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SANTORUM AD:  They all claim to have what it takes to lead America. But one of 
them is now on an epic trip that will prove beyond doubt he possesses the courage, 
fortitude and remarkable patience it will take to be president. 
 
WEBB:  The republicans would like you to believe that they are on the 
march – with a set of candidates straining for the opportunity to retake the White 
House  

ROMNEY CLIP: It also means that if you don’t like what they do, you could fire 
them. I like being able to fire people that provide services to me. 

BACHMANN CLIP: I introduce the light bulb freedom of choice act so people could all 
purchase the light bulb of their choice. 

GINGRICH CLIP: By the end of my second term we will have the first permanent 
base on the moon and it will be American. 

PERRY CLIP:  I would do away with the education ah, the, er, (laughter) the I, I, 
commerce, and let’s see, I can’t, the third one I can’t sorry. (laughter) Oops.  

WEBB:  Oops indeed. It hasn’t been plain sailing, to put it mildly. Some 
hopefuls dropped out early, some imploded, all, it is fair to say, have struggled to 
connect. So what is going on? The American Republican Party is an institution of 
huge power and purpose. It has been responsible for much that is good about 
modern America – and many of the ideas that have helped shape the economic and 
political culture of the world. Since Abraham Lincoln it has often been on the right 
side of history. What has happened? Why do its presidential candidates seem so 
weak? What is its message, its promise in the modern world?  

OLSEN:   A Republican Party that pretends that nothing’s changed since 
1980 is one that will hand power to the Democrats for the next two decades. 

COST:   The reality is that both parties are faced with the end of an era. For 
over half a century we could have social welfare spending, a massive military, low taxes 
and a balanced budget. And we can’t have those anymore and neither party has come to 
terms with it. 

WEBB:  The sound bite version of the plight of the Republican Party is 
told by the primaries – it’s a picture of disharmony pure and simple. Mitt hates 
Newt and Newt hates Mitt and they both despise Rick – and Rick hates their sin if 
not them.  



WEBB:  If you get your news of the Republicans from the primaries 
you might believe that the party’s central problem is that it is split. You’d be wrong. 
Henry Olsen is a conservative republican who watches the party from his perch as 
vice chairman of the American Enterprise Institute. 

OLSEN:  The party is more unified on general principles, first order policies, 
than they’ve been in my lifetime. Even among moderates, there tends to be a strong 
support for the sort of things that Conservatives propose on the economy. But there’s not 
really a wing of the Republican Party, as there was in the 1970s, that actively favoured 
the expansion of government. There’s not really a wing in the Republican Party that 
actively and openly supports the sort of social agenda that one finds advocates for in the 
Democratic Party. So the party does have its differences but it’s differences within a 
much narrower band.  

WEBB:  Which sounds politically promising. But unity has come at a 
price – a price set out in stark terms by the historian Francis Fukuyama – himself a 
one-time Republican. 

FUKUYAMA:  Basically all of the more liberal Republicans have now left 
the party. The people around George W. Bush’s father really don’t have a comfortable 
home. Certainly the older Rockefeller Republican types have all left. So it’s true that 
there’s a much more ideological unity, but it’s at the expense I think of ideological 
flexibility. 

WEBB:  It’s certainly true that the very phrase “Rockefeller 
Republican” has an archaic feel to it – facing election disaster with the right wing 
candidate Barry Goldwater in the 1964 presidential contest Senator Nelson 
Rockefeller led the left wing of the party into battle which he launched at the party 
convention. 

ROCKEFELLER CLIP: “These are people who have nothing in common with 
Americanism. The Republican Party must repudiate these people." 

WEBB:  He was in many ways the representative of what became the 
mainstream - a status that took him all the way to the vice presidency under Gerald 
Ford. In those days the party had a right wing and a left wing – both with 
considerable bases of support around the nation. As we’ve already heard that is no 
longer the case. So this programme will examine who are the modern day 
republicans. What do they believe? Do they have ideas that might fix capitalism? 
Can they persuade the nation that their ideas make sense? The many Republicans I 
knew in my eight years working in America for the BBC have not gone mad, or 
gone bad, although some have gone missing. And their party has certainly changed.  



LIND:   If you look at mid-century conservatism, the social base tended to 
be the Mid-West. 

WEBB:  Michael Lind is a former Republican – he helped set up the 
non-partisan New America Foundation – and he’ll take us on a geography field trip. 

LIND:   In the early 21st century, the geographic base of American 
Conservatism is the Deep South. In 1964 more Republican members of Congress voted 
for the Civil Rights Act than Democratic members because of the large contingent of 
white supremacist, segregationist Southern Democrats. What has happened in the last 
generation is that the conversion of Conservative Southern Democrats to the Republican 
Party is almost complete. And in converting, they’ve not simply added a constituency to 
the Republican Party, but they’ve pretty much taken it over and they dominate the base 
and also the congressional delegation.  

WEBB:  Here’s the important point. What Michael Lind describes is 
both geographical and intellectual. The geographical shift south is accompanied by 
a psychological shift south and that psychological shift is what’s led him to leave the 
party  

LIND:   The South is this deeply messed up region. I say this, I’m a native 
Southerner myself from Texas - but the South is not part of the American mainstream. 
It’s almost sort of a country within a country. And since even before the Civil War, it’s 
had this tradition of fear and loathing of central government and this idea that its people 
and its institutions are under attack by alien outside forces. You can’t understand the 
paranoia and the rejectionism of the modern American Right without recognising that 
much of it comes from the political culture of white southerners. 

WEBB:  But hold on – if the south is so different from the rest of the 
country why has the Republican Party – which still exists in the rest of the country – 
not got other wings saying other things as it did in the past? Why aren’t the money 
men – the captains of industry who care little about southern obsessions with guns 
and gay marriage - speaking out more loudly? Because – says Michael Lind - they 
have all coalesced around one big idea and this idea is the key to the modern unity 
of the party. 



LIND:   The thing that holds together the Republican Party is opposition to 
the government. So it’s a strange alliance of convenience, but it kind of paralyses the 
Republicans as a governing party because if the only thing that holds your Libertarian 
and your Social Conservative wings together is hatred of the state, then not only do you 
have problems explaining why you want to take over the government - other than simply 
dismantle it - but you don’t have a positive programme once you’re in power. Because in 
practice Republicans in power, as they were when they dominated the government for 
most of the term of George W. Bush, do not in fact dismantle everything that has evolved 
in the 20th century in terms of the welfare state and regulation. And then that leads to a 
new wave of purism on behalf of Conservative activists who feel betrayed because in fact 
their elected representatives did not dismantle the federal government. 

WEBB:  Talk of purism brings us to the Tea Party movement. So much 
of whose strength comes from the south. The tea party is not a party – it has no 
leaders and no over-arching organisation. It endorses candidates but no candidate 
belongs to it, unless you count all of them, because the right way to see the tea party 
is as a way of thinking rather than a discrete entity. Yes its early darlings failed on 
the presidential stage but to suggest that it has come and gone, following its huge 
success in the congressional elections two years ago, would be to make a serious 
error: the Tea party is very much alive, still reverberating through Republican 
politics after its noisy birth in February 2009 with an impassioned monologue from 
a TV commentator on the floor of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. 

SANTELLI CLIP: This is America. How many of you people want to pay for your 
neighbour’s mortgage, it has an extra bathroom and can’t pay their bills – raise their 
hand. (Boos) President Obama, are you listening? 

WEBB:  Rick Santelli had been ranting on about this and that on the 
CNBC financial channel for years. Suddenly on this day – everything came together. 
Michael Kibbe, President of the grassroots group Freedom Works – is a leading 
light in the Tea party and he remembers the Santelli moment. 

KIBBE:  It went viral within minutes of it happening. It was just a perfect 
confluence of what I think of as classic American values of individual freedom and 
responsibility that were represented in the original Boston Tea Party and Santelli was 
able to brand something that was already going on.  

WEBB:  It was gloriously simple and direct and effective. American 
taxpayers – the American government - should not bailout anyone or regulate 
anyone with anything but the lightest touch. Remember deregulation was being 
blamed by many for the debacle of the financial crisis and Thomas Frank was 
among writers on the left who watched the Tea Party’s positioning on that subject 
with mounting amazement.  



FRANK:  But it’s not just the Tea Party - the Republican Party’s response to 
that is to say no, the problem is that you didn’t deregulate enough, you didn’t go far 
enough. Once you get government out of the picture altogether, then the economy will 
behave like economic textbooks tell us it should behave. Everything will, will act 
according to the theory. And this is extremely powerful for a certain class of Americans. 

WEBB:  Deregulate more and tax less. That’s the other part of the 
modern Republican message. All the Republican candidates in this presidential race 
are agreed that there can be no further taxation of anyone in America. Never mind 
that Ronald Reagan raised taxes when he felt he had to – the modern party will not. 
All the burden of reducing America’s debt must come from spending cuts. All of it.  
This is shocking to the American left who had always assumed that somewhere in 
the middle ground they could meet Republicans and discuss a few spending cuts 
here and a little bit of extra taxation there – there was business to be done. Now 
there’s none. It’s part of a message that has convinced Thomas Frank, author of a 
withering attack on the Republicans entitled Pity the Billionaire, that the party has 
taken leave of its senses.  

FRANK:  This is a preposterous dream - the idea of like if we just one day 
achieve some kind of pure free market arrangement And yet they’re doing it. Rick 
Santorum talks about this all the time. Mitt Romney talks about it all the time. The 
bailouts are kind of the Tea Party’s and I should say the Conservative movement 
generally, this is their trump card. This is the, you know, the ace that they play. And the 
fact that the bailouts were engineered by a Conservative president - this does not deter 
them. And here’s where the authenticity thing comes in really handy. You know how 
they get out of this? They say well just George W. Bush was not a real Conservative - not 
an authentic, not a true Conservative, not a true believer in the free market. Therefore we 
excommunicate him from our movement and if you want someone who’s against bailouts 
and who would never do bailouts, what you want is a real Conservative. That argument 
works. That argument is extremely successful. That argument is why the Tea Party 
movement has caught on and has gone from strength to strength.  

WEBB:  He doesn’t like them – but he admires their success. Many on 
the American left do – they accept that the Tea Party managed to capitalise on the 
anger following the crash of 2008 in ways that the left never came close to. Michelle 
Bachman – one of the early presidential hopefuls – slightly overstated the breadth of 
Tea Party support during the debates but only slightly. 

BACHMANN CLIP: The Tea Party is really made up of disaffected democrats, 
independents, people who’ve never been political a day in their life, people who are 
Libertarians, Republicans. It’s a wide swath of America coming together. I think that’s 
why the left fears it so much. 



WEBB:  The political power of the tea party movement seems to have 
prospered within the Republican Party even as some of its leading lights have fallen 
away. Michelle Bachman is long gone. So is Rick Perry who couldn’t remember 
which department he wanted to cut. But the language of cutting spending and 
freeing enterprise has remained – in fact it has more than remained. It dominates. 
So what does the Tea party want next? There may well be Republican control of 
both houses of congress after November’s election – if they could bag the presidency 
too and thus all the levers of power, what would they do? Michael Kibbe sets out the 
stall. 

KIBBE:  You’re going to have to look at things like closing down full 
departments like the Department of Energy, which has failed in its mission of energy 
independence, the Department of Education, which has actually resided over massive 
cost inflation and declining quality in education in America. We, we do have to look at 
Defence. We’re spending astronomical amounts of money on defence, and just from a 
budgetary point of view it’s unsustainable. And that is controversial with some 
Republicans. On the mandatory side, you have to look at moving from a defined benefits 
package where the government sets how much you will get to a defined contribution 
based on, on the savings that you accrue personally over life. 

WEBB:  But a lot of Americans are going to say this is too radical, it’s 
too extremist - we don’t want to go that far. And for you, electorally, that’s a 
danger. 

KIBBE:  It is a danger and I think you have to lay it out in broader terms. 
But the question here is whether or not we are going to live within our means as a 
country. Are we going to do something about the fact that we have, as far as the eye can 
see, over a trillion dollar deficits every year?  

WEBB:  The message that the money has run out is powerful one. There 
is absolutely no doubt that most Americans on the right regard the national debt as 
unsustainable and in need of urgent attention through cuts in spending rather than 
increases in funding. But are they willing to face up to the consequences of the cuts 
they propose? And try to sell them honestly to the electorate. The Conservative 
commentator Jay Cost thinks they should. 



COST:   From the end of the World War Two to the turn of the century, to 
the year 2000, the American economy grew at an average rate of 3.5% per year, which is 
just extraordinary: I mean that was enabled basically both parties to expand the social 
welfare state; they could keep taxes low; they could have an overwhelming military; and 
they could keep the budget deficit within reasonable bounds. It was just a sort of a 
situation in which the Democrats and the Republicans could have their cake and eat it 
too. But what’s happened in the last decade is that economic growth has averaged just 
1.7% per year And so we’re, we’re entering a period now where there’s no longer this 
win-win scenario And that I think is what you’re seeing on the Republican side of the 
aisle, which is to say that there is increasing realisation that the rules of American 
political economy for the half century following World War Two have sort of been 
suspended and the party needs to respond to that. 

WEBB:  If the Republican Party is to be successful in the modern world 
it must sell this message that the old rules are over and a new start must be made to 
one group of electors above all others. They are white people who have no college 
education. They used to be reliable Democrats, then Reagan Democrats after he 
peeled them away from their old home and now they are up for grabs. But the 
Democrats can afford to lose them – the Republicans cannot. Henry Olsen of the 
AEI. 

OLSEN:  The Republican Party cannot win this election without 
approximately a 20% margin among the white working class nationally,  

WEBB:  And why is that? 

OLSEN:  America is changing. Over a quarter of our votes now are cast by 
racial and ethnic minorities - they tend to vote for the Democratic Party. For the 
Republican Party to win, they need to win huge majorities among white voters. And for 
various reasons - not least of which some of the evolving social, views on social issues, 
that phenomenon has taken wealthy, educated people away from the Republican Party 
towards the Democratic Party, which means that the Republican Party now has to win 
massive majorities among the white working class in order to have narrow electoral 
victories. 

WEBB:  One of the reasons Mitt Romney is in such trouble at the 
moment is his failure to capture the affections of white working people. In 2008 
Romney was described by an opponent in that presidential race as someone who 
looked like a guy who once fired you. You would have expected him to steer clear of 
that subject this year when so many Americans have lost their jobs – but no. 

ROMNEY CLIP: It also means that if you don’t like what they do, you could fire 
them. I like being able to fire people that provide services to me. 



WEBB:  In my view one of the reasons Rick Santorum, the former 
Pennsylvania Senator, has been doing well against Mitt Romney is not his social 
conservatism (which tends to be the focus of coverage of his campaign in the UK) 
but his appeal to the industrial working class. Santorum is a right-winger but he 
stresses economic fairness and straight talking more than cuts. He has by no means 
sealed the deal, but Henry Olsen says someone has to if the party is to prosper – 
someone has to find a message that appeals to the white working class while staying 
on message in the party. 

OLSEN:  What the party base wants is something that is at variance with 
what the white working class independent wants. The party base thinks that the deficit is 
the most important problem. These people think the economy is the most important 
problem. The party base thinks that cutting social programmes, including entitlements, 
and not raising taxes is the answer. These people want a balanced approach and are 
particularly suspicious about cutting entitlements such as Medicare, which is our health 
insurance programme for the elderly, and social security which is our government 
pension programme upon which they rely much more for their income and their health 
than people who are more well off than them. To be able to finesse this is something that 
will take a strong politician to do, and it so far has eluded all of the candidates’ abilities.  

WEBB:  One area where this finessing might take place is foreign policy 
– you associate the Republicans don’t you with strength abroad – a global military 
presence and the desire to use it. Republicans in the modern era have always been in 
favour of taking the fight to America’s enemies – they stole the neo-Conservatives 
from their former home in the Democratic Party – they prosecuted the cold war 
with vigour. But now the neo-Cons have gone away to lick their wounds post Iraq 
and Afghanistan – and there is room perhaps for a re-think driven by money and by 
the lessons of recent history. Do the main candidates take account of this - are they 
modifying their message on Iran for instance to suggest that they understand the 
potential cost and damage of a war over its nuclear programme? Hell no! All of 
them are carrying on with the hawkishness of the Republicans’ recent past – almost 
as if nothing had changed. Here’s Mitt Romney. 

ROMNEY CLIP:  This century must be an American century. This is America’s 
moment. We should embrace the challenge and not shrink from it, not crawl into an 
isolationist shell, not wave the white flag of surrender, nor give in to those who assert that 
America’s time is passed.   



WEBB:  To me this knee jerk stuff is the greatest example in the 
primary season of intellectual weakness – or perhaps cowardice - among the top 
candidates. At the moment America can afford its wars – it still spends more than 
all other large nations combined on defence. But can it afford them in the future? 
Some Republicans, in particular young Republicans, have been impressed by the 
maverick presidential candidate Ron Paul, who follows the logic of his austerity 
message at home – stay out of Iran he says and for good measure stop funding Israel 
as well. 

PAUL CLIP:  I am convinced that needless and unnecessary wars are a great 
detriment. They undermine our prosperity and our liberties, they add to our deficits and 
they consume our welfare. We should take a careful look at our foreign policy. 

WEBB:  You could argue that the financial costs of an attack on Iran 
this year might be less than the costs of containment later - but on that point the 
Ron Paul crowd will fight back with a different argument - one based more on 
ideology than money. The former neo-Conservative Francis Fukuyama who used to 
think that history had ended with the victory of liberal democracy – now sees 
history re-starting with the resurgence of an old American idea. 

FUKUYAMA: Well one really fascinating thing that’s going on on the right in the 
United States is the re-emergence of a form of isolationism. If you listen to Ron Paul, the 
Libertarian candidate, the thing that gets the big applause lines is his view that the United 
States basically ought to withdraw from its empire overseas, get out of all these Middle 
Eastern wars and really not bother people nearly so much, and we haven’t really seen that 
in the Republican Party really since the late 1940s when the Cold War consensus was 
first forming.  

WEBB:  And is that where the party base is? 

FUKUYAMA: Well a lot of it I think is that way because if you’re a consistent 
small government Conservative, why should you have a small government at home and 
this huge military establishment all over the world? It really doesn’t make sense. And so I 
think Ron Paul is actually the most consistent of these people in thinking through the 
union of domestic and foreign policy. 

WEBB:  We are looking now to the long term. And in the long term the 
party is going to have to sell its new policies to new people. The Democrats’ 
supporters throughout this century are likely to be the same folks as today. But for 
the Republicans those white working class people will not exist in sufficient numbers 
to sway elections. The white working class – so important now – is fast declining in 
numbers and influence. The birth rate among Hispanic Latino Americans will lead 
them towards social cultural and political power – by 2050 one in four Americans is 
likely to be Hispanic. Michael Lind has just written an economic history of America. 
He says the future challenge to the Republican Party is already clear. 



LIND:   In the long-run, the Republicans face a demographic challenge of 
expanding beyond their white southern base. Unless they can reach out to enough Latinos 
in order, not necessarily have a majority of the Latino vote, but at least to deny 
overwhelming majorities of Latino voting to the Democrats, then the future of the 
Republicans does not look very good.  

WEBB:  Here the issue is the Republicans’ attitude towards illegal 
immigration. There are 11 million illegal immigrants in the United States – most of 
them from Mexico. At the moment – certainly in this electoral season – those who 
are intensely hostile to illegal immigrants are very much in the driving seat. The 
problem is that if you target illegals you seem to be targeting all Hispanics. Now in 
the past Republicans could have ignored this political danger zone because in the 
end they could have inherited immigrant voters anyway. Jay Cost from the 
Conservative Weekly Standard explains how that used to work but how it might not 
work any longer. His words are a grim warning to the southern core of the new 
Republican Party about the perils of that xenophobia we were introduced to at the 
beginning of the programme. 

COST:   The second wave immigrants who came to this county roughly 
between 1890 and 1920, when they finally entered the electorate in the 1930s, they were 
overwhelmingly Democratic. But you know what happened in the post-war years - we 
were talking earlier about runaway economic growth - those voters moved from the 
working class into the middle class and by 1980 they were voting Republican. They were 
voting… 

WEBB:   (over) Ah, so it’s just going to happen naturally? You don’t 
need to go out and chase them, you think? Because that’s terribly important, isn’t 
it? In policy terms, it means you don’t need to water down the, the tough message 
that the party has adopted at the moment about immigration, illegal immigration… 

COST:    (over) Right. 

WEBB:  And that would have a huge implication for the party – if it felt 
it didn’t need to water that down… 

COST:    (over) Right. 

WEBB:  … Because they’ll all come in the end anyway.  

COST:    I’m sort of the opinion that it’s in desperate need of moderating its 
tone. The amazing prosperity that elevated Italians and Poles from the working class into 
the middle class, I mean just cannot be taken for granted now. The Republican Party 
cannot assume in two generations Hispanics will be voting Republican because they can’t 
assume that they’ll be better off then than are now.  



WEBB:  Back then to today’s challenges. One of the key points we’ve 
heard in this programme is that a drift back into the centre ground might not be the 
way the Republicans choose to go. It was said of Barry Goldwater – who lost so 
badly for the party in 1964 – that the votes actually took 16 years to be counted and 
in the end, with Reagan in 1980, Goldwater won. “Extremism in defence of liberty” 
is what Goldwater promised in 1964 and the American people decided that message 
was a little dangerous for their tastes. But in 1980, more gently expressed, the same 
notion fuelled the Reagan revolution.  

Might 2012 have parallels with 1964? This year’s Republican presidential 
candidates would regard that as defeatist nonsense – they believe they can win now. 
But when you look at them you have to wonder - might the party be wise to play a 
longer game: think radically about the changed world, think the unthinkable if 
necessary. Then in years to come find a leader who can sell the new polices – 
perhaps more flexibly, certainly with more charm. A new Reagan for today’s 
Goldwaters. 


