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l e t t er fr om t he editor 

I am delighted to present the third issue of 
The Clough Journal of Constitutional Democ-
racy. In these pages, you will find scholarly works 
that highlight important issues in democracies, 
and the effect they have on particular groups of 
people.

 As we have seen this year, the functions 
of constitutional democracies have taken center 
stage. The U.S. Supreme Court’s deliberation 
over whether the President’s healthcare law is 
constitutional is just one of many examples. This 
issue’s “Pakistan’s Anti-Blasphemy Laws and 
U.S. Foreign Policy” delves into the role of the 
laws in Pakistani society and their legal standing, 
including the question of international law.  The 
issue presents an article concerning the relation-
ship between President Calvin Coolidge and the 
New York Times, demonstrating that even before 
Twitter and Facebook, the media played an in-
tegral role in democracy. Another work retraces 
the history of Russia, analyzing why a constitu-
tional democracy did not come to fruition after 
the Time of Troubles. All the submissions offer 
passionate critical analysis in discussing the most 
pressing issues of constitutional democracy. 

This year, the Clough Journal features three 
pieces from Georgetown University. Georgetown 
hosted the annual Tocqueville Forum, which 
a group of Clough Journal members attended. 
We look forward to widening our scope to other 
universities next year, and hope to gather an even 

wider diversity of submissions. If you are interest-
ed in submitting to the Clough Journal, you can 
find our Call for Submissions on pg. 79. In ad-
dition, you can find more information, as well as 
our previous issues, on our website, www.bc.edu/
clubs/clough. 

As my time at the Clough Journal and at 
Boston College finishes, I would like to use this 
opportunity to thank Professor Ken Kersch. In 
2008, Professor Kersch became the inaugu-
ral director of the Clough Center, and used the 
position to engage undergraduates in thought-
ful discussion about constitutional democracy. 
He created the Clough Junior Fellows, a group 
which attends lectures, dinners, conferences, and 
discussions regarding the most important consti-
tutional issues of our age. Many editorial board 
members, including myself, became involved with 
the Journal through the Junior Fellows program. 
Professor Kersch’s effort to involve students is 
one that should be recognized and lauded as he 
steps down as director of the Clough Center this 
year. I know I am not alone in thanking Profes-
sor Kersch for his outstanding leadership and 
mentorship.

 I hope you enjoy our third issue. Read the 
articles, and learn the fascinating ways in which 
constitutional democracies affect the individual, 
society, and the world.  

Daniel H. Martinez
Editor-in-Chief
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For Russia, the 17th century began 
with a vacuum of power. The death 

of Boris Godunov was followed by the brief 
reigns of several other rulers as the nation de-
scended into chaos wrought by pretenders and 
foreign invaders. The resulting national move-
ment to drive out the Poles and Swedes, as well 
as the election of a native tsar in 1613, would 
suggest a subsequent diffusion of power. Why 
did the Russian elite not develop a Western-
styled constitution after the Time of Troubles? 

It is not unreasonable to expect that there 
would have been such a development. With the 
monarchy deriving its power from the public, it 
seems odd that a constitution failed to develop 
which would have secured the rights of the elec-
tors against the power of the elected. This con-
clusion would seem all the more obvious when 
we consider that a sizeable faction of boyars 
even supported Michael Romanov’s Swedish 
opponent.1 

When determining why a Western-styled 

constitution did not appear in Russia after the 
Time of Troubles, one must consider a multi-
tude of factors: including the strength of existing 
institutions, the relationship between landown-
ers and the autocrat, and even the personalities 
of key figures at the time. Although terms such 
as autocracy, absolutism and despotism may be 
used loosely when comparing Russia with the 
West, clear definitions are necessary. In defining 
these terms and determining which ones apply 
to 17th century Russia, it is possible to develop a 
clearer picture of the political environment fol-
lowing the Time of Troubles.

As David Goldfrank’s “Aristotle, Bodin, 
and Montesquieu to the Rescue” indicates, it is 
helpful to view the Russian political system in 
the context of Aristotle’s second type of royal 
monarchy. In his Politics, Aristotle outlines a 
form of monarchy similar to tyranny which is 
also “lawful/constitutional and hereditary and 
hence stable.”2 The characteristics which Aristo-
tle puts forward help explain the negative traits 
of the Russian monarchy, such as “the sowing 
of mutual distrust” in addition to “impoverish-
ment by demands of services,” while also taking 
into account positive characteristics such as the 
“general image of a steward” as well as the “cul-
tivation of military qualities.”3 This dual nature 
of Aristotle’s second definition helps explain the 
despotic qualities of Russia’s political system 
while also taking into account its legality and 
sense of legitimacy. 

Furthermore, it is critical to define 17th cen-
tury Russia as an autocratic rather than absolutist 
state. According to Robert Crummey’s “Seven-
teenth-Century Russia: Theories and Models,” 
autocracy is distinct from absolutism in that the 
latter is secularly defined. In an absolutist state, 
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the ruler’s power, although from God, is ulti-
mately justified in essentially secular terms. In 
absolutism, the power of state is, in theory an 
end in itself. It is the duty of the monarch to 
guard law and order and the security and well-
being of subjects. No moral strictures or insti-
tutions, religious or secular, should deflect the 
monarch from pursuing these objectives.4

Autocracy, although similar to absolutism 
in that it is an unlimited monarchy, is primar-
ily justified by “medieval Christian notions of 
imperial power.” The Byzantine Christian tra-
dition, as well as the collapse of the Byzantine 
and Mongol empires, gave the Russian tsars the 
claim to having “no superiors on earth.”5 The fi-
nal crucial distinction that Crummey provides 
is that the Russian autocracy was not restrained 
by any estates or constituencies,which brings us 
to the question of why such constitutional limits 
did not develop after the tsar’s power was eroded 
during the Time of Troubles. 6, 7

The two primary institutions from which 
one would expect the development of restraints 
against the autocrat are the Zemsky Sobor and 
the Boiarskaia Duma. In fact, it was from the 
Zemsky Sobor that Michael Romanov received 
his legitimacy to rule in 1613. However, the So-
bor at this time has been dubbed a “child of cha-
os,”8 a formless assembly that lacked both “fixed 
procedural rules” as well as “rights vis-à-vis the 
monarch.”9 Furthermore, membership in the So-
bor was far from static. Instead it was composed 
of the “provincial gentry as chanced to be in the 
capital at the time” in addition to the “ecclesias-
tical and secular hierarchy.”10 When discussing 
the practical importance of the Sobor, Crum-
mey also notes that on many occasions meetings 
were composed “entirely of representatives of the 

nobility and merchants who lived in Moscow or 
happened to be there on business.”11 Therefore, 
since the membership of the Sobor was deter-
mined on an ad hoc basis, it is hard to imagine 
the institution being stable and maintaining any 
long-term influence. The result was that after 
1613 the Zemsky Sobor degenerated into little 
more than an “administrative commission”.12 

The Zemsky Sobor also continued to func-
tion as an advisory body, but under Filaret it 
functioned “through informal consultations” 
rather than as an institution.13 It is safe to con-
clude that there was a lack of resistance to auto-
cratic rule from the Sobor based on how often it 
“gave its assent to policies that had already been 
adopted by the tsar and his advisers.”14 Clearly, 
the Zemsky Sobor was not a fixed institution 
which could have created clear constitutional 
restraints on the monarch, since  it lacked any 
strong institutional elements.

In addition to the Zemsky Sobor, the 
Boyarskaya Duma can also be viewed as a po-
tential source of opposition to the autocrat. As 
Robert Crummey thoroughly explains in “The 
Reconstitution of the Boiar Aristocracy, 1613-
1645,” aristocratic families were predominant 
in the Duma.15 Unlike the Zemsky Sobor, the 
Boyarskaya Duma originally functioned as “a 
central part in the legislative process of the Mus-
covite state.”16 Hence in the years immediately 
following the Time of Troubles, the Duma was 
able to function as the “core” of the government 
under Tsar Michael.17 Considering the aristo-
cratic nature of the Duma, Russia immediately 
after the Time of Troubles functioned more as 
an aristocracy than as an autocracy. Had this ar-
rangement with the Duma lasted, it is conceiv-
able that political power in Russia could have 
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been enshrined in a legislative body acting as a 
counterweight to the autocrat. Yet this oppor-
tunity was lost as the Duma increasingly began 
to act as little more than an administrative body. 
Although the Duma began the period after 1613 
at the center of power, it slowly grew to include 
increasingly more chanceries. Consequently, as 
it expanded the Duma “was less and less likely 
to serve as an effective body directing operations 
of government.” Instead, the vast majority of 
the Duma carried out administrative tasks while 
decision-making occurred at the very top.18 Yet, 
in the future, issues of patronage and land dis-
tribution would give the autocrat a number of 
advantages in dealing with powerful individuals. 

Another explanation for why neither the 
Zemsky Sobor nor the Boyarskaya Duma devel-
oped constitutional checks against the autocrat is 
that this was not a priority at the time. As previ-
ously stated, the Sobor had no rights vis-à-vis 
the tsar and was not struggling for power with 
him. Rather, the functionality of the central gov-
ernment was more of a concern for the Sobor’s 
members than the actual extent of the monarch’s 
power. The riots of 1648, which in turn led to 
the great Sobor of that same year, were partially 
instigated by how “the country continued to be 
administered with the customary appalling in-
eptitude.”19  The driving motivator for the Sobor 
was clearly the need for an updated law code. 
Once the Sobor passed The Code, it failed to 
“consolidate its position of authority,”20 revealing 
that limiting the autocrat’s power was simply not 
a concern for the political elite of seventeenth 
century Russia. 

In fact, there was more conflict amongst 
landowners struggling to maintain their supply 
of labor. Under the regime of Filaret, prior to 

the great Sobor of 1648, the “most prominent 
feature of the Russian social landscape” proved 
to be the “struggle between the various groups of 
landowners for peasant labour.”21 This struggle 
provided not only a distraction for elite landown-
ers but also an opportunity for Filaret to “inter-
vene directly on behalf of his intimates.”22 Those 
who should have had the greatest opportunity 
to oppose the autocrat’s power and possibly de-
velop a constitution were instead busy struggling 
amongst themselves. 

It is critical to understand the government’s 
influence over the nobility when explaining the 
absence of a Western-styled constitution after 
the Time of Troubles. If one defines the nobil-
ity as families who owned significant amounts of 
land, then this group owed its very existence to 
the state and the pomestye system.23 Rather than 
thinking of the nobility as a block with separate 
interests from the autocrat, it is much better to 



1 0           clough journal •  spring 2012

recognize the interdependent nature the nobil-
ity had with regards to the autocrat. The boyars 
were closely linked to the tsar by “the importance 
of kinship and patronage relationships.” Citing 
Nancy Shields Kollmann, Crummey emphasizes 
that the Russian government was most successful 
when the monarch and the aristocrats furthered 
their “mutual interests and those of the realm.”24  

However, the issue of land ownership and 
redistribution heavily tilted the balance of power 
in favor of the autocrat. It explains why the Rus-
sian aristocrats were not in a position to create 
and enshrine their rights in a strong constitu-
tionafter the destruction and chaos of the Time 
of Troubles, the central government found it-
self in a situation where the national records of 
land ownership were no longer relevant.25 Con-
sequently, the records of which families owned 
what and how much they should pay in taxes 
needed to be determined once again. The sub-
sequent land survey, although far from being ca-
pably executed, provided the autocrat with the 
opportunity to distribute wealth and tax burdens 
with a bias toward political allies. While verify-
ing ownership, the surveyors could make cuts 
“where necessary in favour of the state or other 
owners,” which resulted in certain groups receiv-
ing “grants of additional land from the tsar.”26 

It was no coincidence when Filaret made his 
nephew, Prince I.B. Cherkasskii, the head of 
a chancellery to “take complaints against boyar 
tax-exempt property and people in the towns.”27 

Therefore, although the Time of Troubles con-
fronted Russia with a vacuum of power at the 
very top of the political structure, the subsequent 
state rebuilding measures provided the autocrat 
numerous opportunities to preserve his power 
through patronage. 

As the issues of state influence over the no-
bility and landownership indicated, the rise to 
power of Filaret in 1613 was a major develop-
ment in the preservation of Russian autocracy. 
Having been a Polish prisoner during the Time 
of Troubles, Filaret had “nothing but disdain 
for Western culture” to such an extent that he 
“attempted to isolate Muscovy behind an ideo-
logical curtain which retarded the country’s 
intellectual development.”28 His personal expe-
rience in captivity, his desire for a Russia pure 
of Western influences and his personal ambition 
would play a decisive role in ending any move-
ment towards constitutionalism.

There is reason to believe that Russian au-
tocracy would have been more limited had Fi-
laret not seized and centralized power. Some 
evidence suggests that the Zemsky Sobor en-
shrined its constitutional rights when it elected 
Tsar Michael in 1613. The evidence, which 
Vernadsky judges to be “credible,” consists of an 
entry on the Pskov chronicle, Grigori Kartoshi-

[A]lthough the Time of Trou-
bles confronted Russia with a 
vacuum of power at the very 
top of the political structure, 
the subsequent state rebuild-
ing measures provided the au-
tocrat numerous opportunities 
to preserve his power through 
patronage. 
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kin’s writings from 1655, and the account of a 
Swedish prisoner of war almost a century later. 
Additionally, Vernadsky suggests that a separate 
agreement was likely reached with the boyars 
giving them “guarantees of their personal rights 
and security against the tsar’s whim.”29 Yet with 
the arrival of Filaret, all of these developments 
were reversed. As previously examined above, the 
Zemsky Sobor gradually became an advisory and 
administrative body until finally Filaret called for 
only “informal consultations.”30 With regards to 
the boyars, whatever agreement there may have 
been with Tsar Michael did not prevent Filaret 
from exiling Duma members as he “brought his 
own allies and relatives to power.”31 Even if in 
fact the Zemsky Sobor and the boyars had been 
moving toward constitutional rights and limita-
tions on power, Filaret’s return firmly ensured 
that Russia would remain autocratic. 

After the chaos of the Time of Troubles, it 
is easy to imagine how attractive a stable autoc-
racy must have been. Even though the Troubles 
created a political vacuum that was filled tempo-
rarily by the Zemsky Sobor and the Boyarskaya 
Duma, it had also “led to widespread ruin and 
social disorganization.” This stirred a widespread 
“desire for a return to normality, for peaceful and 
orderly reconstruction” and explains why the 
subsequent centralization of power “faced no vo-
cal opposition.”32 In fact, Tsar Michael’s govern-
ment relied less on force to carry out its will than 
on “the popular support of the task of restoring 
order in the country.”33 This clearly was not the 
environment for new experiments in limited 
government. Under such circumstances, it seems 
perfectly logical that Russian society preferred a 
stable rather than limited government. 

 The recent memory of the Troubles 

probably inspired a hesitancy to limit the auto-
crat for other reasons as well. At this time the 
closest experience that Russia had had with a 
constitutionally-limited monarchy was the Pol-
ish intervention in the Troubles. The existence of 
a negotiated agreement with the Polish monarch 
is less contested than the preconditions to which 
Tsar Michael may have agreed. The document 
was also much more extensive, including among 
its main points that,

“Wladyslaw was to be crowned tsar of Mos-
cow by an Orthodox patriarch; the Orthodox 
faith was to remain as before; the land estates…
were not to be confiscated; a military alliance 
between Muscovy and the Polish Lithuanian 
Commonwealth…; no one could be executed 
without a trial by the Boyar Duma;…the slaves 
were not to receive freedom.”34

Although there were other points regard-
ing the future relationship between Russia and 
Poland, these had the greatest implications for 
a future monarch. The clauses regarding Ortho-
doxy, as well as the Polish king’s Catholicism, 
meant that the state would have been legally and 
practically separated from the Church. Also, the 
protection of existing land estates provided pro-
tection against the government redistributing 
land among its political favorites. However, the 
attempt at Polish rule ended disastrously leav-
ing Russians embittered toward their western 
neighbor. This failed venture very likely inspired 
contempt for constitutional systems among the 
ruling elite after 1613.

There is a certain irony about the develop-
ment of Russia’s autocracy during the seven-
teenth century. The Time of Troubles forced 
institutions to govern the country in a way that 
had previously been reserved for the tsars. In 
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this context it is odd that the political elite failed 
to maintain its newfound power, specifically 
through a western-styled constitution placing 
limits on the autocrat’s power. Upon closer ex-
amination, it is clear that the major factors were 
the weakness of these institutions, the autocrat’s 
use of patronage and land redistribution to gain 
influence, as well as the personality and ambi-
tions of Filaret.*
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Over the past few decades, Eu-
ropean democracies have wit-

nessed a stunning proliferation of parties that 
have been titled “extreme right,” “radical right,” 
“far right,” “national populist,” and “right-wing 
populist.”1 For the sake of this paper such par-
ties will be titled “radical right parties,” and al-
though disagreement abounds over the parties’ 
titles, the reality of their presence is indisputable. 
The modern era of ever-increasing globalization 
and Europeanization has also seen the evolution 
of radical right parties and their shift from the 
margins of society to the mainstream. Over the 
past decade, election results across Europe dem-
onstrate a rising trend of success for these parties, 
making it clear that these parties are not a tem-
porary phenomenon, but seem to have evolved 
into an accepted facet of the European political 
system. The controversial nature of their politics, 
as well as their unexpected stamina and success, 
has stimulated a wealth of academic intrigue in 
the matter, and numerous books and articles are 

available on the subject. This paper will attempt 
to briefly summarize the trend of radical right 
parties and their success, and then address the 
pressing issue of who votes for the extreme right 
and why.

As mentioned above, the variety of popular 
titles used to label these parties is symptomatic 
of a wider lack of academic cooperation in creat-
ing a categorical definition for these parties, even 
though there is a remarkable consensus that they 
constitute a “single, albeit very heterogeneous, 
party family.”2 Cas Mudde, one of the foremost 
academics in this field, argues that these parties 
are “populist radical right, itself a combination 
of nativism, authoritarianism, and populism.”3 
Nativism connotes a brand of nationalism that 
excites xenophobia through an ‘us versus them’ 
dichotomy between the ‘natives,’ who are ideo-
logically and rhetorically regarded as a homoge-
neous group, and ‘foreigners’ who are perceived as 
corrupting or in some way negatively impacting 
the nation.4 Authoritarianism applies to an incli-
nation towards a ‘law and order’ society, and in 
the case of many parties also concerns a prefer-
ence for stronger leaders and stricter law enforce-
ment.5 An important clarification that Mudde 
glosses over is that the authoritarian tendencies 
of these parties do not necessarily translate into 
explicit anti-democratic attitudes, nor do they 
rule them out, although there are certainly illib-
eral implications to many of these parties’ views.6 
Populism refers to societal bifurcation between 
two groups, ‘the elites’ and ‘the people’, and pos-
its that the government should act according to 
the general will of the people and demands a 
more accountable form of government. Mudde 
proposes that the populist element of the radical 
right may only be a temporary “reflection of the 
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contemporary populist Zeitgeist.”7 This defini-
tion provides a rough framework for handling 
radical right parties; however, a further explana-
tion of these parties’ relationship to democracy 
is required.

The heterogeneity of the radical right fam-
ily means that each party has its own stance, 
but as a general rule, there is conflict between 
liberal democracy and the attitudes of radical-
right politics. One factor that confuses conclu-
sions regarding this rocky relationship is the lack 
of consistency between rhetoric and practice. 
Given the contextual environment of an inter-
national society that supports liberal democracy, 
many leaders claim to be liberal democrats even 
when their policies are simply inconsistent with 
the philosophy’s principles. As a general rule, 
radical right parties are democratic with regard 
to the notions of “popular sovereignty and ma-
jority rule.”8 However, it is essential to the un-
derstanding of these parties that in many ways 
populism stands in direct opposition to many 

of liberal democracy’s principles as explained by 
Riccardo Marchi: “liberal democracy is about 
protecting minority rights against the tyranny of 
the majority, populism is about the power of the 
people; liberal democracy is elitist, populism is 
anti-elitist; liberal democracy is about the politics 
of negotiation and consensus-building, populism 
is about ‘just’ politics.”9 These political attitudes 
are manifest departures from standard liberal 
democracy in successful radical right parties, but 
who votes for these parties?

Insight into the demographic support base 
of the radical right helps understand where sup-
port for these parties is coming from and can 
help shed light upon the evolving political situ-
ation in Europe. A wide variety of studies, of-
ten using national data or statistics supplied by 
Eurobarometer surveys, have focused on these 
areas, yet much of this research led to drastically 
contradictory conclusions and diverse results. 
National and broader trans-European studies 
confirm that distinct socio-demographic factors 
play a sizeable role in determining the likelihood 
of an individual to vote for a radical right party. 

Gender is an important factor in determin-
ing voting preference. Men are far more likely to 
vote for radical right parties than women. Some 
studies claim that men are nearly 40% more like-
ly to vote for these parties than women, although 
there is wide variation by study.10 Yet next to no 
scholars refute this claim, and the male domina-
tion of the radical right is one of the few widely 
accepted facts on this topic. This does not simply 
hold true of the electorate, but the parties them-
selves have fewer female members, representa-
tives, and leaders, although one must take into 
account that women are generally underrepre-
sented in politics universally. There is an assort-

Over time, the socio-demo-
graphic makeup of the radical 
right support base has shifted 
from the primarily ‘petite bour-
geoisie’ as well as various mem-
bers of the middle class, to the 
working class.
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ment of hypotheses regarding the cause of this 
gender gap, arguing that the hyper-masculinity 
of the parties drives women away, or that women 
are more subject to social desirability, or that 
women favor center parties while men favor ex-
treme parties.11 Whatever the reason, the gender 
cap is certainly a reality within the radical right.12 
A notable caveat is that compared to other con-
servative parties, radical right parties are more 
likely to promote women to leadership roles.13

Another demographic factor of consequence 
is age. Younger voters are more likely than old-
er voters to support parties of the radical right, 
although some studies contend that older pen-
sioners are also more likely to cast a radical right 
vote.14 Theorists vary in their reasoning but the 
main hypotheses suppose that younger voters 
are not yet attached to any one specific party in 
particular; younger voters have fewer social ties; 
the youth is more exposed to ethnic competition; 
young voters are less likely to be influenced by or 
care about social norms.15 

Education is another influential factor in 
understanding the radical right support base. 
Studies show that college graduates are unlikely 
to vote for radical right parties, whereas those of 
lower educational background are more likely to 
support such parties.16 As with all of these fac-
tors, there are diverging theories as to why this 
is the case. The major theories are that greater 
education increases a person’s ties to liberal val-
ues; another is that competition for low skilled 
jobs between immigrants and those of lower 
educational levels encourages radical right vot-
ing; finally, college graduates are more swayed by 
concerns over social desirability.17 

One of the most fascinating trends has been 
the shift in the radical right’s electoral base over 

the past thirty years resulting in a general trend 
of transformation into ‘working class parties’. 
Over time, the socio-demographic makeup of 
the radical right support base has shifted from 
the primarily ‘petite bourgeoisie’ as well as vari-
ous members of the middle class, to the working 
class. This development seems to be counter-in-
tuitive given the traditional left-leaning stance of 
the working class; however upon further investi-
gation, this socio-demographic evolution makes 
perfect sense. Ignazi summarizes this trend as 
part of a wider process among the radical right 
parties of “proleterization and radicalization.” 
He summarizes this shift as representative of the 
fact that “extreme right parties are no longer the 
recipients of the protest votes from those moder-
ate sectors…instead, the present right-extremist 
voters represent a specific constituency mobilized 
by feelings of alienation towards the political 
system and of dissatisfaction towards the socio 
economic dynamics of post-modernization and 
globalization.”18 Yet, Ignazi’s explanation of the 
trend oversimplifies an infinitely complex transi-
tion, which deserves a closer look.

Surveys seem to reflect that the 
phobia towards immigration 
is motivated more by a fear of 
cultural pollution than it is by 
economic tension. 
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Within the past few years a number of 
scholars have attempted to address the reasons 
behind the socio-demographic shift towards the 
working class. In the past, scholars have dubbed 
the radical right electorate the “losers of moder-
nity,” however recent trends have shown wide 
support of the radical right across societal strata, 
revealing support from both losers and winners.19 
The rise of working class support for radical right 
parties is due to both changes in the party com-
petition structure of European politics as well as 
the evolution of attitudes and concerns over the 
political issues, which has led to non-economic 
issues achieving a higher priority among work-
ers than economic issues.20 The working class 
support of radical right parties can be explained 
through examining the contradictory policy pref-
erences of this social class, which tends to have 
left leaning economic interests and right leaning 
non-economic attitudes. 

The wider political trend of dealignment 
and realignment across Europe together with 
the steady decline of traditional class voting is 
extremely relevant to the discussion of rising 
working class support for radical right parties. 
The past thirty years have witnessed the rise of 
other party options, specifically parties of the 
‘new left’ and the ‘radical right’ have served to 
break down and complicate the traditional left/
right divide.21 The choices are no longer a simple 
left-right but rather far more complicated with 
parties that represent almost every point on the 
political spectrum. This, among other factors, has 
led to a divorce from traditional left/right and 
social class voting, as more and more options 
abound.22,23 Another factor is the notable de-
clining importance of social class with regard to 
voting preference, which has led to suggestions 

among academics that opinions regarding poli-
cies are now more determinative in voting.24 The 
end result is that changes in the political system 
and culture have led to various party alternatives 
to the old left/right as people engage in a more 
selective process that accounts for the policy is-
sues of voters, as opposed to simply their social 
class.

While workers’ policy preferences remain 

the same, left for economic and right for non-
economic, their increasing support for extreme 
right parties indicates that today workers are 
more concerned with non-economic issues. 
Radical right parties focus primarily on non-
economic issues, and economic policy is more 
of an afterthought to the concerns these parties 
address. Furthermore, there has been a distinct 
trend of declining polarization on economic is-
sues following the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the correlating failure of communism. As 

The success of radical right 
parties depends not only on 
the broader cultural climate of 
the country and the reacions of 
other major political parties, but 
also on the administration and 
strategies of the radical right 
party itself. 
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Dennis Spies observes, “decline in polarization 
of the economic dimension of party competition 
has influenced the electoral fortunes of ERPs 
[Extreme Right Parties] by providing these par-
ties a favorable political opportunity structure to 
mobilize voters on their non-material core is-
sues.”25 Spies goes on to contend that working 
class voters “offer representation for their au-
thoritarian attitudes without paying attention to 
their economic demands” and that as long as eco-
nomic issues decline in relevance and economic 
polarization continues to decrease, the right will 
remain successful among working class voters.26 
However, Spies overemphasizes the divisions be-
tween economic and non-economic issues; surely, 
the non-economic issues, such as immigration, 
and the proposed policies “have clear economic 
underpinnings” as Kai Arzheimer points out: 
“the vast majority of immigrants are unskilled or 
semi-skilled workers,” and lower-class workers 
are more likely to feel economically threatened 
by labor force competition.27 Furthermore, many 

radical right parties have adopted policies that 
integrate ‘welfare chauvinist’ elements, which 
is certainly not a market-friendly concept, but 
rather suggests exclusionary welfare for the ‘na-
tive’ population alone, although this is met with 
varying degrees of success.28 The effect is that 
working class voters are more likely nowadays 
to vote for extreme right parties due to non-
economic issues, which may have clear economic 
implications for them.

Regardless of class or demographic iden-
tity, voters for the radical right share common 
concerns. Country specific case studies do reveal 
that cultural and social concerns that focus on 
issues such as “community and identity” are of 
greater significance to radical right voters than 
any economic matters.29 However, these gen-
eralizations regarding voters for specific parties 
within a broader trans-continental radical right 
movement are not all-encompassing and the spe-
cifics vary from country to country.30 Still, vot-
ers are much more concerned with the perceived 
detrimental effects of immigrants on the cultural 
identity and existing community of the country.31 
Surveys seem to reflect that the phobia towards 
immigration is motivated more by a fear of cul-
tural pollution than it is by economic tension.32

Members of the electorate supporting radi-
cal right parties share similar attitudes. Early on 
in the evolution of radical right parties, voter at-
titudes that reflected disenchantment with the 
political system and the trajectory of the Europe-
an Union was an important indicator of radical 
right support. However, as immigration exploded 
in Europe in the age of globalization, anti-im-
migration (or anti-immigrant) sentiment has 
become the central factor in predicting the po-
tential for casting a radical right vote. Although 

Supporters are disillusioned 
with the major political parties 
and may harbor Euroskeptic 
opinions; however, it is their 
conern over national identity 
and community that are more 
significant than government 
disapproval. 
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Mudde’s ‘single-issue thesis’ of right wing sup-
port overstates the critical nature of immigration 
in unifying these heterogeneous parties, anti-im-
migration is probably the most important issue 
for these parties and there are almost no radical 
right voters “who have a positive view of immi-
grants and immigration.”33 This is not to say that 
these voters are necessarily xenophobic or racist 
(although that certainly does not preclude voters 
who do have such attitudes), but rather simply 
that these voters are concerned enough about 
immigration that it is one of the most important, 
if not the most important political issue to them. 
Moreover, studies on Euroskepticism show that 
while “Euroskepticism…is often characteristic of 
the extremist and anti-systemic parties” on the 
right, it does appear that, contrary to some schol-
arly opinions, “radical right parties do not appear 
to be particularly led by their electorate in their 
stance toward the EU.”34 This means that while 
many radical right voters and parties are indeed 
Euroskeptic, it is neither a unifying fact in defin-
ing the electorate nor is it of vital importance to 
voters when casting their vote. The personal at-
titudes of voters, specifically regarding immigra-
tion helps to determine the likelihood of voting 
radical right.

Despite an emerging socio-demographic 
profile for radical right voters, there are also 
country specific contextual factors that are likely 
to affect the success of radical right parties by 
country. The electoral system can impact the suc-
cess of radical right parties in a country. Studies 
illustrate that while local victories are still pos-
sible within any system, national success for the 
radical right is inhibited by a plurality electoral 
system as well as by higher electoral thresholds 
for parties, but proportional representation al-

lows for greater national electoral gains.35

Additionally, media attention to radical 
right parties coupled with favorable public agen-
das have played an important role in influencing 
the visibility of fledgling radical right parties as 
well as their legitimacy.36 However, the media as 
well as the electoral system are much more note-
worthy during the infant stages of radical right 
parties and does not bear much impact following 
“electoral breakthroughs;” that is, their relevance 
to success declines following initial electoral suc-
cesses.37 The continued success of radical right 
parties has more to do with cultural factors as 
well as party specific determinants.

While institutional and media factors have 
an impact in the initial success of parties, the 
sustained vitality of a radical right party’s success 
is influenced by country specific cultural factors 
and party factors. In many countries the presence 
of widespread, “large nationalist subcultures” that 
“exist outside the realm of the dominant populist 
radical right party” can help to legitimize these 
parties and establish a more broad and approving 
political atmosphere for radical right parties.38 
On the contrary, a broader cultural “stigmatiza-
tion” of nationalist issues has a distinct negative 
effect on the success of the radical right through 
the dual indirect processes of attracting extrem-
ists to the party and alienating mainstream peo-
ple.39 In addition, in countries where mainstream 
parties co-opt anti-immigration issues, it does 
not appear to detract from radical right success 
as van der Brug and Fennema propose, but rather 
functions to further legitimize the positions and 
salience of the radical right.40 As Mudde high-
lights, there are three internal party, specific ele-
ments to the perennial success of a radical right 
party: efficient organization—with a tactical lo-



radical right-wing movements in contemporary europe          2 1

cal focus, propaganda—with an emphasis on me-
dia coverage, and effective leadership, combining 
charisma and competent practicality.41 The suc-
cess of radical right parties depends not only on 
the broader cultural climate of the country and 
the reactions of other major political parties, but 
also on the administration and strategies of the 
radical right party itself. These contextual agents 
vary by country across Europe and help to ex-
plain the complex process of variations in radical 
right success by country. 

An important contextual circumstance that 
deserves discussion is unemployment. While 
studies reach differing conclusions, the general 
consensus among scholars is that high unem-
ployment actually correlates to a decline in radi-
cal right success.42 This supports the claim that 
the concerns of radical right voters are funda-
mentally grounded in issues regarding identity 
and socio-cultural concerns, rather than employ-
ment dissatisfaction. While unemployment may 
be negatively correlated to radical right success, 
studies show that a lack of social capital is an 
influential factor in boosting radical right sup-
port.43 On an individual level, social ties of voters 
affect their propensity for radical right voting. 
Union membership and church attendance re-
sult in a lower tendency to vote for radical right 
parties.44 This may offer a potential insight into 
the motives behind voter support for authori-
tarian and ‘law-and-order’ policies within the 
context of perceived societal anomie and social 
disintegration.45 Moreover, this also adds support 
to the claim that radical right voters are often 
those who are marginalized by society, with low 
social ties and associations, who have grievances 
against the system.46

Using all of this compiled evidence and 

analysis, the socio-demographic profile of a radi-
cal right voter is a young male with a relatively 
low-moderate educational background, who is 
a member of the working class, is deeply con-
cerned about immigration, and maintains lim-
ited social ties. This profile has emerged as the 
standard radical right supporter as the electoral 
base of the radical right has recently shifted from 
predominantly ‘petite bourgeoisie’ to a growing 
working class majority. Radical right voters share 
a more authoritarian outlook and desire a stron-
ger ‘law-and-order’ state. Supporters are often 
disillusioned with the major political parties and 
may harbor Euroskeptic opinions; however, it is 
their concern over national identity and commu-
nity that are more significant than government 
disapproval. Country specific contextual fac-
tors help to resolve the varying success of radi-
cal right parties given the relative uniformity of 
this class across Europe. Initial electoral success 
is impacted by the nature of the electoral system 
and the media, but perennial electoral success 
can be influenced by the presence of nationalist 
subculture or nationalist stigmatization as well as 
by the specific construction of party itself (orga-
nization, leadership, propaganda) and the broad-
er nature of social capital within the state. These 
radical right parties have proven their durability 
and continue to enjoy electoral success in coun-
tries across Europe, and while their policies and 
electoral demographics may change, these parties 
appear to have become a “pathological normalcy” 
of the European political scene.47*
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On December 30, 2010, a pro-
gressive governor of Pakistan’s 

Punjab province named Salman Taseer was shot 
and killed by one of his bodyguards in Islam-
abad. The bodyguard reportedly told police he 
murdered Taseer because of the governor’s op-
position to Pakistan’s anti-blasphemy law.1 Gov-
ernor Taseer had publicly defended a Christian 
woman who was sentenced to death the previous 
month for making derogatory comments about 
the Prophet Mohammad. Shockingly, there was 
overwhelming support among Pakistani people 
for the murder. According to one report, “Law-
yers greeted the bodyguard in court by showering 
him with rose petals, pleased that he had killed 
a man who had dared to criticize the country’s 
anti-blasphemy law.”2

During the years following Pakistan’s inde-
pendence in 1947, religious freedom was a right 
guaranteed by the first constitution, as well as 
subsequent constitutions, and was enforced by 
the courts despite pressure from religious ex-
tremists. However, as Muslim fundamentalists 

gained influence in the 1970s and 1980s, the 
commitment to religious freedom waned and 
the government began limiting the rights of re-
ligious minorities, particularly a minority Mus-
lim community called Ahmadiyya.3 In 1962, the 
Repugnancy Clause was added to the Pakistani 
Constitution, stating that no existing law may 
contradict the teachings of Islam. In the 1980s, 
these intolerances “culminated in the passage 
of five ordinances that make up the blasphemy 
laws.”4 These ordinances affirm that Islamic law 
can legally limit the religious freedoms granted 
by the constitution. 

Anti-blasphemy laws violate international 
human rights because they facilitate intolerance 
and allow people to target religious minorities 
without reprisal.5 In Pakistan, these laws allow 
the government to “punish minorities for merely 
preaching their own faith, since such an action 
can be deemed to be an affront to Islam.”6 En-
forcement of these laws violates the rights to be 
treated equally under the law, to be free from ar-
bitrary arrests, and to fair and speedy trials.7

Support for these anti-blasphemy laws is 
widespread and presents a cultural issue that pos-
es a serious danger for minority religions. Even 
if individuals are found innocent by the court 
system, many are forced to hide or flee to escape 
violence from private citizens.8 The issue stems 
from Islam’s “prioritization of the community 
and man’s duties to God over all else.”9 Despite 
the Pakistani Constitution’s guarantee of free-
dom of religion, the Supreme Court of Pakistan 
holds that Islamic law can limit religious free-
dom.10 The widespread support of these laws will 
be the greatest challenge to the U.S. in persuad-
ing the Pakistani government to abolish them.

Anti-blasphemy laws, “though designed to 
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curb religious discrimination, result in count-
less human rights violations. They deny freedom 
of expression, they protect religion rather than 
the individual, and they are arbitrarily enforced 
at the expense of minorities in Pakistan.”11 They 
also legalize intolerance and discrimination, and 
help breed extremism and ultimately, terrorism.

It is critical to American foreign policy to 
address these issues because eliminating Paki-
stan’s anti-blasphemy laws would be a crucial 
step in the effort to prevent the spread of radical 
fundamentalism. If it is unlawful for people to 
make arguments which undermine terrorist or-
ganizations like the Taliban and Al Qaeda, such 
as non-Muslims are equal and the Qur’an sup-
ports this argument, then it is easy for a country 
to incubate and export religious-based terrorism. 
Combating anti-blasphemy laws in Pakistan is 
important because reemphasizing democratic 
values like religious freedom in Pakistan will help 
prevent the spread of terrorism and the threat it 
poses to the United States.

This paper will examine to what extent Pak-
istan’s stability and American national interests 
depend on the elimination of such anti-blasphe-
my laws.

History of t he Ant i-
Bl asphemy Laws

 Pakistan’s anti-blasphemy laws origi-
nated in 1927 with a law established by the Brit-
ish while Pakistan and India were under colonial 
rule. The law criminalized “deliberate and mali-
cious acts intended to outrage religious feelings 
of any class by insulting its religious belief.”12 It 
did not favor any one religion and its purpose 
was to curb religious discrimination.13

After the British withdrew in 1947, at-
tempts to unite Muslim and Hindu communi-

ties in the territory failed. Pakistan separated 
from India that same year and became its own 
autonomous state to serve as an asylum for Mus-
lims. Although Pakistan was created for specifi-
cally for Muslims, its founder Mohammad Ali 
Jinnah insisted on religious tolerance: 

“Muslims shall be enabled to order their lives 
in the individual and collective spheres in accord 
with the teachings and requirements of Islam as 
set out in the Holy Qur’an (sic) and Sunna; … 
[and] adequate provision shall be made for the 
minorities freely to profess and practise their re-
ligions (sic) and develop their cultures.”14 

Jinnah was an ardent advocate for democ-
racy in Pakistan and tolerance was a political 
priority in the Muslim secessionist movement.15

In the years following Pakistan’s found-
ing, Pakistani courts “resolutely adhered to the 
‘fundamental rights’ granted in the constitution 
of 1956, stating that a ‘right guaranteed by the 
Constitution cannot be taken away by law.’”16 
The principle of constitutional rights was under-
mined by the addition of a repugnancy clause in 
the 1962 constitution, which stated: “[N]o law 
shall be repugnant to the teachings and require-
ments of Islam as set out in the Holy Qur’an and 
Sunnah, and all existing laws shall be brought 
into conformity therewith”.17 The Repug-
nancy Clause remains in the current Pakistani 
constitution.

In 1949, Ahrar activists (Pakistan’s Gen-
eral Assembly, the Majlis-e-Ahrar-Islam) began 
pressuring the government to declare Ahmadiyya 
a non-Muslim community. Ahmadis are mem-
bers of a minority Muslim group that Pakistan’s 
Sunni Muslim majority has deemed heretical to 
Islam. There are about four million Ahmadis liv-
ing in Pakistan, and they consider themselves a 
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part of the larger Muslim community.18 There 
is no significant difference between Ahmadiyya 
and mainstream Muslim worship and practices. 
The fundamental difference between Ahma-
dis and the Sunni Muslim majority is that the 
Ahmadis believe there was a prophet after the 
Prophet Mohammad named Murza Ghulam 
Ahmad. Although many mainstream Muslims 
considered this proclamation to be profane, Ah-
madis were afforded protection and religious 
freedom under the law until the 1970s.

It was not until Zulfikar Ali Bhutto became 
Prime Minister in 1973 that Ahmadis were le-
gally deprived of their identity as Muslims. 
Bhutto allowed fundamentalists and Islamist 
organizations to gain political influence in order 
to consolidate his own power. Under his rule, 
Articles 260(3)(a) and (b), “which defined the 
term ‘Muslim’ in the Pakistani context and listed 
groups that were, legally speaking, non-Muslim” 
were introduced into Pakistan’s constitution.19 
These articles established a dangerous precedent: 
the institutionalization of limits on religious 
freedom in Pakistan. They had the intended ef-
fect on the Ahmadiyya community: “For fear of 
being charged with ‘indirectly or directly posing 
as a Muslim,’ Ahmadis could no longer profess 
their faith, whether verbally or in writing.”20

The 1973 Pakistani constitution explicitly 
designates constitutional rights not as stable 
and fundamental, as the early Pakistani courts 
interpreted them, but as open to regulation and 
even change by the government. The 1973 con-
stitution stated: “Subject to law, public order and 
morality,–(a) every citizen shall have the right to 
profess, practise and propagate his religion; and 
(b) every religious denomination and every sect 
thereof shall have the right to establish, main-

tain and manage its religious institutions.”21 That 
something can be a “constitutional right” yet also 
“subject to law” contradicts the very idea that 
constitutional rights cannot be legally rejected by 
a government.22 Furthermore, the circumstances 
of “public order” and “morality” have high poten-
tial for legal ambiguity.

Pakistan’s next president was a military 
dictator named Mohammad Zia-ul-Haq who 
wanted Islam to govern all aspects of Pakistani 
life.23 In 1980, he ordered the establishment of 
a Federal Shariat Court to scrutinize all laws 
that were contrary to Islamic values. This institu-
tion, unique to Pakistan, became the “legal in-
strument” used to “affirm that sovereignty over 
the entire universe belongs to Almighty Allah 
alone, and the authority exercised by the people 
of Pakistan within the limits prescribed by Him 
is a sacred trust.”24

Pressure from Islamist fundamentalists in 
the mid-1980s to limit the freedoms of religious 
minorities led the Federal Shariat Court to le-
gitimize the five ordinances that make up the 
anti-blasphemy laws: “a law against blasphemy; 
a law punishing the defiling of the Qur’an; a 
prohibition against insulting the wives, family, 
or companions of the Prophet of Islam; and two 
laws specifically restricting the activities of Ah-
madis.”25 Section 295C of the penal code states 
that “derogatory remarks, etc., in respect of the 
Holy Prophet ... either spoken or written, or by 
visible representation, or by any imputation, in-
nuendo or insinuation, directly or indirectly ... 
shall be punished with death, or imprisonment 
for life, and shall also be liable to fine.”26 These 
ordinances allowed the interpretation of Islamic 
law to limit the religious freedoms granted by the 
constitution.
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Ant i-Bl asphemy Laws Viol at e 
Int er nat ional Human Rig hts 

S tandar ds
Religious freedom is a human right pro-

tected by Article 18 of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. Human rights are the basic, 
fundamental rights and freedoms to which all 
humans are entitled. They should not be taken 
away by any legislature or any act of government, 
and are often set out in a state’s constitution.27 
The Repugnancy Clause in Pakistan’s constitu-
tion abridges the opportunity for religious free-
dom because it allows constitutional rights to be 
subject to law—specifically Islamic law—which 
is contrary to the very purpose of having consti-
tutional rights.28 Defending human rights is an 
important priority for U.S. foreign policy.

 Although Pakistani courts upheld the 
constitutional rights of all citizens during the 
years following the state’s founding, there was 
not complete religious freedom. Freedom of re-
ligion requires more than the mere toleration of 
minority religions. The Pakistani courts’ dedica-
tion to religious freedom was short-lived because 
of pressure from extremists. Poor trust in and ad-
herence to constitutional rights is a sign of gov-
ernment instability.

The primary reason Pakistan’s anti-blasphe-
my laws violate international human rights is be-
cause they facilitate intolerance and allow people 
to legally target religious minorities.29 They have 
become “a weapon against religious minorities in 
Pakistan.”30

Pakistan’s anti-blasphemy laws are distinc-
tive from those of other countries like Saudi 
Arabia and Afghanistan because they exist not 
only to prevent social disorder, but also to de-
liberately punish anyone who deviates from the 

government’s interpretation of Islam:
In [other] countries, [blasphemy] laws are 

justified on the grounds that they protect indi-
viduals from religious violence and other threats 
to public order. In Pakistan, however, the laws do 
not necessarily involve the rights of individuals 
or the potential violence that might result, but 
rather merely the actions that insult Islam itself. 
Thus, even if no violence could result, Pakistan’s 
blasphemy laws allow the government to punish 
minorities for merely preaching their own faith, 
since such an action can be deemed to be an af-
front to Islam.31

Groups that are prone to persecution under 
these laws include Ahmadis, “Christians, Hin-
dus, journalists, human rights advocates, attor-
neys who defend alleged blasphemers, and even 
Muslims with moderate beliefs.”32 There is no 
room for the human right of religious freedom, 
nor for the advocacy of religious freedom, under 
these laws.

In addition to falling short of religious free-
dom standards, anti-blasphemy laws violate the 
universal rights to equal treatment under the law, 
to freedom from arbitrary arrests, and to fair and 
speedy trials.33

Equal treatment under the law – Article 7 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states: “All are equal before the law and are 
entitled without any discrimination to equal 
protection of the law. All are entitled to equal 
protection against any discrimination in violation 
of this Declaration and against any incitement 
to such discrimination.”34 Pakistan’s government 
deliberately rejects this right by not offering legal 
protection to religious minorities, and in some 
cases by condoning discrimination against them 
evidenced by the arbitrary enforcement of the 
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anti-blasphemy laws.35 
Freedom from arbitrary arrests – Article 9 

of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states: “No one shall be subjected to arbitrary 
arrest, detention or exile.”36 The legal ambigu-
ity of what constitutes as blasphemy combined 
with a prejudiced attitude toward religious mi-
norities leads to arbitrary enforcement of anti-
blasphemy laws. In Pakistan, “[a] judgment of 
whether someone has committed a discrimina-
tory act against Islam is entirely subjective and 
privy to the state officials’ personal biases.”37 A 
2005 law required police investigation of each 
charge, but this was never enforced.38 These laws 
are considered a “weapon” because the laws’ vague 
terminology has led to their misuse. Government 
officials often accept accusations of blasphemy 
without regard to the accusers’ motivations.39 
In fact, anti-blasphemy laws have been known 
to immunize private acts of religious vengeance 
from legal liability.40

The majority of the abuse of these laws takes 
place in the rural areas of Pakistan where judges 
tend to be biased and easily influenced,41 not un-
like Aasia Bibi’s village where she was accused of 
defiling the name of the Prophet Mohammad. 
Some claim Bibi did not even make derogatory 
comments, but had simply resisted conversion to 
Islam.42 Unfortunately, no one will specify what 
was actually said since repeating her words would 
itself be blasphemy, so her death sentence rests 
entirely on hearsay.43 There is little local con-
troversy over the account that her co-workers 
provoked her by calling her “unclean” for being 
a Christian.

Higher court judges are aware of these 
abuses and are more likely to set free individu-
als convicted of blasphemy;however, this means 

the accused can sit in jail for weeks or months 
before going to court. Aasia Bibi was in jail for 
over a year before she received her sentence to be 
hanged in October 2010. 44

Right to a fair and speedy trial – Articles 10 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states: “Everyone is entitled in full equality to a 
fair and public hearing by an independent and 
impartial tribunal, in the determination of his 
rights and obligations and of any criminal charge 
against him.”45 The prevalence of personal biases 
makes it possible for anyone involved in the ac-
cusation and charge of an individual for blasphe-
my to bring these biases to trial. The root of this 
problem is cultural, which will be discussed in 
more depth in the next section. 

Along similar lines, Part 1 of Article 9 
states: “Everyone charged with a penal offence 
has the right to be presumed innocent until 
proved guilty according to law in a public trial 
at which he has had all the guarantees necessary 
for his defence.”46 Pakistan boasts the philoso-
phy that individuals accused of blasphemy are 
considered guilty until proven innocent, which 
presents a serious danger for the accused and cre-
ates powerful incentives for false accusations. Al-
leged blasphemers are also often prohibited from 
bail.47 For fear of their own safety, many lawyers 
refuse to defend those accused of blasphemy and 
judges hesitate to take up those cases.48 These de-
lays mean individuals could sit in jail for months 
before seeing a courtroom.

For those found innocent and released, being 
in jail without bail for long periods is inhumane 
and has a profoundly negative effect on their 
lives and dignity. Even if a person is innocent, 
or is arrested and detained simply for professing 
a faith other than mainstream Islam, their time 
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in jail will define them for the rest of their lives. 
Peter Jacob, executive secretary of the Episcopal 
Justice and Peace Commission, said in 2007, “If 
someone is accused as a blasphemer, even if the 
court acquits him, his life becomes miserable in 
Pakistan and he has to live in hiding and pover-
ty.”49 Many individuals have similar experiences 
because most individuals arrested for blasphemy 
are eventually set free, especially if they are seen 
by higher courts.50

Ant i-Bl asphemy Laws 
Repr esent a Cultural Issue

The inclusion of the Repugnancy Clause in 
Pakistan’s constitution in the 1960s, the imple-
mentation of anti-blasphemy laws in the 1980s, 
and the overwhelming support for the murder 
of Governor Salman Taseer are all indicative of 
a cultural issue within the Islamic world. The is-
sue stems from Islam’s fundamental rejection of 
humanism and its prioritization of man’s duties 
to God over other men: “In Islam, no rights are 
said to exist other than those provided by God. 
The idea that there are some rights that exist that 
are created by man and not God is inconsistent 
with some of the basic tenets of Islam.”51 As a 
result, although Pakistan’s constitution guaran-
tees freedom of religion, the Supreme Court of 
Pakistan holds that Islamic law exceeds common 
law and can limit religious freedom.52 The Re-
pugnancy Clause allows Pakistan’s government 
to reject the distinction between positive law and 
Islamic law.53

Islamic governments tend to reject human 
rights principles because they see human rights 
as “rights owned by man against the rest of the 
world” – more specifically, “owned” by the West.54 

International human rights standards are consid-
ered a Western phenomenon and many in the 

East suspect they exist with the intention of 
Western cultural domination.

What skeptics in the East fail to understand 
is that because morality has historically been as-
sociated with religious belief, religious beliefs 
have contributed to the development of interna-
tional human rights in the West. In his “Call to 
Renewal” keynote address in 2006, then-Senator 
Barack Obama said, “Democracy demands that 
the religiously motivated translate their concerns 
into universal, rather than religion-specific, val-
ues.”55 So, although human rights are “derived 
from, and are dependent upon, the transcendent 
principles that religious traditions, more than any 
other group, continue to cultivate,” they are also 
“aimed universally at the common good of all 
peoples.”56 The universality of religious convic-
tion is integral to democracy in the West.

That being said, U.S. foreign policy must not 
attempt to secularize Middle Eastern politics be-
cause this strategy will fail and will serve only to 
intensify anti-American sentiment. An Islamic 
version of democracy will and should differ from 
Western-style democracy. What Islamic democ-
racy must demand is that governments guar-
antee every one — Muslims and non-Muslims 
— equal treatment under the law because that is 
the single most fundamental tenet of democracy.

Perhaps if human rights were redefined as 
limitations on government power, then “[m]an 
would not be seen as owning these protections, 
rather the government would have merely agreed 
to limit its own power to punish certain offens-
es and utilize certain modes of punishment.”57 
While Islamic governments are required by God 
to punish people who do not abide by Islamic 
law, neither are they forbidden to cooperate with 
other groups and enter into international agree-
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ments.58 That Pakistan lawfully enacted the anti-
blasphemy laws does not mean they have the 
right to treat individuals contrary to current hu-
man rights standards.59

This cultural issue also manifests itself in 
the fear, violence, and isolation from society for 
those who are accused or charged with blasphe-
my.60 Even those who are found innocent must 
go into hiding or flee because of death threats 
against them and their families.61 Since 1980, 
lynch mobs have killed more than thirty people 
accused of blasphemy.62 A few years ago, a man 
named Shahid Masih from the Punjab province 
in Pakistan was charged with blasphemy and 
spent a long time in prison before he was found 
innocent and released. He said of life after pris-
on: “The real tragedy is this. I was in prison and 
I was released because the court found me inno-
cent but my life is over. No one wants to hire me 
and I am afraid to go out because people think I 
am a blasphemer who must die.”63

Pakistan’s guilty-until-proven-innocent phi-
losophy for accused blasphemers needlessly de-
stroys lives, damages public morale, and weakens 
an already struggling economy because victims 
are refused employment. The U.S. government 
should address the issue of anti-blasphemy laws 
as an opportunity to affect cultural, social and 
economic change. Although doing this would 
represent a case of treating the symptoms of the 
problem rather than the cause, approaching it in 
this manner might be an easier, more acceptable, 
short-term route for U.S. foreign policy.

Some Pakistanis argue anti-blasphemy laws 
are a part of their national identity, and that 
“international calls for [Pakistan] to modify its 
blasphemy laws violate [its] sovereignty as an 
independent nation.”64 If Pakistan was created 

for Muslims and most Pakistanis agree with the 
laws, what right does the U.S. have to interfere 
with Pakistan’s internal decisions?65

The assumption that anti-blasphemy laws 
are part of Pakistan’s national identity since its 
independence is incorrect. Pakistan has under-
gone a dramatic national identity transforma-
tion since 1947, when the government first 
introduced democratic values such as religious 
freedom to a political climate characterized by 
Islamization and intolerance. Mohammad Ali 
Jinnah founded Pakistan on the basis of religious 
freedom, declaring: “You are free; you are free to 
go to your temples, you are free to go to your 
mosques or to any other place or worship in this 
State of Pakistan. You may belong to any religion 
or caste or creed that has nothing to do with the 
business of the State.”66 With each new leader, 
Pakistan’s identity has slowly devolved from its 
origin.67 The anti-blasphemy laws represent ev-
erything Jinnah condemned when he said, “In 
any case, Pakistan is not going to be a theo-
cratic State to be ruled by priests with a divine 
mission.”68 Although Pakistan was created for 
Muslims, Jinnah recognized that every state has 
minority groups and democracy demands they 
be granted equal rights. The murder of Governor 
Taseer has shown “Pakistan has embraced a for-
eign identity—one frighteningly destructive to 
its founding principles.”69

The El iminat ion of Ant i-
Bl asphemy Laws is  Essent ial to 

Pakistan’s  S tabil it y
 The elimination of anti-blasphemy laws 

is more than a humanitarian issue; it is directly 
connected with the stability of the state.70 This is 
especially true for a state like Pakistan where reli-
gion greatly influences political affairs. The great 
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irony of anti-blasphemy laws is that they were 
created because blasphemy causes social unrest 
which threatens public order. However, allowing 
for freedom of religious practice and worship ex-
clusively in private is not true religious freedom, 
and it facilitates a cultural narrow-mindedness 
that breeds extremism and religious-based ter-
rorism. Religious-based terrorism is an alarm-
ing and urgent dilemma not only for American 
national security but also for Pakistan’s own 
stability.

Anti-blasphemy legislation allows for the 
development, cultivation, and profligacy of Is-
lamic extremism in Pakistan. American diplomat 
Thomas Farr’s comments about Afghanistan’s 
constitution applies perfectly to Pakistan’s: “The 
constitution had created a window through 
which extremism could lawfully enter, contend 
with the reformers and the moderates, and stand 
an excellent chance of defeating them.”71 The 
combination of the Repugnancy Clause and the 
five ordinances that make up the anti-blasphemy 
law create a wide window through which Paki-
stan allows extremism to enter and thrive. Al-
though this was not the purpose of these laws, it 
is their inevitable consequence. Pakistan is not a 
stable and unified state, and the powerful politi-
cal influence extremists have on its government 
weakens it further. These dangerous windows in 
Pakistani law need to be closed for good.The an-
ti-terrorism effort is the most important U.S. na-
tional interest in Pakistan, both because Pakistan 
possesses nuclear weapons and because funda-
mentalists have high levels of political influence.

Amer ic an Int er ests in Pakistan
American national interests in Pakistan in-

clude advocating for human rights, strengthen-
ing Pakistan’s democratic institutions, and most 

importantly, preventing the spread of terrorism.
Preventing religious-based terrorism is the 

United States’ most urgent and critical objec-
tive in Pakistan. After meeting with Pakistani 
foreign minister Mahmood Qureshi in October 
2010, U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton re-
marked that both governments are working to-
ward eradicating terrorism.72 However, there is 
much doubt surrounding Pakistan’s commitment 
to the anti-terrorism effort.

Pakistan’s President Asif Ali Zardari has 
called Pakistan “the world’s greatest victim 
of terrorism,”a fact that he has used to defend 
Pakistan’s tenuous position in the wake of the 
discovery of Osama bin Laden’s compound in 
Abbottabad in May 2011. 73 Although govern-
ment elites like Prime Minister Syed Yousaf 
Raza Gilani claim that “[o]ur institutions are 
working and democracy is functional,”74 other 
Pakistani officials worry Pakistan is as suscep-
tible to revolt as Egypt and Tunisia were due 
to a weakening economy, rising unemployment 
rate, corruption, and escalating Islamic religious 
fervor.75 Many victims of rising unemployment 
graduated from madrasahs, schools run by radi-
cal clerics who teach anti-Western doctrines, and 
many of their graduates are picked up by terrorist 
organizations like the Taliban.76 Frustrated by a 
failing democracy, Pakistanis—especially those 
who are unemployed—are prone to respond to 
extremist propaganda.77

Although it appears that a short-term solu-
tion to these issues may be to offer Pakistan more 
financial assistance until the economic situation 
improves, the U.S. has been bailing out Pakistan 
for years assuming that the state is “too big to 
fail.” But we have not seen progress. Pakistan is 
no longer just “too big to fail”; it is now the “nu-



pakistan's  anti-blasphemy laws and u.s. foreign policy          3 3

clear-armed version of ‘too big to fail.’”78 The is-
sue is rooted in Pakistani culture and no amount 
of financial aid alone can fix that. 

There is a sense of urgency in encourag-
ing Pakistan to stop giving in to pressure from 
extremists and to begin adopting democratic 
values like religious freedom. Doing so would 
significantly help to prevent the spread of radical 
fundamentalism. 

R o l e  o f  U. S . Fo r e i g n  Po l i c y  i n 
Influencing Effects

Convincing Pakistan that it is in their in-
terest to eliminate anti-blasphemy laws is a 
seemingly impossible task. Not only is there 
widespread public support in Pakistan for these 
laws, but also the traditionally democratic, plu-
ralistic Pakistan People’s Party has been fighting 
for political survival by appeasing extremists and 
practically disowning members and activists who 
want to amend or repeal these laws.79 The U.S. 
must endeavor to persuade Pakistani lawmakers 
that if the welfare of the Pakistani people is their 
priority, they cannot appeal to groups that use vi-
olence against their citizens and they must guar-
antee religious freedom in their constitution. 80

For religious freedom to gain support, 
change needs to come from both the top down 
and from the bottom up. On the one hand, if 
the Pakistani government does not push for 
religious freedom by removing anti-blasphemy 
laws and eliminating the repugnancy clause, 
cultural change is not likely to follow. These ju-
dicial changes must be supplemented by extra-
judicial, cultural changes, which can only come 
from within the country. “[C]ultural groundwork 
must be laid before a nation can achieve the kind 
of durable self-government sought by the [U.S. 
government] as an antidote to Islamist extrem-

ism.”81 The U.S. can help this effort by empower-
ing Pakistanis who believe in religious freedom. 
Farr writes of the importance of this objective:

Amid all the strategies adopted by the Unit-
ed States to undermine Islamist terrorism and 
to encourage stable liberal governments in the 
Muslim world, we have thus far failed to credit a 
critical objective: the religious rationale for vio-
lence must be turned on its head. Mainstream 
Muslims who reject violence and coercion not in 
spite of Islam, but because of it, must move to 
the fore.82

This could mean giving aid to groups like 
the Pakistan Institute of Legislative Develop-
ment and Transparency who work on strength-
ening the state’s democratic institutions. The 
U.S.’s Ambassador-at-Large for International 
Religious Freedom Dr. Suzan Johnson Cook and 
her team could design programs that give young 
Pakistanis affordable education options to curb 
the number of youth receiving their education in 
extremist madrasahs. This could also mean help-
ing to empower religious leaders in the state who 
are more broad-minded and progressive.

The most crucial part of this argument is 
that change must happen “not in spite of Islam, 
but because of it.” Pakistani culture does not dis-
tinguish between politics and religion, and the 
U.S. should not see secularization as an ultimate 
goal. U.S. policymakers must not write off po-
litical theology as irrational and frustrating, but 
rather, they must familiarize themselves with it, 
learn how to “understand why religious convic-
tions so often lead to political conflicts[,] and 
then perhaps find a way to contain the potential 
for violence.”83

Along these lines, it is important that the 
U.S. does not portray religious freedom as a 
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Western phenomenon. Doing so would lead to a 
criticism that human rights are a form of cultural 
domination. As discussed earlier, if U.S. foreign 
policy can portray human rights as limitations on 
government power rather than as man owning a 
set of rights and imposing them on the interna-
tional community, perhaps Pakistanis can rework 
their impressions of human rights standards.84 
Cooperating with other groups and entering 
into international agreements is not contrary to 
Islamic law.85

Improving the treatment of those accused of 
blasphemy might be the first step toward help-
ing the situations of the accused. The U.S. should 
articulate to the Pakistani government the dis-
advantages of considering individuals accused 
of blasphemy guilty until proven innocent. It is 
unfair, inhumane, and puts the accused and their 
families in serious danger. 

Although President Zardari claims that 
“democracy is functional” in Pakistan, in order 
to declare their state a democracy, the Pakistani 
government must eliminate anti-blasphemy  
laws. 86  Such discriminatory legislation is im-
permissible in a democracy because the funda-
mental basis thereof is equality under the law. 
Western democracy and Islamic democracy will 
inevitably differ in many ways, but no democ-
racy can forgo the obligation to adhere to cer-
tain standards of human rights. Otherwise, “the 
state could democratically enact laws that allow 
torture and genocide, and justify them under the 
will of a religious majority.”87 Islamic democra-
cies will likely integrate Islamic values with fairly 
conservative platforms that focus beyond exclu-
sively religious issues.88

In addition to grappling with Pakistani law, 
the U.S. should also encourage Pakistan’s govern-

ment to build a deeper connection with its peo-
ple by investing in infrastructure development. 
The Pakistani government does not take much in 
taxes, and therefore they provide little infrastruc-
ture and services.89 Electricity, gas, and water 
can be hard to come by in an agricultural society 
that has not adopted many modern systems of 
technology. Farrukh Saleem, a risk analyst and 
columnist for a Pakistani newspaper called The 
News, says, “Ninety-nine percent of Pakistanis 
are not affected by the state—it doesn’t deliver 
anything for them. People are looking for alter-
natives. So were the Iranians in 1979.”90 Many 
think the current government system ben-
efits only the elite, which analysts say has been 
known to motivate “disaffected” young men to 
join Muslim militant organizations.91 It is in 
both Pakistan’s and the U.S.’s interest to invest in 
infrastructure development because creating jobs 
and raising the standard of living reduces the ap-
peal of terrorism and insurgency.

Conclusion
Anti-blasphemy laws facilitate intolerance 

and allow people to lawfully target religious mi-
norities. Members of the minority Ahmadiyya 
Muslim community, which number four million 
in Pakistan, have endured most of this prejudice, 
especially with the passage of a law that declares 
them non-Muslims. Lawful discrimination of 
these groups is inconsistent not only with cur-
rent international human rights standards, but 
also with the vision of Pakistan’s founding father, 
Mohammad Ali Jinnah.

Aasia Bibi’s death sentence and Governor 
Taseer’s murder in her defense exemplify how 
Pakistan’s anti-blasphemy laws allow one per-
son’s indiscretion to turn into another’s act of 
moral compulsion.92 People have taken advan-
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tage of the ambiguous wording of these laws to 
criminalize members of religious minorities or to 
settle personal issues. That religious freedom is 
“subject to law” in Pakistan’s constitution com-
pletely undermines the idea that a constitutional 
right is protected from any legislation or act of 
government.

Islamic democracy will differ from Western 
democracy, but both must guarantee the most 
fundamental principle thereof: equal treatment 
under the law for all citizens. In Pakistan, this 
means removing legislation that discriminates 
against non-Muslim citizens. The most impor-
tant thing the Pakistani government can do to 
instigate tolerance (and someday religious free-
dom in full) amongst its people is to remove the 
state from the position of policing individuals 
who blaspheme.

The U.S. can give aid, support institutions 
that reinforce democratic values, and encourage 
Pakistan to make changes, but lasting change 
must ultimately come from within Pakistani cul-
ture. Constitutional guarantees are only as good 
as their actual practice.93 For Pakistan to achieve 
stability and fight terrorism, the government 
must make efforts to earn the trust of its citizens.
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This past December, ethnic ten-
sions reached a boiling point 

when violent riots broke out in Manezh Square 
in downtown Moscow. The death of a Russian 
at the hands of Caucasians following a soccer-
related scuffle, and the subsequent release of the 
detained suspect, incited outrage from the eth-
nic Russian community and inspired widespread 
armed inter-ethnic conflict.1 Although the vio-
lence has since subsided, the incident is a reflec-
tion  of a deeper endemic issue in Russian society. 
Contemporary Russia faces a serious problem: 
nationalist sentiment among the youth is spiral-
ing out of control. While nationalism is certainly 
nothing new in Russia, the last decade has seen 
a considerable rise in radical organizations and 
violent extremism. Radical sentiment is trans-
forming from the fringe to mainstream Russian 
society, and these radical organizations recruit 
their members from the youth in particular. Al-
though there have been efforts by the Kremlin to 
crackdown on extremist nationalist groups, the 

regime’s treatment of the ideological basis has 
been largely ineffective. Youth organizations have 
sprung up over the last decade, many of which 
foster highly radical views and propagate brands 
of exclusionist Russian nationalism. The Kremlin 
itself has founded its own youth groups, Nashi 
a prime example, in an attempt to channel the 
youth in a pro-regime direction. Over the past 
two decades, nationalism and radicalism have 
become part of mainstream society in Russia and 
the Russian youth are increasingly extremist, as 
witnessed in the attitudes as well as the direc-
tion of youth groups. Putin’s regime treats these  
symptoms but refuses to address the disease it-
self, while it simultaneously attempts to harness 
the youth for its own purposes. 

Nationalism is nothing new to the people of 
the Russian Federation, but the modern brand 
of popular Russian nationalism is indeed origi-
nal. This change is due to various contextual fac-
tors that together provide a foundation for the 
emergence of ethnocentric Russian nationalism. 
The collapse of the USSR necessitated a com-
plete overhaul of society in all spheres, includ-
ing economic, social, political, and cultural. First, 
the Russians needed to reinvent themselves in a 
period of tumultuous transition.2 Emil Pain de-
scribes the relationship of this phenomenon with 
xenophobia, arguing that,

“The desire to overcome such crises generates 
a number of consequences, which in turn develop 
into preconditions for political extremism. People 
gradually become more and more interested in 
consolidating within primary, natural or, as there 
are sometimes called, “primordial” (such as ethnic 
or confessional) communities. In this context tra-
ditionalism is intensified, and manifestations of 
xenophobia become commonplace.”3
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Secondly, this consolidation added to the 
inferiority complex of Russians due to their 
“perception…of recent history as one of national 
defeat and humiliation or as historical trauma” 
in the Soviet collapse.4 Thirdly, during this cri-
sis, the desire for stability drove the Russian 
people to focus on the past and to mythologize 
and romanticize their national history. Finally, 
all of these factors occurred within the context 
of the Chechen war, the terrorist threats, and 
the promulgation of ethnic stereotyping which 
became typical of daily Russian life.5 These ele-
ments, combined with the state’s employment of 
nationalism as a tool and its denial of popular 
empowerment (to be discussed further on), pro-
vided a more than generous environment to fos-
ter an ethnocentric breed of Russian nationalism.

 “With the collapse of the Communist re-
gime, a whole set of perspectives and values at 
the heart of Russian life for centuries have come 
into question as never before in Russian history, 
leaving in its wake a sense of profound moral 
crisis.”6 The ideological vacuum created in the 
wake of the USSR’s collapse has allowed a rise 
of Russian nationalism that stresses homogene-
ity, unity, and anti-Western feeling. “Russianness 
was always defined in opposition to something 
else,” and in this case that something else is the 
United States, as well as ethnic minorities within 
the country.7 

The collapse of the Soviet Union awakened 
and subsequently reinvented the concept of Rus-
sian nationalism, but there is concern over the 
ethnocentricity that this breed of exclusivist 
Russian nationalism fosters. In modern Russia, 
nationalism is characterized primarily by impas-
sioned patriotism. Xenophobia has become a 
part of mainstream society. The Levada Center 

reports that “approximately 60 percent of respon-
dents 18-to-25 and 57 percent of respondents 
40-and-over expressed complete or partial sup-
port for the ‘Russia is for Russians’ slogan” and 
over 30 percent expressed complete support in 
both age brackets.8 These figures suggest that 
nationalist sentiments are widespread and  tran-
scend societal divisions. In addition, the country 
has witnessed a steady rise of extremist crimes-- 
making the criminal and violent side effects of 
this trend evident. According to Russian Investi-
gative Committee chief Alexander Bastrykin in 
February 2011, “the number of extremism-relat-
ed crimes in Russia has grown by 20%...to 656 
crimes.”9 Bastrykin went on to blame this trend 
on the increasing number of “crimes committed 
by immigrants” which acts as a “fomenter of eth-
nic enmity.”10 As though the increase of ethnic 
tensions and nationalism was not clear enough 
from the data, the violent implications of radi-
calism are confirmed by statistics from SOVA 
(Russia’s Center for Information and Analysis, 
the main function of which is to monitor xe-
nophobia and extremism). They show that from 
“2004 to 2009, racists killed on average between 
one and two persons a week- a death rate that 
has no equivalent, in any comparable country.”11 
Both the Levada and SOVA Centers’ findings 
indicate an alarming trend of increasing extrem-
ist violence in Russia, as well as the wider pat-
tern of radical nationalist acceptance in Russian 
society. 

Clearly, intolerant Russian nationalism has 
taken a noticeable turn towards mainstream ac-
ceptance, indicating that radicalism is becoming 
the accepted norm. It is most particularly the 
youth that are radicalized and instilled with this 
potent and toxic brand of Russian nationalism. 
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Radicalism among the Russian youth has been 
on the rise over the course of the past decade. In 
August 2011, a government-orchestrated survey 
revealed that “fully one quarter of high school 
students support ultranationalist and fascist 
views,” a “sobering statistic” to say the least.12 In 
fact, the majority of the aforementioned violent 
crimes against minorities and hate crimes are 
committed by youth groups with extremist ideo-
logical bases. Scholars claim that this is due to a 
Russian “‘racist youth subculture’ that encourages 
violence toward outsiders through peer pressure 
and group norms.”13 Surveys show that Russian 
youth are more likely to deny that political ex-
tremists  are a threat to society, which points to-
ward a “sense of normalization of violence and, 
hence, a social climate in which inter-group vio-
lence is more likely.”14 

The youth in today’s Russia is the first gen-
eration of post-Soviet Russians, and the attitudes 
that they hold present an insight into the present 
day motivations for extremism. At present, there 
is widespread intolerance towards Caucasian na-
tionalities. The war and political turmoil in the 
Caucasus, as well as state policy and media, have 
worked to excite and foster a strong anti-Cauca-
sian attitude.15 An issue arises immediately from 
the fact that many Caucasian nations are part of 
the Russian Federation-- meaning that the ethnic 
violence is often aimed at other Russian citizens. 
One motivating factor of radicalism is the lack of 
trust in the Russian state and general disillusion-
ment regarding the direction and future of Rus-
sia. This is combined with a “striking…feeling 
of insecurity on the socio-political level,” high 
levels of unemployment (especially in more rural 
provinces), and a relatively nonexistent civil so-
ciety structure to provide a breeding ground for 

nationalism and radicalism-- through frustration 
and a desire for belonging, stability, and self-re-
spect.16 Studies, such as the 2009 Swiss Academy 
for Development report, stress the importance 
of anomie as a contributing factor to radicalism 
and extremism among Russian youths.17 Anomie 
“stimulates innovation and creativity, but it can 
also lead to apathy, risky behaviour (substance 
abuse), violence, a shift towards radical (but 
direction-giving) ideologies, instability and the 
destruction of social institutions or even whole 
societies.”18 It is clear that the anomic sociopo-
litical environment in Russia is correlated to the 
rise in radicalism. Findings also reveal a socio-
economic correspondence-- young Russians in 
lower socio-economic brackets are much more 
inclined to have extremist and/or nationalist 
opinions. Teens of lower socioeconomic status 
are “more likely to approve of radical groupings 
and to back violent measures to deal with mar-
ginalized social groups.”19 These statistics paint a 
stark picture of a generation that bears distinct 
features, circumstantial or environmental or both, 
which contribute to sub-cultural acceptance of 
radicalism and nationalism.

The state’s role in the current situation and 
over the last decade is not to be overlooked. Pu-
tin has used Russian nationalism as a tool for his 
own personal gain since his rise to power in the 
late 1990s. Putin used nationalism as a means of 
legitimizing the steady transition towards a com-
petitive authoritarian regime. Putin “purposefully 
instrumentalized Russian imperial nostalgia, na-
tional pride and ethnocentric thinking” in order 
to justify the consolidation and centralization of 
state power and the installation of a strict vertical 
power structure.20 Nationalist rhetoric has taken 
various forms under Putin. First, Putin’s regime 
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focuses on Russia’s past with a concentration on 
military and imperial force and the glorification 
of Russia’s historic accomplishments. Secondly, 
the Kremlin and Putin often use fear tactics to 
muster support, framing Russia as beset on all 
sides by enemies. Thirdly, the state’s “suppression 
of the national movements of ethnic minorities,” 
primarily through the use of force via the power 
ministries, is another form of social consolida-
tion.21 The state does not hesitate to crush any 
forms of resistance or nationalism in the Cau-
casus—from  separatists or Islamic extremists. 
The Russian people are “officially referred [to] as 
the ‘native’ population.”22 Putin re-implemented 
“National Unity Day,” a holiday from the Rus-
sian Empire, to replace the commemorative holi-
day of the October Revolution.23 The underlying 
theme is that of state sponsorship and employ-
ment of nationalism, as a device to strengthen 
and subsequently support the rise of a semi-au-
thoritarian regime. 

The Kremlin has encouraged and has fos-
tered Russian nationalism through rhetoric, fear, 
and force. However, Putin’s regime has also cre-
ated a monster that it can no longer control. The 
regime thoroughly underestimated the capacity 
of nationalism as a self-sustaining force among 
the Russian people. While the regime has suc-
cessfully managed to manipulate the democratic 
process in Russia, it is much harder to control 
nationalism while maintaining stability and 
democratic suppression within the context of a 
multi-national, multi-ethnic federation in a glo-
balized society. As Emil Pain notes, Putin’s re-
gime is “gravely mistaken to think so, however, 
since nationalism has a different nature and pos-
sesses a logic of its own;” in this way “national-
ism is easily excitable, but difficult to control.”24 

Russian nationalism is quickly growing into 
something the Kremlin cannot suppress and ma-
nipulate to its own advantage.

Nationalism has become self-fulfilling and 
radicalizing and examples can be seen across 
Russia. “National Unity Day” has quickly trans-
formed over its six year existence into a holiday 
dominated by Russian nationalist and radical 
right organizations, with countrywide dem-
onstrations spiked with violent outbursts. The 
Rodina (‘Motherland’) coalition, which was orig-
inally “created as a ‘clone’ to draw working class 
votes away from the KPRF” by the Kremlin in 
the 2003 parliamentary elections, quickly gained 
its own momentum and began to prove itself as 
a force in politics.25 Rodina staged a number of 
demonstrations and advertising campaigns that 
focused on anti-immigration and ethnocentric 
patriotic messages. The youth branch of the co-
alition changed their title to ‘Patriotic Green-
peace’ and “demanded that markets in Moscow 
be ‘cleansed of garbage’ (by which they meant 
non-Russian traders).”26 To an outsider, such 
intolerant messages are alarming in themselves 
but what is truly concerning is that the coali-
tion’s campaign strategy was effective in garner-
ing support among Russians. In fact, Rodina was 
so effective that during its election campaign 
the Kremlin felt threatened enough to take ac-
tion against the party, eventually banning it 
from elections in 2005 and forcing it to join the 
Spravedlivaya Rossiya (A Just Russia) coalition 
in 2006-- only three years after its creation. Ro-
dina was technically banned for its use of racist 
and hateful rhetoric, even though other parties 
such as Zhirinovskii’s LDPF frequently engage 
in such tactics, which points to the Kremlin’s 
concern over Rodina’s popularity as a motive 
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for its dissolution. These cases demonstrate the 
Kremlin’s inability to control the powerful force 
of nationalism.

With membership numbering in the hun-
dreds of thousands, the pro-regime, state-spon-
sored youth group Nashi (Youth Democratic 
Anti-fascist organization ‘Ours!’) is the pow-
erhouse of youth organizations.27,28 Amidst 
growing speculation of a potential for a Russian 
‘colored revolution’ in the wake of the ‘Orange’ 
and ‘Rose’ revolutions, the regime devised a 
strategy to prevent such an occurrence. Robert 
Horvath explains that “the cornerstone of the 
Putin regime’s ‘counter-revolutionary technol-
ogy’ was Nashi (‘Ours’), a Kremlin-sponsored 
youth organization that was intended as an an-
tidote to potential pro-democracy youth groups 
that had spearheaded the Ukrainian and Geor-
gian upheavals.29 The group was formed follow-
ing the failure of the Idushchee vmeste (‘Moving 
Together’), Putin’s original youth organization. 
The youth organization glorifies Soviet style 
propaganda, using a Soviet Internet domain and 
bestowing officers with the title “commissar,” and 
rhetorically nominates almost all anti-establish-
ment organizations as ‘fascist.’30 The group claims 
to be ‘anti-fascist’ and ‘non-nationalist,’ although 
its action indicateotherwise.

As the group has evolved, critics have 
drawn comparisons between Nashi and the So-
viet Komsomol as well as the Hitlerjugend.31 The 
group periodically ships in members by the tens 
of thousands for massive rallies for patriotic, 
pro-regime causes. Following United Russia’s 
victory in 2008, “30,000 red-clad Nashi youth…
blocked traffic in the capital with a demonstra-
tion, as children aged 8 to 15 held up signs with 
slogans like, ‘Thank you Putin for stability in our 

future!’ jarringly reminiscent of days gone by.”32 
Furthermore, the state sponsors a yearly Nashi 
camp to teach members patriotism and instill in 
them proper political values, values that are coin-
cidentally pro-regime.33 Within the past month, 
the group drew international attention for alleg-
edly plagiarizing Goebbels.34 At the 2010 youth 
camp, there was a stir caused by “the scandalous 
installation of ‘impaled enemies of Russia,’ which 
displayed ‘anti-Russian’ politicians impaled.”35 In 
fact, the extremist, radical right-wing suspect 
in this year’s Norwegian terrorist attack praises 
Nashi in his manifesto, in reference to setting an 
example for others in rejecting immigrants and 
multiculturalism.36 The group undergoes para-
military training in preparation for the imminent 
conflict between Russia and her ‘enemies,’ and 
calls for procreation for the sake of the Moth-
erland.37 These similarities present a foreboding 
image of the state of affairs regarding national-
ism among the youth, but there is hope as well.

Nashi suffers from a fundamental internal 
division-- a conflict between the pro-regime 
ideology of the group and the group’s desire to 
attract young Russians. In this way, Nashi faced 
an obstacle from its foundation, that is, how to 
create a “distinctive conformism,” meaning how 
to attract and to excite the youth to participate 
in a group that serves to essentially promote the 
political status quo.38 Nashi has sought to harness 
the “patriotic potential” of the youth which has 
been on the rise over the past decade and recon-
cile this with the general apolitical and anomic 
attitudes prevailing among Russian youth.39 The 
group was consciously formed in part to curb 
rebellious youth energy into non-threatening 
channels and assimilate potentially mutinous 
teens.40 Nashi maintains close ties to this day 
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with the regime, which is particularly evident in 
Yakemenko’s personal relationship with Vladislav 
Surkov and also in the funding and resources 
provided to the group by the state which acts 
as the group’s support base.41 However, despite 
Nashi’s identity as a top-down organization that 
serves the regime by inoculating potentially re-
bellious youth and fostering pro-Putin patrio-
tism, these approaches deny the Russian youth 
agency of their own.42

However, despite the many accounts of 
Nashi which highlight its ties with the regime 
and draw comparisons to the Hitlerjugend or 
Komsomol, the organization has in fact gained 
a great deal of independence from the Kremlin. 
Many scholars and journalists simply cast Nashi 
aside as another political arm of the state and a 
means for Putin to control and maintain his po-
litical regime with greater force.43 While it is true 
that Nashi relies on state funding and Kremlin 
support, it is equally true that even though the 
Kremlin has the power to shut down the group, it 
cannot control the group’s development or trajec-
tory. Once connecting Nashi’s activists and their 
“emergence as politically autonomous beings 
renders them capable, should they so choose, of 
sustaining the movement with or without state 
support.”44 The desire for maintaining participa-
tion and high levels of youth mobilization com-
pels the Nashi leadership to cater to the evolving 
demands and dynamic interests of Nashi’s base 
supporters.45 In this way, Nashi’s reorganization 
in 2007 further enabled activist autonomy by de-
centralizing power from Moscow to regional and 
local headquarters, further removing the state 
from the organization and impeding oversight.46 
Nashi represents a far more balanced, dynamic, 
and complex relationship between the state and 

Russian youth activists, revealing that the group 
is more than simply a top-down, state-controlled 
tool as many academics perceive it to be.47

There are other highly active and visible 
organizations that offer alternatives to the state-
sponsored, pro-Kremlin counterparts and em-
ploy highly nationalist rhetoric. The National 
Bolshevik Party (NBP; colloquially ‘Natsbol’) 
and the Dvizheniye Protiv Nelegalnoy Immigra-
zii (DPNI; ‘Movement against Illegal Immigra-
tion’) have both become major players in Russian 
society at large.48 While none of these groups are 
explicitly youth groups, all of them attract youth 
extremists and have a very young support base.49 
Founded by Eduard Limonov in the early 1990s 
and ideologically driven by the infamous Alek-
sandr Dugin, the NBP frames itself as a patriotic 
organization opposed to the current political re-
gime.50 The NBP encourages militant national-
ism and activists engage in street protests and 
violent public scenes, which help it promote itself 
through the resultant media attention and pub-
licity. The specialization in militant activism and 
stylized brand of politics that NBP represents 
helps explain its success among younger Rus-
sians.51 The DPNI, which emerged portraying it-
self as a populist volunteer organization to assist 
authorities in dealing with illegal immigration 
and preserving ‘law and order,’ has proven to be 
more of a militia that promotes anti-immigrant 
sentiment and action.52 The DPNI has been suc-
cessful among the country’s youth and promotes 
a notion of ‘us versus them,’ which indiscrimi-
nately “packages all non-Russians by appearance 
into one group of undesired ‘others.’”53 The or-
ganization is infamously known to target “skin-
heads” for recruitment. Co-opting “skinheads” 
into the DPNI essentially provides these politi-
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cal extremists, most of whom are young males-- 
usually teenagers-- with the resources to carryout 
violence such as better organizational capabilities 
and networking.54 The organization is not explic-
itly fascist or anti-Semitic, “thus it can carry on 
recruiting neo-Nazi skinheads while spreading 
its message through more respectable public 
media.”55 The DPNI’s current “political signifi-
cance...is in its function of political incendiary 
and mobiliser which through available means in-
volves youth.”56 Both the NBP and DPNI have 
recently been outlawed in Russia which may 
impinge any future aspirations, but the groups 
have still been able to organize protests mainly 
through online communication, meaning that 
the legality of these groups may have little overall 
effect, especially given their nature.57

The state’s policies are completely incon-
sistent in their treatment of nationalism; on the 
one hand, radical nationalism and conservative 
extremism are encouraged via political opportu-
nity structures, while on the other hand the gov-
ernment discredits violence and radical actions. 
Mihai Varga describes how the creation of gov-
ernment-sponsored nationalist events provides 
radical nationalist organizations with specific 
reasons for mobilizing.58 In this way, the adop-
tion of National Unity Day and the nationalist 
rhetoric surrounding the event attracted radical 
nationalist organizations and extremists from 
across the country to Moscow.59 Similarly, during 
the 2006 crisis with Georgia, “the official cam-
paign sounded eerily similar to the DPNI dis-
course,” eventually resulting in the deportation of 
many Georgians from Russia, and encouraging 
vicious anti-Georgian sentiment across Russia.60

The state has played an essential role by al-
lowing youth extremism and radical nationalism 

to develop. Police officials often overlook small 
protests and the ethnic violence perpetrated by 
radical nationalist organizations. The Russian 
youth are becoming increasingly radical and vio-
lent in their words and their actions.61 Given the 
absence of a proper response from the state, this 
is especially problematic. Over the past decade, 
the state has constantly overlooked the rising 
youth xenophobic violence and mislabeled radi-
cal nationalist activities as “‘mass hooliganism’ or 
‘public disorder.’”62 It is clear from the statistics 
that nationalist violence is not subsiding and that 
youth radicalism is on the rise and becoming in-
creasingly accepted. These anarchic protests and 
violent xenophobic attacks are not, as this scholar 
calls them, merely “impetuous forms of opposi-
tion that are not always appropriate,” rather they 
are symptomatic of a radical, nationalist youth 
culture endemic of Russian society.63 

Only recently has the Russian government 
started addressing radical nationalism. However, 
the response has led to a new problem. The ex-
tremist legislation passed by the Duma allows 
rampant abuse at all levels of the government. 
SOVA reports explain that the broad definition 
of extremism means that “virtually anyone can 
be labeled an extremist,” creating opportunities 
for widespread abuse. Such a broad definition has 
allowed the Kremlin to suppress of ‘enemies of 
the state’ and pursue easy criminal targets to bol-
ster statistics.64 Ironically, the groups most likely 
to suffer the absuses of these laws are minori-
ties and opposition groups.65 Another concern is 
the rising number of suspended or conditional 
sentences for the youth perpetrators of ethnic 
violence.66 This flawed legislation further allows 
radical nationalists to criticize their punitive sen-
tences by claiming, for example, to be “an unfairly 
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victimized prisoner of conscience.”67 As a result, 
law enforcement officials “often manifest ‘indul-
gence’ and even ‘sympathy’” for youth perpetra-
tors which can potentially have serious effects on 
the entire legal process.68 And while the violent 
offenders may face legal action, “dangerous prop-
agators who regularly spread propaganda and call 
for violence remain outside the attention of the 
law enforcement agencies.”69 In recent years, the 
‘war on extremism’ has become a common politi-
cal issue for Kremlin officials, however little has 
been done regarding Russian extremism besides 
passing seriously flawed legislation that has exac-
erbated the situation.70 

Nationalist-inspired violence and rising na-
tionalism among the Russian youth have real, 
erosive effects on Russian society, as well as neg-
ative implications for Russia’s future. Extrem-
ist violence undermines the order of society at 
large and poses a security threat to the state. The 
personal safety of Russian citizens, specifically 
minority groups and immigrants, is primarily at 
risk but eventually it will spread to “the erosion 
of societal security, that is, of the peaceful coex-
istence of various ethnic, religious and political 
groups in contemporary Russia” and evolve into 
widespread turmoil if left unchecked. In order 
to combat the ethnic violence that is rampant 
throughout Russia, the Duma must amend its 
past legislation so that it is an effective means of 
prosecuting intolerance and extremism and close 
the gaping loopholes that allow for widespread 
abuse. First and foremost, the extremist legisla-
tion must present a less elastic definition of ‘ex-
tremism’ and a more comprehensive and explicit 
list of what qualifies as ‘extremist.’ 

Rising xenophobic nationalism and the 
mainstream acceptance of radical nationalism 

among the Russian youth is a startling trend.  
As this generation ages, it could lead to violence 
and conflict that could potentially tear apart the 
diverse Russian Federation in the future. The 
government cannot simultaneously suppress and 
manipulate nationalism for its own purposes. The 
Kremlin must adopt a more tolerant and inclu-
sive political and rhetorical stance and recognize 
the diverse composition of the Russian Federa-
tion. The media and government officials must 
demonstrate that ardent nationalism is not the 
only discourse available to Russians and must 
end the proliferation of nationalist rhetoric. The 
government should further end the patronage-
style adoption of nationalism and xenophobia 
by those seeking state approval. In addition, the 
Kremlin could lessen its restrictions on NGOs 
and INGOs (particularly those that involve the 
youth) that help improve civil society and relax 
ethnic tensions. Instead of taking a wary, appre-
hensive stance, the state could cooperate with 
these organizations to “raise public awareness of 
the risks to Russia’s social cohesion stemming 
from xenophobic extremist groups.”71 Further-
more, Russia’s high rate of youth unemployment 
certainly does not help ethnic tensions; as an ap-
propriate response, the government should un-
dertake youth employment projects.72 Almost all 
scholars and critics agree that the most effective 
method to improve youth attitudes and tolerance 
should come from public education reforms and 
investments. The low quality and accessibility of 
Russia’s public education contribute to “lack of 
sophistication, insecurity and isolation,” which all 
serve to create a breeding ground for intolerance 
and the normalization of extremism.73 Public 
education reform must cease the systematic glo-
rification of Russia’s history and legacy and focus 
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more on civic education to promote harmony in 
Russian society.74 In short, the government must 
reverse course and stop using rhetoric that only 
serves to divide its citizens against each other. 
Ella Pamfilova, the former head of the Krem-
lin’s Civil Society Institution and Human Rights 
Council, summarizes, “You must not divide the 
young into ‘ours’ and ‘not ours’…and allow some 
to do practically everything while hampering the 
development of others.”75 

Radical nationalism and extremism are on 
the rise in contemporary Russia, as indicated by 
several surveys and increasing incidents of ethnic 
violence.  This trend is especially prevalent among 
the Russian youth. As this paper has shown, the 
Kremlin itself has manipulated this nationalism 
growing for its own interests. More often than 
not, the state has been complicit in creating space 
for radical nationalism and xenophobia through 
its rhetoric and actions and creating the politi-
cal opportunities for such attitudes to thrive. 
Reforms to the existing ‘anti-extremist’ legisla-
tion and the entire judicial process would help 
to increase the overall effectiveness of combating 
extremism and ethnic violence. Youth organiza-
tions may encourage civic engagement and, as 
Medvedev puts it, “the maturity of civic society,” 
but this has been hindered by Kremlin domina-
tion and the normalization of radical ideas.76 The 
long term security and social cohesion of the 
diverse Russian Federation necessitate changes 
in policy and rhetoric. Moreover, the state must 
soften its limitations on NGOs to allow a co-
hesive civil society to grow and promote social 
capital. Increasing public education funding and 
emphasizing civic education and tolerance of mi-
norities would go a long way towards transform-
ing the cultural environment of Russian youth.77 

The Kremlin must acknowledge that the current 
radicalism and intolerance flourishing among 
the younger Russian generation is a real prob-
lem. Failure to act by the government to fight 
these endemic problems could result in growing 
radicalism and ethnic turmoil across Russia, and 
certainly threatens the country’s future well-be-
ing. The government has the tools to solve this 
problem, but what remains to be seen is whether 
it will take the necessary actions.*
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T he office of the President of the 
United States, as outlined in the 

Constitution, has never been clearly defined.  
There were debates among even the framers of 
the Constitution, most notably James Madi-
son and Alexander Hamilton, about what the 
President is constitutionally permitted to do. The 
story of the American Presidency from George 
Washington through Barrack Obama is a nar-
rative which illustrates an office defined and 
shaped by the men who occupy it. Each Presi-
dent has interpreted his office differently and 
yet, on a whole, the office has evolved over time. 
President Andrew Jackson, elected the seventh 
President of the United States in 1828, played a 
formidable role in shaping the Presidency dur-
ing the early days of the republic.  A President’s 
predecessors shape the office which he occupies 
and in doing so set the parameters of the office. 
Andrew Jackson inherited a Presidency defined 
in the Constitution and shaped by towering fig-
ures, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson.

 Jackson shares similarities with both Jeffer-
son and Washington; like Washington, he had 
led a major military victory against the British 
military. However, unlike the first President he 
was neither socially refined nor aristocratic. He 
commanded the respect of others despite his col-
loquial language and rash personality. His per-
sona was not one of an aloof military officer, but 
of the common man’s crusader. Affectionately 
called “Old Hickory,” he was the first president 
since Jefferson to connect with the common man. 

Jackson with Jefferson championed the 
common man against the social elites. Jackson 
had garnered mass popularity leading up to his 
Presidential election in 1828, the likes of which 
the nation had not seen since George Washing-
ton. Like Jefferson, Jackson believed in limited 
government and states’ rights. While both men 
believed in limited government, as President 
they expanded the power of the Presidency and 
thus asserted the power of the federal govern-
ment. For Jefferson, the Louisiana Purchase was 
constitutionally questionable, and certainly his 
decision to go ahead with it conflicted with his 
personal view of limited presidential and federal 
power. While Jackson also flexed his presidential 
muscle during his tenure, he did so without nec-
essarily compromising his own belief in limited 
government. In the nullification crisis and the 
bank veto, Jackson acted decisively in defense of 
his principles; consequently, leaving an indelible 
mark on the Presidential office. 

Andrew Jackson took office in 1828 at a 
time when Presidential authority was receding 
amid public distrust and disdain for the federal 
government. As “in the election of 1824, Jackson 
believed he was the people’s choice. He received 
a plurality of the popular vote, 153,000 out of 
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361,000, and of the electoral vote, 99 out of 
the 131 needed to win. The Constitution threw 
the election into the House of Representatives, 
where Henry Clay, who had come in fourth, was 
Speaker of the House. Clay, master of the House 
if there has ever been one, influenced the House 
to choose John Quincy Adams, who had received 
eighty-four electoral votes. Adams picked Clay 
to be Secretary of State, the position then seen 
as the stepping-stone to the Presidency.”1 Jack-
son saw this dirty deal and accused Henry Clay 
and John Quincy Adams of striking a “corrupt 
bargain.” While this deal kept Jackson out of 
the White House for four years, it only delayed 
his inevitable rise as it emboldened supporters. 
Jackson kept his attacks on the Adams admin-
istration vigorous, culminating in Jackson’s run 
against Adams in 1828. To win, Jackson had to 
build a network, a true political party like Jef-
ferson had done:

Jackson understood himself to be a faith-
ful follower of Jefferson. He inherited Jefferson’s 
commitment to limited and decentralized gov-
ernment. That, combined with his great military 
fame, enabled him to win over Jefferson’s politi-
cal following. But he went beyond Jefferson in 
two ways, both of which redound to his credit 
as a democratic leader. His forthright utterances 
in defense of the Federal Union in the nullifica-
tion controversy and his championing not only 
of party but also a party system both constitute 
powerful and enduring acts of civic education.2 

Jackson’s rise to power was unique; he was 
a popular leader, popular in the sense that he 
was seen as a champion of the common man. 
This popularity could be translated into political 
power sine, “Before Jackson came to power, suf-
frage qualifications in the several states had been 

sufficiently liberalized.”3 These political develop-
ments contributed to the broader movement of 
Jacksonian Democracy because it enfranchised 
almost all white males in the United States for 
the first time, opening the door to a popular 
leader like Jackson who could harness the sup-
port of the masses to rise to power. Jackson was 
able to rally Jefferson’s old party because he spoke 
to them with many of the same sentiments as 
Jefferson. “The first principle of America, Jackson 
believed, was that the “the majority is to govern,” 
His belief in mass democracy and appeal both as 
a true democrat and military hero enabled Jack-
son to build a grassroots political organization to 
overthrow Adams.4

With Adams’ appointment of Henry Clay as 
Secretary of State after the election in 1824, the 
election of 1828 began. Thomas Richie, a leading 
American Journalist from Virginia, formed an 
alliance with Martin Van Buren, a New Yorker 
and key Democratic political party organizer. 
Through Van Buren’s brilliant organization and 
his alliance with Richie, Jackson was able to claim 
the electoral votes of New York and Pennsylvania 
for Jackson in 1828. The Presidential election of 
1828 saw a sweeping victory for Andrew Jack-
son and the Democratic Party. Jackson claimed 
almost 70% of the vote and entered the White 
House with a mandate. He built a broad colla-
tion of “supporters, the Jacksonian Democrats,” 
which “included rich and poor, abolitionists and 
slaveholders, and came from all regions of the 
country; they were united by suspicion of special 
privilege and large business corporations, belief 
in freedom of economic opportunity and politi-
cal freedom (for white males), the conviction that 
ordinary citizens could perform the tasks of gov-
ernment, and support for states’ rights.”5  
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Thus the scene was set for Jackson’s inaugu-
ral address on March 4th 1829. He told a massive 
mob of supporters whom he had energized, “In 
administering the laws of Congress I shall keep 
steadily in view the limitations as well as the 
extent of the Executive power, trusting thereby 
to discharge the functions of my office without 
transcending its authority.”6 He signaled that 
he was serious about limiting federal authority 
where necessary but asserted he would also act to 
the fullest extent of the powers granted to him. 
Jackson’s presidency would be bold in defense of 
principles but restrained in the expansion of fed-
eral authority. 

Jackson idealized Jefferson. While Secretary 
of State in the Washington administration, Jef-
ferson went head to head with Alexander Ham-
ilton over the charter of the first national bank. 
Jefferson argued that the federal government had 
no constitutional grounds to charter a bank and 
that it was outside its authority. Jefferson wrote, 
“The incorporation of a bank, and other pow-
ers assumed by this bill, have not, in my opin-
ion, been delegated to the United States by the 
constitution: I. They are not among the powers 
specially enumerated…”7 Jefferson’s objection to 
the chartering of a national bank was on consti-
tutional grounds. He reasoned that “It has been 
much urged that a bank will give great facility or 
convenience, in the collection of taxes. Suppose 
this were true, yet the Constitution allows only 
the means which are ‘necessary,’ not those which 
are merely ‘convenient’ for effecting the enumer-
ated powers. If such a latitude of construction be 
allowed to this phrase as to give any non enu-
merated power, it will go to every one; for there 
is not one, which ingenuity may not torture into 
a convenience, in some way or other, to some one 

of so long a list of enumerated powers…”8 

Jefferson’s words, coupled with his tenden-
cies towards mass democracy and sympathies 
with the common man had a profound impact 
on Jackson, who saw himself as the inheritor of 
Jefferson’s legacy. 

When the time came for the re-chartering 
of the national bank, Jackson had a decision to 
make. Would he follow in the steps of Jefferson? 
He had a re-election campaign to worry about 
that same year and many, including bank presi-
dent Nicholas Biddle, were betting that Jackson 
would not block the bank’s charter to protect his 
re-election chances, “If Jackson did veto the bill, 
he might lose the critical votes of Pennsylvania, 
the home of the bank, and other states with a 
strong commercial interest. Or, as Biddle might 
see it, at least bring in a veto proof majority in 
Congress for the bank.”9 Biddle was not afraid 
of Jackson. As the President of the Bank of the 
United States he worked to keep the bank out 
of politics. He asserted, “We believe that the 
prosperity of the Bank and its usefulness to the 
country depend on its being entirely free from 
the control of the officers of the Government 
… and never become a partisan of any set of 
politicians.”10 

Henry Clay, like Biddle, wanted the 2nd 
Bank of the United States to be charted. The 
brilliant legislator that he was, he schemed 
to make that happen. “In the autumn of 1830 
Biddle received a letter from Henry Clay sug-
gesting an early renewal of the bank’s charter. 
Clay had done some vote counting and believed 
that a renewal of the bill would pass both houses 
of Congress. The measure would then go to the 
president.”11 Clay speculated that Jackson would 
reject the Bank and that the issue of the bank, 
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by the fall of 1832 would become the “control-
ling question in American politics.”12 In this 
calculation, we see Clay’s political brilliance. He 
saw the danger a re-elected Jackson would pose 
to the bank when its 20-year charter was up for 
renewal in Jackson’s second term.  Clay choreo-
graphed an offensive approach which made the 
election of 1832, not about the corrupt bargain, 
but about Jackson’s opposition to the bank. Jack-
son’s opposition to the bank therefore put his 
chances of winning Pennsylvania (the home of 
the bank) in jeopardy. Yet, as the election of 1832 
neared, it seemed increasingly assured that Jack-
son would be re-elected by a large margin. Biddle 
was nervous. 

A Jackson re-election coupled with a bank 
veto was Biddle’s worst nightmare; it would 
mean the end of the bank. Yet, Clay disagreed; 
he thought the last, best chance for the bank 
would be applying for its charter before the elec-
tion while they still could. In that case, Jackson 
might be more likely to sign the bill since after 
the election he would be free of electoral pres-
sures. Biddle was convinced, and he garnered 
the support from some of the greatest politicians 
of the era including Clay, Quincy Adams (the 
former President and now current congress-
men from Massachusetts) and, to the surprise of 
many, Daniel Webster. 

Clay, Webster, and Biddle underestimated 
Andrew Jackson. They misunderstood Jackson’s 
political tenacity and innovative use of the Presi-
dency.  Jackson was the champion of the people 
while acting, not as a legislator, but as the Presi-
dent. He brought a new depth and dimension to 
the oval office as a direct consequence of his new 
form of party organization. The people felt that 
Jackson was their President. He was a national 

representative in a way that no legislator could 
be. Jacksonian mass democracy not only changed 
the way Presidents were elected in America, it 
altered the way they governed. He could reach 
over Congress and speak directly to the people. 
In short, Jackson popularized the Presidency. 

In Presidential Greatness, Marc Landy and 
Sidney Milkis explain, “To achieve his victory, 
Jackson deployed the two greatest resources of 
a democratic leader. He used rhetoric to educate 
the public about the virtue and importance of his 
cause, and he mobilized his party to provide the 
organizational resources needed to translate pop-
ular support into legislative victory.”13 Jackson’s 
bank veto to congress was long, well-crafted, and 
pointed. Jackson asked, “Is there no danger to our 
liberty and independence in a bank that in its 
nature has so little to bind it to our country?”14 
He continued expressing his concern that private 
investors could own stock in the national bank 
saying, “Should the stock of the bank principally 
pass into the hands of the subjects of a foreign 
country, and we should unfortunately become 
involved in a war with that country, what would 
be our condition?”15 This objection to the bank 
was serious and important. Jackson was thinking 
as the Commander-in-Chief. That stock in the 
national bank could be owned by foreign inves-
tors posed a serious challenge to the country’s se-
curity. Foreign investors could exert serious and 
substantial influence on the American govern-
ment, economy, and military. 

Next, Jackson argued the constitutionality 
of the bank: “It is maintained by the advocates 
of the bank [that] its constitutionality in all its 
features ought to be considered as settled by 
precedent and by the decision of the Supreme 
Court. To this conclusion I cannot assent.”16 
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Jackson railed against the bank’s legal precedent, 
pointing out that congress had passed the bank 
in 1791 and then another congress had decided 
against it in 1811. Jackson further challenged the 
authority of the Supreme Court: “The Congress, 
the Executive, and the Court must each for it-
self be guided by its own opinion of the Con-
stitution. Each public officer who takes an oath 
to support the Constitution swears that he will 
support it as he understands it, and not as it is 
understood by others.”17 This statement is a stun-
ning attack on the court and its ability to decide 
the constitutionality of a law. His argument, like 
Jefferson before him, contained elements of strict 
constructionism. “Jackson thought Congress had 
overstepped in establishing the bank “It can not 
be ‘necessary’ or ‘proper’ for Congress to barter 
away or divest themselves of any of the powers 
vested in them by the Constitution to be exer-
cised for the public good”—which it had done 
in giving the bank de facto control of the cur-
rency.”18 Brands continues to point out that, 
Jackson’s sometimes extreme reasoning for veto-
ing the bank was also more nuanced than often 
portrayed, “There was much more to Jackson’s 
opposition than strict construction. Like Benton 
and the other anti-bankers, the president feared 
the emergence of a monopoly of money.”19 His 
fear was real, and it resonated with Jackson’s sup-
ports as well.

Jackson’s bank veto contained elements of 
class warfare, “...when the laws undertake to add 
to ... make the rich richer and the potent more 
powerful, the humble members of society - the 
farmers, mechanics, and laborers ... have a right 
to complain of the injustice of their Govern-
ment.”20 Jackson’s bank veto made important ar-
guments against the bank, but it was also rash as 

it questioned the very authority of the Supreme 
Court. The bank veto worked to inform the pub-
lic and was a powerful tool in his re-election 
campaign. While the Whigs had re-assured bank 
president Biddle that Jackson would sign the re-
charter because he could not afford to do some-
thing controversial like vetoing the national bank 
during his re-election year, they were proven 
wrong. They underestimated Jackson’s conviction 
and boldness. Jackson told his confidant Martin 
Van Buren, “The bank, Mr. Van Buren, is trying 
to kill me but I will kill it.” Kill the bank he did.

Jackson once said, “I was born for a storm 
and a clam does not suit me.”21  In looking at 
the year 1832, one can see the accuracy in such a 
statement. On July 10th of 1832, Andrew Jackson 
sent his veto message on the bill of the bank of 
the United States to congress. That fall he de-
feated Henry Clay in a sweeping victory, 219 
electoral votes to 49 (with William Writ on the 
Anti-Masonic party taking 7 electoral votes). Yet, 
as if the year had not already been enough for 
Jackson, he was handed one of the greatest crises 
of the 19th century: the nullification crisis. 

Jackson’s Vice President during his first 
term, John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, be-
gan to have serious disagreements with President 
Jackson concerning the tariff. South Carolina, at 
the time, was suffering economically and the 
tariff on imports (designed to protect American 
manufacturing, which was largely done in north-
ern states) caused foreign nations to raise a tariff 
on American exports, which included the cash 
crops coming out of South Carolina. By the time 
Jackson took office the tariff was a central issue 
in South Carolina politics and the people of the 
state looked to John C. Calhoun to take a stand. 

Calhoun resigned as Vice President so that 
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he could run for Senate in his home state of 
South Carolina, so as to better lead the charge in 
nullification: “Jackson’s own vice president, John 
C. Calhoun, had resigned and taken up South 
Carolina’s cause. Though the immediate issue 
was money—South Carolina felt oppressed by 
federal tariffs, which it wanted to lower—the real 
question, everyone knew, was about power, and 
ultimately about slavery… a stronger Washing-
ton meant a greater threat to the future of what 
Calhoun called ‘the peculiar domestic institu-
tion of the Southern states.’22 State elections in 
South Carolina “had produced a strong majority 
for nullification, whose sponsors proceeded to 
call a convention.”23 The convention in the state 
of South Carolina decided to pass a resolution 
which declared the federal tariff laws “null and 
void.” This crisis, to the common observer, would 
put Jackson in a precarious position. Jackson was 
a known defender of limited government and of 
states’ rights. This was the same President who 
had vetoed the 2nd Bank of the United States be-
cause he did not think the necessary and proper 
clause was substantial grounds for chartering a 
bank. Yet, Jackson’s view that the federal govern-
ment was both limited and supreme in its gov-
ernmental functions led Jackson to take a hard 
stance against nullification. 

Jackson was the General who defeated the 
British at New Orleans in 1815, he, more than 
many other Presidents, was well equipped to 
handle this situation: “Jackson had no choice but 
to act. He started by gathering intelligence from 
behind the enemy lines. Joel Poinsett had been 
minister to Mexico and was back at his home in 
Charleston. A Unionist and a Jacksonian, Poin-
sett informed the president that the nullifiers 
had the bit in their teeth and were determined 

to run.”24 Jackson was a keen observer; he knew 
what he was dealing with. As soon as he read 
the state election results in South Carolina, he 
directed the Sectary of War, Lewis Cass, “to pre-
pare for trouble…. The president simultaneously 
dispatched his own secret agent to Charleston.”25 
Jackson acted with brilliance and mastery. He 
was bold and unapologetic in proclaiming and 
defending federal authority. Jackson again acted 
as educator and issued a proclamation regarding 
nullification to the people saying, “The Constitu-
tion has given expressly to Congress the right of 
raising revenue, and of determining the sum the 
public exigencies will require. The States have no 
control over the exercise of this right other than 
that which the results from the power of chang-
ing the representatives who abuse it, and thus 
procure redress.”26 

Jackson went to the people as educator in 
chief, so as to explain the virtue and truth of his 
position. Jackson also postured himself with a 
ferocity that practically begged South Carolina 
to test him. “A congressman from South Caro-
lina called at the White House returning home 
from his constituents. He asked if the president 
had a message for them. “Yes, I have,” Jackson 
replied. “Please give my compliments to my 
friends in your state, and say to them, that if a 
single drop of blood shall be shed there in op-
position to the laws of the United States, I will 
hang the first man I can lay my hand on engaged 
in such treasonable conduct, upon the first tree 
I can reach.”27 Jackson did not parse words; he 
was direct and meant it. Yet, he was not hoping 
for a civil war. He was determined to keep the 
union, and his hope was that the nullifiers would 
back down. Ultimately, South Carolina deferred 
the date nullification would actually go into ef-
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fect; with the work of Henry Clay, the Compro-
mise Tariff of 1833 was passed. Jackson skillfully 
averted civil war and kept the peace. He was able 
to compromise without backing down to the de-
mands of South Carolina. In doing so, he pre-
served federal supremacy.  

Andrew Jackson is often written off as an 
impulsive radical. Some of this criticism is true. 
Yet, as the leader of Jacksonian Democracy, 
which built the second party system in America, 
Jackson shaped the Presidency in a unique way. 
Jackson was steadfast in his belief in a federal 
government which was “limited but supreme.” 
He showed great tact and wisdom in handling 
the nullification crisis and displayed a nuanced 
understanding of American government by sup-
porting states’ rights, but still strongly opposing 
nullification. Jackson was a strong leader. His 
constitutional arguments may have seemed un-
polished and his actions perceived as rash, but 
he led definitively. Jackson was an executive at 
heart and he was never coy about it. He took the 
Presidential office, not to keep the time but to 
shape the country. In so doing, he changed the 
Presidency forever. *
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The outbreak of hostilities in Eu-
rope in 1792 brought about the 

first foreign policy crisis of the Washington ad-
ministration. Spurred by deep ideological dif-
ferences between monarchical and republican 
regimes and by long-time territorial disputes in 
the Alsace region, France declared war on the 
alliance of Austria and Prussia in April 1792. 
The execution of Louis XVI and the subsequent 
French declaration of war against Great Britain 
in February 1793 effectively pitted France against 
all the other major powers of Europe. Across the 
Atlantic, this growing militarism and extremism 
of revolutionary France divided American public 
opinion.

Only four years into the new constitutional 
order, the Washington administration grappled 
to establish the American response. Of course, 
France never expected its “sister republic” to 
openly join the fray largely because the United 
States did not possess the capacity to do so.1 The 
U.S. Army was occupied defending the frontier 

from British and Spanish encroachments and 
the Department of the Navy was not even es-
tablished until 1798. What France did expect 
was for the US to uphold its treaty obligations, 
as the French interpreted them, and to permit 
French privateers to be commissioned and fitted 
in American ports. The two treaties of 1778 upon 
which these claims rested dominated the debate 
during the spring and summer of 1793.2 For U.S. 
policymakers, the contours of the argument re-
volved around how to balance our vital national 
interests with our international obligations.

The ensuing cabinet deliberations and dip-
lomatic maneuverings that led to Washington’s 
famous Proclamation of Neutrality in April 1793 
highlight previously untested constitutional con-
siderations and crucial political developments, 
specifically concerning the President’s role in 
foreign affairs, the effect of foreign policy on do-
mestic partisanship, and the relationship of the 
President to the will people. This essay will ana-
lyze the core constitutional issues at stake, pay-
ing particular attention to the Pacificus-Helvidius 
editorial debates. It will then explore the effect of 
diplomacy during this period on domestic poli-
tics and the development of the First Party Sys-
tem. It will conclude by arguing that this early 
episode of American diplomacy carved out a spe-
cial niche for the President in foreign affairs, for-
ever intertwining the domestic and international 
spheres of policy in the new republic.

When news of war between Great Britain 
and France reached Washington’s Mount Vernon 
estate, Congress was not in session. In retrospect, 
this situation provided the perfect opportunity 
to test Hamilton’s expansive and flexible view of 
the powers of the executive. Indeed, as Publius 
in the Federalist Papers, he had concluded his 
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discussion of the presidency in a reassuring, but 
cautious manner: “the executive department…
combines, as far as republican principles will ad-
mit, all the requisites to energy.”3 

Before acting, Washington convened his 
cabinet on April 18, issuing the members a list of 
thirteen questions which would frame the policy 
discussion. Should a proclamation of neutrality 
be issued? Under the present circumstances, were 
the two treaties of 1778 binding? If so, did the 
French have special access to American ports? 
Should Congress be called into session?4 Much 
to the President’s pleasure, the cabinet mem-
bers all agreed on the most urgent question: the 
country should remain neutral in the conflict. As 
Paul Varg has pointed out, however, “Jefferson 
and Hamilton did not differ on the importance 
of maintaining neutrality, but they did differ 
sharply on the broader question of future rela-
tions with France.”5 True to his economic plan 
for the new democracy, Hamilton viewed the 
crisis as an opportunity to improve commercial 
relations with Great Britain, while at the same 
time distancing the country from a foreign revo-
lution growing more radical by the month. Jef-
ferson, as he confided to James Madison, feared 
that American neutrality would become “a mere 
English neutrality.”6 From a political standpoint, 
the proclamation aroused displeasure among 
both the Federalists and the Republicans. None-
theless, due to the Republican controlled House, 
the perceived abrogation of the French alliance, 
and the apparent Federalist tilt of the admin-
istration, the act provoked strong public disap-
proval. Constitutional questions about the role of 
the President in foreign affairs thus arose out of 
political considerations. Indeed, if Congress has 
the power to declare war, which branch has the 

power to “declare” peace?
Writing as Pacif icus, Hamilton defended 

the proclamation on both constitutional and 
policy grounds, advancing an expansive view 
of presidential power and a nationalist view of 
the Constitution. His first letter responds to the 
Republican objection that the proclamation was 
without constitutional authority. He begins his 
rebuttal in a negative argument, stating which 
branches are not suited to handle the affair. First, 
he brushes aside the argument of congressional 
supremacy: “The legislative department is not the 
organ of intercourse between the United States 
and foreign nations. It is charged neither with 
making nor interpreting treaties. It is therefore 
not naturally that member of the government, 
which is to pronounce the existing condition of 
the nation, with regard to foreign powers, or to 
admonish the citizens of their obligations and 
duties in consequence; still less is it charged with 
enforcing the observance of those obligations 
and duties.”7 The Senate might “consent” in the 
realm of treaty making, but the President negoti-
ates the treaty and ensures that citizens follow its 
articles. And while he grants that the Judiciary 
in some cases is charged with the interpretation 
of treaties, this situation only arises as a result of 
litigation or controversies. 

The executive, on the other hand, is “the or-
gan of intercourse between the nation and for-
eign nations,” and as such, is the proper branch 
to manage our treaty obligations.8 The proclama-
tion is simply an executive act and since the ex-
ecutive power rested solely with the President, it 
was legitimate. Textually, he relied on the vesting 
clauses of Article I and Article II, noting that the 
legislative powers are fully enumerated, where-
as the vesting clause of the Presidential article 



washington's  proclamation of neutrality and the first party system          6 1

provides for flexibility outside of the expressed 
powers. It is only limited by exceptions and qual-
ifications in the Constitution itself. Thus, “[i]f on 
the one hand, the legislature have [sic] a right 
to declare war, it is on the other, the duty of the 
executive to preserve peace, till the declaration 
is made.” Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation 
was indeed precedent-setting: “in foreign affairs 
it was a bold step in the direction of establishing 
the claim of the Executive Branch to exclusive 
right to determine policy.”9

From a logistical standpoint, Hamilton 
maintained that France’s actions in provoking 
the war in an offensive manner relieved the Unit-
ed States of certain treaty obligations. France had 
in fact issued the declarations of war. Hamilton 
writes, “France being on the offensive in the pres-
ent war, and our alliance with her being defensive 
only, it follows, that the casus foederis, or condi-
tion of our guaranty, cannot take place.”10 More-
over, France had aided the rebelling colonies 
out of self-interest. By remaining neutral in the 
conflict, Hamilton proposed that the American 

states were doing the same, given that “British 
and Spanish possessions were on both our flanks; 
Indian tribes under the influence of Britain and 
Spain were along our whole interior frontier; and 
we had an unprotected extended seacoast with 
no fortifications and only a four million popula-
tion, which would have the maritime force of all 
Europe against us. A more unequal contest could 
not be imagined.”11 Finally, although he did not 
mention the foundation of his policy orientation 
in his seven letters as Pacificus, Hamilton sincere-
ly believed foreign policy must follow national 
economic policy, not the other way around. In 
this respect, he was a realist, promoting national 
security and economic security above all else. 

Thomas Jefferson, unappeased by the omis-
sion of “neutrality” in the final document and 
distressed as leader of a budding opposition 
party in light of Hamilton’s inroads in the pub-
lic sphere, urged James Madison “to take up 
your pen, select the most striking heresies and 
cut him to pieces in the face of the public.”12 In 
hindsight, Madison’s Helvidius writings appear 
half-hearted. There were very human reasons 
for this uncharacteristically lackluster perfor-
mance. From Montpelier, Madison provided his 
excuses to Jefferson: the “oppressive” summer 
heat, houseguests overstaying their welcome, and 
the lack of necessary books and paper to refute 
Hamilton.13 But the central weakness of his let-
ters is the inherent negativism; he provides no 
alternative to the proclamation. Nevertheless, he 
took up his pen and wrote a series of five letters, 
letters that rang more of partisanship than con-
stitutional debate.

As a Republican and author of the Consti-
tution, it is no surprise that Madison advocated 
a strict construction of the founding document 

Hamilton viewed the crisis 
as an opportunity to improve 
commercial relations with Great 
Britain, while at the same time 
distancing the country from 
a foreign revolution growing 
more radical by the month.
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in his discussion on foreign policy. Principally, he 
posits a narrow view of executive power in the 
realm of international relationships: “although 
the executive may be a convenient organ of pre-
liminary communications with foreign govern-
ments, on the subjects of treaty or war; and the 
proper agent for carrying into execution the final 
determinations of the competent authority...the 
rule of interpreting exceptions strictly must nar-
row, instead of enlarging, executive pretensions 
on the subject.”14 Thus, according to Madison, 
the President had overstepped his authority in 
annulling certain aspects of the 1778 Treaty 
of Alliance with France, specifically article 11, 
which mandates that “[t]he two Parties guar-
antee mutually from the present time and for-
ever, against all other powers, to wit, the United 
States to his most Christian Majesty the present 
Possessions of the Crown of France in America 
as well as those which it may acquire by the fu-
ture.”15 Helvidius essentially denies the legiti-
macy of the presidential prerogative in foreign 
affairs.  

In the end, these exchanges are so crucial 
to the study of the Early Republic because they 
explore the manner in which Congress and the 
President would share responsibilities in foreign 
affairs. Moreover, although Hamilton had theo-
rized about the relationship of executive authori-
ty to republican government in The Federalist, the 
debate surrounding the Proclamation of Neutral-
ity provided the first real scenario in American 
foreign affairs to test these propositions. 

The landing of Citizen Genêt in Charles-
ton on 8 April 1793 accelerated a phenomenon 
that had already gained momentum during the 
debate over the Neutrality Proclamation: the 
injection of the French alliance into domestic 

politics. Indeed, the French Revolutionary Wars 
and Genêt’s insistence on American aid “did not 
bring anything new into the already established 
foreign-policy orientation of political parties. 
What it did was to cast into sharp focus already 
existing differences.”16 His efforts as the new 
French minister to the US ran in direct conflict 
with the purposes of the Neutrality Proclama-
tion and tested the resolve of the administra-
tion to enforce its decree. He sought to organize 
American volunteers to fight Spanish forces in 
the Florida territories and to equip American 
privateers in American ports to fight the Brit-
ish. Since he arrived a half-month before Wash-
ington issued the Proclamation, he succeeded in 
arming four American merchant ships and his 
initial support among the American public was 
overwhelming as he worked his way up the coast 
towards Philadelphia. Lavish parties and toasts 
to this nouveau ami were abundant. 

Yet, his presence began to take on heavy 
political overtones. As Harry Ammon explains, 
the existence of Genêt on American soil and his 
overwhelming support from the public “made it 
impossible to continue the discussion on an ab-
stract level; policy decisions could no longer be 
postponed.”17 The two political camps that arose 
during Washington’s first term, which were rath-
er amorphous at this point, began to solidify as 
each group assessed the strength of the other in 
regards to our standing internationally and their 
relative popularity with the public.

In light of the apparent pro-French senti-
ment throughout the country, Washington sent 
Attorney General Edmund Randolph to Vir-
ginia in June 1793 to gauge the reaction of the 
public to his Proclamation. When Randolph 
returned to Philadelphia in mid-July, his report 
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indicated that the only opposition to the ad-
ministration was of a personal nature, by which 
he meant Hamilton, known in that Republican 
stronghold as the “monocrat.” Jefferson strongly 
disagreed with this assessment. He looked upon 
Genêt’s tour as an opportune political moment 
to finally work out an expansive commercial 
treaty with the French in order to gain full in-
dependence from Great Britain, political and 
economic. Nonetheless, before resigning from 
office over this disagreement, a new diplomatic 
crisis threatening American neutrality united the 
cabinet.

In early July, Hamilton learned that Genêt 
was outfitting an old English merchant ship, the 
Little Sarah, as a French privateer, aptly renamed 
the Petite Democrate, in Philadelphia. Encour-
aged by his popularity with the American pub-
lic, Genêt went forward with this initiative even 
though it was in clear violation of the President’s 
Proclamation. Governor Thomas Mifflin of 
Pennsylvania was the first to intercede, sending 
his Secretary of State, Alexander Dallas, to en-
sure that Genêt did not let the ship set sail. Even 
though Dallas was himself a Republican and a 
friend of Genêt, he was utterly unsuccessful. In 
their meeting on July 6, “Genêt had flown into a 
great rage, refused to detain the ship, giving the 
impression she would sail the next day, and had 
threatened in high passion to make a direct ap-
peal to the people over the President’s head.”18 
When Jefferson visited Genêt the following day, 
the French minister had calmed, although he still 
displayed an air of indignation and defiance. He 
seemed convinced that Congress was the sover-
eign power in government and that the Wash-
ington administration was completely ignoring 
public opinion. In effect, he would unilaterally 

make certain that the privateer would be put to 
sea. 

This blatant disregard for the authority of 
the President and the sovereignty of the United 
States put even Jefferson, the leading Republi-
can and a staunch supporter of France, at odds 
with Genêt. Washington was understandably 
furious: “Is the minister of the French Republic 
to set the Acts of this Government at defiance, 
with impunity? And then threaten the executive 
with an appeal to the people[?] What must the 
world think of such conduct, and of the Gov-
ernmt. of the U. States in submitting to it?”19 
Evidently, Genêt mistook his own popularity as 
a public mandate to denounce Washington and 
his administration. At the cabinet meeting on 
July 12, Genêt’s recall was decided upon.20 While 
this decision was unanimous, the idea to release 
details to the public about the rationale for his 
recall divided the cabinet. Such division again 
drove the debate into the partisan arena.

Both sides in the cabinet were fully cog-
nizant of the power this story would have po-
litically. Indeed, “Genêt had presented Hamilton 

The two political camps that 
arose during Washington’s first 
term, which were rather amor-
phous at this point, began to 
solidify as each group assessed 
the strength of the other.
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with the ideal means of destroying the influence 
of the Republicans and also of embarking the ad-
ministration on a course hostile to France.”21 Jef-
ferson understood this possibility. While he had 
no intention to defend Genêt, he did attempt 
to persuade Washington that a public refuta-
tion might provoke hostile relations with France. 
Meanwhile, Hamilton used his allies in New 
York, Senator Rufus King and Chief Justice John 
Jay, to disseminate information about Genêt’s 
threat to appeal to the people over Washington. 
To publicize the affair, King resurrected a prac-
tice, which had not been used since the Revo-
lutionary era: public meeting resolutions. These 
meetings were traditionally an outlet for public 
discourse on a particular issue. King organized 
a series of such gatherings prior to Genêt’s ar-
rival in New York. Each adopted resolutions 
commending the President’s proclamation and 
integrity, and denouncing Genêt’s tactic without 
mentioning his name. These impromptu groups 
would then send the resolutions to the President. 
New England Federalists had been doing the 
same since mid-July, but had not condemned “all 
attempts by diplomats to communicate with the 
people except through the executive.”22 The new 
practice spread. By April 1794, sixty-nine reso-
lutions had been passed from Massachusetts to 
Georgia, more than half of which were sent to 
the President.23 This Federalist campaign was not 
sporadic. The speed with which the trend spread 
and the similarity between resolutions would 
not have been possible without some form of 
organization.

The Federalist meeting in Richmond on 
August 17 jolted Madison and Monroe awake. 
They had been tending to private matters and lo-
cal affairs when news of the Richmond petition 

reached them, and they immediately got to work 
on their own set of Republican resolutions, prais-
ing the President, distancing themselves from the 
toxic Genêt, and defending the relationship with 
France over the monarchical tendencies of Great 
Britain. Any apparent sympathy for Genêt would 
have been a death sentence for their fledgling 
party. 

The Federalist resolutions were nationwide 
due to the interstate network of contacts with-
in the business community and the lingering 
connections from the ratification debates. The 
Republicans had yet to form lasting political al-
liances and tended to act separately from each 
other in the various states.24 Their resolutions 
were thus confined to Virginia, revealing a weak 
party apparatus. Nonetheless, through organiz-
ing these meetings, the structure of the national 
parties began to solidify their membership and 
sharpen their views.

At this stage in our political history, pub-
lic support was necessary to implement policy, 
a fact leaders, especially Hamilton, understood.  
And while the Genêt affair solidified party align-
ments, it also actively involved the public in po-
litical considerations, connecting the President 
with the people using a tool that was inherently 
“un-Federalist.” It is indeed a historical irony 
that Republicans eventually destroyed the Fed-
eralists’ hold on power with the very mechanism 
the Federalists had pioneered to support the ad-
ministration: popular meetings and resolutions.

The Neutrality Proclamation and the ensu-
ing debates injected foreign policy into the ex-
panding partisan arena. It helped the two camps 
hone their standing on both political and con-
stitutional questions and stimulated the first 
substantial public debate over foreign policy. 
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Washington’s decree was more than just prece-
dent-setting constitutionally; it was the first ma-
jor foreign policy decision within the framework 
of a nationalist government. The United States, 
not the several states individually, would remain 
neutral in the European conflict. *
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A lasdair MacIntyre, John Rawls, 
and Robert Nozick have all put 

forth theories as to the nature of justice, each 
with its own strengths and drawbacks. Ultimate-
ly, while there are appealing aspects to Rawls’ 
and Nozick’s theories, MacIntyre’s proves to be 
the most accurate and realistic. Applying Ma-
cIntyre’s perspective to our own political system 
is disheartening because of the pettiness and ir-
rationality that it reveals, but only through hav-
ing a clear conception of our political structure 
can one hope to improve it. By first examining 
the arguments of Rawls and Nozick, one will ap-
preciate the validity of MacIntyre’s position.

John Rawls’ system of justice emphasizes 
fairness through the initial equality of all persons. 
In order to live in a democratic society, citizens 
must agree on principles of justice that will be 
universal. These principles, according to Rawls, 
are “principles that free and rational persons 
concerned to further their own interests would 
accept in an initial position of equality as defin-

ing the fundamental terms of their association.”1 

Therefore, the underpinnings of a just society 
are found through pure reason. In order to find 
these principles of justice, we must “judge the 
goodness of things without referring to what is 
right.”2 Rather than endorsing one way of life as 
the proper way to live, Rawls’ society will sim-
ply establish a common understanding of justice 
while allowing for many variations in individuals’ 
lifestyles. 

Rawls states that in order to reach this com-
mon understanding of justice, the principles of 
justice must be chosen behind a hypothetical 
“veil of ignorance.”3 Under Rawls’ veil of igno-
rance, each citizen is a completely rational being, 
equal to all others, and stripped of all character-
istics that would differentiate them as an individ-
ual. There are three societal principles, according 
to Rawls, on which those under the veil of igno-
rance would agree. First, that no person should 
gain an advantage because of their natural quali-
ties or because of the status into which they were 
born.4 Second, no person is allowed to structure 
society to privilege his or her own interests.5 
Third, all parties under the veil of ignorance are 
completely equal.6 From these conditions, Rawls 
states that a just society would be created, ac-
cording to two major tenets: equal liberty and 
the difference principle.

The equal liberty principle states that “each 
person is to have an equal right to the most ex-
tensive basic liberty compatible with a similar 
liberty for others.”7 Justice then requires that 
each person be free to exercise their rational-
ity as much as possible. The difference principle 
states that “social and economic inequalities are 
to be arranged so that they are both (a) reason-
ably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and 
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(b) attached to positions and offices open to all.”8 
What Rawls means in part (b) of the difference 
principle involves the idea of democratic equal-
ity, that “the social order is not to establish and 
secure the more attractive prospects of those bet-
ter off unless doing so is to the advantage of the 
less fortunate.”9  According to Rawls, a society 
founded on these principles is a just one. 

Robert Nozick’s conception of justice differs 
greatly from that of Rawls. According to Nozick, 
there are two tests that must be applied to deter-
mine whether an individual is justly entitled to 
their holdings. First, one must determine wheth-
er an individual acquired their possessions justly, 
without “stealing, defrauding, or enslaving” oth-
ers to do so.10 Second, if an individual acquires 
his property through an exchange with another 
person, both parties must act of their own will, 
without coercion. 

Perhaps the most important part of Nozick’s 
conception of justice is the idea of “rectification 
of injustice.”11 Individuals who were defrauded 
in the past will be compensated, and individu-
als who came by their possessions by dishonest 
means will be punished. The “principle of rec-
tification presumably will make use of its best 
estimate of subjunctive information about what 
would have occurred if the injustice had not tak-
en place.”12 In this way, the historical record of 
injustices would be set right, and a just system of 
contracts between individuals would be enforced.

Alasdair MacIntyre has two main critiques 
of the arguments of Nozick and Rawls. First, 
MacIntyre holds that the ideas of justice put 
forth by Nozick and Rawls are “not only logi-
cally incompatible,” but are also “incommensu-
rable with each other.”13 One system of justice is 
based on “just acquisition and entitlement,” while 

the other is based on equal liberty and inequali-
ties which benefit the less fortunate groups of 
society.14 

MacIntyre consequently takes a third path. 
He states that contrary to the opinions of Nozick 
and Rawls, justice is context-based: it depends 
on the infinite variations in society and human 
existence. As human beings, we shape our own 
future, and “narrative history of a certain kind 
turns out to be the basic and essential genre for 
the characterization of human actions.”15 There-
fore, human actions must always be analyzed in 
the context of a larger narrative, and the narrative 
will differ from the perspective of each individ-
ual. While “each of us plays subordinate parts in 
the dramas of others,” the part that we play dif-
fers depending on who is telling the story.16 The 
concept of the just or good life then “varies from 
circumstance to circumstance even when it is 
one and the same conception of the good life.”17 
Justice is always relative, depending on societal 
circumstances—it has no universal principles.  

MacIntyre’s second critique of Rawls and 

[ J]ustice is context-based: it de-
pends on the infinite variations 
in society and human existence. 
Human actions must always 
be analyzed in the context of 
a larger narrative, and the nar-
rative will differ from the per-
spective of each individual. 
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Nozick involves defining the good life for man 
on a societal basis, rather than an individual one, 
because one is “never able to seek for the good or 
exercise the virtues only qua individual.”18 Ma-
cIntyre states that the just life does not necessari-
ly involve principles such as justice in acquisition 
or equal liberty, but rather the search for one’s 
telos, or purpose in life. The just or good life is 
“the life spent seeking the good life for man, and 
the virtues necessary for the seeking are those 
which will enable us to understand what more 
and what else the good life for man is.”19 Each 
person has a different telos, but the telos of society 
as a whole is the search for the good or just life. 

MacIntyre’s critique of Rawls and Nozick 
is a strong one that severely undermines both of 
their theories of justice. MacIntyre’s most impor-
tant point is his contention that the definition 
of justice is dependent on circumstance, and will 
vary from society to society. This statement in-
validates Nozick’s idea of distributive justice be-
cause the conception of justice is not a constant 
one, and two people with fundamentally differ-
ent ideas of justice cannot engage in a mutually 
just transaction. In addition, Nozick’s system for 
rectification of injustices would not work because 
the definition of justice would be different in past 
societies where supposed injustices had been 
committed. Even though there are certain acts 
(murder, theft) that have always historically been 
considered unjust, evaluating a transaction in the 
context of other actions whose acceptability var-
ies between societies renders Nozick’s conception 
of justice unfeasible. 

MacIntyre’s critique of Rawls entails an at-
tack on the use of rationality to determine uni-
versal principles of justice. According to Rawls, 
behind the veil of ignorance citizens can unani-

mously agree on the qualities of a just society. 
However, MacIntyre’s argument that justice var-
ies according to context invalidates the veil of ig-
norance. Reason, according to MacIntyre, cannot 
be divorced from context. If one attempts to do 
so, one must go through the impractical and su-
perfluous mental gymnastics that Rawls uses to 
create the veil of ignorance and its corresponding 
principles of justice. A definition of justice in-
evitably involves evaluating one’s place in society, 
and to attempt to apply reason to justice in the 
abstract is both futile and unhelpful. 

Despite their flaws, there are still elements 
of Rawls’ and Nozick’s theories that are compel-
ling. For Rawls, the idea of “the priority of the 
right over the good” is a useful and beneficial 
concept for society.20 Governments will work 
better and citizens will be happier if they are al-
lowed to exercise certain rights as they see fit, 
rather than being pressed to follow a certain path 
that has been designated as the “good” one. Plac-
ing emphasis on rights over a particular mode 
of living also promotes a diversity of beliefs and 
ways of life, a positive outcome because citizens 
will be better able to shape their own destiny. Ul-
timately, placing the right over the good involves 

MacIntyre states that the just 
life does not necessarily involve 
principles such as justice in 
acquisition or equal liberty, but 
rather the search for one’s telos, 
or purpose in life. 
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the government not taking a moral stance on the 
proper way to live, but instead protecting the se-
curity and freedoms of its citizens by allowing to 
them pursue their interests.

One element of Nozick’s argument that 
remains helpful despite MacIntyre’s criticism is 
the idea that “by laboring on something one im-
proves it and makes it more valuable; and anyone 
is entitled to own a thing whose value he has cre-
ated.”21 This viewpoint benefits society because 
it encourages the creativity and industriousness 
of ordinary people, and provides some basis for 
a system based on the right to private property. 
Nozick admits that there are problems with this 
theory, such as how far one’s right to the object 
of one’s labor extends, as well as the consequenc-
es of one adding one’s labor to public property.22 
However, having this concept as a core value of 
society will promote engagement and competi-
tion that lead to innovation. 

 MacIntyre’s critique has disturbing 
consequences for the current state of political 
discourse because of the relativism that it intro-
duces. If the definition of justice changes across 
time and cultures, then the principles of justice 
agreed upon by the political system are simply 
arbitrary designations of public opinion at that 
time. This idea runs contrary to many people’s 
conception of the political system—as a ratio-
nal body that makes laws in accordance with the 
needs of the public and the unchangeable aspects 
of human nature. If political power and concepts 
of justice are simply the results of one faction of 
society imposing its will on the other, rather than 
a rational exercise in governance, then politics re-
ally is “civil war carried on by other means,” as 
MacIntyre has stated. This indicates that the lev-
el of our political discourse is not as high as we 
like to believe, and that politics is about enforc-
ing one’s power rather than rational persuasion. 

MacIntyre would likely say that the most 
important change that individuals can make re-
garding political discourse is to recognize that 
politics is not the great art of rational activ-
ity that Aristotle and others have portrayed it 
to be. Once this is acknowledged, then citizens 
will have no illusions about the political pro-
cess and will be better able to address its flaws. 
MacIntyre’s critique may seem disheartening 
because it destroys an idealistic view of the polit-
ical system as rational and founded on unshake-
able principles of justice. However, MacIntyre’s 
worldview most closely approximates the politi-
cal situation today, so his thoughts ought to be 
examined closely. *

Even though there are certain 
acts (murder, theft) that have 
always historically been consid-
ered unjust, evaluating a trans-
action in the context of other 
actions whose acceptability 
varies between societies renders 
Nozick’s conception of justice 
unfeasible.



is  justice relative?           7 1

Endnot es

1  John Rawls, “A Theory of Justice,” Justice: A Reader, 
comp. Michael J. Sandel (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), 204.

2  Ibid., 210.

3  Ibid., 205.

4  Ibid., 207.

5  Ibid.

6  Ibid.

7  Ibid., 214.

8  Ibid.

9  Ibid., 217.

10  Robert Nozick, “Anarchy, State, and Utopia,” Justice: A 
Reader, comp. Michael J. Sandel (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
2007), 61.

11  Ibid.

12  Ibid., 62.

13  Alasdair MacIntyre, “After Virtue,” Justice: A Reader, 
comp. Michael J. Sandel (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2007), 
245.

14  Ibid.

15  Ibid.,318.

16  Ibid., 321.

17  Ibid., 324.

18  Ibid., 325.

19  Ibid., 325.

20  Rawls, 213.

21  Nozick, 72.

22  Ibid.



By Alexander Hoffarth

The Man Who Said “No”

Th e New Yo rk Ti m es ’ Tre AT m en T o f T h e co o li d g e      
Pres i d en c y 

7 2           clough journal •  spring 2012



the man who said "no"          7 3

In its editorial assessment of Calvin 
Coolidge as the Republican candidate 

for the 1924 Presidential Election, the New York 
Times explained that Coolidge’s great popularity 
made him a formidable candidate.1 Indeed, this 
assertion by the paper reflected a generally fa-
vorable treatment of the 30th President through-
out June 1924. The Times’ treatment not only 
offers insight into Coolidge’s legacy but also a 
perspective surrounding public perception of the 
president’s role in the 1920’s. Historians have not 
maintained such a favorable view of President 
Coolidge; for example, a recent ranking of U.S. 
Presidents by 238 presidential scholars placed 
Coolidge at 29th in terms of overall legacy.2 The 
role of Coolidge’s economic policy as a pos-
sible cause of the Great Depression offers one 
explanation for a less favorable view. Although 
the Coolidge Presidency failed to sustain its 
popularity of in the 1920’s, Coolidge’s histori-
cal legacy more importantly signals a changing 
understanding of the United States Presidency.

The New York Times’ treatment of Calvin 
Coolidge as President during June 1924 offered 
a generally sympathetic view regarding decisions 
made by his administration. The newspaper’s 
analysis of Coolidge’s decision to sign a bill into 
law, which reduced income taxes by twenty-five 
percent and made other revisions to the War 
Revenue Act of 1917, was one example. Presi-
dent Coolidge argued that that the bill generally 
improved existing law by providing temporary 
relief and adjustment of business conditions 
to Americans. However, Coolidge asserted in 
a statement regarding the revenue bill that his 
approval did not represent a “sound permanent 
tax policy.” He affirmed that congressional pas-
sage of the revenue bill was due to inappropriate 
influences and acted as a political instead of an 
economic adjustment. In its reaction to this de-
cision, the New York Times wrote two editorials 
that supported President Coolidge, taking into 
account the political complexities of the situ-
ation. For example, in its editorial on June 3rd, 
1924 titled “Tax Reduction In Effect,” the New 
York Times asserted that Coolidge’s decision to 
sign the Tax bill was inevitable. Furthermore, the 
editorial argued that in his statement regarding 
the bill’s defects, Coolidge “writes with marked 
lucidity and force.”3 In an editorial titled “Con-
gress and Taxation” on June 4th, the Times again 
wrote in support of Coolidge’s decision. The 
newspaper stated that it is “needless” to exam-
ine the case made “so convincingly” by President 
Coolidge in his statement regarding the tax 
law.4 Using quotes from Coolidge’s statement, 
the New York Times subsequently declared that 
“unbiased opinion will agree with his conclusion” 
that the Tax bill did not represent a permanent 
tax policy because of its subjection to inappropri-
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ate influences in Congress.5 It is apparent that 
a reasonable argument can be made to criticize 
President Coolidge’s decision to sign the Tax 
bill into law while simultaneously condemning 
many of its provisions. Indeed, the Times even 
mentioned in its July 3rd that the statement was a 
“powerful justification for vetoing the bill.”6 Yet 
the paper simply accepted President Coolidge’s 
final reasoning as appropriate for his decision to 
sign the bill into law, reflecting its generally fa-
vorable assessment of the sitting president.

In addition, the New York Times’ treatment 
of Coolidge’s veto of the Postal Salaries bill indi-
cated a positive view of the president. The paper’s 
front page article on June 8th discussed Coolidge’s 
veto of the bill, which would have committed the 
Federal Government to an additional expendi-
ture of $68 million annually for higher salaries 
for postmasters and postal employees.7 The New 
York Times article stated that no provision was 
made for raising this amount as postal revenue 
and stressed President Coolidge’s argument that 
the money would have to come from the taxpay-
ers. In its editorial the following day titled “A 
Courageous Veto,” the Times defended the veto 
decision. The editorial mentioned that the Postal 
Salaries bill veto came against the advice of Re-
publican leaders in Congress, who assured the 
president that a veto would be “political suicide.” 
However, the New York Times asserted that Presi-
dent Coolidge could not consistently sign the bill 
because of his pledges “to the budget system and 
to a policy of rigid economy.” The editorial rec-
ognized that the veto could harm the president 
as a “bold and honest Executive.”8 Therefore, the 
paper considered Coolidge’s veto of the Postal 
Salaries bill to be not only a courageous political 
decision but an important message to the coun-

try reaffirming sound principles in the conduct of 
public business. 

The New York Times’ treatment of Calvin 
Coolidge as the Republican presidential candi-
date in 1924 offered the clearest articulation of 
the paper’s opinions regarding the 30th Presi-
dent. In its editorial previewing the Republican 
National Convention in Cleveland, the New 
York Times continued its assault on Republican 
congressional leadership and the party itself in 
an effort to support Coolidge. The paper stated 
that the Republican Party was proceeding with 
“little enthusiasm” and with “only a thin pre-
tense of hopefulness” toward the nomination of 
President Coolidge. The Times acknowledged 
the “unprecedented” plight of the party, as the 
Republican leadership admitted that the lack of 
enthusiasm was not due to “any grave defects” 
in Coolidge. In fact, the Times emphasized the 
party’s recognition that Coolidge was its “great-
est resource and best hope” and confession that 
the party would enter the campaign bankrupt 
without him. However, the editorial concluded 
that because the Republicans in Congress had 
defeated his policies and rejected his leadership, 
the party entered the campaign “loaded with 
embarrassments and inconsistencies.”9 The logi-
cal analysis of the Times’ treatment means that 
Coolidge, who represented the other faction of 
this intra-party dispute, must have been viewed 
favorably due to his leadership. Furthermore, 
the Times affirmed repeatedly that Coolidge’s 
extensive popular support was partly due to his 
decision to oppose Congress. For example, in a 
column on June 9th, the humorist Will Rogers 
asserted that Coolidge’s popularity that he was 
“deservedly enjoying all over the country at the 
present time” began immediately when he op-
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posed Congress.10 In fact, Rogers argued that if 
Coolidge had supported Congress he would have 
been fated for imminent disaster in the presiden-
tial election. The New York Times also mentioned 
that the popular audience at the Republican 
National Convention ratified the statement of 
keynote speaker Theodore E. Burton that “most 
people look to President Coolidge rather than to 
Congress for leadership” with “roaring cheers”.11 

In addition, the paper assessed the adopted 
1924 Republican Party platform on June 12th to 
be an endorsement of President Coolidge’s poli-
cies, including the World Court and the Mel-
lon tax plan.12 Specifically regarding the World 
Court, the New York Times suggested that the 
plank is solely the result of Coolidge’s leadership, 
as a front page article three days earlier men-
tioned that Coolidge insisted that the platform 
contain a “clear-cut declaration on American 
adherence to the World Court”.13 The New York 
Times editorial titled “Coolidge as Candidate” 
cemented the generally favorable viewpoint pre-
sented regarding the 30th President. The edito-
rial presented the Times’ overall assessment of 
Coolidge once he assumed the responsibilities 
as president: “And when the time came for him 
to make recommendations to Congress, to out-
line the policies which he felt wise, to defend 
the course which he had taken, Calvin Coolidge 
revealed to the nation a clear mind, sound judg-
ment, and a courage which shone the brighter 
against the general background of timidity and 
time-serving at Washington.”14 In its analysis of 
the 1924 presidential election, the Times argued 
that Coolidge would be a formidable candidate 
due to his great popularity. Based on the New 
York Times’ assessment during June 1924, it is ap-
parent that President Calvin Coolidge enjoyed 

significant public support due to his willingness 
to oppose Republican leadership in Congress. 
The paper’s treatment of the Coolidge Presi-
dency reflected this popular sentiment, as front-
page articles and editorials defended Coolidge’s 
actions as President and supported his nomina-
tion as the Republican candidate for President 
in Cleveland. 

 President Coolidge’s popularity and rel-
evance described in the New York Times during 
June 1924 declined considerably over time due 
to increased historical analysis of the period. 
In an entry about Calvin Coolidge in the En-
cyclopedia of American Political History, Univer-
sity of Texas-Austin Historian Lewis L. Gould 
wrote that Coolidge “provided political stability 
and conservative policies during the prosper-
ous 1920’s.” He acknowledged that Coolidge’s 
decision to follow pro-business policies and cut 
taxes “pleased most middle-class, white Ameri-
cans.” However, Gould argued that the Great 
Depression has “cast a shadow over Coolidge’s 
record,” as he has generally been faulted for fail-
ing to take steps to reduce risks to the economy.15 
Gould concluded by summarizing the viewpoint 
held by many historians that Coolidge ranks as 
one of the least effective chief executives of the 
twentieth century. Historian Thomas A. Bailey 
echoes these opinions in his textbook, Ameri-
can Pageant, 8th Edition. Bailey asserted that the 
“hands-off temperament” of the Coolidge Presi-
dency was ideal for the time period and resulted 
in five-and-a-half “prosperity-blessed years.” 
However, the textbook argued that the nation 
was “calloused” during the decade because it was 
“drugged on prosperity,” and in fact applauded 
the candidacy of Robert LaFollette in the 1924 
Presidential Election for injecting “a badly need-
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ed liberal tonic” into the decade.16 Bailey finishes 
his treatment of the Coolidge Presidency by of-
fering one redeeming legacy: Coolidge helped to 
restore integrity to American Politics after the 
Teapot Dome scandal that tarnished the Hard-
ing Administration. 

 The myriad of recent presidential rank-
ings released by newspapers and universities 
also reflect declining relevance and popularity 
of the Coolidge Presidency. For example, earlier 
this year Siena College released its 5th Presiden-
tial Expert Poll based on responses from 238 
presidential scholars, historians, and political 
scientists. All of the presidents were ranked ac-
cording to twenty different categories, and Cal-
vin Coolidge was ranked 29th overall. Coolidge 
was rated highest in the categories of luck (12th), 
integrity (17th), and the ability to avoid crucial 
mistakes (19th). Historians were more critical 
of the Coolidge Presidency in the categories 
of communication ability (38th), willingness to 
take risks (41st), and imagination (37th).17 The 
2009 C-SPAN Survey of Presidential Leader-
ship, which rated presidents according to ten 
categories, placed President Coolidge at 26th 
overall. Coolidge is rated highest in the category 
of Moral Authority (18th) and lowest in the cat-
egory of Crisis Leadership (32nd).18 

 Given the prevalence of more activist 
presidents, such as Theodore Roosevelt, Wood-
row Wilson, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and even 
conservatives such as Ronald Reagan, it is un-
derstandable why the legacy of Calvin Coolidge 
lacks relevance in current United States politics. 
However, to some extent Coolidge’s limited rel-
evance is the result of his understanding of the 
presidency and its role in politics in the 1920’s. 
This provides an ideal example to analyze the 

changing historical understanding of the nature 
of the United States Presidency.  As Coolidge 
scholar Amity Shlaes wrote in a recent Forbes 
Magazine article, Coolidge’s role as the “Great 
Refrainer” should be considered seriously: 
“President Coolidge often looked as though he 
were doing nothing, and his peers, as well as 
later observers, mocked him for it. But in fact 
the Coolidge style of government, which in-
cluded much refraining, took great strength and 
yielded superior results.”19 This view undoubt-
edly contrasts with the current demands placed 
on the modern presidency, which, according to 
the consensus of historians in a recent News-
week cover story, “may have become too bloat-
ed.”20 Therefore, any historical assessments of 
Coolidge that criticize the president’s failure to 
take a more activist FDR-New Deal approach 
to reduce risks to the economy seem rather un-
fair. As Shlaes writes, with the current view of 
the presidency “so far from Coolidge’s tenets,” it 
is consequently difficult to imagine his policies 
emulated.21 Even with efforts by some conserva-
tives to revitalize the Coolidge legacy, the 30th 
President will likely continue to possess a mixed 
legacy. Nonetheless, in an age of intense parti-
san polarization and public distrust of the na-
tion’s governing institutions, it is undeniable that 
President Coolidge’s legacy of civility, integrity, 
and commitment to the nation is highly valued 
by modern Americans.*
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