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EVENT TRANSCRIPT

KAREN TUMULTY: This election was one in which right up to election day Republicans kept telling us “congressional elections tend to be decided on local personalities, etc”, but sure enough as hard as they tried this was not the way it turned out—this was very much a national election, one that was rooted far more in how people felt about Washington and the world. The exit polls showed that only 10% of voters thought that the Iraq war was not an important factor in their vote; 35% of voters thought it was extremely important. Polls also showed that people disapproved of the war, but the real key change we saw in these exit polls and this election was the figure that 55% of people who voted believed that we should start withdrawing some or all of US troops in Iraq.

So this is the message that voters seemed to be sending, and the message Democrats need to have gotten. People want to know where the end is and how we get out of it, and I think that if there is any mandate that Democrats are taking from this election that is it. 

The question is, how does the president see all of this, and how much is he going to be listening to this from democratic leaders; looking at the Reagan and Clinton midterm elections we see that both of these presidents left their presidency accomplishing a lot in large part because they really adjusted their strategies and ways of dealing with Congress. 

But George Bush really didn’t do a lot of consultation with Congress when it was in Republican hands, so the idea that he is suddenly going to start treating a Democratic congress as an equal partner in governing is something we have yet to see any indication of. I think the single most interesting quote in Bob Woodward’s State of Denial was where George Bush said he would not withdraw from Iraq even if it gets to the point where Laura and Barney are the only people left supporting him.

So how does all of this play out? I think everybody’s eyes in Washington are on Jim Baker (former Secretary of State James A. Baker III) and his group, and they met yesterday, today and tomorrow—there are a lot of people trying to channel their views into that room; my understanding is however that they are working slowly and in a bipartisan fashion. The question is when they come up with this report, which they are saying will be ready before Christmas, is it going to have an exit strategy in it? What we’ve heard so far is a lot of talk about how they want to urge diplomacy, how they want to talk with the Iranians and the Syrians, and increasingly the president is resisting the idea that he is going to be dictated to by the Iran group. They are very much trying to put out the message that George Bush is still very much in charge of his own foreign policy and I think that this is going to be the important underlying tension because the Democrats are really hoping that this report is going to be something they can coalesce around. I think that there’s probably going to be no event in the next six months that gives us the sense of what the new dynamic is going to be in Washington on foreign policy after the release of this report and everyone’s reaction to it. In a lot of ways this is a sort of ‘stay tuned’. 


PAUL GLASTRIS: I’m going to talk about what the reaction of Democrats is likely to be after the election and where their positions are likely to differ. Everything really depends on the president; there was an interesting presumption among people on the Hill, think tanks, etc. that of course the president will adjust. Surely the president wants a legacy—surely he wants to get Iraq off the front pages so that he has some ability to have some traction on other issues, both domestic and foreign. Surely the administration will change, but we’ve seen no evidence other than the nomination of Robert Gates as Defense Secretary. If we see no change, that’s a whole different environment.

Let’s presume that the logic of events takes hold and over the course of the next six months the administration finds a way to readjust, and when I say readjust I think as Karen rightly said the mandate coming out of this election is troop reduction. If there’s one mandate that clearly came out of this election, and the president campaigned on this, whether the democrats claimed they had a unified message on this the president claimed they had one. 55% of people say they want some movement towards the removal of troops from Iraq. So let’s presume that the president does find a way to move in that direction—what will the Democrat’s position be? Well, I think that to understand this Democratic leadership, recognize that the public offices tend to describe (Nancy) Pelosi and (Harry) Reid as hapless and not very savvy. They have been extremely clever in getting to where they are now—I’ll give you two quick examples: remember the issue over the Dubai ports deal, which for about 10 days or 2 weeks in the summer drove the news headlines. We kind of presumed that issue just came out of nowhere and caught the Bush administration off guard; it didn’t come out of nowhere, the source of that tipped Chuck Schumer, Senator in NY, and he held a bunch of press events until someone in the press picked up on it and boom! It blew up. Another instance, Jack Murtha, the congressman from Pennsylvania, talked about re-deploying forces over in Iraq and right after that Nancy Pelosi said “well, he doesn’t speak for the caucus”, and it looked as though Nancy Pelosi doesn’t control things and is very hapless. Well, Nancy put Jack up to that and purposely said to him “I’m not going to get behind you right away because if I get behind you it becomes a San Francisco liberal rather than a hawkish Pennsylvania military guy”. That move by Nancy Pelosi really changed the dynamic of the race and American politics in the US. This is a very clever group who learned how to behave and got the position and what they know is that they have been given responsibility and they have to accept this responsibility for the governing of foreign affairs.

But the constitution doesn’t give them very much power in the governing of foreign affairs; the difficulty for the democrats is to cooperate or appear to cooperate without actually getting in the elevator with the president. If we presume that the president behaves moderately, then I think conventional wisdom in Washington will see Republicans and Democrats getting behind this. What can the Democrats actually do on foreign affairs? Very little, but I think you’re going to see a lot of Democrats talk about training, expanding the standing army to take the pressure off of army reserves, and other sort of experiments that would lay out an alternative foreign policy. The Democratic agenda that I think you’ll see roll out in the next two years will be of aid and promotion of democracy not through a barrel of a gun. Efforts like funding schools in Pakistan will help to promote democracy. Finally, just a couple of moments to watch: I think the first moment where you’re going to see a little bit of clarity is through the Gates nomination, and the supplemental of the defense bill. I think that’s where you’re going to see both Republicans and Democrats in Congress begin to ask the tough questions of the administration—they will demand a lot of answers. 


NIKOLAS GVOSDEV: My colleague John Hulsman, who is a contributing editor to the National Interest and an Oppenheimer Fellow in residence with the German Council on Foreign Relations, for the last year or so, has been predicting that if the Republicans lost one or both houses that the civil war in the Republican party begins the day after the midterm elections. I think that there are some signs of strife; I wouldn’t say that a civil war has broken out. We’ll see some of this in the coming months, looking at what the Bush administration has done for the last six years and whether or not the Republican foreign policy has been a deviation from the traditional Republican foreign policy represented in the Reagan years.

The indication of Reagan as an iconic republican figure I think will continue in the next two years as potential presidential candidates for 2008 have to decide whether they run against the Bush legacy or whether they run on the strength of the Bush legacy as they compete for the Republican nomination. We of course have a unique political situation where the Bush administration is uniquely insulated from political pressure for the last two years. We may see a trend of senior officials leading the administration; I think the Gates nomination is a harbinger of things to come. We have, in essence, Republican retirees being brought in for a final period of service; again, if you’re not worried about punching your meal ticket after 2008, if you see this as your last position in government, it does give you a sense of freedom. How this freedom will be interpreted by the administration in these last two years is really the critical point—are we going to see an administration that wants to move closer together towards a more “bipartisan ideal” or will you have an administration that now feels in its last two years that it can pursue foreign policies without having to worry about voters because now someone else will handle it after 2008. I don’t have a sense at this point where that goes; we’ll just have to see over the next few months. 

I’m not one of those who are particularly sanguine about the Baker-Hamilton Commission because in the end it will produce something with a lot of nice rhetoric in it but not something that is really actionable. I think what will happen is that the report will be released and then everyone will basically argue about what it actually means rather than providing any sense of cohesion. Finally, foreign policy and the Republicans and Democrats; what will happen over the next two years? Two trends: the first is what happens to the group happily known as Neo Cons—do they stay with the Republican Party, do they move outward. Some interesting statements in the last few weeks show that some feel that the Bush administration has failed the Neo Con agenda and perhaps it needs someone who is a more vigorous implementer. The other question is what happens to the principled realism or the ethical realism block that happens among some Republican senators. What holds Republicans together in foreign policy is much more important than what divides them.
A couple of bigger points is that I think we will begin to see a lot of talk about multilateralism in foreign affairs; I’m concerned that the rhetoric on both sides of the aisle seems to tell Americans that there are no cost solutions to domestic problems out. I think that in the next year we will see an effort to postpone decisions regarding North Korea and Iran; I think that the Iran issue is very clear because we are much more reactive to what happens there. We could see a repeat of what happened with Iraq where Republicans and Democrats locked themselves into a position—I see a situation where the Iran agenda pops up in a very unpredicted way in mid-2007 where people are putting together a similar coalition in 2002. I think the Iran debate is going to heat up much quicker that people expect, and I think some politicians are going to have to reexamine some strategies regarding Iran. 


QUESTIONS

Question from Jerry Hagstrom: Paul said that the Republicans in the house would have reason to compromise with the Democrats; the question then is do you think that’s true considering that it’s a lot of the moderates who lost offices (Republican moderates), leaving a lot of conservative Republicans in office?


KAREN: two separate dynamics that could work against compromise; in the senate, Harry Reid has 51 votes and the arithmetic is to get anything done you need 60. Trent Lott and Mr. McConnell (?) need to get to 9, so I think that at least initially one way Republicans in the senate are as goalies in a hockey, essentially trying to keep things from George Bush’s desk so that he won’t be using his last two years in office using his veto pen not because of loyalty but rather to protect their 2008 candidate. As for the house, yes, what’s left of the Republican caucus is much more conservative and ideological than its predecessors; what the Republicans haven’t adjusted to yet is that there not in Congress to count votes anymore


NIKOLAS:Really great question and I think Karen’s absolutely right, especially in the House. Congressman Blunt, after the election, spoke at the Heritage Foundation and someone asked him about his legislative agenda for the next Congress and he listed off a number of obscure conservative legislative items like a loser pays reform, etc. that they were unable to get passed when they did control the house, and it was as if he did not recognize that this has zero chance to go anywhere now. On the senate side there are still moderates, they did lose a few, but there are lot of members in the republican caucus whose loyalty to the president is not biased, who will stand up for the troops.


PAUL: Just briefly on the electoral future on some of these Republican districts, especially in the south, I think it’s not automatic that there’s a permanent lock—I think we will see a lot of flux in the next two years. Obviously energy is a concern, because the suburban (?) base of the Republican Party, in so many areas, depends on keeping energy prices low. Once you’re paying more than 3 dollars a gallon for gasoline to drive into the city the ex-urban lifestyle becomes untenable. This could lead to a certain approach in foreign policy which says let’s not have any further adventures, let’s not keep boiling up trouble in certain parts of the world because of energy costs. The other wild card is what happens to people, someone like Webb in the Senate; if Webb and the Webb phenomenon are seen to be a rising force and a force that’s taken seriously in the Democratic Party. That is, Webb’s own foreign policy statement is taken seriously, if Webb and others assume some of the positions in the democratic caucus of what some of the republican liberals had in the Republican caucus then it takes away some of the attraction because people will think it is essentially a switch. I would use Webb as one of the canaries in the coal mine for the next two years. 
