
INTRODUCTION: A PERIOD OF CONSEQUENCES

The era of procrastination, of half-measures, of soothing and baffling
expedients, of delays, is coming to its close. In its place we are entering a
period of consequences.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL,  NOVEMBER 12,  1936

It’s nearly impossible to nail down the day a political
campaign begins. Most consultants and pundits will say that it begins
the day after the last election, but sometimes—especially with presi-
dential campaigns—campaigns can have a time line even longer than
that. It is now the conventional wisdom that the 2008 campaign—
which is only now entering its major phase—will be the longest in
modern American history. But when did it actually start? Did it start
in February 2000 when Hillary Clinton announced that she was run-
ning for the New York Senate seat being vacated by Daniel P. Moyni-
han? Or did it start a month later, the moment when John McCain,
drubbed by George W. Bush in South Carolina, dropped out of the
race and began to prepare to fight another day? Did the real beginning
come when John Edwards took a trip to New Hampshire after the
2004 election, or when Evan Bayh hired a staffer to work in Iowa, or
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when Barack Obama plopped down on Oprah Winfrey’s couch and
said that he was open to running in 2008?

Historians someday will determine the starting point of the 2008
campaign based largely on who wins and winds up president. For the
moment, though, November 30, 2006, is as good a starting point as
any—for that day offered telling evidence of what had changed in
American politics and what had not. On that day, some twenty-three
months before Election Day, with the weather overcast with tempera-
tures in the twenties in Iowa and overcast with temperatures in the
sixties in Washington, MSNBC threw a party at the Smithsonian
Castle in the capital to launch its “Decision 2008” coverage; the polit-
ical insider newsletter the Hotline and the University of Virginia con-
vened a panel of potential campaign managers representing potential
2008 candidates at D.C.’s Ronald Reagan Building; and, in Mount
Pleasant, Iowa, Governor Tom Vilsack announced he’d seek the pres-
idency, becoming the first official candidate. So came together the
three legs of a modern campaign: the press at the Smithsonian, the
pundits at Hotline’s conference, and, almost an afterthought these
days, the candidates themselves, represented by Vilsack in Iowa.

During an interview at stately Terrace Hill, the Iowa governor’s
mansion, just west of downtown Des Moines, Vilsack had told a
Washington Post reporter that as an underdog candidate he couldn’t
afford to wait. “I don’t have the luxury that some folks have,” he said.
“If I’m going to do this, I’m going to have to do it and do it hard from
the git-go.”1 So while Hillary Clinton still played coy, and Rudolph
Giuliani launched an exploratory committee, Vilsack strode with his
family into the college gymnasium in Mount Pleasant, his hometown.
Inside was a crowd of some seven hundred supporters and the local
high school band, which was playing its version of “The Final Count-
down” by Europe, which begins, “We’re leaving together but still it’s
farewell.” It was meant to express Vilsack’s departure from the Iowa
governorship for national politics, but it was, perhaps, not the most
optimistic song one could have chosen.

After quieting the crowd chanting “Go, Tom, Go,” Vilsack followed
a pattern of announcement established by many previous candidates:
He declared that he’d seek the presidency in 2008, told his personal
story—how he had been born in an orphanage and adopted by a fam-
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ily that struggled with alcoholism and prescription drug addiction—
and then described his vision for the future of the country. His cam-
paign theme, he declared, would be “the courage to create change.”
America, he said, was struggling. It needed bold leadership, a readi-
ness to change, and the courage to attack the massive problems loom-
ing ahead. He was running, he explained, “to replace the anxiety of
today with the hope of tomorrow and to guarantee every American
their birthright: opportunity.” The crowd, with many holding signs
emblazoned with a Great War–vintage V, applauded.

His speech completed, Vilsack headed to the airport, where he
boarded a plane that would take him to five states in five days to re-
peat the speech for the crowds and the cameras. It was an approach
so conventional as to defy his campaign’s message of change. Only a
few weeks later, admitting that he couldn’t make headway in a
crowded field of prodigious fund-raisers, he would drop out—months
before most of the other candidates had even entered the race.

Back in Washington that same November day, representatives of a
dozen different phantom campaigns—from Mitt Romney’s not-yet-
existing campaign to John McCain’s not-yet-existing campaign to
John Edwards’s more-or-less-existing campaign—talked shop before
an audience of several hundred people about the nascent race. The
various consultants, pollsters, would-be strategists, and senior advis-
ers were just the tip of the billion-dollar industry that was to be the
2008 presidential campaign. Add to the dozen different campaigns
represented onstage those not-yet-existing campaigns that weren’t
present, and there were a good score of candidates out there, circling,
waiting, testing. Fred Thompson’s name was barely on the radar at
that point, Michael Bloomberg’s interest in the presidency was just a
rumor, and Barack Obama’s race-changing decision to enter was still
two months down the road.

The energy onstage was infectious nonetheless. As keynote speaker
James Carville, aka the “Ragin’ Cajun,” strode across the stage, 
warming up the crowd for the debates and discussions to come, 
he explained that the 2008 race promised to be one of the most 
exciting—perhaps the most exciting—presidential campaigns in
nearly a century. What a campaign it would be!

Carville was right: The campaign would be like none in recent
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memory, for both parties’ nominations were wide-open. Soon there
were five larger-than-life icons of American politics circling the race,
including John McCain and four known by first name only: Hillary,
Al, Barack, and Rudy. For only the second time since 1920, when Re-
publican Warren Harding battled Democrat James Cox, there was no
president or vice president running for reelection (and the other time,
in 1952, there was Dwight Eisenhower, a five-star general who had
just won World War II). For the first time since 1940, there was no
obvious Republican front-runner, like Reagan in 1980, Bob Dole in
1996, and George W. Bush in 2000. After a number of dreary cam-
paigns run by political lifers—Walter Mondale’s in 1984, Michael
Dukakis’s in 1988, George Bush’s in 1992, Bob Dole’s in 1996—there
was suddenly an outsize collection of talent and worldly achievement
in the presidential arena; even the “second-tier” candidates like Bill
Richardson, Chris Dodd, and Sam Brownback had résumés to envy.

And yet the panel of campaign strategists in Washington was no
less conventional than Vilsack’s speech in an Iowa gym. For the
strategists, to all appearances, were preparing to run campaigns much
like the ones they had run in the past, and the large and open field
had obscured a much more important fact: that since George W.
Bush was elected in 2000, the world had changed. While the 2008
race, strictly speaking, would be the third of the new century, it would
be the first campaign of a new age—an age in which the transforma-
tions brought by globalization and technology have changed America’s
place in the world, and so (whether the candidates realize it or not)
have changed both the substance and the manner of presidential pol-
itics to a degree not seen in more than a century.

When the Supreme Court settled Bush v. Gore in 2001, it was a
very different world. The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon were in the planning stage, Saddam Hussein and
the Taliban were in power, blogs and podcasts barely existed, cell
phones were a novelty, BlackBerrys were barely a year old, and the
iPod was only an idea on a drawing board at Apple. Google was in its
infancy, and MySpace, Facebook, and YouTube were years away.
Since then—and while Bush and John Kerry traded ripostes about
their Vietnam service in 2004—the world had changed; in the formu-
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lation of the New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman, it had
gotten flat.

Over the past eight years, Americans could sense the change at
every turn—every time they picked up a plastic good with the “Made
in China” label and every time they dialed an 800 number for cus-
tomer service and found themselves talking to someone in Bangalore.
Industries and businesses that were once local are now international.
Companies are no longer tied to a specific town or block—or even to
a specific nation. We see it in Greensburg, Indiana, where just a few
years ago foreign-made cars often were in danger of being vandalized
in a city made up of GM, Ford, and Chrysler. Now it cheered the an-
nouncement that Honda would build a new plant there, and three
hundred red-shirt-clad residents formed themselves into a human “H”
logo. We see it in the images beamed back by “citizen journalists” in
the wake of the 2004 South Asian tsunami long before news crews or
rescue workers can reach them. We see it in every Google search by a
seventy-year-old and every thirteen-year-old’s MySpace page or Face-
book profile, and in the thirty-three billion text messages that Chinese
citizens sent to celebrate the New Year in 2007, the year of the pig.

What’s more, we see it, more and more of us, in the world of elec-
tronic communication epitomized by the World Wide Web. In 2000,
much of the world still used the slow (and noisy) dial-up connections.
By the beginning of 2007, nearly 90 percent of Americans were using
a broadband connection to access the internet, up from just over 
50 percent a year earlier, and more than one of every three Americans
was using the Web wirelessly. According to research by the Pew Inter-
net and American Life Project, by mid-2007, only about 15 percent of
Americans remained solidly off-line, while 30 percent were at the
other extreme, using the Web to its fullest by texting, e-mailing, post-
ing, networking, and tagging. Today there are more new-economy
“creative” workers in the country than there are traditional blue-collar
workers.2 A blog like the left-leaning DailyKos.com has more “in-
bound links,” that is, more sites linking to it and talking about it, than
the Chicago Tribune, and the right-leaning blog Instapundit.com has
more inbound links than Sports Illustrated.

Alas, we are only just beginning to see the effects of these changes
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on presidential politics. In important ways, the 2008 election will
seem like the previous ones. America’s stance toward Iraq, Iran, and
North Korea will certainly be issues. Images of terrorism’s horrors will
fill our video screens. Homeland security will be debated. Hot-button
wedge issues like gay marriage, flag burning, and abortion will no
doubt rear their ugly heads at one point or another. Every one of these
issues, though, pales in importance to the question raised by global-
ization: What role will America play in a globalized world? In the
same way, the question of how the candidates align themselves on the
usual issues pales in comparison to the question of what their vision
of America’s role in a globalized world is and how they will commit
the time, resources, and leadership of their campaigns to confronting
the challenges of the new, wired global economy.

It happens that the election comes along precisely when the ques-
tion is getting urgent, when the hour is getting late. The 2004 elec-
tion focused on events of the past—the intelligence involved in the
Iraq invasion and the candidates’ conduct during the Vietnam War—
to the exclusion of a debate about the events of the future. The
threads of politics, technology, and globalization have intertwined to
reshape our lives and our future. The challenge for the candidates in
2008 will be to recognize the changes globalization has wrought and
relate them to the political realm. They must help the nation tackle
the seemingly disparate but actually very interconnected issues of
technology, health care, trade, energy, and the environment and unite
them into a governing philosophy.

This next election, this next president, and this next decade may be
our last chance to make changes and address these looming chal-
lenges before they begin to become truly painful. The long-term na-
tional and economic security of the United States requires that in
2008 voters, the press, and the candidates themselves look beyond
merely the short-term national security threats posed by Iraq and Al
Qaeda to examine the full picture of the world today

Tom Vilsack, from his perch in the American heartland, knew just
how much the world had changed and how the nation’s leadership
had ducked the challenge. “Let us stop the endless talk. Let’s have a
campaign of serious thought about serious problems that our nation
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faces,” he told the crowd on the day of his announcement. “Let us
have the courage to create the change that builds a twenty-first-
century American economy.”

The concerns and questions he raised that day will far outlast his
campaign, for they are—or ought to be—the questions concerned cit-
izens of all stripes are asking. When will Washington realize and ad-
dress the changes that have reshaped the lives of every American
since the 2000 election? How much longer can the United States
thrive while its leaders fail to confront the challenges of the future?
Who will lead the way?

Clearly, we cannot afford for our candidates to run the last cam-
paign all over again. Which candidate will have the confidence—in
his or her leadership and in America’s leading role in the world—to
run the first campaign of the new age?

2008 IS A “first campaign” in another way. The very technology that has
transformed the global economy has transformed the campaign
process as well, so that the race will be run as much on the World
Wide Web as in union halls and town squares and on television.

Of course, there have been presidential campaigns in which candi-
dates broke new ground with technology—such as the campaign of
2000, when John McCain and Bill Bradley found new money flowing
to them online. And there have been campaigns in which new tech-
nology has broken candidates—such as 1960, when Richard Nixon’s
candidacy went sharply downhill after a series of televised debates
with John Kennedy. But it appears that 2008 will be the first presi-
dential campaign defined by technology, the first one in which tech-
nology is both the medium and the message. As candidates talk about
innovation, the challenge facing America from the rise of India and
China, and how technology is intricately linked to crises like arresting
soaring health-care costs, they will be trying to raise money online, re-
spond to YouTube attack ads, and send text messages to sites like
Twitter.com. Add to these new media the breakthroughs and ad-
vances in “microtargeting”—the tools and databases pioneered by the
Bush campaign in 2004 that allow a candidate to address individual
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voters on their most important issues—and we are in the midst of a
presidential campaign that’s transformed and driven by technology at
every level.

In a sense, the reach and specificity of the Web have restored a
“personal” or “individual” quality to the presidential campaign that
went missing in the age of television. Connecting with individual vot-
ers had once been the heart of presidential politics, for the only way
to reach voters was to go out and meet them. This is the story related
by historian Zachary Karabell in The Last Campaign, which follows
the 1948 campaign, the last campaign of the pretelevision age. That
year, Democratic incumbent Harry Truman’s whistle-stop tour trav-
eled more than twenty thousand miles back and forth across the
country, making thirty-one thousand stops at campaign events large
and small. Meanwhile, Democrat Thomas Dewey and a then-fringe
Dixiecrat candidate Strom Thurmond sought to unseat Truman, the
plainspoken president who had ushered in the nuclear age, by visiting
hundreds of towns and speaking to thousands of people from the back
of a train, shaking hands, giving speeches, holding babies—and hear-
ing from ordinary citizens about their hopes and fears. “For the last
time in this century, an entire spectrum of ideologies were repre-
sented in the presidential election. And not simply represented but
debated and discussed in the mainstream media,” Karabell wrote
decades later. “Year by year, presidential politics becomes more pack-
aged, easier to understand, parceled into digestible bites of data that
are prescreened, tested, and handed to us, the voters, with sexy
graphics and bold-faced text. How different it all was in 1948, how
incomprehensible by today’s standards—an election with heated de-
bate and substantive issues, candidates who disagreed passionately
about the issues, a citizenry that took interest because elections mat-
tered and were interesting.”3

Just four years after Truman’s narrow 1948 victory, Dwight D.
Eisenhower, who had led Allied troops to victory in World War II, ran
the first television ads—including an animated short by the Walt Dis-
ney Company in which cartoon characters crowed “I like Ike” and 
a series of “conversations” in which Eisenhower answered canned
questions read off cue cards by ordinary people rounded up outside
Radio City Music Hall in New York. “It’s sad what an old soldier has
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come to,” he said at the time, as his handlers put him through a
marathon taping of forty TV spots in a single day. Eisenhower won,
defeating Adlai Stevenson, and by 1954 ten thousand Americans a
day were buying their first television set. By the time of Eisenhower’s
reelection campaign in 1956, 75 percent of households had the big
glowing box in their living rooms. American politics would never be
the same.4

In the 1960 campaign, television actually defined the candidates
for the public. When John F. Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon faced
off in the first-ever televised presidential debates, sixty-five million to
seventy million people tuned in. As the story goes, Kennedy’s big
smile and quick wit played better onscreen than did Nixon’s hooded,
suspicious bearing; while people who merely listened to the debates
on the radio thought the two candidates equally strong, those who
viewed them on TV went for Kennedy. Three million people later re-
ported that they had voted for JFK based solely on their impression of
the televised debates—a stunning number in an election where his
margin was only 112,000 votes nationwide. As Theodore White wrote
in his campaign classic The Making of the President 1960, “It was the
picture image that had done it—and in 1960 television had won the
nation away from sound to images, and that was that.”5

In the four decades that followed, presidential campaigning was
done largely on TV: through broadcast debates and prepackaged nom-
inating conventions, sound bites on the evening news, and ever more
aggressive campaign advertising. In 2000, some $200 million went to
funding television ads for George W. Bush and Al Gore, about 80 per-
cent of the campaigns’ total expenditures. By 2004, when Bush faced
John Kerry, the number had tripled. At the same time, though, over
the past eight years the changes wrought by the Web, the BlackBerry,
the camera phone, and the like—changes that give ordinary people
access to more information (and more kinds of information) than ever
before in history—are being brought into politics.

And as it happens, this new technology is a defining feature in the
generation of American citizens just now coming of age, a generation
that all the candidates are desperate to reach and persuade, and one
that has joined the voting population since the 2000 election. This
generation—the largest generation since the baby boomers—is more
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technologically savvy and more civic-minded than the one before it.
This is my own generation—I was born in 1981—and I see evidence
of these qualities everywhere.

In 2006, applications for Teach for America—which recruits col-
lege graduates to teach in impoverished rural and urban districts—
were triple what they were in 2000. That same year the Peace Corps
took 7,810 volunteers, its highest number in thirty years. In joining
those groups, those people made a commitment to a world wider than
their own, and yet it was a world that through technology they’ve been
connected to as no generation before them. Whereas for previous
generations foreign pen pals had meant exotic postage stamps and
blue “Par Avion” stickers, today foreign views are as accessible as
those of a next-door neighbor. As the Israeli-Lebanese conflict heated
up in the summer of 2006, I had lunch with a friend from college who
was born in Lebanon in the mid-1980s and then immigrated to the
United States. She related how she was following the conflict not by
reading the foreign dispatches by correspondents in The New York
Times or The Washington Post, but by reading blogs written by ordi-
nary citizens in Beirut, Damascus, and Jerusalem. She felt the infor-
mation was better and the opinions more “true” than anything she
could find in the press.

The people in this tech-savvy new generation—more diverse, more
educated, and more interconnected than any before it—yearn for rel-
evant leadership, for political figures who can help bring American so-
ciety all the way into the twenty-first century. They expect politics to
talk to them, because in today’s culture everything else does. From
iPods to video on demand, technology is tailored to win the attention
of individual “consumers.” The United States circa 2008 is a country
in which people are invited to “vote” for practically everything. In the
fifth-season finale of Fox TV’s American Idol talent show, more people
voted for singer Taylor Hicks (the winner) than have ever voted for a
presidential candidate in any U.S. election.

In the era of television, which reaches a great many people with a
single message, national politics came to be about appealing to broad
interest groups with simple positions on lowest-common-denominator
policy issues. Now, as the media and media choices change, so poli-
tics must change too. Indeed, it is changing already—whether or not
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the candidates recognize it. The technological advances and the cul-
tural changes that are globalizing the world are reshaping the ways we
interact with our elected officials and candidates—and them with us.
The candidates have profiles on Facebook.com, the social-networking
website targeted at college students. A Facebook group for Barack
Obama swelled to a quarter million people in less than a month, and
when Hillary Clinton went onto Yahoo! Answers to solicit ideas about
solving health care in the United States, thirty-seven thousand people
responded. They answer questions in YouTube debates. The candi-
dates have been producing podcasts of full-length speeches that 
people can download for free from Apple’s iTunes Store. With the ex-
ception of some major events covered by C-SPAN, not since 1948
have people been able to hear a speech in full by a presidential candi-
date in more or less real time—and now they can watch the video on-
line too.

Whether candidates can or will step out of their packaged-for-TV
personae and embrace the discussions, debates, and pointed ques-
tions that take place online is an open question. Will candidates and
parties be able to give up the control they’ve traditionally had of mes-
saging and media? Even Barack Obama, the youngest of the 2008
presidential candidate crop, came of age in the 1970s and 1980s dur-
ing the industrial economy and the television age. But with the devo-
lution of power in the digital age back toward individuals, to a certain
extent it won’t matter whether the candidates “get” the technology—it
will happen to them regardless. Trent Lott had little understanding of
blogs before they forced him from his job as majority leader of the
U.S. Senate, and Virginia senator George Allen had little understand-
ing of the cultural phenomenon called YouTube when it cost him his
2006 reelection bid.

Ready or not, technology is here.

WE ARE LIVING in a time in which not even glaciers are moving at a gla-
cial rate of change: Both the Helheim and Jakobshavn glaciers in
Greenland are moving at speeds exceeding eight miles a year, or about
an inch a minute—fast enough that you can see them move.

So it is with the issues that concern Americans as the 2008 presi-
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dential campaign begins in earnest. The war on terror, the challenges
to American economic preeminence, the gap between rich and poor,
the high price and low quality of American education, the bewildering
variety of health care, the looming energy crisis, and the threats of cli-
mate change—all of these issues are changing faster than politics as
usual can accommodate, for it is the way of Washington to assume
that real social change takes place slowly, an assumption that be-
comes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Marjorie Williams, the Vanity Fair political correspondent whose
life was cut short by cancer in 2005, wrote that the failures that really
matter in Washington happen so slowly that no one gets blamed for
them. And such is where we find ourselves: with creeping crises in
education, health care, energy, immigration, and basic day-to-day eco-
nomics that aren’t the fault of any one person, one party, or even one
branch of government. Once identified, though, those crises are all of
ours to meet and fix, but the leadership to address these creeping
crises over the next decade will be the responsibility, first and fore-
most, of the next president, whoever that may be.

As is often the case in modern America, today’s sense of unease
was captured by television on The West Wing, that seven-year-long
celebration of what politics and national discourse could have been.
Left behind in Indiana by the presidential motorcade, Deputy Chief
of Staff Josh Lyman and Communications Director Toby Ziegler
strike up a conversation with a man at a hotel bar. He waxes about the
challenges of modern life and paying for his daughter’s college educa-
tion, and says, “I never imagined at $55,000 a year, I’d have trouble
making ends meet. And my wife brings in another 25. My son’s in
public school. It’s no good. I mean there’s thirty-seven kids in the
class, no art and music, no advanced placement.” He turns to Toby.
“It should be a little easier. Just a little easier. ’Cause in that differ-
ence is . . . everything.” The man’s soliloquy of unease was palpable
and poignant, and what made it so was that two senior members of
the White House staff had to get accidentally left behind by the mo-
torcade and isolated by a lack of BlackBerrys and cell phones before
they would take a moment to actually listen to an ordinary American.
In life today as on television, our leaders get so caught up in the “grid”
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that they often don’t see how real life is changing for the real people
they represent.

Despite all the changes, large and small, that have brought about a
fundamentally different world of information, knowledge, and eco-
nomic interdependence, our politicians are talking about the issues in
the old language of trade and protectionism, gripes about “Benedict
Arnold CEOs,” and empty promises for change. The opportunity to
hold the world at bay, or even to debate about it at length, has come
and gone, but our discourse hasn’t changed yet.

TO SEE AND UNDERSTAND this new landscape of the first campaign, in
later chapters I consider four issues for the future and five techno-
logical battlegrounds that inspire political participation. After a tour 
of technology and its impact on politics, how it has evolved and at 
the dawn of this century brought people back into the political pro-
cess once dominated by expensive television ads, I look at the four
most critical areas for policy leaders to address in the twenty-first 
century: investments in technical infrastructure to speed economic
development; education and workforce reforms that inspire innova-
tion; health-care reforms that allow American companies and workers
to compete in a world of open markets; and the interrelated trio of 
energy, the environment, and national security that perhaps more
than anything will determine the nation’s success in the twenty-first
century.

Then to help explain the new playing field for this first technology-
driven presidential campaign, I look at the five most powerful tools of
the new era in politics: cell phones, YouTube, social-networking sites
like MySpace and Facebook, blogs, and online fund-raising. The com-
bination of these five battlegrounds and the empowerment they pro-
vide to individuals to hold their leaders accountable means that the
2008 election will be conducted on a playing field where the party es-
tablishment will have the least power of any U.S. election in history.

But first, I tell the story of how we got to this point. In doing so, I
focus on the Democratic Party, from its decline in the 1970s and
1980s to its rebirth under Clinton to its long-overdue retrofit for the
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information age since the year 2000, as the changes wrought by tech-
nology in the wider world began to make themselves felt in the elec-
toral process.

After nearly two years of reporting across the country and around
the world and well over a hundred interviews with academics, busi-
ness leaders, tech pioneers, and people from the political realm, in-
cluding the 2008 candidates themselves, I believe that the Democrats
are the party most prepared to lead America all the way into the new
century. Over the century just past, it was often the Democratic Party
that stood for the big ideas and challenged Americans to be great in
times of strife—and rallied people around the need for government
intervention to solve big problems. Franklin Delano Roosevelt chal-
lenged the nation through the lean days of the Great Depression and
the dark days of World War II. John Kennedy challenged America to
reach for the stars and thus beat the Russians. Lyndon Johnson prom-
ised a nation torn by civil rights struggles that it would get better, but
that first it might get worse. Democrats comprised the party that won
the Second World War, created Social Security, and passed the Civil
Rights Act.

Republicans, too, have offered leadership at critical moments—
whether building the interstate highway system, establishing the En-
vironmental Protection Agency, or presiding over the breakup of the
Soviet empire—and they could lead us also if the right presidential
candidate emerged. A thoughtful, moderate Republican could imple-
ment the programs necessary and rally business and community 
leaders to address the issue of American competitiveness. Michael
Bloomberg, Rudolph Giuliani, or even Arnold Schwarzenegger could
rise to the occasion (although the Governator is prohibited by the
Constitution from holding presidential office). Mitt Romney, as a ven-
ture capitalist and former governor of tech-heavy Massachusetts, un-
derstands in a key way the new playing field the United States faces
in 2008. However, so far, the national Republican Party, partly be-
cause of its small-government, low-tax ideology and partly because of
its single-minded focus on the Iraq war, homeland security, and Is-
lamist terrorism, has abdicated leadership on the core twenty-first-
century issues that I look at in this book.

Today, the GOP could follow its legacy of leadership and confront
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the new world if it chose to, but there are four key reasons—two
structural and two philosophical—why it will be difficult for the solu-
tions of the twenty-first century to come from the national Republi-
can Party as it stands now. First, as I explore later, the answer to this
problem involves expanding the role of government—not necessarily
expanding government per se but at least doing more with the govern-
ment we have. We have seen historically that certain problems are too
large, too complex, or simply too important to be left up to the free
market and the public goodwill of corporations. Globalization is one
of them. Ironically for everyone involved, opening up the world mar-
kets to trade and leveling the playing field for countries around the
globe has ended up creating problems that the open market alone
can’t solve. Second, Republican candidates face a major self-created
obstacle to solving these crises: The answers to these problems lie in
science, with which the GOP has, to say the least, recently had an
uncomfortable relationship. Take nearly any major issue—global
warming, energy, stem cells, or even evolution—and the GOP has
been on the wrong side of science. Third, if the GOP maintains its
current ideological base, moving the nation into an ideas economy
will be a death sentence. If the Republican Party doesn’t radically al-
ter its approach on key base issues, solving the issue of American
competitiveness will be akin to committing political suicide. It is 
no coincidence that everywhere the new high-tech economy is ex-
ploding—Austin, Boston, Raleigh, San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, 
Atlanta, Denver, and even northern Virginia—is trending heavily Dem-
ocratic. The fourth challenge for Republicans, of course, is a histor-
ical one. Because of their distrust of government, Republicans don’t
like rallying people around governmental solutions. The heart of the
challenge in front of us is that it will be difficult—it will require sac-
rifice by the American people and it will require asking something of
them.

While these four challenges in 2008 for Republicans will make
running in the first campaign difficult at best, they also raise the
stakes enormously for the Democratic candidates. If the Democratic
Party doesn’t win and the new Republican president follows his
party’s recent history by ignoring the looming crises of the twenty-first
century, America will push confronting these changes farther off into
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the future. America will be that much weaker and its future that
much more unsure. America’s future is far from secure right now, but
the fact lost in debate today is that our insecure future stems more
from changing economics than from terrorism or the war in Iraq. One
thing is clear: We don’t have much time.

Today the challenge of American competitiveness in a global econ-
omy cuts across all issues—it is a health-care crisis, a revenue crisis,
an education crisis, an energy crisis, a transportation crisis, and, not
least of all, a national security crisis. Unfortunately, our nation’s lead-
ers have so far paid only lip service to the blizzard of reports, warn-
ings, and anxieties bubbling up across the country.

This is the fundamental choice of the 2008 election: Our presiden-
tial candidates can run the last campaign all over again, as has been
the tendency for countless cycles, and continue to push farther into
the future the moment we confront our rising problems. Or they can
stand up and say that the world is different today and thus our politics
must be different too.

At each critical moment in the nation’s past, from the greens of
Lexington and Concord to the launching of Sputnik to the rubble of
9/11, American leaders have risen to the occasion. In this critical
2008 election, when we must choose whether America will lead in
the twenty-first century as it did in the twentieth, will our leaders and
their ideas be up to the challenge?
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