirty
times faster than that in the United States and how Americans in 2005
earned less than they did in 2000, and the 2006 annual census num-
bers showed that another 2.2 million Americans—more than the en-
tire population of New Mexico—had lost their health insurance in
the last year, making the total number a record high. Overseas, China
kicked off its one-year countdown to the Beijing Olympics even as of-
ficials admitted that high pollution levels in the air might force some
events to be postponed. Al Qaeda turned to the Web to publish its lat-
est “ad,” headlined “Wait for the Big Surprise”; it showed a digitally al-
tered photograph of George W. Bush and Pakistan’s President Pervez
Musharraf standing in front of a burning White House.

Meanwhile, every day seemed to bring some new online develop-
ment in the campaign. The dancing, bikini-clad “Obama Girl” had her
brief moment in the sun on YouTube and ran into competition from the
“Romney Girls” and the “Giuliani Girl.” James Kotecki, a recent
Georgetown grad who goes by the handle “EmergencyCheese,” be-
came the 2008 campaign’s unofficial YouTube arbiter as his online
commentary became a cult hit and he got to speak with candidates—
including Ron Paul, who went to Kotecki’s dorm room for the inter-
view. Barack Obama hosted an intimate dinner with a handful of
randomly selected online donors and posted the video on his website,
where some fifteen thousand supporters had their own blogs going
about the campaign. On his birthday in August, Obama’s internet staff
in their Chicago headquarters found themselves besieged by thousands
of Happy Birthday messages from “friends” on the candidate’s My-
Space page. Mitt Romney found himself on the defensive after video of
him forcefully arguing about his Mormon religion found its way online.

IN CHARLESTON, South Carolina, on the storied grounds of the Citadel
military academy, the Democrats gathered for the first officially sanc-
tioned Democratic National Committee debate—an authentic mile-
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stone of the first campaign. This was the first YouTube debate, pre-
sented on CNN to an audience notable not just for its large size but
for its relatively young age, and which sought video submissions from
regular Americans for the candidates.

Out of more than fifteen hundred videos submitted, CNN eventu-
ally chose thirty-seven. While some of the thirty-seven were a bit
odd—including one with a talking snowman asking about global
warming and one where the questioner wanted to know whether
Arnold Schwarzenegger was a cyborg—the majority were something
amazing and new in politics: Americans were asking powerful ques-
tions of those who sought power. There was none of the false glory of
a “town hall debate,” but instead real Americans, from the comfort of
their own homes, wrote with real problems. From the first question—
when Zach Kempf of Provo, Utah, opened with “Wassup?”—it was
clear that the first campaign was in uncharted territory.

The questions from “real” Americans made an impact that debate
moderator Anderson Cooper, even with his abundance of gravitas,
could not match. A Brooklyn lesbian couple, Mary Matthews and Jen
Weidenbaum, asked whether candidates would let them get mar-
ried—to each other. A question on Darfur came in from aid workers
in a refugee camp close to the conflict. For a question on expanding
health-care insurance, a thirty-something Long Island woman took off
her wig mid-question to showcase the effects of chemotherapy: “I’m
thirty-six years old and hope to be a future breast cancer survivor,”
“Kim” told the candidates. Later in the debate, one question—
inspired by Bob Dylan’s music video of “Subterranean Homesick
Blues,” in which the singer holds up signs with the lyrics printed on
them—became what is surely the first presidential debate question
ever with a guitar solo.

“See those flags over my shoulder?” one man prefaced as he asked
about ending the Iraq war. “They covered the coffins of my grandfa-
ther, my father, and my oldest son. Someday, mine will join them. I
don’t want to see my youngest sons’ join them.” It’s much harder to
dodge questions of accountability, sacrifice, and service in a setting
like that—and it highlighted in a very direct way that the ones mak-
ing the decisions about the war aren’t the same families making the
sacrifices.
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In a campaign environment where too many of the candidates’
answers seem to be prepackaged talking points, the debate was a re-
freshing moment of authenticity, and it suggested that ordinary Amer-
icans could now get a response from power that they never could have
gotten before. While some sites chided CNN for maintaining control
over the choice of questions—the online community could have
voted on which questions they wanted to see asked during the debate,
and indeed a grassroots site sprung up that allowed them to do just
that—the YouTube debate was a brave first step down the technologi-
cal road and was a great experiment in participatory democracy. A few
nights afterward, I was sharing dinner with Nicco Mele, Howard
Dean’s former webmaster, when he turned to me and, gushing about
the changes the debate would usher in, asked, “Why would you go
back? It’s beautifully American.”

The GOP didn’t agree.
As the summer wound down and the Democrats and the blogo-

sphere celebrated their small “d” democratic moment in the YouTube
debate, there were signs that the GOP still wasn’t ready to embrace
the Web and still didn’t yet understand how critical the internet
would be to the party’s future. In answering a question on the cam-
paign trail, Mitt Romney, who with his high-tech background should
have been the best informed of any candidate, didn’t appear to know
the difference between video-sharing site YouTube, currently the
fourth most popular website in the world, and MySpace, the social
networking site that ranked sixth in the world. Rudy Giuliani kept his
MySpace page “private,” meaning that it wasn’t open to the public at
large and people had to become his “friends” before they could see
the page—raising a question of why he would bother pretending to
participate in the Web 2.0 social networking revolution if he wasn’t
ready to embrace it. He wasn’t fooling anyone, and the privacy setting
on the site seemed a perfect metaphor for his party’s reluctance:
“We’ll play online but only on our terms.” Giuliani’s approach was the
exact antithesis of the twenty-first century’s new ethos.

Beyond such minor issues was a much larger one: Even after the
Democratic debate’s rousing success on CNN, the GOP tried to scut-
tle its own YouTube debate. None of the top-tier candidates accepted
CNN’s initial invitation to the Republican debate, all citing “schedul-
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ing conflicts” for the September 17 date, and the debate looked like it
might be an entire bust—until an online outcry started, and CNN
rescheduled for early winter. The headline on the popular news site
Digg.com read: “Grand Old Party Clings to Grand Old Media: Repub
Candidates Refuse YouTube.” Jeff Jarvis, one of the leading voices of
the new medium, took on the GOP: “This is not only short-sighted
tactically but also essentially insulting to the American people. We are
on the internet. Come talk with us. What, you’re too scared to? Big,
tough terrorists don’t scare you but we do? Come on, boys, we don’t
bite. But we do vote.”

Within the GOP, top new media strategists (or, as the GOP calls
them, “e-campaign advisors”) like Patrick Ruffini, the former head of
the RNC’s Web efforts, and David All, who consults for numerous
GOP congressional campaigns on their internet efforts, launched a
site called SaveTheDebate.com to pressure their party’s leaders to
meet the country on the internet. As Ruffini explained, “There’s no
better time to start prioritizing online over older, increasingly less ef-
fective forms of political contact. And yet the response to stuff like
this seems to be . . . crickets. This isn’t a fringe Internets thing. We
could lose because we don’t correct this, in the same way that we al-
most lost in 2000 because we forgot door-to-door.”

Andrew Sullivan, who was one of the first prominent conservative
voices online, wrote on his blog, “For my part, the current old white
men running for the GOP already seem from some other planet.
Ducking YouTube after the Dems did so well will look like a party 
uncomfortable with the culture and uncomfortable with democracy.”
Indeed, coming on the heels of a party leader who speaks of “the 
Internets” and “the Google,” it’s a disturbing trend that GOP leaders
seem so disconnected from the technologies that are changing the
way most Americans live their daily lives.

It’s still easy to dismiss the internet as a political tool, but as it be-
comes an ever-more critical part of the financing for expensive presi-
dential campaigns, GOP candidates will be at a great disadvantage.
Joe Trippi explained the importance of the energy created online dur-
ing the primary season and how that carries over into the general elec-
tion and beyond. Howard Dean’s online campaign helped lay the
groundwork for John Kerry to raise tens of millions of dollars online
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after being chosen as the nominee in 2004. This year’s primary win-
ner will see the same advantage—or disadvantage. “On the Republi-
can side, there’s almost no competition for supremacy on the ’net,
which means the Republican nominee is going to inherit almost noth-
ing,” Trippi said, adding, “It’s not just about the list, it’s about the ex-
perience.” By last fall, every single Democratic campaign had as one
of its senior internet staff someone who got schooled in the internet
either on Dean’s campaign or at the DNC under Dean. The GOP,
meanwhile, had such an anemic online effort that its candidates re-
fused to even release internet fund-raising numbers because they
were so low.

To see the impact that a strong online infrastructure could have,
the GOP should have made the journey to Chicago in the week 
after the YouTube debate, when the progressive blogosphere gathered
for the second annual YearlyKos convention—this one bigger, more
professional, and more triumphal than the one in Las Vegas in 2006.
The difference of only a year was evident throughout. A year before,
the bloggers cum activists had come together amid a party in disarray
and rocked by infighting and lacking control of any branch of govern-
ment; but since the last convention, the Democrats had won a his-
toric victory in the 2006 election and seen success in “red” states like
New Hampshire, Indiana, Montana, and Virginia. Next to a lackluster
GOP field where “none of the above” seemed to lead many of the
polls, the Democratic Party had an electric field: Hillary, Barack, and
John Edwards. Even “second-tier” candidates such as Bill Richardson,
Joe Biden, and Chris Dodd were experienced and thoughtful leaders
with strong online campaigns. While the week before, all the presi-
dential candidates had skipped the annual gathering in Tennessee of
the Democratic Leadership Council—the centrist group that had
grown out of the 1984 Mondale defeat and helped catapult Bill Clin-
ton into the White House in 1992, and today more than anything rep-
resented to the bloggers the ideologically corrupt Washington
establishment—seven of the eight candidates showed up to court the
bloggers. It was all the party faithful needed to see: They had arrived
as a force in the party and represented the future of progressivism.

During the opening night of the convention, Howard Dean, whose
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campaign had first demonstrated the power of the blogosphere, re-
turned for a victory lap. Seeming more mature and thoughtful than he
did during the 2004 campaign, Dean spoke to the nearly fifteen hun-
dred progressive activists, extolling the virtues of the new campaign
paradigm and how the Democrats’ embrace of it contrasted with the
Republicans’ online reluctance: “Traditional campaigns have relied on
enormous amounts of TV advertising, thirty-second spots, aimed at
you, telling you what we think, and what we think you ought to do.
The new campaign, the two-way campaign is: we listen to you before
we start talking, and we, throughout the campaign, have a dialogue
between the people whose votes we’re hoping to get, asking for their
advice as we go through, and taking it to heart . . . This means real
two-way campaigns where the views and opinions of the American
people have an impact on the leadership, so leaders are with the peo-
ple instead of seeking to lead folks that aren’t interested in being led
by them.”

Assistant Senate Majority Leader Dick Durbin spoke also, opening
with a joke about how Fox pundit Bill O’Reilly had spent the previous
week attacking YearlyKos as a gathering of hate and how conservative
pundit Bob Novak had recently described heaven as “a place where
there are no blogs”: “Well, you can understand why he might say that
and why others, like our friends at the ‘fair-and-balanced’ Fox News,
are saying the same kind of thing. But millions of other Americans see
it just the opposite. They are looking at what’s happening in our coun-
try these last few years and saying, ‘Thank heavens for the blogs.’ ”

Durbin knew of what he spoke because he was, at that moment,
experiencing the power of the internet firsthand. Using a new site
called OpenLeft.com, Durbin had turned to the Web for help in writ-
ing broadband-access legislation and suddenly found himself with an
unlikely new ally: the leading conservative blog RedState.org, which
invited him onto their site to talk about the bill. As RedState.org blog-
ger Robert Bluey wrote, “I don’t see this as a Democrat vs. Republican
issue. President Bush in 2004 called for universal and affordable ac-
cess to high-speed broadband. Many conservatives welcomed his goal
as a way to spur innovation, new jobs and economic competitiveness.”
Echoing the absence of the first-campaign agenda among the 2008
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Republican candidates, leading Republican tech strategist David All
chimed in on the Durbin discussion, writing, “Frankly, I’d like to see
more Republicans and conservatives step-up-the-plate and support
broadband access measures. It’s sad to think that many go without
that which we all rely upon and utilize so much.”

All’s final point is a sad fact of the 2008 campaign: Despite all the
energy online at the YouTube debate and at gatherings like YearlyKos,
this first campaign more likely than not is going to be a series of
missed opportunities—like when the GOP candidates tried to skip
their party’s own YouTube debate. History will someday judge us on
how we tackle the myriad challenges facing the United States as we
elect candidates for a new age. Unfortunately, the American political
system responds too often only to intense stimuli; the rise of Islamist
terrorism, for example, sat on the back burner until 9/11. But we can’t
afford to wait for our politicians to be startled into action.

During the Charleston YouTube debate, among the hundreds of re-
porters covering the event The Washington Post’s Jose Antonio Vargas,
who perhaps more than any other “mainstream media” reporter has
dove headlong into the new online territory, alone journeyed the mile
and a half from the Citadel debate site to Cooper River Courts, a run-
down public housing project, where YouTube, the internet, and the
flood of information and opportunities they provided were rare luxu-
ries. He talked with fourteen-year-old Tiara Reid, who lives a thirty-
minute walk from the public library, where she can use the internet
only two hours a day. The “digital divide” and the country’s reluctance
to wire its citizens to participate in the information revolution was on
full display. The need for investment in tech infrastructure was read-
ily evident in a city where only 40 to 45 percent of the people have
access to broadband connections. “At one level, the YouTube debate
shows that the Web has really become a centerpiece of American po-
litical culture,” Lee Rainie, the director of the Pew Internet and
American Life Project, told Vargas. “At another level, it also shows
that the debate is not for everybody. It’s certainly not available to all
Americans.” Andrew Rasiej argues that the digital divide, a great buzz-
word for a decade or longer, is worse today than it was when the issue
first arose because so little has been done to address it even as For-
tune 500 companies wire their employees to be online 24-7. Until
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Reid has the same economic opportunities as the people of southwest
and southside Virginia that Mark Warner wired, she’ll be left behind
in the new economy.1

We’ll never wake up one morning and see wall-to-wall coverage of
the education crisis or the health-care crisis. We won’t see twenty-
four-hour coverage from towns that don’t have broadband access 
or from factories that have closed. The Day After Tomorrow movie
notwithstanding, it’s unlikely we’ll see a massive global change
overnight. There’s not a single day when these issues will become an
immediate crisis. Instead, they will creep along day by day, as they al-
ready have in recent years. Even the collapse of the I-35W bridge in
Minneapolis, which could have focused the nation on the crumbling
infrastructure of the industrial age and the need to upgrade it and in-
vest in a new generation of infrastructure for the decades ahead, gar-
nered only a few days of front-page news before Iraq and fears of
terrorism shoved themselves back to the fore. But the lack of a focus-
ing crisis doesn’t make the need for a change of agenda less impor-
tant. Indeed, the historical reputation of the next president will likely
ride on his or her response to the challenge of globalization more so
than on any other challenge of the coming years, just as we remember
how the two Roosevelts, Teddy and FDR, brought our country
through the economic changes of generations past.

People—voters—are paying attention, and they’re not happy with
what they’re seeing from the candidates in terms of a first campaign–
type agenda. Frustration with this new modern world and the political
response to it seems to be boiling over among voters on the campaign
trail, both online and offline.

In early August, Mitt Romney found himself under verbal attack at
the Red Arrow Diner in Manchester, New Hampshire, from a voter
who was tired of all the talk. It had been an ordinary campaign event
at one of the iconic sites of the Granite State’s first-in-the-nation pri-
mary circuit, with Romney talking about the global fight to stop AIDS,
when Michele Griffin, a waitress who’s worked at the diner for twelve
years, broke in, shouting, “What about our nation? How ’bout the
USA? C’mon!” Romney tried to reply, but Griffin wasn’t having any of
the platitudes. “We pay over a thousand dollars a month for our insur-
ance. Then we have co-pays. Every time you go to the doctor, it’s fifty
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dollars a visit. Then you have co-pays for our prescriptions. Can you
tell me what your co-pay is?”

“Yes,” Romney said, still off-balance. “Ten dollars for each prescrip-
tion.”

“That’s very nice, isn’t it?” shot back Griffin, who has two daugh-
ters, one diabetic and one with Crohn’s disease.

“Yes. What are yours?” Romney asked.
“Mine are like thirty dollars to fifty dollars. I have three sick chil-

dren.”
As Griffin later complained to a reporter, “They all talk about

health care till they get in there. But they all have health care, don’t
they? Do they have to pay outrageous co-pays? No.”

The whole scene seemed to hearken back to when John Andrew
accosted Treasury Secretary John Snow in 2003 outside a custard
stand in Wassau, Wisconsin, and was met with the unreassuring mes-
sage from the leader of the nation’s economy: “Just wait.”

Just wait isn’t going to cut it anymore. The country has already
pressed its luck by waiting this long.

On the other side of the presidential primary, at the AFL-CIO de-
bate in Chicago in August, the Democratic field was confronted with
the evidence of how neither party was meeting the challenges of the
new world. Steve Skvara, a retired Indiana steel worker, stood on his
crutches and, his voice breaking and his eyes filling with tears, asked
a question that captured the anxiety now gripping the country’s work-
ers: “After thirty-four years with LTV Steel I was forced to retire be-
cause of a disability. Two years later, LTV filed bankruptcy. I lost a
third of my pension and my family lost their health care. Every day of
my life I sit at the kitchen table across from the woman who devoted
thirty-six years of her life to my family and I can’t afford to pay for her
health care. What’s wrong with America and what will you do to
change it?”

The audience at Chicago’s Soldier Field went wild with cheers,
and it was nearly impossible to see the pain and sense of betrayal on
Skvara’s face without tearing up—here was a man who had given his
entire life to the American dream, working a good union job for the
promise of a social contract that was never fulfilled. Chris Matthews,
during the post-debate analysis on MSNBC, replayed the clip and

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

First Campaign #1811 pt2   10/18/07  3:13 PM  Page 286



asked, “I wonder if that wasn’t a moment that’s gonna change Ameri-
can political history.”

The moment perfectly summed up the challenge of this campaign:
What Skvara asked was a simple question and touched on the fact
that America doesn’t seem ready for today’s world. What will you do as
president to ensure it is ready for the future? As Andy Stern points out,
the agricultural revolution took some three thousand years to trans-
form the world, and the industrial revolution lasted three hundred
years, from the first move toward industrialization to the peak mass-
production economy of the post–World War II era. Today, though, in
a span of some thirty years—barely a generation—Americans and cit-
izens abroad are seeing their world transformed into a tech-driven, 
information-heavy economy.

THERE ARE A MYRIAD of issues to be dealt with in the decades ahead
that have received little or no attention in this book—from the loom-
ing crisis of entitlements to intellectual property enforcement and re-
form, to realigning the tax code, to immigration, to balancing the
budget and changing the country’s out-of-control culture of debt. The
threat of Islamist terrorism hardly gets a mention here, partly because
it is already such an overarching focus of the government (many peo-
ple far more knowledgeable than I have written at great lengths of the
challenges it poses), but mostly because for the past six years it has al-
ready distracted the country from the many other challenges ahead,
costing us the better part of a decade that we needn’t have lost. Over-
all, I believe that while many other issues require attention, if the
United States doesn’t get right the four issues laid out in the preced-
ing pages and invest in changes to the country’s technical and energy
infrastructure, and reform its education and health-care systems, it
won’t matter whether we fix Social Security, correct the tax on capital
gains, seal the border with Mexico, or spend the next decade in Iraq.

Success in the decades ahead will not come by chance. It will
come only because the nation, from the president on down, actively
tackles the future over the next decade and meets the challenges of
the new century. We can’t afford to wait another four or eight years.
This must be the first campaign. In the choices we make in the 2008
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election, we’ll begin to determine whether the country will rise to the
occasion, as it has done so many times before, and take on the future,
or whether we will continue to push off into the horizon the moment
we recognize how fundamentally the world is changing. The choices
that the 2008 presidential candidates make will determine whether
the country will see—as it should—the first campaign of the twenty-
first century, where the challenges and opportunities of globalization
and technology are front and center, or whether they run the last cam-
paign all over again.

OVER THE COURSE of more than twenty years as the director of the Na-
tional Governors’ Association, Ray Scheppach has studied the work of
hundreds of state chief executives. To be great, he explains, a gover-
nor needs to provide the moral leadership necessary to change the
game. The best governors, Scheppach explains, change the expecta-
tions of their citizens. Lamar Alexander came into office in Tennessee
and rallied the state around education, such that the people of Ten-
nessee came to believe it was important for teachers who taught well
to be rewarded. Howard Dean, in Vermont, came into office and ral-
lied the state around health care, encouraging the citizens of the state
to think of health care as a right, not a luxury. Our next president
must be one who can dream and rally the nation around a common
set of ideals, goals, and aspirations that can lead us forward—to
change the expectations of the nation to better reflect the needs of a
digital, interconnected, global age, where discoveries are made out in
the heavens and in labs under microscopes, where bytes and bits fly
around the world faster than our faster jets, and where one can talk to
a friend in Bangalore as easily as to a friend on the next block. Our ex-
pectations of the world have changed, and so must now our expecta-
tions of government and society.

To address the challenges ahead, we must again recognize that the
future of the nation is not preordained to success or to failure. History
will show that the United States today is only as exceptional as its
people and the leaders we choose. Our votes over the course of 2008
for a presidential candidate will be only the first step. This is a gener-
ational struggle, not unlike that experienced during World War II or
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communism, and everyone from school boards to mayors to congress-
men have a role to play. Too many Americans, particularly younger
Americans, don’t vote because they don’t think it’s important. Our
leaders must do a better job explaining why the choices we make on
Election Day do matter. We have billions of individual decisions to
make too—about where to shop, what to support, and where to work
and what education to seek. Our generation, faced like generations
before us with new, unforeseen challenges, must do our individual
part to keep the United States truly exceptional.

No part of the road ahead will be easy, but these pressing questions
must be answered. As former Virginia governor Mark Warner used to
promise on the stump, “It’s not about left versus right. It’s about fu-
ture versus past.” The future success of our country will be shaped in
no small part by the individual actions of more than a hundred million
Americans as they walk into the voting booth in November 2008. I’m
looking forward to casting my vote for the candidate I believe will best
meet the challenges ahead. From this stage of the race, I can’t tell
who that will be, but I know we need to figure it out—and fast. We,
as a nation and as a people, can’t afford to wait much longer.
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