
The Reluctant Warrior
President Obama is reclaiming the cen-

ter in the foreign policy debate. He’s doing 
it by defining himself as a reluctant warrior. 
Which is exactly where most Americans are. 
And where the leading Republican candi-
dates are not.

Americans value both peace and 
strength in foreign affairs. 
Over the years, the Demo-
cratic Party has acquired the 
image of the peace party, 
while the Republican image 
is one of strength. Those are 
still the prevailing party im-
ages according to the latest 
Third Way National Security 
Focus Group Report, a study 
of swing voters done in col-
laboration with Greenberg Quinlan Rosner. 
But those images may be starting to shift.

The Third Way study finds a gap between 
President Obama and the Democratic 
Party, with Obama seen as tougher and 
more forceful than his party. It also finds a 
gap between the Republican Party’s image 
on national security and that of President 
George W. Bush. Whereas Bush was seen as 
tough and strong after the 9/11 attacks, he 
came across as rash and aggressive in Iraq.

There is a fine line between resolute 
and reckless. Bush crossed that line in Iraq, 

and the leading Republican candidates for 
President are pulling their party even fur-
ther in that direction. President Reagan was 
certainly tough, but he was never reckless. 
President Bush, on the other hand, came 
across as more of an eager warrior than a 
reluctant warrior. As the focus group report 

finds, “The performance of 
both Presidents [Bush and 
Obama] may be helping to 
make the scales on these is-
sues more balanced.”

Since 9/11, Americans 
have had two alarming expe-
riences in world affairs. One 
was the Bush Administra-
tion’s failure to find weapons 
of mass destruction in Iraq. 

As a result, Americans will demand pretty 
strong evidence that Iran is developing a 
nuclear-weapons capability before they 
support military action.

This year, Americans have experienced 
a sequence of shocking events in Afghani-
stan: the inadvertent burning of Muslim holy 
books, the killing of American officials work-
ing in an Afghan government office, and the 
horrifying murder of 16 Afghan civilians, al-
legedly by a rogue American sergeant. As a 
result, Americans are more eager than ever 
to end the country’s Afghan involvement. 
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How has President 
Obama proved he 
is tough enough 

for the job? Osama 
bin Laden is dead. 
Muammar Gaddafi 
is dead. Anwar al-

Awlaki is dead. 
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In the Pew poll, 57% of the public say the 
U.S. should remove troops from Afghanistan 
“as soon as possible” rather than keep them 
there until the situation has stabilized. Mean-
while, Mitt Romney and Rick Santorum have 
criticized President Obama for pledging to 
withdraw U.S. troops by the end of 2014.

How has President Obama proved he is 
tough enough for the job? Osama bin Laden 
is dead. Muammar Gaddafi is dead. Anwar 
al-Awlaki is dead.

At the same time, Obama warned in 
his March 4 speech to the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) that “too 
much loose talk of war” has benefited the 
Iranian government and hurt the American 
people by driving up the price of oil. “Now 
is not the time for bluster,” the President 
said. “Now is the time to let our increased 
pressure sink in and to sustain the broad 
international coalition that we have built.”

At his news conference a few days later, 
Obama defended his caution in calling for 
military action. “When I see the casualness 
with which some of these folks talk about 
war, I’m reminded of the costs involved in 
war,” he said. “I’m reminded [of] the deci-
sion that I have to make in terms of sending 
our young men and women into battle, and 
the impact that has on their lives.” 

A reluctant warrior indeed.
Republican candidates, not so reluctant. 

“If we re-elect Barack Obama, Iran will 
have a nuclear weapon. And if you elect 
Mitt Romney, Iran will not have a nuclear 
weapon,” Mitt Romney said in a debate last 
November. Newt Gingrich agreed: “You 
have to take whatever steps are necessary 
to break its capacity to have a nuclear weap-
on.” Only Ron Paul demurred: “I’m afraid 
what’s going on right now is similar to the 

war propaganda that went on against Iraq.”
Polling by Reuters, Pew and CNN indi-

cates that a majority of Americans is willing 
to take military action if there is evidence 
that Iran is building nuclear weapons. The 
Washington Post-ABC News poll offered 
a choice: wait and see if sanctions against 
Iran work, “even if that allows more time 
for [Iran’s] nuclear program to progress,” or 
attack Iran “before its nuclear program pro-
gresses any further, even if that means not 
waiting to see if economic sanctions work.” 
The public prefers to wait and see whether 
sanctions work, by 64% to 26%. 

Like the public, President Obama is will-
ing to draw a line. “I do not have a policy 
of containment,” he told AIPAC, “I have 
a policy to prevent Iran from obtaining a 
nuclear weapon.” Obama cannot accept 
containment because that would encour-
age Iran to proceed with a nuclear weapons 
program. A reluctant warrior is still a warrior, 
if need be.   
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Republican Class Warfare
You know how Republicans accuse Democrats of running a class warfare campaign?  Well, guess 

what? Republicans have their very own class war going on. Inside the party.
A striking income pattern has emerged. Look at the exit poll from the Illinois primary.
Mitt  Romney’s support went up sharply with income. He’s the candidate of the rich. Santorum led 

in the low-income categories but dropped way behind Romney among upper-income voters. It’s a class 
split. Romney gets “country-club conservatives.” 
Santorum gets self-described “values voters” who 
are moved more by social issues like abortion and 
contraception.

The class division in the GOP mirrors the class 
split among Democrats in 2008, when Hillary Clinton 
carried white and Latino working class voters and 
Barack Obama carried educated upper middle-class 
liberals (plus African-Americans).

Among Democrats, the voting issues are 
reversed. White working-class Democrats are 
economic populists. The educated elite—“NPR 
liberals”—respond more to social issues and disdain 
those who “cling to guns and religion.”  That’s why Romney calls President Obama a “law professor” and 
Santorum calls him a “snob” who wants everyone to go to college.

It’s a contest between two elitists—the country club conservative versus the liberal college professor. 
Take your pick.

Etch Two Sketches: Romney 2008 and 2012
Mitt Romney 2012 is not the same candidate as Mitt Romney 2008. How do we know? Because 

Romney 2012 is not getting the Romney 2008 vote.
In 2008, Romney captured the staunchly 

conservative vote against John McCain. 
This year, Romney is losing the staunchly 
conservative vote to Rick Santorum. 

Which means that Romney is defined 
more by who he’s running against than by 
who he is.

Look at Romney’s vote in the 2008 and 
2012 Florida Republican primaries:

In 2008, the more conservative you 
were, the more you voted for Romney. In 
2012, the more conservative you were, the 
less you voted for Romney.

In 2008, Romney got the conservatives 
who didn’t trust McCain. In 2012, Santorum 
is getting the conservatives who don’t trust 
Romney. That suggests the Republican 
electorate has moved even father to the right.

But keep this in mind: In 2008, Republicans nominated McCain over objections from staunch 
conservatives. In 2012, Republicans are likely to nominate Romney over objections from staunch 
conservatives. The more moderate candidate still wins.

30%44%

Very Conservative Voters:

59%22%

Liberal and Moderate Voters:

52%32%

Somewhat Conservative Voters:

2008 2012

Voter Preferences in the IL GOP Primary

57% 

55% 

43% 

43% 

37% 

27% 

30% 

38% 

37% 

45% 

$200,000 or more 

$100-$200,000 

$50-$100,000 

$30-$50,000 

Under $30,000 

Mitt Romney	
   Rick Santorum 

Source: 2012 CNN Exit Poll 



Inside Politics with Bill Schneider is published by Third Way. © 2011 Third Way.


