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How Dismal is the Future of American Politics?

Fifty years ago this summer, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act. Arguably, 
it was the most important piece of legislation passed by Congress in the 
twentieth century. It dismantled the physical edifice of American apartheid; 
it paved the way for the massive integration of southern schools and of higher 
education in the nation; its provisions against discrimination in employment 
led to the massive expansion of the African American middle class; and it 
set in motion a Rights Revolution that extended rights to women, gays, the 
disabled, Native Americans and new immigrants. 

As Clay Risen wrote in April 2014, the Act was ‘a monument to the capacity 
of American democracy to tackle knotty, long-standing social and political 
problems through peaceful, reasonable means…[it] offers an example of 
what the country’s legislative machinery was once capable of, and what it 
may well be able to achieve again.’

What enabled the Act to pass after the longest debate in the history of the 
Senate?

Direct action protest by African Americans in the South, and the violent 
white response they provoked, created a crisis that had to be defused. 
Presidential leadership was crucial. Its importance lay not in President 
Lyndon B Johnson’s legendary skills in personal persuasion with 
congressmen (on the whole he left the legislative strategy to the Senate 
leadership and the Justice Department and only intervened when asked 
to). Rather, LBJ’s contribution was his unwavering and uncompromising 
public commitment to the strongest possible Act. This public assurance was 
essential in persuading Republicans that, if they supported the bill, they 
would not be left in the lurch by a deal struck by LBJ and the southerners, 
as they had been in 1957. Republican votes were absolutely crucial to 
discharge the bill from the House Rules Committee, to cut off debate in the 
Senate, and to secure passage of the final bill. The most important leader 
in the House was Bill McCullough, the ranking Republican member of the 
Judiciary Committee. The key strategist in the Senate – working with Hubert 
Humphrey – was Republican Senator Thomas Kuchel, from California. 
Neither could have corralled enough votes without the support of House 
Minority Leader Charlie Halleck and Senate Minority Leader Everett 
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Dirksen. What cemented the support of Midwestern Republicans for the  
Act were the remorseless and coordinated lobbying activities of the churches. 
This pressure was decisive in persuading conservative Republicans, who had 
few African Americans in their constituencies, to desert their usual allies,  
the Southern Democrats. As conservative Republican Senator Karl Mundt  
of South Dakota observed after he cast a key pro-civil rights procedural  
vote, ‘I hope that satisfies the two goddamned bishops that called last night.’

Unwavering presidential commitment; bi-partisan leadership; and progressive 
activism by the churches.

Now, fast forward to 2012.

The 2012 presidential election was close but it should not have been. 

It should not have been close because Mitt Romney ought to have coasted to 
victory given that the unemployment rate was still almost 8%. No president 
had been re-elected with unemployment that high since Franklin D Roosevelt 
in 1936.

But then it also should not have been close because the Democrats had spent 
unprecedented sums of money from January 2012 making Romney unelectable 
by tarring him with the views of his Republican base. By the end of September 
the strategy seemed completely successful when Romney was recorded 
apparently saying that 47% of the electorate were not worth bothering about 
because they were dependent on government and he could never win their 
support. The Republicans seemed to have pressed the self-destruct button  
by writing off such a large section of the electorate.

Then Barack Obama, as it were, did not turn up to the first presidential 
debate; a still inexplicable performance. No presidential debate has been  
so lop-sided in the judgment of the polls since the debates began in 1960.  
So it was close once again.

In the end, Obama won the 2012 presidential election with 51% of the 
popular vote. Though it was close, only one other Democratic Party 
candidate for President has ever won over 50% of the popular vote in  
two successive elections: Franklin D Roosevelt.1 
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Obama had won re-election, but of course he still did not control the lower 
house in the legislature: the House of Representatives. Nevertheless, despite 
controlling the House, the Republicans were in some disarray. Leading 
members of the party worried that their reputation for right-wing extremism 
would make then unelectable in national elections in the future. There were 
not enough angry white males in America, their more pragmatic leaders 
calculated, to provide a national victory. Said Governor Bobby Jindal of 
Louisiana, ‘We’ve got to stop being the stupid party’.

Then on 14 December 2012, a young man shot and killed his mother, then 
went to the Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut, 
where she worked, and shot dead twenty children and six teachers before 
shooting himself. Obama did what he does best: he went to Newtown and  
he found the right words to bring a measure of comfort both to the distressed 
families and the devastated community. 

But Obama also promised to make gun control legislation a priority for his 
second term, to use ‘whatever power this office holds’ to prevent something 
like Newtown ever happening again. He promised to make it a ‘central issue’ 
of his administration. 

He brought the Newtown parents to Washington to lobby one-to-one with 
congressmen for the legislation.

The issue of gun control typifies many of the limits that are placed on 
American presidents and on the government in Washington. A very well-
financed lobby – the National Rifle Association (NRA) – funds many 
congressmen, and many more fear arousing the opposition of such a powerful 
group. It is not just money that makes the lobby so powerful: the NRA has 
fashioned a compelling argument that resonates with many Americans, 
particularly amongst whites in rural areas and the suburbs. Any attempt to 
regulate guns and the sale of guns in ways that would appear rational and 
uncontroversial in most countries in the world, is portrayed by the NRA as an 
attempt to take away the constitutional right, under Article 2, of all Americans 
to bear arms. It is not immediately clear that the right to sustain a well-armed 
militia is the same as a right for ordinary Americans to own their own assault 
rifles. But the NRA’s alternative interpretation has so much power that most 
American politicians are reluctant to support serious gun control.

How Dismal is the Future of American Politics?  3
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Eighty percent of the electorate supported the gun control legislation 
introduced by two conservatives, one Democrat and one Republican, both 
with impeccable voting records on gun control that had won them an ‘A’ 
rating from the NRA. The bill failed to get the sixty votes needed to allow 
it to proceed. When Obama called it a shameful day in American politics, 
unrepentant opponents claimed that the shame lay in Obama politicizing 
the issue. Senator Rand Paul said that it was sickening to see the President 
use the victims’ parents as ‘props’. Representative Steve Stockman of Texas 
echoed Paul. Obama was, he said, ‘even using children, he reminds me of 
Saddam Hussein.’ Nine months after Sandy Hook, gun enthusiasts paraded 
with their guns openly on display in Newtown. Just weeks before, a similar 
parade championing guns occurred in Aurora, Colorado, a year after a 
gunman had shot dead 12 and wounded 70 at a movie theater. 

A newly re-elected, charismatic president therefore was unable to get enacted 
a modest reform which had overwhelming popular support. 

Gun control is arguably a largely symbolic, hot button issue. Of even more 
concern was Obama’s failure to translate his election into effective action  
to avoid the so-called fiscal cliff. 

After the election, the Federal government faced a fiscal cliff created by 
Congress’s own doing. Between 1979 and 1995 the debt ceiling, introduced 
first in 1917, was raised automatically when a budget was agreed. Since 
1995 it had been routinely raised some 18 times. But Republicans saw 
the opportunity in 2011 to hold the government to ransom over the 
authorization to raise the debt ceiling. In vain, then Treasury Secretary Tim 
Geithner noted that the possible consequences of a default were catastrophic: 
‘We could trigger a depression worse than the 1930s. It will be indelible. It 
will be – it will last for generations.’ The game of chicken that ensued in 2011 
ensured that the US credit rating was downgraded for the first time ever.

In 2011 the Republican Speaker and the Democratic President failed to 
produce a Grand Bargain – increasing revenue and spending cuts – that 
would avoid a default. The problem was resolved by simply pushing it down 
the road until after the election when first, the Bush era tax cuts would 
expire, and second, automatic spending cuts – sequestration – would go  
into effect. As The New York Times noted: ‘The fiscal cliff is a granddaddy  
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of a suicide vest. This is Congress deciding to jerry-rig the system; it’s going 
to attach an explosive to the federal budget. And if they don’t act like adults 
and make mature, difficult decisions by a certain date, the whole place is 
going to blow up.’

Congress did not make mature, difficult decisions. 

Obama played tough after the election. He insisted that he had won and 
had a mandate for tax increases on the rich. But the Speaker of the House 
said the GOP had won the House and therefore would not concede either. 
Speaker Boehner came up with an alternative Plan B – but his own party 
would not support that because it involved some tax increases. No wonder 
the Speaker, going into the Oval Office, told Senate Majority Leader Harry  
Reid, with whom he was usually on good terms, to ‘go [expletive deleted] 
himself.’ The frustrated Speaker complained that you could not get 218  
votes in the House to make Mother Theresa a saint if that was a rider  
added to the budget. 

There was a last minute deal: some extra tax revenue and the spending 
cuts were pushed down the road once again. But in the summer of 2013 we 
were there again as Republicans, encouraged by Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, 
sought to make any approval of a budget and increasing the debt ceiling 
contingent on defunding Obamacare. This time the government shut down. 
The short-term deal to reopen the government has been solidified slightly this 
year. A new budget in January 2014, engineered by Senator Patty Murray 
and Congressman Paul Ryan, guaranteed the funding of the government 
until September, and the renewed fight over the debt ceiling was softened  
by the realization by enough Republicans that they had tested the patience  
of the electorate.

Nevertheless, as Adam Posen of the Peterson Institute observed, after 
calculating that the shutdown cost 750,000 jobs and knocked one per cent 
off GDP: ‘The United States has benefited for decades for standing out for  
the quality of governance. We’re not Italy. We’re not Greece. Now we’re  
just wilfully closing the gap.’

***
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Why is it so difficult for a popular American president to get anything done?

Obama has not been the most effective President in winning over Congress 
and the people. Obama’s advisers, who had won the election in 2008, were 
entirely too confident that they could win over Congress. One observer 
noted that Obama had an ‘indifference to doing the small things a White 
House could do to mitigate the problems on the Hill.’ Franklin D Roosevelt 
never forgot that it is impossible to over-flatter American congressmen. A 
Republican minority leader ruefully noted that his freshmen representatives 
came out of meeting Roosevelt with stars in their eyes. They do not come  
out of meeting Obama with the same feeling. 

For all his eloquence on the stump, Obama has failed to communicate 
effectively with ordinary Americans, not just with congressional leaders. 
The Republicans know that. They know that Obama cannot threaten them 
with voter disapproval; that he cannot enlist their constituents in a righteous 
cause that would force a reluctant congressman to toe the line. Roosevelt 
was a patrician gentleman farmer from upstate New York. But a North 
Carolina textile worker could say that Roosevelt was the first man in the 
White House who knew that his boss was a son of a bitch. Obama does not 
convey that same empathy.  One Utah wife and mother said, ‘I’d love to bring 
him to Utah and bring him through a couple of coalmines for a day, walking 
through waist-deep water, instead of sitting in a suit behind a desk.’

No issue summed up the Obama presidency more than health care reform, 
where he abdicated responsibility for detailed legislation to Congress, 
allowed the Democrats to go home for the summer of 2009 completely 
unprepared for the firestorm that the newly formed Tea Party would create, 
and then carelessly saw Ted Kennedy’s seat in Massachusetts fall to the 
Republicans, thus losing Obama his supermajority. What should have been 
a landmark reform on the lines of the Social Security Act of 1935 – and an 
impregnable source of electoral support – rapidly became toxic.

But seldom has politics been SO polarized in the US on party lines. As one 
political scientist noted, ‘It has gotten so bad that Republicans don’t want 
to be seen publicly in the presence of Democrats or have a Democrat profess 
friendship for them or vice versa.’ The 60-vote target in the Senate – the 
filibuster-proof figure – highlights that trend. The filibuster used to be the 
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occasional preserve of a crusading politician like Senator George Norris on 
a matter of principle (the development of Muscle Shoals) or of southerners 
determined to stop civil rights legislation (in the 1930s anti-lynching 
legislation). Between 1917 and 1970 there were only 58 closure votes 
prompted by filibusters. Since 2009 there have been well over 250; usually 
vain attempts to cut off debate. Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid noted 
that Lyndon Johnson faced only one filibuster. In six years Reid faced 386.

Veterans of the Senate in the 1970s remember a very different politics. Their 
job was to make laws. To do that you had to compromise, to reach across the 
aisles. Nowadays, they complain, senators are not interested in legislation. 
Instead they want to find a symbolic, hot button issue like abortion or gay 
marriage, often issues on which the legislature cannot meaningfully act, and 
insist on roll-call votes in which they can nail their opponents for being on 
the wrong side of the issue. 

But one South Carolina Republican candidate for Congress summed up the 
opposing view of working across the aisles: the only purpose to work across 
the aisles, he said, is to head butt your opponent.

In 2010, Senator Evan Bayh, the centrist Democrat from Indiana, announced 
that he would not run again, even though he had $13 million in his campaign 
war chest. He lamented the rancorous partisan behaviour in which both 
sides appeal to their base and do not reach out to the centre. He recalled his 
father, elected in 1968: ‘Back in my father’s day, the saying was you legislated 
for four years and you ran for re-election for two. [Now you run for six]. If 
you’re constantly raising funds, if you’re constantly running for re-election, 
that affects how people behave.’ A policy adviser to Senate Republicans sadly 
noted: ‘I used to think that it would take a global financial crisis to get both 
parties to the table. But we just had one. These days I wonder if this country 
is governable.’

Two political scientists, working for the conservative American Enterprise 
Institute, wrote It’s Even Worse Than It Looks, and blamed ideologically 
extreme Republicans for the debacle. They cite a bipartisan move to tackle the 
problem of entitlements – rising social security costs – that was co-sponsored 
by eight Senate Republicans, yet when it came up for vote, none of the 
co-sponsors voted for it. 
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There has been an exodus of moderates from Congress, either retiring or 
being defeated in primaries. In 2012 Republican member of the House, 
Steven LaTourette of Ohio, stood down suddenly after nine terms in 
Congress: ‘I have reached the conclusion that the atmosphere today and the 
reality that exists in the House of Representatives no longer encourages the 
finding of common ground,’ he said. LaTourette told reporters that to rise in 
party ranks, politicians must now hand over, ‘your wallet and your voting 
card’ to party extremes and he was uninterested. When Joseph Lieberman 
finally resigned from the Senate, he lamented, ‘the partisan polarization of 
our politics which prevents us from making the principled compromises on 
which progress in a democracy depends and which right now prevents us 
from restoring our fiscal solvency as a nation.’

Most people in Washington come from safe seats. One calculation suggests 
that in 1992 there were 103 members of Congress elected from swing seats 
where the margin of victory was less than 5% of the margin in the presidential 
race. In 2012 the number had fallen to 35. The analyst concluded, ‘The House 
has never been so partisan – and yet there have probably never been so few 
members of the House who are at risk of losing their seats.’ There is a reason 
for that: the control of incumbents over ‘re-districting’ (the drawing up of 
boundaries for constituencies). Republicans in 2012 polled a million fewer 
votes in House elections than their Democratic opponents, yet they still have a 
majority in the House. In 2012 just over two million North Carolinians voted 
for Congress. The Democrats edged the popular vote by 81,000 votes, yet 
they ended up with only four out of thirteen congressional seats as a result of 
the Republican legislature’s redistricting efforts. The Republicans shepherded 
Democratic voters – particularly African Americans – into three seats, where 
the Democrats piled up between 75-85% of the vote, but then safeguarded 
GOP majorities in the remaining seats.2 

In safe seats, the key election therefore is the primary election of the 
politician’s own party, rather than the general election. The key voters they 
have to satisfy are their party activists, who, on both sides, are much more 
extreme than the electorate at large. 

Many in America seem to deny the legitimacy of an Obama presidency. You 
can disagree about Obama, but that is different from denying that he is an 
American, or a Christian or to go on arguing that he was born outside the 
United States. 
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The language of war is pervasive. In the Senate race in Wyoming, Lynne 
Cheney, the daughter of former vice-President Dick Cheney, attempted to 
defeat a Republican who had an almost impeccable conservative voting 
record but who was polite and talked to members of the opposing party. 
But he was not sufficiently hostile to Obama for Cheney’s taste. Cheney 
argued that Obama had waged war on the American right to bear arms, 
on the health care industry and on religion. She said: ‘President Obama has 
launched a war on our Second Amendment rights. He has launched a war on 
our religious freedom. He has used the IRS to launch a war on our freedom 
of speech. He has used the EPA to launch a war on Wyoming’s ranchers, 
farmers and energy industry.’

Conversely, Democrats argue Republicans are waging war on women.

At the local level, it is Democrats who are using filibusters and direct 
action protest to stop majority rule by the Republicans. Texas State Senator 
Wendy Davis achieved national attention in 2013 in an eleven hour speech 
designed to talk-out a bill restricting abortion rights. It is harder in the Texas 
legislature to filibuster than in the US Senate. In Texas the speaker cannot 
deviate from the subject, eat, drink, or even lean on the desk. In North 
Carolina, weekly protests called Moral Monday resumed to protest the 
new Republican legislature cutting welfare, restricting abortion rights, and 
bringing in Voter ID laws clearly designed to deter African Americans from 
voting. Distinguished academics from Duke and Chapel Hill have gloried in 
getting arrested. 

***

But we need to beware the notion of a Golden Age; that today’s politics are 
necessarily uniquely gloomy. In some ways the future of American politics 
has always been dismal.

In the Great Depression after 1929, on the eve of the extraordinarily creative 
New Deal period and at a time of intense economic need and distress, 
Americans elected politicians who were only interested in cutting taxes and 
providing the most miserly and niggardly social welfare provision, or repealing 
Prohibition, or who were charlatans. My favorite is John Brinkley, who was 
almost elected Governor of Kansas. He was a quack doctor, peddling a goat 
gland cure for either cancer or male impotence. Unlicensed in Kansas he 
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operated instead across the Mexican border with a powerful radio station 
reaching right across the plains states playing country and western music and 
selling his patent medicine. He sold signed pictures of Jesus, the tablecloth 
from the Last Supper and a wind-up doll of John the Baptist whose head fell 
off when the clock wound down. No wonder on the eve of Roosevelt taking 
power in 1933, the respected columnist Walter Lippmann despaired  
of Congress and called for dictatorial powers for the new President.

In World War II, when the American government mobilized enormous 
financial and human resources to defeat Hitler and Japan, David Brinkley 
presents a devastating account of the corrupt, small-minded, small-town, 
patronage-obsessed politicians in Congress.

In 1960, on the eve of the New Frontier and the Great Society of Kennedy 
and Johnson – a period of unprecedented legislative activism – James 
McGregor Burns wrote of the Deadlock of Democracy; of how Congress 
was incapable of acting because a conservative coalition of segregationist 
southern Democrats and Republicans stymied any reform. In 1964 Richard 
Bolling, the Missouri Congressman, wrote House Out of Order. A year 
later Senator Joseph S Clark of Pennsylvania, wrote Congress: The Sapless 
Branch. He was denouncing the Senate establishment that we now, in 
retrospect, celebrate as The Last Great Senate.

***

Of course, in some ways, a limited chief executive and a limited federal 
government was what the American system was always meant to be like.

The framers of the American Constitution aimed to create a central 
government that was strong enough to protect the new nation against 
foreign enemies and to restrict the damage that could be done domestically 
to commerce and industry by dangerous radicals in the backcountry. But, 
fundamentally, the separation of powers was designed to prevent Americans 
being ruled by another George III. 

No matter how much revisionists re-cast the making of the Constitution, and 
challenge ‘the myth of statelessness’ in the nineteenth century, for the first 150 
years of the United States, neither the president nor the federal government was 
very important to most Americans.

10  How Dismal is the Future of American Politics?
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In the late 1880s the White House under Grover Cleveland was so lightly 
staffed that the President himself used to have to open the door to visitors. 
When Cleveland offered a friend of his the post of Secretary to the President 
the friend was insulted to be asked to do such an unimportant job.

As late as the 1920s, Washington and the federal government played little 
part in the lives of ordinary Americans. Less than 3% of Americans paid 
federal income tax. 

War and economic crisis created the modern American state and the modern 
presidency.

The demands of mobilizing for World War II and then fighting the Cold War 
created what Eisenhower called the military industrial complex and gave far-
reaching national security powers to the government. The Depression of the 
1930s led to the creation of an American welfare state and the notion of the 
government as the ultimate manager of the economy.

By the late 1960s, especially after the mass of domestic reform legislation 
that Lyndon Johnson drove through Congress, 1964-1966, scholars talked 
not of an enfeebled or handcuffed president but of an Imperial Presidency. 
But the celebration of an Imperial Presidency was short-lived. A reaction 
set in against the presidential power which had been exercised in the 
Vietnam War, where Johnson had committed half a million troops in a 
failed war without a congressional declaration of war.  The investigation 
of the Watergate break-in and cover-up led the House to vote articles of 
impeachment against Richard Nixon. Not only were the dirty tricks of 
the Nixon White House revealed, but also the extent of American covert 
activity at home and abroad: all supposedly justified by the needs of National 
Security but often prompted by domestic political motives.

But it was not just the abuses of presidential power that eroded public trust  
in the federal government and politicians.

In 1963 75% of Americans believed that the federal government could be 
relied on to do the right thing. It was not surprising that they had that faith. 
They, or their parents, had seen the federal government rescue them in the 
Depression. They had seen the nation mount an extraordinary effort to 
defeat Hitler. They had benefited from unprecedented prosperity since 1940, 
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which the federal government appeared to mastermind through Keynesian 
compensatory spending policies. Above all, that generation had benefited from 
the GI bill with its assistance to millions of Americans to buy their homes, go 
to college, and to meet their health care needs. No federal programme has ever 
been administered more efficiently and with fewer bureaucratic snarl-ups.

The long, unbroken record of economic growth was destroyed by the 
stagflation of the 1970s. Inflation and a lack of economic growth, 
compounded by the dramatic rise in oil prices, destroyed popular confidence 
that policy-makers in Washington could macro-manage economic growth. 
The real income of average Americans did not increase between the mid-
1960s and the mid-1990s – the shortfall in family income was made up by 
more and more women working. Whereas Americans used to believe that 
their children would be better off than they were, that optimism had ceased 
to be the norm by the late 1980s. And this pessimism would gather even 
greater force after the financial collapse of 2008. Rather than the federal 
government being the solution to the problem, first Reagan and his allies, 
then Gingrich’s Republicans who broke through in 1994, and then the Tea 
Party of today, all believe that the federal government is the problem.

As a result, by the 1990s less than one in four Americans had that same faith 
in the federal government. Now the figure is even lower. Now less than one 
in ten Americans trust the federal government to do the right thing.  

One usual indicator of the poor health of American democracy is the low 
level of voter participation and its steady decline. Actually, if you look 
at presidential elections that is largely a myth – and in 2008 there was a 
real bounce back. And high turnout does not necessarily produce good 
government. The second highest turnout in presidential elections was in 1860 
– and that sparked the Civil War. Turnout levels were generally very high in 
the late nineteenth century – the most corrupt period in American politics 
and the most ineffective time for the federal government. The real problem 
for voter turnout is at the state and local level. There lies the explanation 
that the US has the lowest participation rates amongst democracies with the 
exception of Switzerland. The common factor with Switzerland is that both 
have so many elections.

Nevertheless, there are two consequences of low turnout. First, it gives even 
more influence to organized pressure groups and unrestricted money. And 
second, disproportionately, the less well-off don’t vote. 
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To satisfy their party base, politicians look not for meaningful legislation, 
but symbolic, hot button issues like abortion or gay marriage. These are 
divisive, arousing deep emotions, and symbolic because they will usually be 
decided in the courts, not in the legislature. These issues are often religiously 
based. I believe the malign influence of religion on American politics is 
profound.

The passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act was the culmination of a rich 
tradition of social activism and the pursuit of social justice by churches in the 
United States. Evangelicals had been at the forefront of the campaigns to end 
the slave trade and abolish slavery. Ministers propagating a ‘social gospel’ at 
the end of the nineteenth century powered the movement to end the worst 
excesses of industrial exploitation for workers, women and children. The 
Catholic bishops in the 1980s stated that the words of the gospel mandated 
‘a preference for the poor’. Across the United States, churches through 
voluntary action and private charities try to fill the gaps in social provision 
caused by the ramshackle nature of the American welfare state. They are 
often refuges for illegal immigrants. Individual giving by American church 
people is unmatched in its generosity in the western world. 

But religion was also the single most important indicator in the early twentieth 
century of partisan political allegiances and it was also used, despite the 
separation of church and state, to impose right behaviour and belief on 
the population as whole: for example, Prohibition and statutes banning 
the teaching of evolution in the schools. After the ferocious anti-Catholic 
campaign against Al Smith in 1928, there was, however, almost a religious 
truce in the United States. Evangelicals retreated from politics – to avoid the 
corruption of this world. Presidents like FDR, Truman and Eisenhower were 
religious, but they did not believe they had publicly to flaunt their religiosity.

It all changed in the 1970s when evangelicals mobilized politically. They 
saw how the churches had mobilized for a liberal cause, the great 1964 Civil 
Rights Act, and now they intended to mobilize for socially conservative 
goals. They worked with Catholics in a Moral Majority on issues like 
abortion, prayer in school, tax-exempt status for segregationist academies, 
the teaching of creationism and, more recently, same sex marriage.

The question What Would Jesus Do? is pervasive and not automatically 
a good guide to public policy. As Mike Huckabee, born-again Christian 
presidential candidate answered, Jesus Christ would have more sense than  
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to stand for President of the United States. In Greenville, Mississippi, a young 
man decided that his church should integrate. The rest of the congregation 
disagreed, particularly his mother. What would Jesus say, he asked his 
mother, if he were standing on the steps of First Presbyterian Church in 
Greenville. I know, his mother replied, exactly what Jesus would say – and  
he would be wrong.

In 2013 we had a Georgia congressman running for the Senate who argued 
that global warming is a hoax, that the earth is 900 years old, and that 
‘evolution, embryology and the big-bang theory are lies straight from hell’.

Scholars point to a falling off in evangelical political activism and to more 
progressive stances by younger evangelicals, but the impact of evangelicals –
who constitute a quarter of the electorate and a third of the Republican party 
base – still creates an atmosphere of moral conformity and anti-intellectual 
fundamentalism that bedevils American politics.

***

A former Governor of Georgia recalled that when he ran for statewide office 
in 1971 he spent $175,000. Much of that was spent on signs that supporters 
put up in their gardens. In addition, he spoke all over the state. Twenty five 
years later when he ran for the Senate, he spent all his time on the phone, 
raising money to spend on TV ads. He made few campaign speeches and 
brought the odd sign to satisfy old-time supporters. 

Now the Supreme Court has effectively ruled out any limits on campaign 
contributions by independent Political Action Committees and corporations.

In 2010 the average winner of a seat in the House of Representatives spent 
$1.4 million on his or her campaign. The average winner of a Senate seat 
spent $9.8 million. This year over $20 million will be spent as Kay Hagan 
in North Carolina attempts to hang on to what Republicans believe is the 
most vulnerable Democratic seat in the Senate. Money from the national 
Democratic Party will pit itself against funding from American Crossroads 
and from Americans for Prosperity. In an attempt to unseat Walter Jones – the 
veteran conservative, but anti-war, North Carolina Republican congressman 
– over a million dollars came in from the Emergency Committee for Israel and 
the Ending Spending Action Fund, bankrolled by billionaire donors.3 
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In 2012 Obama and Romney raised a combined total of more than two 
billion dollars. Most of the advertising in the 2012 presidential campaign 
was decidedly negative: it was found that 80% of the ads put out by Obama 
and 84% of the ads put out by Romney were negative.

But see how this works at the level of Congress and locally. If you look at 
the House Financial Services Committee, which controls the legislation 
regulating banks and financial services, the financial services industry 
contributed $9.4m to members of the committee in six months in 2013. 
It would be naïve to think that this funding does not bring untrammelled 
corporate influence. It surely is not unconnected to one of the most regressive 
taxation systems in the world. 

***

What are the policy consequences of this dysfunctional politics? Does it 
matter?

One consequence is, I suspect, common to the US and many other western 
democracies. It is hard to draw up in the United States sensible legislation 
that won’t lead to unintended consequences. It is even harder to implement 
such legislation in practice. The immensely complicated health care reform is 
one example. The Dodd-Frank legislation to regulate financial services in all 
its 900 plus pages – still largely unenforced – is another.

It seemed after 2012 that immigration reform had a chance because the 
Republicans were desperate to make amends to Hispanic voters – the force 
of the future in American politics. Republicans as diverse as Jeb Bush and 
Rand Paul argued that the party had no future until it could get past the 
immigration issue. (For similar reasons Paul argued that the Party had to 
abandon its ‘crazy’ obsession with voter ID.) There are 11 million illegal 
immigrants in the United States. As one of my alumna, an Indian from the 
sub-continent in California, said ‘we are doing the jobs Americans won’t 
do – the lowest-paid service and cleaning jobs – and the jobs they can’t 
do because their education system is crap’; she worked in research in the 
computer industry. What to do about illegal immigrants already in the 
United States and how to halt the flow of illegal immigration? There is a 
simple conservative answer: make the border absolutely secure with a 3,000 
mile fence and round up illegal immigrants and send them back. Then make 
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sure those already in America do not get welfare payments, that they do  
not have driving licenses, and that their children cannot go to school. 

The Senate passed a meaningful immigration reform measure, which 
allowed for a route to citizenship for illegal immigrants already there, 
with the quid pro quo of tightening security on the border. The measure 
provides for 20,000 additional Border Patrol agents, a 350 mile fence, and 
billions for security – the provision of drones and a radar system that was 
originally designed to track the Taliban. Business groups want this reform. A 
conservative like Senator John McCain from Arizona, aware of the power of 
Hispanic votes, wants this reform. Yet they look unlikely to win over House 
Republicans. McCain went back to Arizona to argue his case last summer: 
‘There’s no way you’re going to round up everyone and send them across the 
border,’ he told his constituents. He might have pointed out that if you put all 
the illegal Mexican immigrants in buses to take them back over the border 
the traffic jam would reach to the Canadian border. But his message seems 
to be falling on deaf ears. Only last week Obama lamented that the small 
window of opportunity for action in the House was rapidly disappearing. 
Once everybody gears up for the midterms, and then for 2016, there seems 
little prospect of House support for the Senate bill.4 

Even without the gridlock over the fiscal cliff, American politicians are 
unlikely to make a real impact on the budget deficit. No politician has 
either the incentive or the will to tackle the problems of entitlements. 
Franklin D Roosevelt predicted this in 1935 when he launched the social 
security program. Critics complained that the program – old age insurance 
and unemployment insurance – was regressive because it relied solely on 
contributions from workers and employers. Roosevelt explained:

These taxes were never a problem of economics. They were politics 
all the way through. We put these payroll contributions there so as to 
give the contributors a legal, moral and political right to collect their 
unemployment benefits. With those taxes in, no damn politician can 
ever scrap my social security program.

He was right.

Wherever America turns overseas, it faces troubling dilemmas.
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When you are the world’s only superpower, it is tempting – and many 
Americans assume this – to think that overwhelming military might will 
enable you to intervene anywhere in the world and impose your will.

The Americans discovered the perils of arrogant unilateralism in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq. It is difficult to impose democracy from 40,000 feet, 
as they discovered in Bosnia. It is even harder if you put boots on the ground. 
Barack Obama – to use Joseph Nye’s formulation – has, for all his rhetoric, 
been a transactional rather than a transformational president; and in Nye’s 
view that is not necessarily a bad thing. On the whole Obama has been 
skeptical about military intervention and has favoured smart, rather than 
hard power.

In the Middle East, the Obama administration leads from behind: in Libya 
relatively successfully, but with disastrous consequences in Syria. It is 
galling for a superpower to realize that, as David Brooks outlined, ‘When 
you look at all the policy options for dealing with the Syria situation, they 
are all terrible or too late.’ In Ukraine we also see the dangers of that same 
awkward combination of bluster and negotiation that characterizes Obama’s 
relations with Congress. Tough rhetoric abroad that is incapable of being 
followed up by action results in a loss of faith in American commitments 
among other vulnerable allies.

The other problem for a superpower is that your client states call the shots 
and prevent what might otherwise be reasonable solutions. You might 
expect regimes that are completely dependent on the Americans to accept 
American direction, but those client regimes also know that the Americans 
have no alternative but to support them. That was true with the South 
Vietnam government in the 1960s. It is true with the Israelis and the 
Egyptian military now.

The rise of China as a world economic power alarms many in America. 
They look at China’s GDP matching America’s (likely to happen this year), 
its increasing military strength, its hoovering up of natural resources across 
the globe, its aggressive actions in the South China Sea and its support of 
distasteful regimes. There has been a long debate in the United States about 
how China would use its economic muscle, notably its ownership of so much 
American debt. One side says that surely China would not use its power to 
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bring down the US economy because that would do great damage to its own 
economy? Others argue that Chinese history indicates a willingness to suffer 
short-term pain for long-term gain. So should China be contained or should 
it be engaged with? 

It is not clear what the American response is going to be. But the omens are 
probably for engagement. The Chinese government cooperated with the 
American Treasury and central banks in the effort to shore up the global 
financial system in 2009. It will be decades before Chinese per capita GDP 
matches the US. It will be decades before their military might match the US. 
China signally fails to use effectively its potentially enormous ‘soft’ power in 
diplomacy and foreign policy. The US has potential friends from Vietnam to 
Indonesia who fear domination by the Chinese. Chinese officials speak of a 
Chinese Dream in terms reminiscent of the American Dream. That dream is 
threatened by internal economic problems and rising consumer expectations 
which can bring disorder and even threats to the regime. Tension with the 
West can only exacerbate that problem. Chinese officials talk about a win-
win situation: if China and the West get on well, both will benefit hugely.

The oil price shock of 1973 was arguably the single most important cause 
of long-term American economic malaise and the popular loss of faith in  
the federal government. The subsequent search for energy independence  
for the oil-guzzling United States has always seemed a wistful dream. 

Yet that dream is about to come true. The International Energy Agency says 
it expects the US to overtake Russia as the world’s biggest gas producer by 
2015 and to become all but self-sufficient in its energy needs by about 2035. 
The ability to extract oil and gas from shale rock means that the US is on 
track to overtake Saudi Arabia as the world’s largest oil producer as early as 
2017 and to become a net exporter of oil and gas by 2025. At the same time, 
US consumption has fallen by a tenth in six years. By some estimates oil 
prices will fall to just $50 a barrel in the next two years.5 

The former chair of BP, David Simon, believes that this is the most important 
energy development in his lifetime. It could do wonders for the American 
economy, as compared to China. It lessens the strategic importance of the 
Middle East for America.
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There is a potential downside. A dramatic fall in oil prices could destabilize 
the monarchies in the Persian Gulf who have up to now bought-off their 
populations with oil-funded spending. It could drive Russia, as we have 
seen recently, to fan the flames of nationalism and seek conflict with its 
neighbours. It could prompt China to develop a large and aggressive Navy to 
secure its supply lines in the Gulf. In a global economy, America as the sole 
superpower will still want to maintain regional security and a stable global 
market. Climate change specialists worry that energy independence would 
remove the incentives to innovate to lessen the reliance on fossil fuels. 

But it is difficult not to be optimistic in the short to medium term about the 
impact of energy independence on the American economy.

It is therefore salutary to reflect that so many of the problems facing 
American policy-makers, and so many of the dilemmas those policy-makers 
wrestle with, have little to do with the current dysfunctional nature of 
American politics.

***

Except in war and economic crisis, the American political system has 
often been dysfunctional and its future dismal. But America has somehow 
survived and prospered and the indications are that it will continue to do 
so. It is dangerous to be panglossian in the face of policy gridlock, rising 
inequality, and the levels of anger and frustration that are the small talk of 
current political discourse. It is not necessarily healthy that who is chair of 
the Federal Reserve matters more both to Americans and to us, than who is 
President. So, it pays not to be complacent.

Richard Harris, former Bishop of Oxford, recently drew attention to the 
words of Reinhold Niebuhr in The Irony of American History:

We cannot expect even the wisest of nations to escape every peril 
of moral and spiritual complacency; for nations have always been 
constitutionally self-righteous. But it will make a difference whether 
the culture in which the politics of nations is formed is only as 
deep and as high as the nation’s highest ideals; or whether there is 
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a dimension of the culture from which the element of vanity in all 
human ambitions is discerned…[we need] an experience of repentance 
for the false meanings which the pride of nations and cultures 
introduced into the pattern. Such repentance is the true source of 
charity; and we are more desperately in need of genuine charity than 
of more technocratic skills.

It has been my privilege and pleasure to study and to talk about American 
history and politics for almost fifty years. With Niebuhr’s caution in mind, 
I encourage everybody to enjoy that topic in the future, however dismal, as 
much as I have enjoyed it in the past. Thank you for your patience.
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Notes  

1  If the election had taken place in Britain it would not have been close. I spoke in two 
British high schools in the weeks immediately before the election. In one case, their 
year twelve students would have voted 50 to 5 for Obama, in the other case it would 
have been 40 to 1 for Obama. In the Cambridge Union the students voted 350 to 50 to 
reelect Obama. One poll suggested that 83% of Tory party activists preferred Obama  
to Romney. One of the purposes of this lecture is to try and tease out the reasons for 
this disconnect between the rest of the world and US politics.

2  In the 2014, Republicans did get a slim majority of the votes in the congressional 
elections in North Carolina. But in one of the most competitive states in the country, 
Republicans control the state congressional delegation 10-3. The closest race had 
a nearly 15 point gap between the candidates. It used to be the Democrats who 
gerrymandered the districts, now it is, as Rob Christensen of The News & Observer 
(Raleigh) noted, the Republicans who ‘are the Picasso’s of gerrymandering, aided by 
increasingly sophisticated computer programs and redistricting experts.’

3  $20 million was a gross under-estimate. The Senate race in North Carolina ended up as 
the most expensive in the nation’s history. It cost over $111 million and funded 102,000 
television adverts. At $16.25 per voter, the race was not the most expensive in terms of 
spending per voter.  That distinction belonged to the Senate raced in Alaska at $120.58 
per voter.

4  Shortly after the 2014 midterm elections which saw the Republicans gain control of 
the Senate and have the largest numbers of GOP seats in the House since 1946, Obama 
took executive action too break the deadlock on immigration. He protected from 
deportation 4.3 million illegal immigrants who had either arrived in the US before 
2010, and arrived in the US under the age of 16; or arrived in the US before 2010,  
and have at least one child who is a US citizen or legal resident.

5  As I write in January 2015, the price has fallen to $48.48.
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THE ECCLES CENTRE was founded by David and Mary Eccles in 1991. 
Based at the British Library – which houses one of the world’s foremost 
collections of American books, manuscripts, journals, newspapers and 
sound recordings – the Centre has two broad aims: to increase awareness 
and use of the Library’s North American holdings, and to promote and 
support the study of North America in schools and universities in the 
United Kingdom.

The Centre’s programme includes lectures, conferences, concerts, seminars, 
teacher and student events and web based study resources. The Centre 
works in co-operation with the Library’s American curatorial team, with 
members of the American Studies community in the UK, and with other 
partners interested in the advancement of knowledge about America. 
The focus of the Eccles Centre is on North America, in particular the US 
and Canada, but can extend to include the hemispheric, comparative and 
international topics in which the US and Canada play a major part.

Full details of the Eccles Centre’s programme can be found at  
www.bl.uk/ecclescentre
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