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—​ Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation”

 



vii

    vi

CONT E NTS

q

Acknowledgments  ix

Part I
Introduction: The Transmogrification  3
1.	 Do Ideas Even Matter?  20

2.	 How Pessimists, Partisans, and Plutocrats Are Changing the 
Marketplace of Ideas  43

Part II
3.	 The Standard Indictment Against the Academy  75

4.	The Disciplines: Why Economics Thrives While Political  
Science Survives  102

5.	 This Is Not Your Father’s Think Tank  123

6.	The Booming Private Market for Public Ideas  146

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



    viii

viii	 Contents

viii

Part III
7.	The Promise and Perils of Intellectual Brands  173

8.	 Is the Ideas Industry Working?  196

9.	Tweeting Ideas: Or, the Requisite Chapter on Social Media  215

Conclusion: The Dark Knight Theory of the Ideas Industry  233

Notes  251
Bibliography  317
Index  331

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix

    viii

ACK NOW L E DGM E NTS

q

This was a fast, nerve-​wracking book to write. It was fast because soon 
after starting I realized that I had been mulling over The Ideas Industry’s 
core themes for well over a decade. The arguments, evidence, and an-
ecdotes contained in these pages emerged from over two decades of 
experience navigating the modern marketplace of ideas. It was nerve-​
wracking because, halfway through The Ideas Industry’s first draft, I rec-
ognized that this was only nominally a book about international rela-
tions. Although the subject of this book has been the marketplace of 
foreign policy ideas, the arguments made herein are really about changes 
in American politics. Like a traditional public intellectual, I am making 
arguments a bit afield from my principal area of expertise.

This new terrain leaves me even more grateful than usual to the 
many people who have assisted me during the writing of this book. I 
first must thank David McBride and Niko Pfund at Oxford University 
Press for their early encouragement and enthusiastic support when I 
had merely a vague proposal. I am also grateful to Kathleen Weaver, 
Cat Boyd, Rob Wilkinson, Mary Harper, and the copy editor Heather 
Hambleton for shepherding this book from computer files to print.

I have been the beneficiary of considerable institutional support 
while writing this book. At the Fletcher School, Dean James Stavridis 

 



x	 Acknowledgments

x

and Academic Dean Steven Block have created a vibrant space for me 
to think about intellectual affairs. I am also grateful to my Fletcher 
colleagues Zeynep Bulutgil, Nancy Hite-​Rubin, Kelly Sims Gallagher, 
Sulmaan Khan, Michael Klein, Eileen Babbitt, Ian Johnstone, Bhaskar 
Chakravorti, and Jette Knudsen for their feedback and insights. Rachel 
Brown, Sheri Callender, Paulette Folkins, Meg Guliford, Aaron Melaas, 
Estefania Marchan, Emily Morgenstern, Melanie Reed, and Mohannad 
Al-​Suwaidan all provided invaluable administrative and research sup-
port. As a nonresident senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, I prof-
ited greatly from the feedback of Bruce Jones, Tom Wright, and Tamara 
Cofman Wittes. At the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, Dina Smeltz 
held my hand through some of the public opinion discussions.

Foundation support, a key driver behind the Ideas Industry, was also 
a key driver behind the writing of The Ideas Industry. The Michael and 
Andrea Leven Foundation provided crucial financial support during 
the research and drafting of this book. The Carnegie Corporation’s 
Rigor and Relevance Initiative provided a grant to the Fletcher School 
and helped inform my thinking as I was revising the manuscript. The 
Rockefeller Foundation provided me a residency at their Bellagio 
Center to put the finishing touches on the book.

Between 2014 and 2016 I organized a series of four Ideas Industry 
conferences at Fletcher on various dimensions of the marketplace of 
ideas. The conferences themselves, as well as the informal conversations 
surrounding the panels, were invaluable to me as I was getting a grip on 
what made the modern Ideas Industry tick. I am grateful to everyone 
who participated and assisted in those conferences. I also inflicted an 
embryonic version of the book manuscript on my Spring 2016 Politics 
of Statecraft students. I am grateful for their feedback, particularly the 
trenchant points made by Denise Baltuskonis, Jon Cheatwood, Kate 
Jordan, Ian Kapuza, Matt Keller, Kerney Perlik, Seth Turner, and Mike 
Wackenreuter.

Many of the ideas, notions, and actual paragraphs in the text 
had their origins in blog posts and essays for other outlets. I thank 
Benjamin Pauker at Foreign Policy, Susan Glasser and Blake Hounshell 
at Politico, Evan Goldstein at the Chronicle of Higher Education, and 
Mike Madden and Adam B. Kushner at the Washington Post for their 
editorial guidance. They all made me look like a better writer than I 



	 Acknowledgments	 xi

    xi

actually am. A nascent and condensed version of Chapter 5 appeared in 
the December 2015 issue of International Journal. I am grateful to the 
editors of that journal for releasing their copyright.

I talked, in formal and not-​so-​formal interviews, with a variety of 
participants in the Ideas Industry to get a better grasp on my subject 
matter. I am indebted to Gideon Rose, Fareed Zakaria, Niall Ferguson, 
and Joseph Nye in particular for setting aside time to answer my many 
queries. I appreciate the correspondence and conversations I had with 
Franklin Foer, Nicholas Kristof, Jeffrey Sachs, and Nassim Taleb. The 
209 respondents to my elite survey also made this project much, much 
easier, and I thank those very busy people for taking the time to answer 
my questionnaire.

I am far from the only person interested in this subject. In the process 
of writing this book I received extraordinarily useful feedback from a va-
riety of close readers. Bethany Albertson, Deborah Avant, Nada Bakos, 
Bear Braumoeller, Josh Busby, Kristin Butcher, Stephanie Carvin, 
Charli Carpenter, Brad DeLong, Steve Del Rosso, Michael Desch, Rob 
Farley, Henry Farrell, Justin Fox, Suzanne Fry, David Gordon, Heather 
Hurlburt, Leslie Johns, Sulmaan Khan, Ron Krebs, Michael Horowitz, 
Michael Levi, Jacob Levy, Jonathan Kirshner, Kate McNamara, Jeffrey 
Isaac, Jonathan Monten, Daniel Nexon, Milena Rodban, Mary Sarotte, 
Elizabeth Saunders, Laura Seay, Randy Schweller, Erin Simpson, Dina 
Smeltz, Mike Tierney, Jill Ultan, Lynn Vavreck, and Diana Wueger 
provided comments that made this book much better. Any remaining 
faults are strictly my own.

Finally, I must thank my family. Being a participant and an observer 
of the Ideas Industry often meant being away from home at this confer-
ence or that symposium or another workshop. Figuring out the equilib-
rium between attending such functions and attending to my family was 
learned through the painful process of trial and error. I will never be 
able to thank Erika, Sam, and Lauren fully for the patience and kind-
ness that they showed me every time I left on a trip or holed myself up 
to revise. They have taught me what is obvious to most people but is 
fuzzy to most academics: there is far more to life than ideas.



xii



    1

PART I

Q

 



2



3

    3

Introduction: The Transmogrification

Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our attention than the 
intellectual and moral associations of America.

—​ Alexis de Tocqueville

The marketplace for foreign policy ideas in the United States has 
changed. Foreign affairs intellectuals are constantly trying to insert new 
notions about American power and purpose into public debates. The 
best recipe for propagating new ideas, however, is evolving in ways that 
can affect even the most powerful people in the world.

To get a sense of these changes, consider the foreign policy mus-
ings of presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump. It would be 
safe to say that these two people treat ideas very differently. What is 
interesting is how similarly the marketplace of ideas has treated both 
of them.

When Obama was elected, the first African-​American president was 
heralded as the rare politician who was also a true intellectual.1 He was 
a law professor and respected author before running for national office. 
A cornerstone of his first presidential campaign was a powerful critique 
of existing foreign policy. He called for “a new vision of leadership” in 
foreign affairs, “a vision that draws from the past but is not bound by 
outdated thinking.”2 He was nonetheless receptive enough to opposing 
points of view to espouse a “team of rivals” approach to his adminis-
tration. He retained Robert Gates, George W. Bush’s last secretary of 
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defense, to serve in his cabinet. He appointed Hillary Clinton, his fierc-
est party rival, to be his secretary of state. Beyond his cabinet, Obama 
made a concerted effort to reach out to opinion columnists and foreign 
policy experts—​including those who were not ideological soulmates.3 
As an incoming president, Obama wanted to engage with the market-
place of foreign policy ideas.

During his time in office, however, the president grew increasingly 
frustrated with his attempts to affect the dominant foreign policy narra-
tive. The phrase that seemed to encapsulate his first term’s foreign policy 
was “leading from behind,” used by an unnamed Obama advisor to de-
scribe America’s role in the 2011 Libya intervention.4 It invited consid-
erable scorn within the foreign policy community. The foreign policy 
phrase that went viral during his second term was Obama’s own: “Don’t 
do stupid shit.”5 Critics derided the slogan as offering a blinkered mes-
sage about American grand strategy.6 Even Hillary Clinton criticized 
that mantra, saying in an interview, “Great nations need organizing 
principles, and ‘Don’t do stupid stuff’ is not an organizing principle.”7 
The president’s continued wariness of military intervention—​which 
the Libya aftermath only intensified—​led him to spurn calls for a more 
robust military response to myriad crises in the Middle East. Obama’s 
repeated assurances that all was well on the foreign policy front clashed 
with the rise of the Islamic State, a revanchist Russia, and a broken 
Middle East. Many critics responded to Obama’s calm by loudly insist-
ing that the world was on fire.8

The rising tide of criticism from the foreign policy community 
rankled the president and his national security staff. Throughout his 
time in office, Obama was a voracious reader of opinion journalism 
even if he disagreed with much of it.9 This was particularly true in 
the area of foreign policy. And as one of his former National Security 
Council staffers observed, “whenever there is a wise man consensus in 
Washington, [Obama’s] first instinct is to defy it.”10 His staff grew in-
creasingly irritated with the animating ideas of Washington’s foreign 
policy establishment. Obama’s deputy national security advisor and 
foreign policy amanuensis, Ben Rhodes, vented, “The discourse in 
Washington just becomes like a self-​licking ice cream cone of maximal-
ist foreign policy… . That’s what gets your think-​tank paper read.”11 In 
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another interview, Rhodes referred derisively to the DC foreign policy 
community as “The Blob.”12

By the end of his second term, Obama’s frustrations with the mar-
ketplace of foreign policy ideas had boiled over. This was reflected in 
his comments to The Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg on various aspects 
of American foreign affairs. What stood out in the president’s state-
ments were the frustrations he felt when he dissented from the foreign 
policy community. In August 2013, as his administration edged closer 
to launching military strikes on Syria, Obama felt trapped by the for-
eign policy consensus that presidents must demonstrate resolve. His re-
fusal to use force vexed many foreign policy observers—​including some 
within his own administration. Goldberg concluded that “Obama gen-
erally believes that the Washington foreign-​policy establishment, which 
he secretly disdains, makes a fetish of ‘credibility’—​particularly the sort 
of credibility purchased with force.”13 Obama was also candid about 
how he felt the foreign policy community’s dominant set of ideas con-
strained him as president:

There’s a playbook in Washington that presidents are supposed to 
follow. It’s a playbook that comes out of the foreign-​policy establish-
ment. And the playbook prescribes responses to different events, and 
these responses tend to be militarized responses. Where America is 
directly threatened, the playbook works. But the playbook can also 
be a trap that can lead to bad decisions. In the midst of an interna-
tional challenge … you get judged harshly if you don’t follow the 
playbook, even if there are good reasons why it does not apply. 14

In the end, Obama took great pride in ignoring the conventional 
wisdom on using force in Syria. But what is interesting is Obama’s ac-
knowledgment to Goldberg that his defiance of foreign policy intellec-
tuals cost him politically. Indeed, his Syria decisions revived an intense 
debate about the importance of credibility and reputation in interna-
tional affairs that remains unsettled.15 This might explain why moments 
like Syria were the exception rather than the rule during Obama’s presi-
dency. More often than not, Obama followed the playbook when it 
came to the American use of force.16 As president, he tried to shape 
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the marketplace of foreign policy ideas—​but he also found his policies 
constrained by that market in ways he did not like.

Obama articulated his discontents at the same time that Donald 
Trump was bucking prognostications that he would fade away as a 
presidential candidate. In marked contrast to Obama, Trump reveled in 
running one of the most heterodox foreign policy campaigns in the last 
half-​century. While the New York real estate mogul lacked command of 
foreign policy detail, he had forged a consistent zero-​sum worldview on 
how international relations worked.17 He adopted a slogan of “America 
First” to explain his foreign policy beliefs, despite its association with 
1930s isolationism. Trump disparaged numerous US-​created multilat-
eral regimes as antithetical to the national interest, including NATO, 
the World Trade Organization, and the United Nations.18 He argued 
that America’s allies needed to pay the United States more for security 
provision. He speculated that South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Japan 
should develop nuclear weapons to combat their security threats—​even 
as he decried nuclear proliferation as the world’s greatest threat. And 
he believed that the liberal international economic order needed to be 
radically revised in America’s favor.19

Trump engendered considerable blowback from a wide array of 
elites. In his initial interviews with the Washington Post and New York 
Times, Trump displayed little understanding of world politics; follow-​
up interviews on the topic suggested little in the way of learning.20 His 
stumblings and fumblings on questions of foreign policy during the 
campaign were legion and fostered a narrative of incompetence that 
he had to battle throughout the campaign.21 Economists, political sci-
entists, and historians spurned Trump en masse.22 Foreign affairs ana-
lysts spanning the ideological spectrum panned his pronouncements.23 
Realists, the foreign policy experts who should have been the most 
sympatico with Trump’s worldview, shunned him.24 The Economist 
Intelligence Unit went so far as to label Trump one of the top ten geo-
political risks for 2016.25

Liberals within the foreign policy establishment were unanimous 
in their condemnation of Trump’s rhetoric. Conservative intellectuals, 
however, were equally vehement in their critiques.26 Leading conserva-
tive outlets such as the National Review published issues dedicated to 
opposing Trump. Republican columnists such as David Brooks, Robert 
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Kagan, Charles Krauthammer, Max Boot, and George Will stated that 
they would never support Trump. Most conservative think tanks dis-
tanced themselves from his policies.27 In March 2016 more than 120 
GOP foreign policy professionals signed an open letter declaring un-
equivocally that they would not support Trump in the general elec-
tion.28 Similar GOP petitions followed over the next seven months. 
Even as the GOP’s congressional leadership acquiesced to Trump, its 
foreign policy community remained implacably opposed to his cam-
paign.29 As Ross Douthat noted, “the conservative intelligentsia—​jour-
nalists, think-​tankers, and academics—​has been conspicuous in its 
resistance.”30

If America’s foreign policy community judged Trump harshly, he 
judged them right back. During the Republican primary, his campaign 
rejected most outreach efforts by GOP-​friendly think tanks to help 
tutor him on questions of world politics. In his own rhetoric, Trump 
explicitly disavowed the value of existing foreign policy expertise. In 
an April 2016 foreign policy speech, Trump argued, “It’s time to shake 
the rust off America’s foreign policy. It’s time to invite new voices and 
new visions into the fold.” He went on to state that his foreign policy 
advisors would not be “those who have perfect résumés but very little to 
brag about except responsibility for a long history of failed policies and 
continued losses at war.”31 By the end of the general election campaign, 
Trump had framed the foreign policy debate as one between populist 
nationalists and elite globalists, warning about “a small handful of spe-
cial global interests rigging the system.”32

In making these arguments, Trump openly questioned mainstream 
narratives about American foreign policy—​with some measure of suc-
cess. A few conservative commentators welcomed Trump’s questioning 
of GOP foreign policy orthodoxy.33 Senator Bob Corker, the chair of 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, praised Trump for “challeng-
ing the foreign policy establishment that has been here for so long.” 
The New York Times’ Maggie Haberman and David Sanger noted that 
“what made Mr. Trump’s statements most remarkable was that the 
bedrock principles of American security were being debated at all.”34 
Henry Kissinger concluded, “The Trump phenomenon is in large part 
a reaction of Middle America to attacks on its values by intellectual and 
academic communities.”35
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Politico’s Michael Grunwald concluded, “When a major-​party 
nominee calls Mexicans rapists, suggests a global trade war would be 
no big deal and argues that vaccines harm children, he’s shorting the 
entire marketplace of ideas.”36 But Trump’s rhetoric was more compli-
cated than that. Zeynep Tufekci, a scholar studying social movements, 
argued that Trump’s populist campaign had profoundly affected the 
contours of public debate. She concluded, “Mr. Trump doesn’t only 
speak outrageous falsehoods; he also voices truths … that have been 
largely ignored, especially by Republican elites.” Indeed, Trump’s suc-
cessful campaign led some to conclude that the dominance of neocon-
servative thought in Republican foreign policy discourse was coming to 
an end.37 Many conservatives worried that the entire intellectual edifice 
of their party had collapsed.38 While Obama keenly felt the constraints 
of the marketplace of ideas, Trump delighted in disrupting every norm 
and custom in the foreign policy playbook. Whether this will persist 
throughout the Trump administration remains a very open question.

The tales of Obama and Trump suggest two things. First, the mar-
ketplace of ideas can impose constraints on even the most powerful 
actors. Second, the marketplace of ideas for foreign policy might not be 
working perfectly.

We are at a curious moment in the marketplace of foreign policy ideas. 
It is the best of times for thought leaders. It is the worst of times for 
public intellectuals. It is the most disorienting of times for everyone else.

These terms need to be unpacked. By “marketplace of ideas,” I mean 
the array of intellectual outputs and opinions about foreign affairs, and 
the extent to which policymakers and publics embrace those ideas. 
When a scholar publishes a book explaining why American foreign 
policy needs a rethink, that book contributes to the marketplace of 
ideas. When a think tank issues a report evaluating some aspect of state-
craft, that report adds to the marketplace of ideas.39 When a global 
brand strategist gives a TED talk about how the country’s climate 
change policy should be managed like a hedge fund, that argument will 
probably find its way into the marketplace of ideas.

For the purposes of this book, when I refer to “public intellectuals,” 
I mean experts who are versed and trained enough to be able to com-
ment on a wide range of public policy issues. As Friedrich von Hayek 
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put it, public intellectuals are “professional secondhand dealers in 
ideas.”40 The public intellectual serves a vital purpose in democratic dis-
course: exposing shibboleths masquerading as accepted wisdom. Public 
intellectuals are critics, and critiquing those who hawk bad policy wares 
is a necessary function in a democracy. A  public intellectual’s great-
est contribution to the marketplace of ideas is to point out when an 
emperor has no clothes. When public intellectuals lose their prestige, 
it becomes that much easier for politicians or charlatans to advance 
an idea into the public consciousness, regardless of its intrinsic merits, 
through sheer, unflagging will.

The provenance of the term “thought leader” is far more recent than 
“public intellectual.” Nevertheless, a quick glance at Google Trends re-
veals that by 2012, the former term had eclipsed the latter in terms of 
usage.41 How is a thought leader distinct from a public intellectual? 
New York Times columnist David Brooks—​a man thoroughly steeped 
in this milieu—​archly defined one as a “sort of a highflying, good-​doing 
yacht-​to-​yacht concept peddler.”42 Brooks’s wry description might be 
entertaining, but it is insufficient for our purposes. The private sector 
talks a lot about “thought leadership,” without ever being precise in its 
meaning.

For the purposes of this book, a thought leader is an intellectual 
evangelist. Thought leaders develop their own singular lens to explain 
the world, and then proselytize that worldview to anyone within ear-
shot. Both public intellectuals and thought leaders engage in acts of 
intellectual creation, but their style and purpose are different. Public 
intellectuals know enough about many things to be able to point out 
intellectual charlatans. Thought leaders know one big thing and believe 
that their important idea will change the world.

Table  1 illustrates the differences between the two archetypes. To 
adopt the language of Isaiah Berlin, public intellectuals are foxes and 
thought leaders are hedgehogs. The former are skeptics; the latter are 
true believers. The former is a critic; the latter is a creator. A public in-
tellectual is ready, willing, and able to tell you everything that is wrong 
with everyone else’s worldview. A thought leader is desperate to tell you 
everything that is right about his own creed. To the extent that they 
are intellectuals, Barack Obama functions as a public intellectual and 
Donald Trump is the brassiest thought leader in existence.
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Public intellectuals and thought leaders are not completely differ-
ent animals; both sets of intellectuals truck, barter, and exchange in 
the world of ideas. The dichotomy between the two categories is as 
much one of style as substance. Indeed, at different times and in dif-
ferent moments, the same person can function as a public intellectual 
and then a thought leader.43 As Berlin acknowledged in his famous 
essay on foxes and hedgehogs, pushing a binary distinction too hard 
is unwise. But he also noted that, if true, it offers “a starting point for 
genuine investigation.”44 Dividing people into public intellectuals and 
thought leaders clarifies our understanding of the modern marketplace 
of ideas. And this book will argue that the modern marketplace of 
ideas benefits all intellectuals, but it benefits thought leaders far more 
than others.

Why is this happening? What does it mean?

What is happening is that the marketplace of ideas has turned into the 
Ideas Industry. The twenty-​first-​century public sphere is bigger, louder, 
and more lucrative than ever before. This industrial revolution in the 
public sphere has been going on for some time now. David Brooks 
argued fifteen years ago that the intellectual class no longer stays aloof 
from the market, society, or the state, as the contributors to Partisan 
Review did in the 1950s.45 Foreign Policy annually publishes a list of the 
top hundred global thinkers, sometimes throwing gala events to roll it 
out. A surge of high-​level panels, conference circuits, and speaker con-
fabs allows intellectuals to mix with other members of the political, eco-
nomic, and cultural elite in a way that would have been inconceivable 

TABLE 0.1  Public Intellectuals vs. Thought Leaders

Public Intellectuals Thought Leaders

Critics Creators
Foxes Hedgehogs
Skeptics Evangelists
Deductive Inductive
Prioritizes expertise Prioritizes experience
Pessimists Optimists
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a half century ago. There has been an explosion of American “Big 
Idea” events—​TED, South by Southwest, the Aspen Ideas Festival, 
the Milken Institute’s Global Conference, anything sponsored by The 
Atlantic—​that tap “provocative” thinkers to sate the curiosity of attend-
ees. This parallels a global surge in big think confabs, ranging from the 
World Economic Forum at Davos to the Boao Forum for Asia to the 
Valdai Discussion Club. The number of platforms, forums, and outlets 
eager to broadcast provocative ideas has also exploded.

Obviously, the dizzying array of new outlets has played a role in 
turning the marketplace of ideas into the Ideas Industry. This surge in 
demand has benefited the entire intellectual class, but there has been 
another interesting effect. The Ideas Industry now rewards thought 
leaders far more than public intellectuals. This is due to three interlock-
ing trends that configure the modern marketplace of ideas: the erosion 
of trust in authority, the polarization of American politics, and the dra-
matic increase in economic inequality.

There has been a slow-​motion erosion of trust in prestigious insti-
tutions and professions for the past half century. The litany of fias-
coes stretch back as far as the Vietnam War and continue through 
Operation Iraqi Freedom into the present day. After a post-​9/​11 spike in 
trust, the rest of the twenty-​first century has witnessed a steady decline 
of trust in authority—​and authority figures. This is particularly true 
in foreign affairs. This degradation of trust makes the Ideas Industry a 
more competitive environment. In a world in which authority figures 
are respected, the gatekeepers of intellectual guilds can restrict entry 
with prerequisites like degrees or books or relevant experience. As the 
power of those gatekeepers has declined, the ability of thought leaders 
to bypass traditional sources of authority has risen. The democratiza-
tion of the marketplace of ideas has made it much harder for traditional 
public intellectuals to argue from authority. This allows for new con-
cepts to emerge but also makes it more difficult to expose bad ideas.

The polarization of American society—​and American political 
institutions—​is another phenomenon affecting the marketplace of 
ideas. The creation of parallel, segmented audiences that will support 
ideologically pure intellectuals has led to the emergence of new kinds 
of thought leaders. It is now possible for conservative intellectuals to 
attend Hillsdale College, intern at The Heritage Foundation, work at 
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Breitbart, win a Koch grant, author a book for Regnery Publishing, 
secure a contract from a conservative speakers bureau, and then talk 
about it on Fox News. They can thrive in an information ecosystem 
devoid of contrary points of view. Replace the names—​say, Soros for 
Koch—​and liberals can do much the same. As more money gets fun-
neled into advancing polarizing political agendas, the opportunities for 
partisans on both sides to profit from this part of the Ideas Industry will 
continue to grow.

The most important trend, however, has been the growth in eco-
nomic inequality and the increasing importance of wealthy benefactors 
as a force in the marketplace of ideas. The massive accumulation of 
wealth at the top end of the income spectrum has created a new source 
of funding for the generation and promotion of new ideas. As America’s 
elite has gotten richer and richer, they can afford to do anything they 
want. It turns out a surprising number of them want to go back to 
school—​or, rather, make school go to them. A century ago, America’s 
plutocrats converted their wealth into university endowments, think 
tanks, or philanthropic foundations. Today’s wealthy set up their own 
intellectual salons and publishing platforms—​and they are not hands-​
off about the intellectual output of their namesakes. They also attend 
high-​profile Big Idea get-​togethers. Intellectuals will fiercely compete 
to get on the radar of a wealthy benefactor, because of the financial 
resources potential patrons can bring to the table. Thought leaders will 
have an advantage over public intellectuals in pushing ideas that reso-
nate with plutocrats.

These three factors have made it increasingly profitable for thought 
leaders to hawk their wares to both billionaires and a broader public. 
Successful intellectuals are superstars with their own brands, sharing 
a space previously reserved for moguls, celebrities, and athletes. Such 
a claim sounds like hyperbole—​until one sees prize-​winning authors 
Niall Ferguson and Ayaan Hirsi Ali supplanting celebrities on the cover 
of tabloids, Nobel Prize-​winning economist Paul Krugman cameoing 
in big budget films, and political scientist Melissa Harris-​Perry making 
headlines for leaving MSNBC.46

These forces help to explain how thought leaders are extolled at 
the same time that public intellectuals can be disparaged. In many 
ways, this shift has been a long time coming. The rise of thought 
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leaders plays into how human beings are hard-​wired to process ideas. 
A  stylistic element that matters greatly for success in the modern 
Ideas Industry is confidence. Cognitive psychology shows that 
human beings prefer confident predictions over probabilistic ones, 
even though all of the empirical evidence says that the latter ap-
proach yields better predictions and more resilient ideas. As Philip 
Tetlock and Dan Gardner, the authors of Superforecasting, note, 
“continuous self-​scrutiny is exhausting, and the feeling of knowing 
is seductive.”47 Thought leaders excel and public intellectuals suffer 
in projecting the supreme confidence that their ideas are absolutely 
correct. This confidence is cognitively satisfying to audiences; even 
critics of thought leaders acknowledge the seductiveness of their 
confident sales pitch.

What does all of this mean for the public sphere? Since none of 
these tectonic forces show any signs of abating, neither will the in-
centives of the new Ideas Industry. This does not thrill everyone. 
Many have decried the “corporatization” of intellectuals. In the in-
tellectual argot of today, “marketplace of ideas” sounds better than 
“Ideas Industry.”48 The former term evokes a skilled artisan, the latter 
a factory filled with mindless toil. Craftsmanship sounds better than 
industrialization. Thought leaders are mocked far more widely than 
public intellectuals.49 It would be easy to infer that this transforma-
tion is a bad thing.

But to extend the metaphor, it is worth remembering that the real 
Industrial Revolution led to an explosion of mass affluence as well as 
Dickensian horror stories.50 In the world of ideas, reality is far more 
complicated than “It was better before.” The notion that thought lead-
ers cheapen public discourse is an odd critique. They are responding 
to a genuine thirst for new ideas—​and valid reasons for the decline 
of trust in the foreign policy establishment. It is churlish for critics to 
complain for decades about the coarsening of American culture and 
then act all snippy when a subculture emerges that yearns for some-
thing more. Anyone who cares about the world of ideas should never 
be upset that interest is on the upswing.

There is a great deal of good that can come from the twenty-​first-​
century Ideas Industry. It is surely noteworthy that a strong demand 
has emerged for new ideas and vibrant ways of thinking about the 
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world. But like any revolution, there are winners and there are losers. 
These trends also handicap more traditional purveyors of ideas housed 
in universities or think tanks. Public intellectuals rely more on sources 
of funding that have either plateaued or abated. Some of these institu-
tions have not adapted as quickly to the new ecosystem of ideas, even 
though some individuals housed within these institutions have. The 
result—​like previous revolutions in agriculture and manufacturing—​is 
a massive churn in the intellectual class.

It is not surprising that some who suffer from this intellectual cre-
ative destruction lament the current state of affairs—​but it doesn’t 
mean that their criticisms are entirely wrong. There are some vaguely 
troublesome rumblings buried within this phenomenon. The most ob-
vious issue is whether the Ideas Industry generates anything in the way 
of a critical rebuttal to the ideas being propagated. When one watches 
a TED video, for example, all one sees is the sales pitch. More than half 
the TED lectures end with a standing ovation; the reactions are all affir-
mation without any constructive criticism.51 Yet it is how ideas survive 
the gauntlet of criticism that really matters. For foreign policy ideas in 
particular, it would be better to have a public sphere that pokes, prods, 
and generally stress-​tests each New New Thing.

What is needed is a symbiosis—​not just TED talks, but TED talks 
with discussants. The cure for what ails the Ideas Industry is not a return 
to more powerful gatekeepers—​it is more discord and more debate. 
Indeed, public intellectuals are now needed more than ever. They serve 
a new and vital purpose. They need to analyze and criticize popular 
thought leaders. Public intellectuals are necessary to filter the quality 
thinkers from the charlatans.

The marketplace of ideas affects far more people than just intellectuals. 
Despite loud laments about the anti-​intellectualism of American soci-
ety, ideas matter a great deal to US policy and politics. As Washington 
Post columnist George Will noted once, “although many intellectuals 
consider American political theory unsophisticated, it is more central 
to political practices than theory is in other countries.”52 One could 
argue that foreign policy is where ideas have mattered the most. From 
the Cold War doctrine of containment, to the constant tug of war be-
tween liberals and realists, to the rise and fall of neoconservatism, to the 
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effect of neoclassical economics on foreign economic policy, ideas have 
profoundly affected the conduct of foreign affairs. One recent academic 
assessment concluded, “From the beginning of the twentieth century 
to the beginning of the twenty-​first, the United States has had the most 
intellectual foreign policy in the world.”53

Intellectuals have played a vital role in the development of American 
foreign policy, and will continue to do so into the future. Even the 
most erudite officials are hard-​pressed to think deep thoughts; the 
daily grind crowds everything else out. Sandy Berger, Bill Clinton’s last 
national security advisor, noted, “Washington is a town in which the 
urgent always overtakes the important.”54 Berger’s successor at the job, 
Condoleezza Rice, once told me that a policymaker’s intellectual capital 
stock starts depreciating the moment after taking office. As a candidate, 
Barack Obama was able to challenge dominant foreign policy narra-
tives; as president, Obama was more constrained. For good or for ill, 
policymakers need the marketplace of ideas to replenish, articulate, and 
challenge the reasons why they do what they do in world politics.55

Big ideas and the intellectuals who articulate them are especially 
worthy of scrutiny as they get closer to those who wield power. The 
possibility of officials using or abusing the marketplace of ideas is very 
real. George W. Bush’s administration became such a forceful promoter 
of the democratic peace that one of the theory’s leading scholars ad-
mitted, “Many advocates of the democratic peace may now feel rather 
like many atomic scientists did in 1945… . Our creation has been per-
verted.”56 Realists expressed similar dismay at the Bush administration’s 
appropriation of realpolitik rhetoric.57

When those in power are not exploiting ideas to justify their actions, 
some intellectuals are eager to do so in the service of power. Some have 
defended the intellectuals’ alliance with the powerful. These arguments 
range from the utility of offering expert counsel on thorny policy ques-
tions to the more critical task of speaking truth to power.58 These are 
powerful arguments, but history offers a sobering rejoinder. As Richard 
Hofstadter acknowledged in Anti-​Intellectualism in American Life, 
“there is no way of guaranteeing that an intellectual class will be discreet 
and restrained in the use of its influence.”59 There is an entire genre of 
work consisting of intellectuals bashing other intellectuals for a catalog 
of political sins.60 In the twentieth century, intellectuals justified the 
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most heinous actions imaginable when they got close to power.61 This 
century is little better. In the wake of the September 11 terrorist at-
tacks, many conservative intellectuals resuscitated arguments in favor 
of American empire. Intellectuals can cause just as much harm as good 
in the world of foreign policy; the closer one is to power, the more 
tempting it is to justify or excuse immoral actions. As Janice Gross 
Stein has warned her fellow international relations scholars, “we will be 
seduced by the proximity to power and shade what we say in order to 
retain access.”62 It is precisely because the Ideas Industry is intermixed 
with the rich and the powerful that it merits explication.

One of the difficulties with dissecting the marketplace of ideas is that 
our analytical tools are limited. Even in a world of big data, assessing 
trends in the public sphere remains a rudimentary and impressionis-
tic endeavor. I will focus on the areas that I know best—​the world of 
American economic and foreign policy discourse. To describe the evo-
lution and effects of the Ideas Industry, I will rely on extant commen-
tary about the state of the public sphere, peer-​reviewed research into 
the drivers behind the modern Ideas Industry, public opinion data, and 
accounts of particular public intellectuals and thought leaders. I also 
surveyed more than four hundred participants in the Ideas Industry 
on a welter of issues and interviewed a variety of participants in the 
modern marketplace of ideas.63

My empirical support will also include one other source of data—​my 
own experiences. The changes wrought by the modern Ideas Industry—​
the academic search for “impact,” the mushrooming of “Big Idea” con-
ferences, the development of online platforms, the rise of billionaire 
benefactors, the growth of the for-​profit sector of the foreign policy 
community—​are all phenomena I  have witnessed firsthand. I  have 
taught at universities for twenty years, but I’ve also developed my own 
online course.64 I have published more than fifty peer-​reviewed journal 
articles and book chapters, but I  have also blogged for more than a 
decade, half of that time at Foreign Policy and the Washington Post. I’ve 
presented at numerous academic conferences and published many uni-
versity press books, but I’ve also given TEDx talks and participated in 
Comic-​Con panels. I’ve drifted away from a more conservative world-
view, but also received grants from conservative foundations. When it 
comes to the Ideas Industry, I know something of what I write.
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My own experiences are not a substitute for actual ethnographic re-
search. The danger of drawing upon one’s own background is that per-
sonal experience might not be generalizable to the rest of the phenom-
ena being described. Indeed, this is a common flaw among thought 
leaders. A caveat comes with that acknowledgment, however. There 
are certain kinds of inside information that Michael Polanyi labeled as 
“tacit knowledge.”65 This is knowledge that can be best gained through 
experience. In writing about the transformation of the marketplace of 
ideas, I will be informed by the tacit knowledge that comes with par-
ticipating in the public sphere.

One last point: although I will be concentrating on the marketplace 
of foreign policy ideas in the United States, I would suggest that the 
forces shaping that particular Ideas Industry also exist in other policy 
arenas and in other countries. This book focuses on American foreign 
policy because it is the arena I know best and it is intrinsically impor-
tant. But public intellectuals and thought leaders exist in the world of 
domestic policy as well. Similarly, the erosion of trust, increase in po-
larization, and rise of economic inequality are not limited to the United 
States. Other countries’ marketplaces of ideas are not carbon copies 
of the United States. Nonetheless, these structural forces are powerful 
enough to suggest that what I am describing here might also be taking 
place across the globe.

The rest of the book is organized as follows. Part I  sets the table. 
Chapter 1 makes the case for why we should care about the mar-
ketplace of ideas. It is convenient for cynics and social scientists to 
assume away intellectual affairs as exercises in sophistry. While easy, 
such an assumption is also silly and self-​defeating. Of course ideas 
matter; otherwise pundits and social scientists would not be writing 
in the first place.66 A  functioning marketplace of ideas is necessary 
for a dynamic democracy. Chapter 2 takes a closer look at the three 
systemic forces that have shaped the new Ideas Industry: the erosion 
of trust in established authorities, the political polarization of the 
audience, and most important, the rise of economic inequality that 
empowers plutocrats. Combined, these three trends have increased 
demand for all intellectuals—​but it has been particularly good for 
thought leaders.
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Part II of the book considers how the emergence of the modern Ideas 
Industry has affected some of the marketplace’s key suppliers. Chapter 3 
looks at the oldest source: the academy. Universities find themselves ac-
cused of myriad sins, including obscurantism, irrelevance, and political 
homogeneity. The truth is more complex. Many professors within the 
ivory tower have managed to survive and thrive in the Ideas Industry. 
The forces that have shaped the modern marketplace of ideas have nev-
ertheless made the intellectual climate for higher education more chal-
lenging. Chapter 4 compares and contrasts the fortunes of two social 
science disciplines. Economics has thrived in the modern marketplace 
of ideas, whereas political science has only survived. This is not due to 
the superiority of economic models or methods. Rather, it is because 
the intellectual style and substance of economists sync up better with 
the new drivers of the Ideas Industry. Chapter 5 moves from the detach-
ment of the ivory tower to the fevered Foggy Bottom swamp of think 
tanks. Developments within the Ideas Industry have created new pres-
sures on think tanks to maintain their status as a bridge between ab-
stract theory and concrete policy. While think tanks are quickly adapt-
ing to the changes wrought by the Ideas Industry, they are doing so 
in ways that compromise the practices that gave them legitimacy and 
autonomy in the first place. Chapter 6 looks at the private market for 
public ideas. Whether based in corporate think tanks like the McKinsey 
Global Institute, political risk consultancies like the Eurasia Group, or 
hybrid structures like Jigsaw, the private sector has inculcated thought 
leadership as a business strategy. The Ideas Industry has made that strat-
egy a potent option.

Part III of the book examines how well the Ideas Industry func-
tions as a market, and whether that market can be improved. Chapter 7 
considers the “superstar” intellectual. The modern marketplace of ideas 
rewards intellectuals who are able to brand themselves. The Ideas 
Industry has turned a lot of idea entrepreneurs into titans. That said, 
in the world of ideas and criticism, becoming a brand leaves one vul-
nerable to overexposure. How well have superstars like Fareed Zakaria 
or Niall Ferguson survived their stumbles in this world? In part, it de-
pends on whether they self-​identify as thought leaders or public intel-
lectuals. Chapter 8 argues that the modern marketplace of ideas is just 
as prone to bubbles as is the financial sector. The waning influence 
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of public intellectuals enables thought leaders to expand the influence 
of their ideas far beyond what would be appropriate. Like asset bubbles, 
intellectual fads will bloom from the germ of an interesting idea, expand 
rapidly, and then crash. Chapter 9 considers the relationship between 
the Ideas Industry and the online world. In the twenty-​first century, all 
intellectuals have to engage with social media to promote their policy 
ideas. The toxic aspects of the digital landscape, however, have made it 
easier for intellectuals to reject online criticism. Regrettably, this cre-
ates a slippery slope where it becomes easier to reject more substantive 
critiques as well. The final chapter is more personal, reflecting on my 
own experiences as I’ve navigated through the world I describe. It also 
proffers some advice for individuals interested in navigating the Ideas 
Industry, and considers whether the modern marketplace of ideas can 
be improved.

Before considering what makes the modern Ideas Industry tick, how-
ever, it is worth asking a simple question: does any of this really matter?
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Q

 Do Ideas Even Matter?

Experts in international relations, one of the fungible intellectual indus-
tries credentialed during the cold war, inhabit by professional necessity a 
cloud-â•‰cuckoo land of fantasy and speculation.

—â•‰ Pankaj Mishra

Jeffrey Sachs is a brilliant economist, a fact that he is happy to tell 
you himself. Anyone who writes, “As a young faculty member, I lec-
tured widely to high acclaim, published broadly, and was on a rapid 
pace for tenure, which I received in 1983 when I was twenty-â•‰eight,” does 
not suffer the curse of modesty.1

That boast was not the most audacious thing he wrote in The End 
of Poverty, however. Sachs’s faith in his own analytical abilities enabled 
him, a relative newcomer to development economics, to declare that he 
had unearthed the formula for ending extreme global poverty. He pro-
posed that the wealthy countries of the world increase their combined 
foreign aid budgets to $150 billion annually for the next two decades. 
Sachs argued that a properly allocated surge in development aid would 
eliminate extreme global poverty—â•‰people living on less than one dollar 
a day—â•‰by 2025.

That Sachs suggested such an audacious plan is hardly out of the 
ordinary. Plenty of academics, think tank fellows, and policy entrepre-
neurs propose ambitious programs for making the world a better place. 
A few things made Sachs stand out, however. First, he offered the pos-
sibility that development aid could make a difference. This contrasted 
with the consensus view in the mid-â•‰2000s: government corruption was 
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the primary roadblock to development and so boosting aid was a futile 
move. This view was “a deeply pessimistic mindset that also stymied 
fresh thinking on the matter,” in the words of Foreign Policy.2 Hope is a 
powerful elixir in the world of development economics.

Second, Sachs had the intellectual cachet and political capital to force 
people to listen. When he published his anti-​poverty manifesto, Sachs 
was working as an advisor to the United Nations Secretary-​General, 
tasked with devising an international response to poverty. Furthermore, 
Columbia University had recently poached Sachs from Harvard. The 
university gave Sachs four different titles, including director of the uni-
versity’s Earth Institute, with an operating budget in excess of $10 mil-
lion.3 The good professor went on to serve as an advisor to multiple 
countries in sub-​Saharan Africa, including Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, 
and Uganda.4

Third, Sachs possessed the self-​confidence and sheer unflagging will 
necessary to proselytize his ideas to anyone and everyone who would 
listen. Nina Munk ably chronicled Sachs’s campaign to implement his 
policy ideas in The Idealist:

Day after day, without pausing for air, it seemed, Sachs was making 
one speech after another, as many as three in one day. At the same 
time he lobbied heads of state, testified before Congress, held press 
conferences, attended symposiums, advised government officials and 
legislators, participated in panel discussions, gave interviews, pub-
lished papers in academic journals, wrote opinion pieces for news-
papers and magazines, and sought out anyone, anyone at all, who 
might help him spread the word. The only time he seemed to slow 
down was when he was sleeping, never more than four or five hours 
a night.5

His publicity and marketing efforts bore considerable fruit. For exam-
ple, The End of Poverty made the cover of Time. This was an unusual 
occurrence for books about development economics, or even books in 
general.

Fourth, Sachs was adroit at collecting allies, particularly celebrities 
and philanthropists. U2’s frontman Bono wrote the foreword to The 
End of Poverty, characterizing Sachs as “my professor.” On an MTV 
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documentary, Angelina Jolie described him as “one of the smart-
est people in the world.”6 He befriended and secured funding from 
George Soros and Tommy Hilfiger to attempt to put his development 
theories into practice with the Millennium Villages Project (MVP).7 
Indeed, Soros was so convinced by Sachs that the billionaire overruled 
his extremely skeptical board of philanthropic advisors. Sachs attracted 
hundreds of millions of dollars in funding from a variety of interna-
tional organizations and private foundations. His Earth Institute then 
attempted to implement his plan in a series of villages in east Africa.

As Sachs pursued his quest, he faced tremendous pushback from a 
welter of sources. The development aid community, used to its standard 
operating procedures, thought Sachs’s messianic goal was at best naïve 
and at worst counterproductive.8 He proved able to bulldoze through 
those bureaucratic impediments. The criticism from development 
economists was more severe. William Easterly made his name with a 
series of books arguing that development aid suffered from a “techno-
cratic illusion” that poverty was a purely technocratic problem ame-
nable to purely technocratic solutions such as fertilizers, antibiotics, 
or nutritional supplements.9 Easterly argued that Sachs’s aid proposal 
was worse than useless without institutions of good governance. Esther 
Duflo, the head of the MIT Poverty Lab and the co-​author of Poor 
Economics, worried that Sachs’s arguments were simply the latest fad to 
pervade development economics. She warned that without comparing 
Sachs’s interventions with a control group of villages that would not 
receive any interventions, there was no way to determine if his efforts 
would be the cause of any improvement.10 Nancy Birdsall, the head of 
the Center for Global Development, concurred with Duflo’s critique 
and urged Sachs to use a control group.

Sachs dismissed these objections as effortlessly as those from the de-
velopment bureaucracy. He explicitly rejected the idea of measuring 
progress in comparison villages.11 He and the Earth Institute plowed 
ahead, and the initial results seemed promising. Sachs has argued that 
the MVP program inspired the widespread adoption of free antima-
larial bed nets, which in turn reduced the spread of that disease.12 In a 
2012 paper published in The Lancet, Sachs and his coauthors claimed 
that his villages were reducing the child mortality rate three times faster 
than the overall rate in sub-​Saharan Africa.13 Sachs hailed the “scientific 
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results” in an editorial for CNN, proclaiming, “We can end the deaths 
of millions of young children and mothers each year by building on 
recent innovations.”14

By 2013, however, the luster had worn off the project. Sachs and 
the Earth Institute tried to manage the project from New York. This 
left key decision makers uninformed about conditions on the ground 
when they proffered their advice to the villages. Inevitably, this man-
agement style frustrated local representatives.15 Sachs ignored his own 
board of advisors, improvising responses to adverse outcomes or nega-
tive publicity, at times contradicting previous plans. External assess-
ments concluded that there was no way to determine if the MVP vil-
lages were any better off than other villages, because Sachs’s team never 
compared their villages to ones that had received no aid. Sub-​Saharan 
African economic development was robust during this period, and 
infant mortality rates across the continent had fallen dramatically.16 
There was simply no way to determine if the positive effect in the MVP 
villages was due to Sachs’s interventions or to strong economic growth. 
Indeed, according to one measure, the drop in the MVP infant mor-
tality rate was less than the national average in the host countries.17 
This problem, as well as other methodological errors, forced the lead 
author of Sachs’s paper to acknowledge in a letter to The Lancet that 
the “three times faster” claim on child mortality was “unwarranted and 
misleading.”18

Sachs responded by trying to retroactively demonstrate such a sig-
nificant effect from his villages, and he brought in outside experts to 
assist him. Still, the effort was unlikely to restore credibility to the proj-
ect. One of Sachs’s researchers told Nature, “I expect that the authors 
will conclude that, although we cannot prove that MVP works, we also 
cannot rule out that it works.”19 Compared to Sachs’s soaring rhetoric a 
decade prior, this was quite a scaling back of ambition. A health expert 
brought in by Sachs acknowledged that it would be impossible to assess 
any past effect from the Millennium Village Project. One of Sachs’s 
former research assistants, now an economist at Berkeley, told Foreign 
Policy, “No one takes the Millennium Villages seriously as a research 
project—​no one in development economics.”20 Bill Gates, who resisted 
funding Sachs’s project, concluded that, “Sachs seems to be wearing 
blinders.”21 When I asked Sachs what he thought the Earth Institute’s 
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greatest accomplishments were, he did not mention the Millennium 
Village Project in his response.22

Sachs’s later books did not sell as well as An End to Poverty, and his 
subsequent quest to become president of the World Bank failed to get 
any traction. Sachs himself seems to have moved on somewhat. When 
asked by Munk about all of this, Sachs replied, “It is what it is … You 
can have a firm conviction even in an uncertain world—​it’s the best 
you can do, actually—​and that is the nature of my conviction.”23 His 
post-​2014 syndicated columns focus less on development economics 
than they used to. Instead, he has written more about macroeconomics, 
foreign policy, and theories to explain the Kennedy assassination.24 It 
would seem that he has transitioned back from thought leader to public 
intellectual. Sachs might have been the most successful thought leader 
in the history of development economics. A decade after he started, 
however, the real-​world results appear to be disputed at best.

The rise and fall of Jeffrey Sachs raises a troubling question for intellec-
tuals: Does any of it matter? There are four ways to argue that intellec-
tual debates in the United States right now are irrelevant. The first argu-
ment is materialist: ideas are meaningless in a world in which deeper 
material forces rule the roost. It was therefore silly of Sachs to push 
against the powerful inertia of the status quo. The second argument 
is defeatist: the proliferation of media platforms renders it impossible 
for any intellectual to be heard. Even if the MVPs yielded successes, 
that news would be drowned out by an avalanche of uninformed criti-
cism—​as has been the case with contrived controversies about vaccines, 
climate change, or genetically modified foods. The third argument is 
populist: big, abstract ideas are doomed to failure. The failure of Sachs’s 
project demonstrates the ways in which intellectuals can only make 
things worse. The final argument is nostalgic: compared to the past, 
the current crop of superstar intellectuals is so depraved that ideas have 
lost their meaning as anything other than the rationalizations of the 
rich or the reactionary. According to this argument, there simply are 
no great intellectuals any more. Sachs achieved his celebrity in part by 
consorting with musicians and starlets. Surely this is something that the 
heralded New York intellectuals of the mid-​twentieth century would 
have disdained.
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This chapter outlines and then weighs each of these four arguments. 
Spoiler alert: ideas still matter very much, and analyzing what makes 
the marketplace of ideas tick is more vital than ever. But fair is fair—​let 
us give these critiques a full hearing.

The materialist argument is familiar to social scientists, because so 
many of them use some variant of it when talking about the role of 
ideas. Economists and political scientists begin with the premise that 
power and interest are what make the world go around. Almost all 
economic theory revolves around the question of constrained optimi-
zation: How can individuals maximize their utility in a world of hard 
resource constraints? This kind of modeling is not terribly hospitable to 
the prospect of ideas mattering. Political science is little different: the 
assumption driving the entire discipline is that all politicians are inter-
ested in attaining and holding power, a scarce zero-​sum commodity. 
Ideas are not an important part of that assumption. To use the lan-
guage of social science, ideas matter by altering actor preferences; to 
use ordinary English, ideas matter by changing people’s minds. Most 
social scientists, however, assume that individual and institutional pref-
erences remain fixed and frozen. In other words, they believe that most 
people do not change their minds unless their material incentives have 
changed. On their own, ideas do not persuade.

The materialist argument holds particular sway over America’s 
foreign policy community. For example, why did President George 
W. Bush’s post-​2001 rhetoric stress unilateralism and democracy 
promotion so much? According to some scholars and pundits, the 
increase in US hegemonic power explains the willingness to act uni-
laterally.25 According to some realpolitik scholars, a powerful, well-​
funded pro-​Israel lobby explains American foreign policy miscues 
in the Middle East.26 The notion that neoconservativism had any 
independent effect on American foreign policy in the Middle East is 
often rejected out of hand by American foreign policy scholars. This 
is true even though any fair reading of the Bush administration’s 
rhetoric makes it hard to ignore how neoconservative ideas trumped 
realipolitik.27 Ideas are treated by most foreign policy analysts as 
“hooks”—​arguments that powerful interests will promote to pursue 
their materialist ends.
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The materialists look at the Sachs parable and think of it as an object 
lesson for intellectuals trying to make a difference. They would note 
three salient facts that doomed Sachs’s chances before he started. First, 
he thought he could simply steamroll the complex web of political 
compacts that represented the development status quo. It is not surpris-
ing that this generated blowback. Second, he was playing with other 
people’s money—​money that would be difficult to obtain. Since for-
eign and development aid is a politically unpopular budget item, it was 
always going to be impossible to generate the necessary political will to 
do what he wanted. Finally, that lack of political support guaranteed 
that even small flaws in the Millennium Villages would be enough to 
torpedo Sachs’s agenda.

The defeatist argument begins by noting that any idea requires an au-
dience to make any difference. And we live in a world where the ex-
plosion of media platforms has fragmented the audience. In the old 
marketplace of foreign policy ideas, it was easy to write something that 
commanded attention. An op-​ed in the New York Times or Financial 
Times was guaranteed to spark conversations, an essay in Foreign Affairs 
even more so. The narrow number of platforms meant that the value of 
each platform was very high. The gatekeepers of those platforms exer-
cised vast influence over the marketplace of ideas.

The proliferation of cable news, talk radio, and online content has 
changed all of that. Nowadays, posts on Medium can command as 
much attention as a New York Times column. The surge of content pro-
viders also means the fracturing of the American audience into a hun-
dred different subcultures. To counteract this fragmentation, individual 
intellectuals have an incentive to engage in more extreme modes of 
argumentation to attract attention. David Frum has complained about 
the nasty discourse of the blogosphere, noting, “such criticisms—​so 
personal, so rude, and so imperfectly grammatical—​elicit only counter-
vailing scorn from their targets.” Jacob Heilbrunn has lamented, “In a 
prior time, [public] intellectuals could be judged by their output; today 
it is by the noise they make and the comments they generate.”28 Both 
those complaints were lodged nearly a decade ago, before the explosion 
of social media. Now, some commentators think of blogs as “simply 
constituting more noise in an already cacophonous marketplace of 
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ideas.”29 The defeatist argument concludes that when town criers domi-
nate the public square, there is simply no way for a sober intellectual to 
break through.

The defeatist argument affects the marketplace of foreign policy ideas 
primarily by expanding the public sphere that covers everything else. In 
the three-​network era of the mid-​twentieth century, traditional media 
outlets felt compelled to focus somewhat on international affairs, edu-
cating disinterested citizens. The explosion of new media largely fol-
lows public interest. And the public does not care too much about 
world politics. For example, when the Chicago Council on Global 
Affairs prods Americans about their foreign policy worldviews, the re-
sults are crystal clear: the majority of Americans want the US govern-
ment to focus less on the rest of the world and more at home.30 This 
has forced traditional world politics venues to shift their focus as well. 
Foreign Affairs editor Gideon Rose told me explicitly, “There’s no such 
thing anymore as a foreign policy journal. The foreign policy journal 
is a function of the twentieth century.”31 Under Rose’s tenure, Foreign 
Affairs has branched out beyond traditional areas of international rela-
tions. Because the public is largely disinterested in foreign affairs, more 
media outlets can elide world politics.

In this disinterested public sphere, the only foreign policy arguments 
that will resonate are the extreme ones. Proposals to use military force 
to kill the families of terrorists or to build a wall along the Mexican 
border will get heard. Nuanced takes on how to reconfigure interna-
tional peacekeeping forces or enhance the multilateral trade regime will 
be ignored. After the Iranian nuclear deal was negotiated during the 
summer of 2015, for example, interest groups like the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee and think tanks like the Foundation for the 
Defense of Democracies coordinated a massive effort to criticize the 
deal. By all reports, the deal’s skeptics easily outspent supporters in 
advertising.32 This blitz had an effect; in subsequent polling, the Pew 
Research Center found that there was an appreciable increase in oppo-
sition to the deal. But Pew also found something else: despite the bliz-
zard of advertising and media coverage surrounding the Iran deal, re-
spondents stated that they knew less about the contours of the deal two 
months after the debate started. The issue “had not resonated widely 
with the public.”33 The defeatist argument therefore concludes that the 
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explosion of media platforms leads to a cacophony of voices. And these 
voices cancel each other out, diminishing anything written about for-
eign policy. When the only option intellectuals have is hyperbole, the 
marketplace for ideas becomes a race to the bottom.

Defeatists look at the Sachs parable and conclude that he never 
had a chance. If the public does not care about foreign policy all that 
much, it cares about foreign aid and economic development even less. 
Indeed, it is a staple of public opinion research that a strong majority 
of Americans want to scale back foreign aid. At the same time, an even 
stronger majority of Americans radically overestimate how much the 
United States spends on foreign economic assistance. When asked how 
much wealthy countries should give, Americans always respond with 
an answer that would increase US foreign aid tenfold.34 This paradox in 
public attitudes has persisted for decades, yet no one has ever been able 
to exploit it. Sachs was simply another casualty. The only way he could 
change the dynamic was to use his celebrity power to evoke sympathy 
for his cause—​and even that strategy was bound to run into compas-
sion fatigue.35

The populist argument asks a simple question: Who died and put intel-
lectuals in charge of the world? The United States in the twenty-​first 
century has witnessed endless wars, financial crises, and stagnant eco-
nomic growth; elites themselves have belatedly noticed the rising anger 
against them.36 According to populists, this is because our meritocratic 
society rewards a very narrow set of academic skills.37 Elites rely on 
unrealistic ways of thinking. Ideas—​particularly grandiose ideas about 
foreign policy—​are abstractions that dissolve into nothingness when 
examined closely. The elites who talk about foreign policy doctrines 
are disconnected from the real-​world consequences of those ideas. 
Unsurprisingly, public policy debates are rarefied and remote. The 
grander the idea, the more likely it is detached from reality and there-
fore worse than useless. As the humorist P. J. O’Rourke once noted, “I 
don’t like big ideas. And I’m not alone. Distaste for grandiose notions 
is embedded in our language: ‘What’s the big idea?’ ”38

Populists would posit that the intellectual history of post-​Cold 
War American foreign policy demonstrates the negative value of big 
ideas. Administrations without big ideas have muddled through; 
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administrations with grand ideas have done poorly on questions of 
war and peace. The Clinton administration, for example, was remark-
ably devoid of big ideas about how to conduct foreign policy. Indeed, 
Clinton’s national security advisor Sandy Berger bragged to the press 
about his lack of grand strategy and the virtues of an ad hoc approach 
to foreign policy.39 During his tenure, the United States managed to 
avoid any protracted, violent conflicts.

In contrast, the Bush administration articulated an ambitious, far-​
reaching national security strategy after the September 11 terrorist at-
tacks. John Lewis Gaddis, the dean of Cold War history, praised the 
Bush strategy as “more forceful, more carefully crafted, and … in tune 
with serious academic thinking.” He concluded that it was, “the most 
important reformulation of U.S. grand strategy in over half a century.”40 
Similarly, Bush’s second inaugural address, dedicated to the proposition 
of democracy promotion, was highly aspirational and filled with big 
ideas. Bush articulated a clear, coherent, and ambitious grand strategy 
about how to remake the world in the twenty-​first century. In trying 
to implement those ideas, of course, the United States became bogged 
down in two costly and disastrous wars. Compared to the high and 
mighty ideas of the Bush administration, Clinton’s ad hoc approach, or 
Obama’s “Don’t do stupid shit” mantra, seem more appealing.

Populists conclude that the influence of intellectuals on public policy 
has been mostly malign—​and should therefore be rejected entirely in 
favor of common sense principles divined from public opinion. They 
would also argue that the American public agrees with them. A 2014 
Chicago Council of Global Affairs survey suggests that Americans be-
lieve their voice should carry more weight in foreign affairs, while uni-
versities and think tanks should play a lesser role.41 As noted in the 
introduction, a core appeal of Donald Trump’s 2016 campaign was the 
notion that he is not beholden to consensus ideas—​or any ideas for 
that matter. Trump steamrolled the entire Republican field despite the 
strident opposition of the GOP’s intellectual elites. Similarly, despite 
Hillary Clinton’s near-​monopoly of the Democratic Party’s policymak-
ing elites, Bernie Sanders mounted a serious challenge. Sanders and 
Trump succeeded despite their lack of foreign policy experience or ad-
visors; indeed, both candidates played up their lack of expert advice as 
a strength during their campaigns.42
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The populist resurgence demonstrates the extent to which the 
American people have rejected the intellectual establishment. Populism 
corrects the tendency of elites to adopt a cosmopolitan worldview at 
odds with the views of fellow citizens. As the American Enterprise 
Institute’s Charles Murray has argued, current elites are too detached 
from the rest of the United States to understand it: “The members of 
the New Elite may love America, but, increasingly, they are not of it.”43 
The single best way to be identified as a part of the cosmopolitan estab-
lishment is to be called an intellectual.

To the extent that populists would care about Jeffrey Sachs’s crusade 
to end poverty, they would point to it as emblematic of everything 
wrong with grandiose intellectual projects. In the end, more robust eco-
nomic growth proved to be a much greater palliative for the poorest of 
the poor in sub-​Saharan Africa. Sachs asked for and received enormous 
sums of money to try to eradicate extreme poverty. Unsurprisingly, 
public opinion polls have historically demonstrated that Americans 
think the federal government spends too much on foreign aid and that 
it should be cut.44 Sachs’s failures do not merely represent the failure of 
his ideas; they represent the failure of all big ideas.

The most commonly articulated critique is the nostalgic argument. 
Skepticism about the notion that the ideas used to be better in the 
past permeates public debate. But such assertions are not exactly new. 
Intellectual elites have been decrying the decaying state of intellectual 
life since the invention of elites.45 This has been a common trope in 
American discourse for a century. From Thorstein Veblen’s Theory of the 
Leisure Class to Richard Hofstadter’s Anti-​Intellectualism in American 
Life, from Allan Bloom’s Closing of the American Mind to Thomas 
Sowell’s Intellectuals and Society, it would seem that anyone writing on 
this subject does little but bemoan the declining quality and dimin-
ishing prestige of intellectual elites. Various subgroups rue the loss of 
“their” public intellectuals to advance their causes.46 Dyspeptic discus-
sions about the state of American letters, such as Susan Jacoby’s The Age 
of American Unreason or William Deresiewicz’s Excellent Sheep, usually 
conclude that the current intellectual landscape is a barren wasteland.

The nostalgic argument makes it easy to interpret the fall of public 
intellectuals and the rise of thought leaders as emblematic of everything 
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that is wrong with the state of debate in this country—​and worse, con-
clude that nothing can be done about it. Indeed, the main point of 
contention among these intellectual pessimists is carbon-​dating the 
beginning of this decline and fall. For some, it started with the birth 
of the Internet; for others, the dawn of the Cold War. More curmud-
geonly writers place the date even earlier, ranging from the heyday of 
John Stuart Mill to the death of Socrates.

The passing of myriad twentieth-​century public intellectuals has bol-
stered the nostalgic argument in public discourse. Milton Friedman, 
David Halberstam, John Kenneth Galbraith, Susan Sontag, William 
F. Buckley Jr., and Gore Vidal have all left the stage since the dawn 
of this century, leading those still alive to argue that no one will be 
able to replace them. Former New York Times Book Review editor Sam 
Tanenhaus wrote that “Mr. Buckley and Mr. Mailer represented some-
thing different. More than public intellectuals, they were citizen intel-
lectuals, active participants in the great dramas of their time, and eager 
at times to pursue their ideas in democracy’s more bruising arenas.” Vox 
co-​founder Ezra Klein lamented, “They would write serious books of 
political analysis and sell millions of copies—​they were the writers you 
had to read to call yourself an actual political junkie. Now, the space 
they inhabited in the discourse is held by the [Ann] Coulters and [Bill] 
O’Reilly’s of the world.”47 In his eulogy for Milton Friedman, New York 
Times columnist David Brooks observed: “From the 1940s to the mid-​
1990s, American political life was shaped by a series of landmark books: 
Witness, The Vital Center, Capitalism and Freedom, The Death and Life 
of American Cities, The Closing of the American Mind. Then in the 1990s, 
those big books stopped coming.”48

A parallel conversation has taken place in the world of foreign policy. 
The death of George Kennan a decade ago triggered a paroxysm of 
laments that they don’t make foreign policy thinkers like him any-
more.49 Kennan was the first director of policy planning at the State 
Department. His doctrine of containment was a useful framework to 
guide American foreign policy during the Cold War. Kennan was a 
true public intellectual, crafting elegant prose about American foreign 
policy and many other subjects long after he left the State Department 
to reside at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton. He achieved 
something rare in the world of ideas—​at a crucial moment in history, he 
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came up with a big idea that was both influential and correct. Various 
administrations committed various blunders in the name of contain-
ment, but a lot more good than harm was done to honor Kennan’s idea.

A recurring theme in current international relations debates is that 
today’s foreign policy community lacks the sagacity of George Kennan 
and his peers.50 In retrospect, the architects of containment managed to 
craft a coherent strategy that was tactically flexible. As an idea, contain-
ment was powerful enough to produce a strong, bipartisan Cold War 
consensus.51 American foreign policy during the post-​Cold War era, 
however, has generated bipartisan scorn. Both liberals and conserva-
tives argue that the United States frittered away its inestimable advan-
tages in the generation after the Berlin Wall fell.52 This would seem to 
be as much of an indictment of foreign policy thinkers as it is for suc-
cessive US administrations. Radical critics like Glenn Greenwald stress 
this point, railing against the “orthodoxies [that] are ossified 50-​year-​
old relics from the Cold War” dominating twenty-​first-​century foreign 
affairs debates.53

As a data point to support that thesis, consider the Princeton Project 
on National Security—​a multi-​year, multi-​pronged effort to develop 
a twenty-​first-​century doctrine that could achieve what containment 
accomplished during the Cold War. The effort to create a “Kennan by 
committee” involved hundreds of foreign policy analysts—​myself in-
cluded. After dozens of meetings, the final report concluded that “such 
an organizing principle—​such as containment, enlargement, balancing 
or democracy promotion—​would not be forthcoming.”54 It turned out 
that Kennan by committee produces something far more forgettable 
than Kennan writing alone.

The nostalgic argument applies to Sachs’s story as well. For all of his 
claims of originality, the arguments he presented in The End of Poverty 
strongly echoed the “Big Push” theory of economic development artic-
ulated during the Cold War. Indeed, much of Sachs’s argument can be 
summed up in this passage from Walt Rostow’s 1960 book, The Stages 
of Economic Growth: “The central fact about the traditional society was 
that a ceiling existed on the level of attainable output per head. This 
ceiling resulted from the fact that that the potentialities which flow 
from modern science and technology were either not available or not 
regularly and systemically applied.”55 Sachs’s failure to acknowledge 
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that he was making a retread argument was unfortunate, because it 
might have led him to avoid the pitfalls of Rostow’s approach. The 
waste and corruption of that era fattened up UN agencies and recipient 
governments at the expense of the poor.

So, stepping back, there are four ways to argue that the marketplace 
of ideas is irrelevant to the way we live now. First, ideas are simply irrel-
evant. Second, the proliferation of platforms means that it is impossible 
for new ideas to break through. Third, the populist rejection of intel-
lectual elites has discredited the utility of big ideas. Finally, the current 
marketplace of ideas is but a shadow of what the marketplace of ideas 
used to be.

Elegies like these are not hard to find. They are just not terribly 
persuasive.

The materialist argument is the easiest to refute, because it is so extreme. 
Intellectual historians and social scientists have carefully documented 
the myriad ways in which ideas have real effects in the policy world.56 
Powerful ideas can legitimize new policies or discredit existing ones. 
During times of uncertainty, ideas can function as road maps to guide 
grand strategy—​or to reach agreement among different international 
actors.57 During periods of crisis, foreign policy leaders will often look 
to new ideas to help explain the causes and point toward possible solu-
tions.58 If communities of experts reach a consensus on a set of ideas, 
that consensus acts as a powerful constraint on policymakers.59

To conclude that ideas matter is not to say that power is irrelevant. 
Rather, it is to suggest that power and ideas cannot be separated as 
neatly as materialists would like. One of the most significant dimen-
sions of power is the ability to “define the given,” to develop a con-
cept that simply becomes accepted as true by everyone.60 When actors 
define their interests, their goals, or their strategies, they are resting on 
a foundation of given ideas.

When intellectuals insert new ideas into the body politic, those con-
cepts have the potential to bubble up into real change. For example, 
the notion that the countries benefit from freer trade is non-​obvious. 
Generations of economists developed these ideas to the point where 
they are politically palatable. Economic historians have demonstrated 
that truly revolutionary ideas—​like free trade—​can be just as significant 
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as radical technological innovations.61 Similarly, any proper history of 
the legalization of same-​sex marriage must include Andrew Sullivan’s 
provocative 1989 cover essay in The New Republic.62 Any honest ac-
counting of the surge in Iraq acknowledges the crucial role that defense 
policy intellectuals played in formulating the strategy before the Bush 
administration even realized it was needed.63

In the end, the materialist argument against the marketplace of ideas 
rests on a narrow vision, one not shared by a long line of observers who 
have pointed out the independent political power of ideas. These ob-
servers are no intellectual slouches. Abraham Lincoln posited that “he 
who molds public sentiment goes deeper than he who enacts statutes 
or pronounces decisions.”64 Nearly four score years later, John Maynard 
Keynes echoed those sentiments:

The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they 
are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is com-
monly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical 
men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intel-
lectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. 
Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their 
frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.65

Businessmen devoted to the bottom line, or cynics who believe that 
material interest drives everything, might scoff at Keynes’s sentiment. 
The revealed preferences of scholars and statesmen, however, suggest 
that Keynes’s assertion about the power of ideas holds with even greater 
force in this century than the last one. Consider that at the begin-
ning of 2012, Nobel Prize-​winning economist Paul Krugman took 
to his New York Times blog to squelch online enthusiasm for him to 
become the next secretary of the treasury. Speaking candidly, Krugman 
observed, “Those who hold the position [of a columnist], if they know 
how to use it effectively, have a lot more influence on national debate 
than, say, most senators. Does anyone doubt that the White House 
pays attention to what I write?”66

Even some former senators agreed with Krugman. At the end of 
2012, Senator Jim DeMint of South Carolina, ensconced in a per-
fectly safe seat, resigned to become the new president of the Heritage 



	 Do Ideas Even Matter?	 35

    35

Foundation, a conservative think tank. The greater financial rewards of 
moving to Heritage appeared to play only a small role in his decision.67 
What played a bigger role was DeMint’s belief that he could exercise 
more political power running a think tank than serving in Congress. 
Less than a year into his tenure at Heritage, DeMint told NPR, “There’s 
no question in my mind that I  have more influence now on public 
policy than I  did as an individual senator.”68 His efforts at Heritage 
have been mixed, as we see in Chapter 4. But the fact that Krugman 
and DeMint agree on the importance of their intellectual output is the 
best contradiction of the materialist argument. When given a choice 
between political power and intellectual power, both of them preferred 
the latter.

Clearly, at least some elites are acting as though the marketplace of 
ideas is still relevant. When Sachs was able to secure hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars to pursue his vision, he succeeded against entrenched 
interests. Even if his policies did not turn out as he expected, his success 
in trying it rebuts the materialist argument.

The defeatist argument is also easy to refute, because it rests on a faulty 
premise. Defeatists believe that the growth of media platforms dilutes 
the power of each individual platform, thereby making it difficult for 
public intellectuals and thought leaders to reach an audience. But all 
of the evidence suggests the opposite. The proliferation of content 
providers has given intellectuals new platforms to make their argu-
ments. As the rest of this book demonstrates, every segment of the 
Ideas Industry—​universities and think tanks, nonprofit and for-​profit 
organizations—​has doubled down on exploiting every publishing plat-
form available.

More outlets for informed opinion enhance rather than diminish the 
marketplace of ideas. As financial commentator Felix Salmon noted, 
“Wonkery is like the diamond stores on New York’s 47th Street: Each 
one makes money not despite the nearby competition, but because of 
it… . In the era of the social web, the potential audience for such ma-
terial has grown by orders of magnitude—​and, what’s more, it’s ex-
actly the highly educated, affluent audience that advertisers crave.”69 
Rather than drowning each other out, social media sites like Twitter, 
Facebook, and Reddit amplify arguments that break through the 
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background chatter. As former Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace president Jessica Tuchman Matthews notes, “against all expecta-
tions, the massive proliferation of largely unedited new media has made 
it easier to locate top-​quality work and to identify the individuals and 
institutions that are consistently producing it.”70 Social media has its 
drawbacks, as Chapter 9 will discuss. But contrary to defeatist fears, 
the most extreme ideas do not necessarily rise to the top of online dis-
course. Instead, a virtuous circle exists in which social media elevates 
interesting arguments rather than crowding them out.

The amplification effect matters because the marketplace of ideas is not 
strictly about the new. Eliot Cohen, an academic-​turned-​policymaker-​
turned-​academic again, has written about the utility of outside ideas 
in foreign policymaking. Cohen argues that outsiders have impact less 
through the articulation of new ideas than the re-​framing of existing ones:

The best commentary has an impact, less because it offers new ideas 
(most ideas have been considered, however incompletely, on the 
inside) than because it clarifies problems or solutions that the in-
siders have only vaguely or incompletely considered. A tight, well-​
written, and carefully reasoned examination of a policy problem will 
bring into focus an issue that the officials have not had the time, or 
often the literary skill, to capture precisely. That kind of analysis is 
very much worth reading. 71

The best ideas have “heuristic punch”—​clear enough to comprehend 
and potent enough to persuade. Ideas with heuristic punch cause even 
those in power who have thought about a problem long and hard to 
think about it in a different way. Similarly, ideas can guide previously 
indifferent publics into caring about an existing policy problem. Ideas 
with heuristic punch can motivate even disinterested citizens into re-
thinking their position on an issue.

In the modern Ideas Industry, supply creates its own demand. This 
has certainly applied to the publishing ecosystem of international rela-
tions. Over the past decade, the number of possible outlets for serious 
foreign policy writing has exploded. Foreign Policy’s big 2009 push into 
the online world was hugely successful in generating traffic and trig-
gered a copycat phenomenon among other outlets. Soon other journals 
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such as Foreign Affairs and The National Interest bolstered their online 
content. A host of online-​only publications devoted to international 
relations also emerged, including The Diplomat, Open Democracy, War 
on the Rocks, and World Politics Review.72 Other political outlets such 
as Politico, the Huffington Post, and Pacific Standard expanded their in-
ternational relations-​related sections, increasing the number of online 
outlets even more.

Sachs succeeded in setting the development economics agenda pre-
cisely by exploiting so many of these platforms. There are many prob-
lems facing the modern Ideas Industry, but a lack of publishing venues 
is not one of them. Claiming that the number of platforms makes it 
difficult for intellectuals is akin to arguing that the proliferation of tele-
vision channels makes it more difficult for actors.

The populist critique suffers from a flaw common to populists: an ex-
aggeration of the populist outrage against intellectuals. For example, 
for all of the talk of rising resentment against free trade and immigra-
tion, the polling data suggest no such resurgence. Both Gallup and Pew 
polling data show that since the 2008 financial crisis, Americans have 
become more receptive to free trade, not less.73 Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs polling demonstrates that concerns about illegal immi-
gration were much greater in the 1990s than in the run-​up to the 2016 
campaign.74 Despite the protectionist positions of both major party 
candidates in the 2016 election, there was no increase in protectionist 
sentiment in the public opinion data. It is easy for populists to claim 
that they have inherited the mantle of mass anger; it is somewhat more 
difficult to demonstrate genuine populist resentment of particular ideas.

This is not to deny periodic bouts of anti-​intellectualism in America. 
But it would be more accurate to say that American attitudes toward 
intellectual elites have been cyclical, waxing and waning over time. As 
Richard Hofstadter and other intellectual historians have chronicled, 
the United States has had a long history of attachment to and then 
rejection of intellectuals.75 The marketplace of ideas, like other econo-
mies, experiences business cycles.

Populists are correct to notice the current wave of anti-​intellectualism, 
a phenomenon that Chapter 2 discusses in greater detail. If any-
thing, however, the populist resentment of intellectuals illuminates 
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their importance. The blowback against big ideas presumes that these 
concepts actually affected real-​world outcomes. To be sure, it is possible 
that the members of the Ideas Industry are simply convenient scape-
goats for populists, much like foreigners or government bureaucrats. 
In a sphere of life where perception can create its own reality, however, 
populist outrage at intellectuals can actually magnify their perceived 
influence.

The populist critique also labors under a false premise: that a world 
of no ideas and no intellectuals is even possible. All individuals, and es-
pecially all policymakers, traffic in ideas—​it is merely a question of how 
conscious they are of the ideas that animate their behavior. Those who 
pride themselves on pragmatic or ad hoc approaches to problem solv-
ing will reject explicit articulations of abstract ideas. They will be eager, 
however, to advance narratives, analogies, or metaphors as if these con-
cepts are completely different from abstract ideas. Populists hold strong 
ideas about how foreign policy should work; they just do not like to 
call them ideas. As Hofstadter put it, “the leading anti-​intellectuals are 
usually men deeply engaged with ideas, often obsessively engaged with 
this or that outworn or rejected idea.”76 Populists are mistaken when 
they claim to rely on common sense rather than ideas. Indeed, the un-
conscious advocacy of analogies or rules of thumb as a means of making 
policy merely highlights the importance of a functioning marketplace 
of ideas. Foreign policy intellectuals can highlight the hidden theoreti-
cal assumptions that guide populist policymakers—​assumptions that 
can lead them into making mistakes.

A thriving public sphere should not only reward new and worthy 
notions but also discredit bad ones. As Chaim Kaufmann has argued 
with respect to international affairs, “the marketplace of ideas helps 
to weed out unfounded, mendacious, or self-​serving foreign policy 
arguments because their proponents cannot avoid wide-​ranging 
debate in which their reasoning and evidence are subject to public 
scrutiny.”77 In the absence of such a debate, policymakers and pub-
lics can fall victim to myths and misperceptions, which in turn con-
tribute to catastrophic decision making.78 An unheralded virtue of 
foreign policy intellectuals is to vigorously push back on stupid or 
inane ideas.79 A functioning marketplace of ideas is both necessary 
and significant.
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Finally, public opinion alone functions as a poor guide to policy-
makers, in no small part because the public often does not care about 
world politics. Most Americans are “rationally ignorant” about foreign 
affairs—​as busy people, it is simply not worth their while to learn much 
about world politics. As a result, relying on public attitudes in areas 
requiring specialized expertise can be problematic. For example, while 
Americans believe that the federal government spends too much on de-
velopment aid, they also dramatically overestimate how much the gov-
ernment actually spends. Recent polls show that Americans believe on 
average that 28 percent of federal spending goes to foreign aid; in actu-
ality it is less than 1 percent.80 Indeed, when told of the actual spending 
figures, most Americans support an increase in the foreign aid budget.81 
The public might conclude that Jeffrey Sachs’s ideas about promoting 
economic development have not worked—​but when informed about 
the actual size of the foreign aid budget, a majority of Americans would 
not want to abandon the effort.

The nostalgic argument rests on the misperception that nostal-
gia usually generates. Over time, lesser intellectual lights fade from 
view—​only the canon remains. Intellectuals like Sontag or Friedman 
occupy their exalted status in the present because they survived the 
crucible of history. As Richard Posner acknowledges, “one of the chief 
sources of cultural pessimism is the tendency to compare the best of 
the past with the average of the present, because the passage of time 
filters out the worst of the past.”82 It is therefore natural to presume 
that all of the writers from a bygone era are great. For every Walter 
Lippmann who stands the test of time, there are ten Walter Winchells 
who do not.

Even when focusing on the intellectual giants of the past, current 
public commentary is more likely to gloss over notable errors and 
instead focus on their greatest moments. The obituaries for William 
F. Buckley Jr. largely glossed over his favorable comments about racial 
segregation during the early days of The National Review. Praise for 
John Kenneth Galbraith’s intellectual legacy tended to obscure the ways 
in which his socioeconomic predictions proved to be wildly off-​base. 
If populists exaggerate the degree of antipathy that Americans hold 
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toward elites, nostalgists exaggerate the virtues of past intellectuals. No 
matter what intellectual misanthropes suggest, slow national descents 
into illiteracy or madness are rare.

This is true in foreign policy as well. The hagiography of George 
Kennan’s foreign policy acumen omits some blemishes on his record.83 
For all of his conceptual clarity, Kennan erred in many of his predic-
tions. He opposed the creation of NATO, the most successful alli-
ance in world history. By the early 1990s, when he wrote Around the 
Cragged Hill, he clearly believed the United States was doomed to de-
cline. Asserting that the United States was devoid of “any sort of dis-
criminating administration,” he proposed several democracy-​restricting 
measures.84 And the less said about Kennan’s view of non-​WASPs, the 
better. While Kennan was a brilliant analyst of the Soviet Union, he 
evinced little understanding of his own country.

The last redoubt of those who believe in the nostalgic argument is 
to ask, “Who are the intellectual lions right now?” But it is not hard 
to list current foreign policy thinkers who could have held their own 
with Kennan. The problem is not naming one; it is naming too many. 
I would not agree with everything that Anne Applebaum, Rosa Brooks, 
Eliot Cohen, Ross Douthat, James Fallows, Niall Ferguson, Francis 
Fukuyama, John Lewis Gaddis, James Goldgeier, Richard Haass, 
Julia Ioffe, John Ikenberry, Robert Kagan, Robert D. Kaplan, Paul 
Krugman, Melvyn Leffler, Walter Russell Mead, John Mearsheimer, 
Peggy Noonan, Joseph Nye, Samantha Power, Barry Posen, Robert 
Putnam, David Remnick, Dani Rodrik, Nouriel Roubini, Anne-​Marie 
Slaughter, Lawrence Summers, Cass Sunstein, or Fareed Zakaria write 
about American foreign policy. But they could have sparred with 
Kennan and lived to tell the tale. As will be discussed in Chapter 7, the 
difference between Kennan’s heyday and the current moment isn’t the 
lack of leading lights; it is the surfeit of them.

As with public intellectuals more generally, the nostalgia filter helps 
to explain the conviction that the current foreign policy community 
is a pale reflection of the best and the brightest. It is worth remember-
ing the source of that phrase; the best of the Eastern Establishment 
were responsible for prosecuting the Vietnam War, a conflict that tore 
America apart far more than any twenty-​first-​century war. Consistent 
with the effects of nostalgia, it should not be surprising that less than 
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fifteen years after David Halberstam’s The Best and the Brightest, Evan 
Thomas and Walter Isaacson’s The Wise Men offered a more favor-
able view of Cold War policymakers. To put it another way, Francis 
Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man might look wrong in 
retrospect, but it is not more wrong than, say, Daniel Bell’s The End 
of Ideology. Similarly, Sachs’s failure at solving the problem of extreme 
poverty looks no worse than some of the Cold War-​era fiascos of eco-
nomic development.85

For good or for ill, ideas still clearly matter in the public sphere. Jeffrey 
Sachs’s ability to inject his controversial ideas about economic develop-
ment into real-​world public policy debates shows the power of ideas. 
The failure of his ideas to produce the outcomes he and his backers 
expected is simply evidence that not all ideas pan out. It is not, in and 
of itself, an indictment of the entire Ideas Industry.

Four standard arguments are commonly trotted out to explain 
why everything in the marketplace of ideas is meaningless or horri-
ble. None of them are persuasive. The materialist argument is correct 
to point out the importance of power and interest in affecting affairs 
of state. But most scholars who study the importance of ideas do not 
dispute that point. Even if power and preferences matter, ideas still 
have important and independent effects on the world. The defeat-
ist argument is correct to observe the proliferation of platforms for 
people to opine, which in turn can lead to raucous disagreements. 
But this is a feature and not a bug of the new Ideas Industry. The 
demand for new content has been one of the drivers of growth for 
the marketplace of ideas. The populist argument is correct to point 
out the current disdain for intellectual elites. But this does not mean 
that ideas themselves are unimportant, merely that populists dislike 
the leading lights of the modern Ideas Industry. The nostalgic argu-
ment simply asserts that everything was better when the New York 
intellectuals or the transcendentalists were America’s intellectual 
elite. This argument has the problems that all nostalgic arguments 
have: a warped sense of history combined with an overly cynical view 
of the present day.

Disdain for public discourse has swelled at the same time that there 
has been a massive surge in both the supply and demand for thought 
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leaders. Analyzing how the Ideas Industry has evolved is a task worth 
doing. What are the key drivers fueling the modern Ideas Industry? 
Why are thought leaders displacing public intellectuals? What does 
this mean for the marketplace of ideas? What does it mean for the 
United States?
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2
Q

 How Pessimists, Partisans, and Plutocrats  
Are Changing the Marketplace of Ideas

Intellectuals have come to see their careers in capitalist terms. They seek 
out market niches. They compete for attention. They used to regard ideas 
as weapons but are now more inclined to regard their ideas as property.

—​ David Brooks

David Rothkopf has a near-​perfect resume to play the part of a 
foreign policy pundit. A  former Commerce Department official in 
the Clinton administration, Rothkopf subsequently worked at all 
the right consulting firms and affiliated himself with all of the right 
think tanks. He has written a mix of serious tomes about foreign pol-
icymaking and somewhat lighter fare like Superclass and Power, Inc. 
He is currently the president and CEO of the consulting firm Garten 
Rothkopf, as well as the FP Group, which publishes Foreign Policy, 
one of the premiere outlets for world affairs. He writes weekly col-
umns with portentous titles like “American Power at a Crossroads.” 
He takes foreign policy and the ideas animating foreign policy seri-
ously. If anyone should be attuned to the subtle shifts in the intel-
lectual eddies and currents of the Beltway foreign policy community, 
it is Rothkopf.

In the fall of 2014, Rothkopf unleashed a jeremiad against Washington’s 
stale intellectual climate. He argued that in the nation’s capital, “original-
ity is not only frowned upon, but it is actually institutionally quashed.”1 
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He offered multiple explanations for this sin, but zeroed in on one recent 
phenomenon:

One particularly odious element of it is what might be called pop intel-
lectualism. Big, buzzy ideas are boiled down into short books that provide 
more cocktail-​party conversation than significant concepts that require 
a little work to grasp. Think The Tipping Point and The Black Swan… .

Worse still is the whole TED talks phenomenon, which offers the 
intellectual equivalent of diets in which someone can lose 10 pounds 
in two weeks without giving up ice cream sundaes or pizza. In just 18 
minutes, a person can be exposed to breathlessly earnest genius—​a 
slickly marketed brand of chicken nuggets for the brain.2

Rothkopf ’s critique was not exactly original. Intellectual broadsides 
against the entire TED phenomenon had long predated that column, 
and the ubiquity of TED’s brand had made it vulnerable to satire for 
years.3 What was unusual was that after penning that column, Rothkopf 
was invited to speak at TED2015. He accepted and delivered a talk 
about the poverty of foreign policy ideas in Washington.4

Soon afterwards, Rothkopf wrote a follow-​up column signaling a 
full-​blown conversion to the TED phenomenon. Like most converts, 
he was zealous about his newfound belief system:

I find TED to be an exceptional event attended by remarkable 
people and far and away the best-​run, best-​conceived program of its 
kind I have ever had the privilege to participate in, but it actually af-
fected me far more deeply than that. On several occasions, listening 
to some of the scientists and technologists who were presenting talks 
about their work, I was actually moved to near tears. Actually it was 
more like an existential gut punch. I felt like I was wasting my life 
in the bullshit factory of Washington while these people were really 
working at changing the world… .

The attendees were as much a part of the event’s appeal as the 
speakers. Accomplished in their own right, they ensured that the 
sidebar discussions and discussions over meals were as energized and 
enlightening as the panels. I think it was because for all who came, 
the trip to TED was at least in part a search for new ideas and an 
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antidote to the kind of rote thinking that is a pitfall of going to work 
in the same place in the same industry day in and day out.5

Rothkopf insisted that his change of heart had nothing to do with 
TED’s speaking invitation. To be fair, it is possible that this is true. 
Rothkopf ’s enduring complaint has been that Washington fails to ap-
preciate the importance of technological change in world politics. If 
there is one thing that TED specializes in, it is fostering the notion that 
technology disrupts every status quo and can solve every policy prob-
lem. Little wonder, then, that Rothkopf concluded, “The real people 
reshaping global affairs … are the kind of folks who were in Vancouver 
this week and not the ones with the flags in their offices or the ones 
being covered by the Washington press corps.”6 In making this asser-
tion, Rothkopf was echoing Oprah Winfrey, who said, “TED is where 
brilliant people go to hear other brilliant people share their ideas.”7

The validity of Rothkopf’s more grandiose claim about disruption will 
be addressed in Chapter 8. What is equally interesting is the effect that the 
TED experience had on Rothkopf’s intellectual mien. In the span of six 
short months, a DC cynic’s mind was changed; he became an enthusiastic 
proselytizer for the new Ideas Industry. By 2016 he was writing columns de-
fending the World Economic Forum in similar ways.8 Rothkopf’s conver-
sion experience demonstrates one way that thought leaders are supplanting 
more traditional public intellectuals. But TED is simply a conduit to get 
ideas out into the public sphere. What are the drivers behind TED and 
like-​minded formats? Why are thought leaders suddenly so chic?

This chapter will trace out the three underlying forces driving the 
new Ideas Industry: the erosion of trust in established authorities, the 
growth in political polarization, and the increase in economic inequal-
ity. It should be stressed that none of these forces are historically unique. 
Even a passing familiarity with American history reveals that there have 
been prior waves of institutional pessimism, political partisanship, and 
plutocratic opulence. Indeed, there is at least some evidence suggesting 
that partisanship and inequality are correlated.9 What is new, however, 
is all three of these factors cresting at the same time.10

Combined, these trends have affected the marketplace of ideas in 
two ways. First, they have paradoxically bolstered the demand for all in-
tellectuals. Each of these forces increases the size of the audience willing 
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to listen to ideas that diverge from accepted wisdom. This provides 
aspiring foreign policy intellectuals a proliferating number of pathways 
to carve out a sustainable niche in the marketplace of ideas. Second, 
the nature of these tectonic shifts has created an environment far more 
hospitable for thought leaders than for more traditional public intel-
lectuals. Public intellectuals delight in taking issue with various parts of 
the conventional wisdom. By their very nature, however, they will be 
reluctant to proffer alternative ideas that appeal to any mass audience. 
Thought leaders will have no such difficulty promising that their ideas 
will disrupt or transform the status quo. And the shifts discussed in this 
chapter only increase the craving for clear, appealing answers.

Eroding confidence in authority and expertise is the most obvious 
trend behind the new Ideas Industry. The public opinion data showing 
rising levels of pessimism toward major institutions and professions is 
incontrovertible. Over the past half century public trust in almost every 
major public institution has fallen. In the aggregate, faith in the federal 
government has plummeted, as the data show in Figure 2.1. According 
to Pew, 1964 was the apex of public trust in government in the post-
war era, at 77 percent. The expansion of the war in Vietnam and the 
Watergate scandal cut that number by half over the next decade. The 
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trust number bounced around for the next few decades, peaking in 
this century at 54 percent immediately after the September 11 attacks. 
For the rest of this century, however, it has moved steadily downward, 
reaching a low of 19 percent in November 2013 in the aftermath of the 
government shutdown.11 A Gallup survey conducted at the same time 
found that a record-​high 79 percent of Americans believed that corrup-
tion was widespread in the government.12 Pew concludes, unsurpris-
ingly, that “trust in government remains mired near record lows.”13

This erosion of faith in the authorities is not limited to the federal 
government as a single entity. Gallup has repeatedly polled Americans 
about their trust in specific public institutions. As Figure 2.2 demon-
strates, the results are not pretty; almost all of them show eroding trust 
levels between 1991 and 2014. Gallup’s data show that trust in Congress 
has sunk the fastest and the farthest, from 42 percent in 1973 to a low 
of 7 percent in the middle of 2014.14 Trust in the executive and judi-
cial branches has fallen as well, however. Faith in the Supreme Court 
peaked at 56 percent in 1988; by 2015 it had fallen to 32 percent, a 
record low according to Gallup. Trust in the president was at 72 per-
cent in 1991; by 2014, that number had fallen to 29 percent.15 Overall 
trust in the government to handle international problems fell from 83 
percent in September 2001 to 43 percent in September 2014.16 When 
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Gallup reframed the question to ask more generally about the execu-
tive, legislative, and judicial branches, the results were the same: a slow 
decline in trust levels throughout this century.17 Other public opinion 
polling, like the General Social Survey, confirms this trend.18 The only 
federal government institution that has seen its trustworthiness rise in 
recent decades is the military. Even this institution faces waning levels 
of trust among the millennial generation, however. Indeed, the eigh-
teen to twenty-​four age cohort is the most pessimistic about all public 
institutions, including democracy as a form of government.19

The erosion of trust is not limited to the federal government either. 
Gallup also polls Americans about their belief in other institutions: 
local police, unions, public schools, organized religion, business, and 
the healthcare system. As Figure 2.3 demonstrates, the results for all of 
them are the same: a trend of increasing distrust. Indeed, according to 
Gallup, at no time in the past decade has the bulk of the institutions 
polled yielded trust levels higher than the historical average. Similarly, 
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trust in most major sources of information—​including television news 
and newspapers—​is also at an all-​time low.20 Trust in journalists declined 
over the past decade, falling well below chiropractors.21 The General 
Social Survey data shows a similar across-​the-​board loss of confidence.22 
In essence, with the exception of the military, every institution in the 
United States has been viewed with rising suspicion over this century.

Survey data on public confidence in social science does not exist, but 
it is easy to infer from other polls that distrust in social science expertise 
has likely increased. The General Social Survey has polled Americans for 
confidence in institutions associated with learning and knowledge: the 
scientific, medical, educational, and organized religion communities. 
In 1974, the average confidence level for these institutions peaked at 
approximately 50 percent. By 2012, confidence in these institutions had 
dropped to an average of 31 percent.23 This decline has not been as acute 
as the erosion of public trust toward government.24 That said, opinion 
surveys also show rising levels of distrust of science.25 Americans are 
also more open to alternative belief systems that experts had previously 
discredited. For example, in 2012 more Americans believed that astrol-
ogy had some scientific basis than at any time in the previous thirty 
years.26 On a host of scientific issues, ranging from climate change to 
childhood vaccines, public skepticism has persisted.27 And the public 
holds views about how politics works that are significantly different 
from the consensus of political scientists.28

My own 2016 survey of opinion leaders suggests an erosion of con-
fidence in social science over the past decade. In January 2016 I polled 
more than 440 academics, think tank fellows, newspaper reporters, 
opinion columnists, and corporate officials in foreign policy on their 
attitudes toward the marketplace of ideas.29 Asked whether, compared 
to ten years ago, they had more or less confidence in social science re-
search, 48 percent of respondents said their confidence was unchanged 
(see Figure 2.4). But 33 percent of the respondents said they were less 
confident now than a decade ago—​decidedly more than the 19 percent 
who expressed greater confidence.

It should be stressed that increasing pessimism toward authority is 
not simply an American phenomenon. Within the advanced industri-
alized economies, trust in government fell by roughly ten percentage 
points between 2007 and 2012.30 Trust in government traditionally falls 
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during periods of economic downturn, but this wave of distrust tran-
scends that explanation. Faith in democracy as a form of government 
is also eroding across the advanced, industrialized world.31 Edelman 
produces an annual trust barometer across a wide array of countries 
about peoples’ attitudes toward government, business, the media, and 
nongovernmental organizations. Their 2015 survey revealed that “the 
number of countries with trusted institutions has fallen to an all-​time 
low among the informed public.”32

Perhaps the best example that the erosion of trust in authority is not 
simply an American phenomenon can be seen in the June 2016 Brexit 
referendum and the debate that preceded it. In the run-​up to the vote, 
a plethora of prestigious economic organizations published analyses 
of what would happen if the United Kingdom exited the European 
Union. The IMF, OECD, Bank of England, Federal Reserve, Price 
Waterhouse Coopers, Barclays, Moody’s, and Economist Intelligence 
Unit all warned that the costs of Brexit would be significant. When 
asked about these analyses, Michael Gove, a leader of the Leave cam-
paign, responded confidently, “I’m glad these organizations aren’t on 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

More con�dence About the same Less con�dence

FIGURE 2.4  Elite Confidence in Social Science Research
Notes: Ideas Industry elite survey response: “Compared to ten years ago, do you have 
more or less confidence in social science research?” (Number of respondents = 196).
Source: Author survey.



	 Pessimists, Partisans, and Plutocrats	 51

    51

my side.” He continued: “I think people in this country have had 
enough of experts.”33 A Conservative MP told the Financial Times that 
“there is a fundamental breakdown in trust not just between voters 
and politicians but also with the BBC, the Bank of England, the City 
of London, and so on.”34 On the strength of the distrust of experts, a 
majority of British voters supported the Leave campaign.

The loss of public confidence in authority has not gone unnoticed by 
observers across the political spectrum. Steven Teles, Heather Hurlburt, 
and Mark Schmitt write: “The authority of scientific, journalistic, and 
other establishment institutions took crushing blows from left-​leaning 
forces in the 1960s and from right-​leaning forces in the 1970s. The coun-
try lost the mediating power that these institutions had over public dis-
course, and in particular their ability to certify basic claims of fact.”35 As 
MSNBC commentator Chris Hayes argued in The Twilight of the Elites, 
this distrust is a damning indictment of the system. And to be fair, 
a whole rash of scandals affecting respected institutions ranging from 
the Catholic Church to Harvard University to the US Secret Service 
has justified heightened levels of skepticism. But as Hayes notes, that 
skepticism comes with a significant price: “We now operate in a world 
in which we can assume neither competence nor good faith from the 
authorities, and the consequences of this simple, devastating realization 
is the defining feature of life at the end of this low, dishonest decade.” 
He warned that “if the experts as a whole are discredited, we are faced 
with an inexhaustible supply of quackery.”36

Hayes is to the left of center, but concern about the eroding faith 
in authority is bipartisan in nature. Yuval Levin has fretted in the Wall 
Street Journal about the “loss of faith in institutions” over the past few 
decades.37 Tom Nichols, a Naval War College professor writing in the 
conservative outlet The Federalist, lodged a very similar complaint:

I fear we are witnessing the “death of expertise”:  a Google-​fueled, 
Wikipedia-​based, blog-​sodden collapse of any division between 
professionals and laymen, students and teachers, knowers and 
wonderers—​in other words, between those of any achievement 
in an area and those with none at all. By this, I do not mean the 
death of actual expertise, the knowledge of specific things that sets 
some people apart from others in various areas. There will always 
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be doctors, lawyers, engineers, and other specialists in various fields. 
Rather, what I fear has died is any acknowledgement of expertise as 
anything that should alter our thoughts or change the way we live.38

The growing distrust and rejection of professional expertise has a pro-
found impact on the marketplace for foreign policy ideas. The com-
bination of popular distrust of elites combined with a perception of 
public powerlessness can be toxic. The gap between mass public at-
titudes and elite public attitudes over questions of American foreign 
policy has grown over the past three decades.39 Lawrence Jacobs and 
Benjamin Page argue that the preferences of key elite groups have a 
much stronger effect on policymakers than the broad public.40 This 
correlation of preferences is so strong that Jacobs and Page contend that 
a “foreign policy establishment” still exists and matters in the United 
States.41

The general public’s lack of influence can be alienating. This alien-
ation deepens with a public that is suspicious about the competence of 
foreign policy elites. And it is not as though America’s foreign policy 
elites have done much to distinguish themselves during this century. 
Whether it was the Best and the Brightest in charge of the Vietnam 
War, or the Vulcans in charge of the Second Gulf War, or the Team 
of Rivals in charge of post-​2008 foreign policy, the results have been 
depressingly similar:  an esteemed group of policymakers come to 
power and make a hash of things. None of the post-​Cold War presi-
dents have demonstrated any consistent competency in their use of 
force. Their only difference has been in the magnitude of the mistakes. 
Neoconservatives fell into disrepute after the fiasco of the Iraq War.42 
Other foreign policy thinkers have done little better. According to the 
publisher and chairman of The National Interest’s advisory group, “the 
quality of America’s foreign-​policy discussion has demonstrably dete-
riorated over the last thirty years.”43

The growing pessimism of public authorities has also, paradoxically, 
been a boon for the Ideas Industry. In some ways, the erosion of trust 
energizes the American marketplace of ideas. When authoritative insti-
tutions are no longer trusted, debates about first principles re-​emerge. 
For thinkers like John Stuart Mill, the rejection of expert consensus 
makes it possible to question “dead dogma,” revivifying public debate.44 
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In the case of American foreign policy, for example, the cacophony 
of the 2016 presidential campaign reignited previously settled debates 
about the continuation of birthright citizenship, trade liberalization, 
and utility of alliances in international affairs. For anyone critical of the 
status quo, distrust in consensus is a very healthy thing.

The erosion of trust nevertheless benefits thought leaders more 
than public intellectuals, for a few reasons. A comparative advan-
tage of traditional public intellectuals in the marketplace of ideas is 
their ability to argue from authority—​that is, they possess endowed 
chairs, MacArthur genius grants, Pulitzer prizes, and the like. In the 
past, earning these achievements empowered public intellectuals to 
“offer distant responses and to weigh in on diverse matters,” in the 
words of Christopher Hitchens.45 Public intellectuals benefit when 
they can argue from authority, particularly if they are venturing 
beyond the penumbras of their own expertise. This is how Fareed 
Zakaria could write a wine column, or Gregg Easterbrook could 
blog about professional football, or Cass Sunstein could author a 
book on Star Wars.

Arguing from authority only works if the authority is recognized 
and legitimized by others. In a world in which traditional titles, 
awards, and accreditations do not carry the same prestige they once 
did, public intellectuals must work harder to make their voices heard 
above the din. The erosion of trust levels the playing field in the mar-
ketplace of ideas. It also permits thought leaders to make their case. 
Even if thought leaders lack traditional credentials, they can argue 
from personal experience. In any age when authenticity is a prized 
commodity, that gambit can work more effectively for thought leaders 
(who often derive their arguments inductively from experience) than 
for public intellectuals (who often work out their arguments using 
deductive analysis).

While a general distrust of scholarly expertise is on the rise, many an-
alysts point out that it is particularly concentrated among conserva-
tives.46 Indeed, in my survey of opinion leaders, there was a significant 
difference in the confidence that conservatives and libertarians had 
about social science compared to everyone else. As Figure 2.5 shows, 
a plurality of these respondents had less faith in social science research 
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than they did a decade ago. This reflects the second trend that is ani-
mating the new Ideas Industry: the polarization of the American body 
politic.

Rising levels of partisanship are not new in the United States. 
Polarization has waxed and waned over the decades. There are plenty 
of qualitative accounts and centrist laments about the recent rise in 
political polarization.47 But an orgy of evidence demonstrates that 
we are currently living in an era of peak polarization. The most iron-
clad evidence comes from measures of congressional voting. From the 
mid-​1970s onward, partisan splits can explain an increasing fraction 
of roll-​call votes in Congress. Political science measures of ideology 
show that over the past four decades the average Democrat has moved 
leftward, and the average Republican has moved further to the right. 
As Figure 2.6 demonstrates, Congress is more polarized now than at 
any time in the past 125 years.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

More con�dence About the same Less con�dence

FIGURE 2.5  Conservative Confidence in the Social Sciences
Notes:  See Figure  2.4, responses filtered by those self-​reporting as “conservative” or 
“libertarian.” (Number of respondents = 39).
Source: Author survey.



	 Pessimists, Partisans, and Plutocrats	 55

    55

The evidence for rising levels of partisanship goes well beyond 
Congress. Other measures of partisan conflict show a similar increase 
in political polarization.48 According to a 2014 Pew survey, the number 
of citizens who demonstrate consistently liberal or conservative view-
points has doubled in the past generation.49 For both Democrats and 
Republicans, party elites have become more ideologically extreme than 
the broader party membership.50 Political elites are now more ideologi-
cally extreme than at any time in postwar history. As one Pew survey 
concludes, “divisions are greatest among those who are the most en-
gaged and active in the political process.”51 The ideological composi-
tion of both political parties has also become much more homogenous 
in recent decades. Democratic voters are more likely to identify with 
the Democratic Party’s positions on different policies, and Republican 
voters feel similarly about the GOP’s party platform. Political scientists 
label this phenomenon “partisan sorting.”
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Some political scientists argue that increased partisan sorting does 
not mean that the public is more polarized. But even the data pro-
duced by polarization skeptics show that political polarization among 
the mass public has been on the increase since the turn of this century.52 
Furthermore, even partisan sorting alone generates psychological effects 
that impinge on the marketplace of ideas.53 By having one’s identity de-
fined by ideology, it becomes much easier to stigmatize those who hold 
contrary views. One recent public opinion analysis concluded, “The 
sense of partisan identity is increasingly associated with a Manichean, 
‘us against them’ view of the political world.”54 Simply put, identifica-
tion with one partisan group makes it easier for individuals to demon-
ize members of the other partisan group.

There is an abundance of evidence showing that partisans on one 
side increasingly dislike and distrust partisans on the other side. Party 
activists now report that they dislike the other party’s activists more 
than they did a generation ago.55 Between 1994 and 2014, the per-
centage of Republicans and Democrats who believe that the other 
party is “a threat to the nation’s well-​being” has more than doubled.56 
Compared to thirty years ago, they also believe that the other party’s 
members are less intelligent. One recent experimental study concluded 
that Americans discriminated more based on political partisanship than 
on either race or gender.57 Or, as David Brooks put it, “becoming a 
Republican or becoming a Democrat has become an ethnic category.”58

The growth of polarization has also segmented informational sources 
for political partisans. While the range of media outlets have grown 
dramatically, the audience for many of these platforms has fragmented 
far beyond the traditional three-​television-​network world of the mid-​
twentieth century. The explosion of cable news, talk radio, speakers 
bureaus, and online content allows individuals to select their own 
media diet. The result is a world of balkanized media, in which people 
can “cocoon” themselves with news and information that reinforces 
their pre-​existing interests and beliefs.59 Conservatives can watch Fox 
News, listen to Rush Limbaugh or Hugh Hewitt, read Breitbart or the 
National Review, and purchase books from Regnery and Free Press ex-
clusively. Liberals can watch MSNBC, listen to Bill Press or Ed Schultz, 
read Salon or The Nation, and read books published by Zed or Verso. 
Pew found that conservatives were more likely to distrust almost every 
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mainstream media outlet in existence; liberals felt the same way about 
Fox News.

There is a feedback effect between rising levels of partisanship and 
media cocooning. The former phenomenon exacerbates the latter, 
which in turn reinforces the former. Carried to its extreme, the result 
is a phenomenon that the Cato Institute’s Julian Sanchez labeled “epis-
temic closure”:

One of the more striking features of the contemporary conserva-
tive movement is the extent to which it has been moving toward 
epistemic closure. Reality is defined by a multimedia array of inter-
connected and cross promoting conservative blogs, radio programs, 
magazines, and of course, Fox News. Whatever conflicts with that 
reality can be dismissed out of hand because it comes from the liberal 
media, and is therefore ipso facto not to be trusted. 60

Of course, this works in reverse as well. It is easier for leading liberals 
to dismiss stories that originate in the conservative press, regardless of 
whether they are grounded in fact. In 2011, New York Times columnist 
Paul Krugman blogged the following about his information diet:

Some have asked if there aren’t conservative sites I  read regularly. 
Well, no. I will read anything I’ve been informed about that’s either 
interesting or revealing; but I don’t know of any economics or poli-
tics sites on that side that regularly provide analysis or information 
I need to take seriously. I know we’re supposed to pretend that both 
sides always have a point; but the truth is that most of the time they 
don’t.61

It should be noted that the rise of political polarization also goes beyond 
the United States. To be sure, for much of the post-​Cold War era, the 
evidence suggests that European political parties actually depolarized.62 
As the rise of UKIP and the Brexit referendum result suggest, however, 
political extremism has increased across Europe as well. Since the 2008 
financial crisis, incumbent governments in the advanced industrial-
ized economies have faced ever-​higher levels of instability.63 All of the 
large European economies are experiencing a rise in nativist parties: the 
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National Front in France, UKIP in the United Kingdom, Law and Justice 
in Poland, and AfD in Germany. Many of the economies stagnating from 
the Eurozone crisis have seen the rise of radical left parties: Podemos in 
Spain, Syriza in Greece, and the Five-​Star Movement in Italy. On a vari-
ety of global issues, both reactionary and radical movements have gone 
global. The post-​2008 Occupy movement has crossed borders to pro-
test globalization and global elites. Conservatives have fostered populist 
“Baptist-​Burqua” networks on various cultural and regulatory issues.64 
Anti-​American movements in Russia and Iran have also engaged in ef-
forts to increase polarization in the advanced industrialized states around 
contentious issues.65

Rising levels of partisanship have two pronounced effects on the mar-
ketplace of ideas. On the one hand, they expand the overall demand for 
intellectuals. The reason is simple: each ideological grouping wants its 
own in-​house intellectuals. Conservatives are interested in conservative 
policy ideas, and liberals want to know about liberal solutions. People 
from each group are far more likely to trust intellectuals who share their 
ideological affinity and background than someone with more hetero-
dox views.66 For any given policy arena, there are intellectuals who can 
speak to the left, those who can speak to the right, and even those who 
will attempt to engage moderates. So rather than a supply of centrist 
thinkers, there is now a wider ideological menu.

On the other hand, polarization disproportionately benefits ideo-
logically homogenous thought leaders. The strong demand for ideas 
within each ideological group is specific:  it is strictly for their intel-
lectuals. It becomes cognitively easy for partisans of one side to reject 
the criticisms lobbed from someone affiliated with the other political 
party. They can be dismissed away as partisans rather than thinkers. 
This makes it extremely difficult for heterodox public intellectuals to 
effectively critique cherished beliefs. Partisans possess an array of psy-
chological defense mechanisms to resist such criticisms—​indeed, such 
efforts will often reinforce existing misperceptions.67 Thought leaders 
willing to reinforce pre-​existing partisan beliefs will be hailed as original 
thinkers, however, regardless of how their views are perceived by the 
broader marketplace of ideas.

Dinesh D’Souza is the modern exemplar of a successful partisan intellec-
tual. D’Souza started his career as a conservative firebrand at Dartmouth. 
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He moved on to be an editor at Policy Review, a domestic policy advi-
sor for the Reagan administration, and then a fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute. His first successful book, Illiberal Education, was ex-
cerpted in The Atlantic, a magazine not commonly thought of as conser-
vative.68 The book earned critical raves in outlets not sympathetic to his 
conservative worldview, such as the New Republic and New York Review of 
Books. D’Souza credited the success of the book to his editor, who urged 
him to “write for the critics” in the room, to “hew to a high standard of 
argumentation” intended “to persuade an intelligent and open-​minded 
adversary.”69 In the early 1990s, D’Souza was severely conservative but able 
to command attention from all parts of the political spectrum.

A generation later, D’Souza’s intellectual reputation looks somewhat 
different. The polite word to describe his books published between 1995 
and 2016 is “controversial.” The more accurate term would be “hys-
terical.” In these tomes, he argues that racism no longer exists in the 
United States; that a breakdown of traditional family values in the 
United States enabled the September 11 terrorist attacks; that Obama’s 
governing philosophy was grounded in “Kenyan anti-​colonialism”; and 
that America is besieged from within by a fifth column of Hollywood, 
academia, and the mainstream media.70

These books were not nearly as well received among intellectuals; The 
New Republic withdrew its offer to publish an excerpt of The End of Racism 
because TNR editor Andrew Sullivan considered it subpar.71 In a review 
of his book on Obama’s governing philosophy, The Weekly Standard cas-
tigated D’Souza for “misstatements of fact, leaps in logic, and pointlessly 
elaborate argumentation.”72 D’Souza’s later books received praise from 
some politicians, such as Newt Gingrich. Conservative intellectuals, how-
ever, largely disowned or ignored D’Souza’s theses. In recent interviews 
even D’Souza acknowledged going overboard with some of his rhetoric.73

What is interesting is how little any of this criticism mattered to 
D’Souza’s professional success. D’Souza explained in one interview, 
“The book industry was changing after Illiberal Education, and I found 
out you could make money by not writing for the critics, that book 
reviews didn’t matter.”74 In another interview, he elaborated further:

I picked up that there are two ways to sell books that were much better 
than book reviews:  speaking and media. After Illiberal Education, 
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I just got an avalanche of speaking invitations. For a while, I felt like 
I was a political candidate. I was speaking every day… .

Then I  realized that there’s radio and television, too. People are 
interviewing you about your book directly. There’s no intermediary 
telling the audience whether they like the book or not …

One of the things I discovered in the late ’90s is there is a large 
populist conservative audience of people who want to learn. And yet, 
don’t know. A typical Tea Party member isn’t an intellectual. But he 
or she has a real affinity with the American founding, a belief that a 
return to our original principles can save us, and wants to know what 
those principles are. Not just in crayon outline, but in fleshed-​out 
detail. And I say to myself, I can help that guy, and make a much 
more valuable contribution than by operating in what I now saw as 
the very small world of the ambivalent liberal.75

The rise of partisan speakers bureaus made it intellectually easier and 
more lucrative for D’Souza to address movement conservatives rather 
than go through the trouble of engaging the wider marketplace of 
ideas.76

D’Souza has endured a raft of personal scandals in recent years. He 
resigned from the presidency of King’s College due to sexual miscon-
duct. He pleaded guilty to one criminal count of making illegal cam-
paign contributions.77 He has also suffered an undeniable loss of pres-
tige from his partisan thought leadership. Most observers now share 
reporter David Weigel’s intellectual epitaph of D’Souza as “just a right-​
wing pundit, regressing to the mean.”78 Other conservatives feel free 
to disparage the intellectual quality of his writing.79 Nevertheless, his 
latest books have been New York Times bestsellers, and two documenta-
ries based on those books have been quite profitable. Even while incar-
cerated, he delighted in giving interviews, catering to the conservative 
base, and having fringe conservatives defend him as a political martyr.80

The effect of polarization on the marketplace of foreign policy ideas 
is similar. One could argue that for decades, the mainstream consensus 
within the US foreign policy community has been liberal international-
ism. This doctrine marries the conservative preference for power projec-
tion with the liberal preference for exercising influence with partners, 
allies, and multilateral support. The liberal internationalist consensus 
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has frayed badly, however.81 Charles Kupchan and Peter Trubowitz 
write, “The polarization of the United States has dealt a severe blow 
to the bipartisan compact between power and cooperation. Instead of 
adhering to the vital center, the country’s elected officials, along with 
the public, are backing away from the liberal internationalist compact, 
supporting either U.S. power or international cooperation, but rarely 
both.”82 A decade after they made that claim, Donald Trump was sworn 
in as president of the United States. Consistent with that conclusion, 
it easy to find polling support for the bifurcation of American foreign 
policy. Across a wide array of foreign policy questions—​climate change, 
counterterrorism, immigration, the Middle East, Russia, and the use of 
force—​US public attitudes are polarized.83

This has made it difficult for public intellectuals to affect public at-
titudes. Political scientists Alexandra Guisinger and Elizabeth Saunders 
ran survey experiments to see how the public responded to views from 
elites on an array of foreign policy questions.84 They found that an 
expert consensus could alter public attitudes on issues where the public 
was not already polarized. When the public was already split along 
partisan lines, as with climate change, polarization rendered elite cues 
worse than useless. Indeed, expert opinions from out-​of-​party sources 
simply made respondents double down on their pre-​existing positions. 
Greater polarization imposes a powerful constraint on the ability of 
public intellectuals to influence public attitudes. That same polariza-
tion opens doors for new thought leaders to propose ideologically reli-
able foreign policy doctrines.

The most important driver behind the transformation of the Ideas 
Industry, however, is the spike in economic inequality. Whether one 
looks at wages, income, or wealth, the data in the United States is clear 
cut: over the past thirty to forty years, the wealthiest Americans have 
done much better than everyone else. Indeed, economic inequality in 
the United States is the highest it has been since before the Second 
World War.

Figure 2.7 charts the increase in income inequality in recent decades. 
In 1975, the top 10 percent of Americans earned less than 30 percent of 
national income; by 2010, that figure had climbed to over 45 percent.85 
The top 1 percent has done particularly well for itself during this period. 
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It has more than doubled its share of national income over the past forty 
years, from less than 10 percent to more than 20 percent.86 Indeed, the 
1 percent captured 52 percent of the gains in national income between 
1993 and 2008; between 2009 and 2012, that share climbed to 95 per-
cent.87 And just as the top 1 percent has done better than the top 10 per-
cent, the top 0.1 percent has done even better than that. Over the same 
time period, the richest of the rich have more than quintupled their 
share of national income, from approximately 2 percent to 11 percent.88 
Similarly, between 1974 and 2014, the top 0.01 percent has increased 
its share of national income sixfold, to approximately 5 percent. The 
current distribution of wealth in the United States has returned to the 
Gilded Age levels of 1910.89

Nor is this phenomenon restricted to the United States. Between 
1980 and 2005, the Gini coefficient—​the most widespread measure of 
income inequality—​increased in 80 percent of the advanced industri-
alized economies. According to Credit Suisse, the number of billion-
aires more than doubled between 2008 and 2014.90 While the rise in 
inequality has been concentrated in the United States, it also reflects a 
more widespread, global phenomenon.91 Whether the cause has been 
globalization, the rise of finance, the economics of superstars, or the 
ineluctable laws of capitalism is irrelevant for our concerns. What does 
matter is that both wealth and income inequality are on the rise, and 
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there are excellent reasons to believe that the concentration of wealth at 
the top could increase further over time.92

As the inequality of wealth has increased in the United States, so 
has the inequality of contributions to political life. Survey data show 
that the wealthy are far more politically informed and active than the 
rest of the public. Political scientists Fay Lomax Cook, Benjamin Page, 
and Rachel Moskowitz concluded that “[it is] the wealthy who are the 
real Über‐citizens of the American polity. Their participation levels 
far exceed any others that scholars have found.”93 A parallel study by 
Page, Larry Bartels, and Jason Seawright polled very affluent Americans 
and found that 84 percent paid attention to politics most of the time, 
99 percent of them had voted in the previous presidential election, and 
40 percent of them had been in personal contact with a US senator.94 
All of these percentages are significantly higher than for the American 
public as a whole. This reflects gaps in contributing to political cam-
paigns. According to the New York Times, fewer than 160 families were 
responsible for close to half the campaign contributions made during 
the first phase of the 2016 election cycle, “a concentration of politi-
cal donors that is unprecedented in the modern era.”95 According to 
the Washington Post, just fifty families were responsible for more than 
40  percent of all super-​PAC funding in the primary phase of the 
campaign.96

The effect of economic and political inequality on the Ideas Industry 
is profound. On the one hand, rising income inequality and declin-
ing income mobility have bred dissatisfaction with the state of the 
American Dream. Since the start of the twenty-​first century, poll after 
poll has shown that Americans believe their country is headed in the 
wrong direction. Since January 2004, Gallup’s monthly poll about 
America’s direction shows that a majority of citizens are dissatisfied 
with the way things are going in the United States.97 This discontent 
has fueled movements as diverse as Occupy Wall Street and the alt 
right. It has also led to a thirst for ideas to diagnose and treat the prob-
lems that seem to plague the United States. Ideas as extreme as the US 
withdrawal from the World Trade Organization are now discussed in 
intellectual confabs.

The most profound impact of rising economic inequality is on the 
supply side of the Ideas Industry. The massive accumulation of wealth 



64	 The Ideas Industry

64

at the top has created a new class of benefactors to fund the generation 
and promotion of new ideas.98 Indeed, one is hard-​pressed to find a 
profile of a billionaire that does not also reference an interest in ideas. 
Bill Gates takes great pride in listening to the Teaching Company’s 
Great Courses series. Inspired by one of them, he sponsored a revamp 
of high school history classes with his Big History Project. Gates also 
played a key role in financing and promoting the Common Core cur-
riculum movement.99 One of Mark Zuckerberg’s first notable acts of 
philanthropy was to donate $100 million to the Newark, New Jersey, 
school system. He later started a monthly book club on Facebook.100 
Charles Koch bragged to the Financial Times about instructing his 
children in the ideas of Aristotle, Milton Friedman, and Friedrich von 
Hayek every Sunday evening.101 A wave of wealthy patrons have revital-
ized traditional newspapers like the Washington Post or Boston Globe, or 
set up new journalism ventures such as The Intercept.

Twenty-​first-​century benefactors are proudly distinct from their 
twentieth-​century predecessors. The big benefactors of the previous cen-
tury set up foundations that would endure long after they died. While 
many of these plutocrats had ideas about the purpose of their foun-
dations, most were willing to trust the boards they appointed.102 John 
D. MacArthur, for example, gave his board no instruction at all: “I’ll do 
what I do best—​make the money. After I die, you guys will have to learn 
how to spend it.”103 Foundations set up by J. Howard Pew and Henry 
Ford also wound up promoting ideas at odds with the political philoso-
phies of their benefactors.104

This century’s patrons adopt a more hands-​on role in their engage-
ment with ideas. Echoing billionaire Sean Parker, they largely reject 
“traditional philanthropy—​a strange and alien world made up of 
largely antiquated institutions.”105 To twenty-​first-​century plutocrats, 
the mistake of past benefactors was to delegate too much autonomy to 
posthumous trustees. A new set of “venture philanthropists” or “philan-
throcapitalists” has emerged to stimulate new thinking about a host of 
public policy issues.106 In contrast to the older foundations, these new 
entities are designed to articulate a coherent philosophy consistent with 
a living donor’s intent. Organizations like the Gates Foundation and 
Omidyar Network have developed a large footprint in significant areas 
of public policy.
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Most of these new philanthropic foundations are obsessed with the 
“three Ms”—​money, markets, and measurement.107 Potentially game-​
changing ideas are like catnip to plutocrats. The head of the Silicon Valley 
Community Foundation, one of the wealthiest philanthropies in the 
country, told the New York Times that “West Coast philanthropy is marked 
by innovation, it’s about disruption, it’s about change.”108 One wealthy 
benefactor explained to me, “Money flows to the right ideas.” Each of 
these venues and organizations tap bold thinkers to sate the curiosity of 
attendees. Remember, what dazzled David Rothkopf about TED was not 
just the conference itself—​it was the accomplished attendees as well.

The eagerness to please benefactors affects both the content and the 
suppliers of the ideas. As Harvard Business School professor Gautam 
Mukunda notes, the outsized influence of a small group of plutocrats 
can have a pronounced effect on the public sphere:

The ability of a powerful group to reward those who agree with it 
and punish those who don’t also distorts the marketplace of ideas. 
This isn’t about corruption—​beliefs naturally shift in accord with 
interests. As Upton Sinclair said, “It is difficult to get a man to un-
derstand something when his salary depends on not understanding 
it.” The result can be an entire society twisted to serve the interests 
of its most powerful group, further increasing that group’s power in 
a vicious cycle.109

In the Ideas Industry, thought leaders fiercely compete to get on 
the radar screen of wealthy benefactors. The heads of intellectual 
organizations—​universities, think tanks, and like-​minded structures—​
will voluntarily reshape themselves to “become highly attuned to the 
needs, preferences, and idiosyncrasies of major institutional donors,” as 
one scholarly analysis put it.110 And many new philanthropies are leery 
of traditional social science in favor of other sources of ideas. As one 
Ford Foundation official notes, “I am struck by how few social scien-
tists are employed at the new ‘mega-​philanthropies.’ Instead, the people 
most sought after are management consultants, business people, former 
industry leaders or lobbyists, and scientists.”111

Another concern arises if this new benefactor class shares similar 
ideas to promote. As Darrell West notes, “the super rich, as a group, 
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hold policy views that are significantly different from those of ordinary 
citizens.”112 While the rise of the plutocratic class is a boom for intel-
lectuals, that boom tilts in a more libertarian direction. This comes 
through in both surveys of wealthy Americans and impressionistic ac-
counts of their worldviews. According to Page, Bartels, and Seawright, 
wealthy Americans favor cutting government spending on Social 
Security, Medicaid, and national defense. Only 35 percent of wealthy 
Americans support spending what is necessary to ensure good public 
schools, a sharp contrast to 87-​percent support from the general public. 
To be sure, compared to the general public, wealthy Americans more 
strongly favor public spending on infrastructure and scientific research. 
The caricature of plutocrats as pure Randians is flatly false. Nevertheless, 
on average, wealthy Americans are far less supportive than the general 
public of unemployment insurance, worker retraining, economic regu-
lation, or government redistribution of income.113

The lived experiences of global plutocrats further alters their perspec-
tive on public policy. Today’s philanthropists attend glamorous intel-
lectual gatherings, set up their own intellectual salons or foundations, 
and sponsor other high-​profile confabs. Many of them participate in 
the same circuit of events, mingling with each other to the exclusion 
of anyone from different economic strata.114 As a result, the number of 
“Big Idea” events has mushroomed, from PopTech to the Aspen Ideas 
Festival to TED to the World Economic Forum. As Chrystia Freeland 
notes, “the real community life of the twenty-​first century plutocracy 
occurs on the international conference circuit.”115

After a steady diet of global confabs, a certain mindset begins to 
calcify. Freeland observes: “For the super-​elite, a sense of meritocratic 
achievement can inspire self-​regard, and that self-​regard—​especially 
when compounded by their isolation among like-​minded peers—​can 
lead to obliviousness and indifference to the suffering of others.”116 
Psychology studies confirm that wealthy people, because they are sur-
rounded primarily by other wealthy people, overestimate the wealth of 
others and undervalue the benefits of social insurance policies.117 This 
problem becomes even more acute as inequality increases.118 Such in-
sulation can lead to an atrophying of political antennae. Entrepreneur 
Elon Musk telling dinner companions that poverty is not that big of a 
problem in South Africa would be one example.119 Billionaires writing 
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letters to the Wall Street Journal comparing progressive concerns about 
inequality to the first days of Kristallnacht provide another example.120

The rise of philanthrocapitalism poses some interesting opportunities 
and challenges for the marketplace of foreign policy ideas. Compared 
to the mass public, most plutocrats are far more interested in global 
issues. This presents an opening for foreign affairs intellectuals to cap-
ture their attention and motivate them to fund research or action about 
the problematique du jour.

On the other hand, many plutocrats also share an aversion to the 
intractable policy problems that plague world politics. Author Greg 
Ferenstein surveyed more than a hundred Silicon Valley founders to 
determine the gap between their political attitudes and those of the 
mass public.121 Silicon Valley elites were less likely to view political 
conflict as an entrenched problem so much as a piece of faulty code 
that needed to be hacked. Compared to the public, more than three 
times as many founders believed that “there’s no inherent conflict 
between major groups in society (workers vs. corporations, citizens 
vs. government, or America vs. other nations).” Many plutocrats will 
prefer policy solutions that simply bypass the state completely rather 
than try to reform existing policies. The ability of nonstate actors 
to implement policy solutions has a decidedly mixed record, how-
ever.122 And the plutocratic theory of frictionless politics is some-
what problematic. As New Yorker journalist George Packer noted, 
“the ideal of a frictionless world, in which technology is a force for 
progress as well as a source of wealth, leaves out the fact that politics 
inevitably means clashing interests, with winners and losers.”123 Even 
if plutocrats and intellectuals share common ends, they might dis-
agree about the best means to achieve those ends.

Intellectuals who wish to cater to this crowd will find it difficult 
to contradict the narrative of meritocratic achievement. Or, to put it 
more bluntly, they cannot speak truth to money. David Frum noted 
about the GOP’s donor class: “One of the more dangerous pleasures of 
great wealth is that you never have to hear anyone tell you that you are 
completely wrong.”124 Understandably, the intellectuals that will thrive 
in this milieu are those that stress disruption, self-​empowerment, and 
entrepreneurial ability—​the values that are a core part of the identity of 
philanthrocapitalists.
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Not surprisingly, the increase in economic inequality favors thought 
leaders far more than public intellectuals. Thought leaders specialize 
in promoting new ideas through uplifting narratives. As Chapter 8 
discusses further, thought leaders will push ideas or policies that pro-
mote disruptive innovation. These concepts appeal to those who have 
managed to stay on top in the global economy. Public intellectuals, in 
contrast, will tend to be more critical of the structures that enabled 
the wealthy to get to their station in life. Worse, public intellectuals 
are more likely to challenge the notion that plutocrats achieved their 
status entirely through merit. Between thinkers who can push a posi-
tive agenda for change and thinkers who will complain about every-
thing, the new class of benefactors will be far more interested in the 
first group.

Three tectonic forces drive the modern Ideas Industry. Pessimism 
toward traditional sources of authority has made Americans more sus-
picious of intellectuals who argue from authority. This has widened 
the field of thinkers who can argue their way into developing an au-
dience. Rising levels of political polarization have made it harder for 
partisans on one side to persuade members of the opposing party of 
their arguments. Increasingly, party stalwarts need their own house 
intellectuals, expanding the demand for ideologically trustworthy 
thinkers. Finally, the growth of economic inequality has created a 
class of patrons hungry for new and interesting ideas. As plutocrats 
have gotten richer and richer, they can afford to do anything they 
want, and they want to hear from interesting thinkers. Intellectuals 
are earning an increasing share of their income by catering to these 
audiences.

Again, it should be stressed that, in isolation, none of these trends 
are new. As Richard Hofstadter and other intellectual historians have 
chronicled, previous waves of creedal passion in the United States also 
emerged from distrust in established institutions.125 The phenomenon 
is hardly unique to the current moment in America. The subfield of 
American politics is replete with studies showing the past strength of 
political polarization in the United States. Similarly, the history of in-
tellectual titans earning their keep through the patronage of wealthy 
benefactors stretches back further than American history.126 What is 
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more novel is the combination of these three forces in a world of pro-
liferating media platforms.

For reasons outlined in this chapter, all three trends have increased 
the demand for thinkers. The distrust of traditional experts has cre-
ated an avenue for nontraditional thinkers to enter the public sphere. 
The growth of political polarization has offered opportunities for more 
ideologically radical intellectuals to find their audience. And the rise 
of the benefactor class has been a boon not only to libertarian thinkers 
but to those willing to jet to Davos or Aspen to engage with plutocrats. 
The result is a marketplace of ideas that looks far more heterogeneous 
than what existed a few decades ago. This is particularly true in foreign 
policy.

Each of these drivers also favors thought leaders far more than public 
intellectuals. In many ways, the problem with the more radical public 
intellectuals of the past is that they have won a Pyrrhic victory. Their 
criticism of hegemonic ideas has gone mainstream, but not in the way 
that they intended. Distrust of traditional sources of expertise has gone 
up. Conservatives no longer trust liberals and vice versa. Wealthy pa-
trons are interested in new ideas for how to solve global problems. Each 
of these trends rewards thinkers who exude optimism, self-​confidence, 
and appealing solutions to hard problems. Traditional public intellec-
tuals possess, at best, one of these three criteria. Each of these drivers 
rewards both the style and substance of thought leaders, regardless of 
their ideological leanings.

Another effect of the new Ideas Industry on the public sphere is the 
need to debate first principles again and again. Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
famously said, “You are entitled to your opinion. But you are not en-
titled to your own facts.” For Moynihan, public policy debates occur in 
areas where facts are not in dispute but explanations for how to change 
those facts remain unsettled. Moynihan might have been right when 
he said those words, but he was wrong about the twenty-​first century. 
The erosion of trust in experts and the rise of political polarization 
means that not everyone will accept a common set of stylized facts 
even if there is a consensus among intellectuals. Some thought leaders 
will have an obvious incentive to craft arguments around facts not in 
evidence to hawk their policy ideas. As a result, in many areas of foreign 
policy, there is no consensus about the “stylized facts” that ordinarily 
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frame a debate.127 This means, in turn, that first principles underlying 
these debates are also litigated by intellectuals. The result is more debate 
but not necessarily more productive debate.

The combined effect of these tectonic forces also creates an inter-
esting bifurcation among foreign policy thought leaders. On the one 
hand, they incentivize excessive pessimism from some quarters. The 
loss of confidence in public institutions, demonization of ideologi-
cal adversaries, and stagnation of the middle class makes it easy for 
thought leaders to assert that the world is on fire. In the ecosystem of 
foreign affairs punditry, pessimism sells.128 The great thing about the 
three drivers discussed in this chapter is that they provide ready-​made 
bogeymen for explaining why international relations are getting worse. 
Aspiring thought leaders can blame a corrupt and discredited system, 
or the other party, or the rise of plutocrats. Any or all of these villains 
will resonate more effectively with a twenty-​first-​century audience than 
will astringent claims that the current situation is not so bad.

On the other hand, these drivers also help to explain the rise of TED 
talks as a phenomenon. TED talks are designed for thought leaders to 
appeal to plutocrats. At less than twenty minutes, they are mercifully 
short—​a perfect format for potential patrons. The working rich are 
busy people operating on a compressed schedule. Time is their scarc-
est resource, and they have limited attention spans. Talks pitched at 
the TED length have a far better chance of resonating with them than 
a more nuanced, in-​depth take. The format itself also rewards more 
utopian thinking. There are no discussants for TED talks, no critical 
feedback. As Nathan Heller observed in the New Yorker, if TED has 
a political worldview, it is “framed in terms of broad and undeniable 
goods:  education, environmental sustainability, equal rights.”129 This 
is perfectly consistent with the Silicon Valley theory of conflict-​free 
politics in which technological solutions can triumph above all. As a 
medium that rewards emotional appeals and personal authenticity, 
TED benefits thought leaders far more than public intellectuals.

The rest of this book explores how these tectonic forces have affected 
the more established and emerging parts of the current marketplace of 
ideas. Going forward, the overwhelming focus will be on the state of 
the American marketplace of ideas, particularly with respect to foreign 
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policy. But it is worth noting that each of the three drivers identified 
here have also been observed beyond the United States. It will be easy 
for non-​Americans to identify the modern Ideas Industry as a pecu-
liarly American invention. That is certainly a possibility. It is equally 
possible, however, that the United States is more harbinger than outlier 
for the future of the global marketplace of ideas.
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3
Q

 The Standard Indictment Against the Academy

The recondite element in learning is still, as it has been in all ages, a very 
attractive and effective element for the purpose of impressing, or even im-
posing upon, the unlearned.

—​ Thorstein Veblen

An op-​ed columnist for the New York Times might have the best pos-
sible perch to observe and expound upon the American marketplace of 
ideas. Even with the fragmentation of the media, the rest of the intellec-
tual class listens when a Times columnist weighs in. So when Nicholas 
Kristof wrote in a February 2014 column that “some of the smartest 
thinkers on problems at home and around the world are university 
professors, but most of them just don’t matter in today’s great debates,” 
the Ideas Industry noticed.1

According to Kristof, academics suffer from a multitude of sins. 
Academic orthodoxy has caused professors to reject newfangled tech-
nologies like social media. Just as well, since Kristof also asserted that 
the trend toward quantitative methods and “turgid prose” has ren-
dered social scientists incapable of communicating with civilians. The 
academy “fostered a culture that glorifies arcane unintelligibility while 
disdaining impact and audience.” The rigors of “publish-​or-​perish” in 
peer-​reviewed scholarly journals extinguished any drive to write for a 
broader audience. Despite coming in at less than eight hundred words, 
Kristof ’s bill of indictment was thorough and detailed.
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Kristof was hardly the first person to make this argument against 
the academy. Indeed, it has been made so frequently that I will 
label Kristof ’s bundle of arguments as the “Standard Indictment.” 
Eighteen months before Kristof ’s op-​ed, the head of the MacArthur 
Foundation also offered his own version of the Standard Indictment: 
“The theoretical turn across the social sciences and humanities that 
has cut off academic discourse from the way ordinary people and 
working professionals speak and think.” A half-​decade before Kristof ’s 
column, Joseph Nye argued in the Washington Post, “Scholars are 
paying less attention to questions about how their work relates to 
the policy world, and in many departments a focus on policy can 
hurt one’s career. Advancement comes faster for those who develop 
mathematical models, new methodologies or theories expressed in 
jargon that is unintelligible to policymakers.”2 Even earlier than that, 
one public commentator concluded that “academic political scientists 
and economists have largely joined the Swiss guards, and abdicated 
the high prerogative of speculative thought.” That last quote is from 
1930, which suggests that the Standard Indictment has been around 
for a while.3

Many prominent commentators in the foreign policy community 
endorsed Kristof ’s thesis in the days after it appeared. Josh Marshall, the 
founder of Talking Points Memo, wrote, “Every incentive in academic 
life is geared against engagement with the world outside of academ-
ics. There’s no other way to put it.”4 Richard Haass, president of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, tweeted that the academic social sciences 
focus on what is quantifiable rather than what is important. David 
Rothkopf, the CEO of Foreign Policy magazine went even further. He 
wholeheartedly endorsed Kristof ’s message, noting that “Kristof gets 
why we at FP are dialing back academic contributions—​too many are 
opaque, abstract, incremental, dull.”5

Still, something else happened after Kristof ’s op-​ed appeared—​a 
bevy of social scientists pushed back hard across a variety of media. This 
pushback did not appear in abstruse scholarly journals, but in the pages 
of the Washington Post, Foreign Policy, Politico, and elsewhere. Scholars 
as ideologically diverse as Corey Robin and Samuel Goldman rebut-
ted the Standard Indictment, listing numerous concrete counterexam-
ples of social scientists contributing to the public sphere. Georgetown 
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University professor Erik Voeten, writing in the Washington Post, con-
cluded, “[Kristof ’s] piece is just a merciless exercise in stereotyping. 
It’s like saying that op-​ed writers just get their stories from cab drivers 
and pay little or no attention to facts. There are hundreds of academic 
political scientists whose research is far from irrelevant and who seek 
to communicate their insights to the general public via blogs, social 
media, op-​eds, online lectures and so on.”6

Voeten’s argument was simply one of many that emerged to chal-
lenge Kristof and his supporters.7 The most obvious criticism was that 
Kristof ’s criteria for what qualified as “relevant” was extremely narrow. 
There are more ways for professors to matter than huddling with top 
policymakers. Indeed, that rarely happens for any group of individuals 
outside the government. Academics can influence the marketplace of 
ideas through a number of pathways.8 Erica Chenoweth, a pioneer in 
research on nonviolent moments, noted, “This is the part that surprised 
me the most about Kristof ’s article: the supposition that our work is 
only relevant if it directly influences ‘important people.’ But what if 
one’s work speaks to people outside of these traditional halls of power? 
Is such impact irrelevant?”9

As the pushback continued, Kristof acknowledged that the acad-
emy had “erupted in outrage,” but he mostly held his ground. The 
New  Yorker’s Joshua Rothman surveyed the debate and concluded, 
“The response from the professoriate was swift, severe, accurate, and 
thoughtful… . if they didn’t win with a knock-​out blow, the professors 
won on points.” When I asked Kristof a year after his column appeared 
whether he had changed his mind on the question, he said that he 
hadn’t, but allowed that there were “some hopeful signs of progress, 
particularly in political science.”10

At a minimum, academics had debated Kristof and his supporters 
to a draw. But this raises the question of why the Standard Indictment 
continues to be made again and again and again. Is this simply a case 
of “truthiness” dominating the actual truth, or are Kristof and his sup-
porters right to conclude that “over all, there are … fewer public intel-
lectuals on American university campuses today than a generation ago”?

I am an academic, so my short answer is the same frustrating one 
that all academics offer: it’s complicated. The longer answer constitutes 
the rest of this chapter. Many academics have exploited the changes 
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in the modern marketplace of ideas. For many more ensconced in the 
ivory tower, however, the current state of the Ideas Industry creates new 
and significant barriers to any effort to become a public intellectual. 
To put it another way, the Standard Indictment is not true of many 
individual academics, but parts of it are true about the academy writ 
large. And compared to other components of the Ideas Industry, the 
academy has lagged in adapting to the underlying changes discussed in 
the previous chapter.

Ironically, a generation ago social commentators were bemoaning the 
fact that academics were the only intellectuals left to supply the market-
place of ideas. In 1987, Russell Jacoby argued in The Last Intellectuals that 
the academy had crowded out all other thinkers. According to Jacoby, 
socioeconomic changes had rendered the bohemian life of an unaffili-
ated intellectual to be fiscally impossible. Beginning in the 1960s, the 
restructuring of cities triggered a migration to the suburbs, endangering 
any autonomous urban intellectual subculture.11 Once-​independent in-
tellectuals naturally migrated toward the academy—​which was expand-
ing in the 1960s to accommodate the surge of baby boomers attending 
college. The New York intellectuals of the 1950s were not sustainable 
in this kind of ecosystem. Academia, on the other hand, was thriving. 
The ivory tower was the last refuge for aspiring intellectuals. As Jacoby 
lamented, “to be an intellectual requires a campus address.”12

The academy’s importance was even more pronounced in foreign 
affairs. The growth of American power in the first half of the twen-
tieth century generated a demand for intellectuals to make sense of 
America’s role in the world.13 The onset of the Cold War meant that 
the federal government needed experts who could proffer advice on 
the Soviet Union, grand strategy, nuclear deterrence, and international 
economics. After the launch of Sputnik, the National Education Act 
of 1958 significantly boosted federal funding of university education. 
The Higher Education Act of 1965 and subsequent programs boosted it 
even further.14 Universities raked in millions of research dollars to train 
graduate students in all the social science fields. In The Power Elite, 
C. Wright Mills asserted that “some universities, in fact, are financial 
branches of the military establishment, receiving three or four times as 
much money from the military as from all other sources combined.”15 
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Mills exaggerated, but more recent accounts confirm the tight relation-
ship between the academy and the federal government during the Cold 
War.16 Professors played an outsized role in the discourse on national 
security and foreign policy.

The financial and personal ties between the ivory tower and the state 
had a profound effect on the academic contribution to the marketplace 
of ideas. Prominent scholars characterized it as a “golden age” in which 
“scholarship influenced American behavior, especially in the areas of 
nuclear strategy and arms control.”17 Writing about the Cold War era 
recently, the chairman of Georgetown University’s department of gov-
ernment noted with a tinge of nostalgia, “Where the country was truly 
hegemonic was in its unmatched knowledge of the hidden interior of 
other nations: their language and cultures, their histories and political 
systems, their local economies and human geographies.”18 The 1950s 
and 1960s also saw the birth of the behavioral revolution—​the belief 
that the aggregate collection of data would allow social scientists to 
derive general rules of the social world. Rational choice theory grew 
out of academic efforts to create scientific theories of decision making. 
A small coterie of game theorists and other social scientists helped to 
puzzle out theories of nuclear deterrence.19 John Kennedy’s best and 
brightest included a large helping of Harvard faculty. The national se-
curity advisors who dominated the 1960s and 1970s—​Walt Rostow, 
Henry Kissinger, and Zbigniew Brzezinski—​all began their careers 
as academics. Theodore White gushed about “action intellectuals” in 
Life, arguing that “this brotherhood of scholars has become the most 
provocative and propelling influence on all American government and 
politics.”20

Not everyone viewed these trends as an unalloyed good. Many of the 
New York intellectuals scorned the migration of their fellow bohemians 
into the academy. In his essay “The Age of Conformity,” Irving Howe 
lamented:

Whenever they become absorbed into the accredited institutions of 
society they not only lose their traditional rebelliousness but to one 
extent or another they cease to function as intellectuals. The institu-
tional world needs intellectuals because they are intellectuals but it 
does not want them as intellectuals… .
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Here, in conversation with the depressed classes of the academy, 
one sees how the Ph.D. system—​more powerful today than it has 
been for decades, since so few other choices are open to young lit-
erary men—​grinds and batters personality into a mold of cautious 
routine.21

Howe exaggerated. As the Vietnam War progressed, it was the academy, 
not unaffiliated intellectuals, who led the opposition to the conflict.22 
But scholars and students embraced Howe’s critique and rebelled 
against the cozy Cold War relationship between the academy and the 
state. Noam Chomsky’s initial rise to public prominence came after he 
published “The Responsibility of Intellectuals” in the New York Review 
of Books. Chomsky’s broadside against academic involvement in support 
of the Vietnam War echoed Howe’s argument from a decade earlier. He 
scorned “the scholar-​experts who are replacing the free-​floating intel-
lectuals of the past” and who “construct a ‘value-​free technology’ for the 
solution of technical problems that arise in contemporary society.”23

The widening of political tumult on campus and the narrow focus 
of professionalization caused academic intellectuals to retreat from the 
public sphere to the more removed landscape of academic debates.24 
After Vietnam, the number of concrete policy recommendations that 
appeared in American Political Science Review articles plummeted.25 
Thomas Schelling noted after the conflict in Southeast Asia ended, “I 
lost the access, I  lost the audience, and I  lost the motivation” to in-
fluence policymakers.26 Academia turned inward. A generation later, 
Jacoby wrote, “The academic enterprise simultaneously expands and 
contracts; it steadily intrudes upon the larger culture, setting up private 
clubs for accredited members. That it is difficult for an educated adult 
American to name a single political scientist or sociologist or philoso-
pher is not wholly his or her fault; the professionals have abandoned 
the public arena.”27

These critiques raised an important point about precisely how ac-
ademics could contribute to the marketplace of foreign policy ideas. 
One possibility is to advise the state—​indeed, as many intellectual 
historians have observed, intellectuals and government can be closely 
intertwined.28 Another option, however, is to critique state actions. 
Throughout the Vietnam era, the number of academic critiques of 
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American foreign policy increased, leading to the creation of a Caucus 
for a New Political Science within the discipline. During the Cold War, 
even radical academic critiques garnered official attention.29 In 1957, 
Bertrand Russell wrote an open letter to the leaders of both superpow-
ers calling for a summit to discuss “the conditions of co-​existence.” 
Nikita Khrushchev responded for the Soviet Union and John Foster 
Dulles for the United States. The exchange of letters did not change any 
policy, but the fact that both governments felt compelled to respond to 
Russell suggests the outsized influence of academic intellectuals during 
this period.

The end of the Cold War had a mixed effect on academia. Without 
question, one legacy of the Vietnam War and the Reagan Revolution 
was a distancing of the academy from the government. As Jacoby noted, 
professors became more and more wary of entering the political sphere. 
With their retreat, other non-​academic generators of ideas made up for 
the shortfall. As Chapter 5 discusses, think tanks emerged as an alterna-
tive source of expertise and analysis for the government.30

At the same time, one could make a case that this was the heyday of 
academic influence on American foreign policy thinking. The Soviet 
collapse rendered the grand strategy of containment obsolete. US of-
ficials looked to the academy for ideas.31 This sparked serious intel-
lectual efforts to describe the post-​Cold War world—​and to devise 
strategies for American foreign policy. A number of academic thought 
leaders stepped forward to offer new ways of thinking about world 
politics. Francis Fukuyama argued that it was the end of history. John 
Mearsheimer postulated that the end of the Cold War would reintro-
duce instability into Europe. Joseph Nye put forward the first of several 
articulations of his concept of “soft power”—​getting others to want 
what we want. Samuel Huntington warned about a coming clash of 
civilizations. An entire literature articulated the emergence of a demo-
cratic peace that could slowly expand as more countries democratized. 
Another debate raged over the durability and stability of American he-
gemony on world politics.32 Even skeptics of academic influence over 
American foreign policy acknowledged that these debates framed how 
policymakers thought about the post-​Cold War world.33

There are a few noteworthy aspects about this raft of arguments. First, 
they transcended scholarly journals. Many of the ideas in the preceding 
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paragraph appeared in scholarly venues, but all of them also appeared 
in more accessible outlets like The Atlantic or Foreign Affairs. They were 
provocative enough to generate a penumbra of media coverage and 
commentary about each idea. Each of them had sufficient impact to 
be debated well beyond policy and academic circles. Catchphrases like 
“end of history,” “clash of civilizations,” and “soft power” wormed their 
way into the public sphere. Indeed, their legacies are so powerful that 
the authors of these ideas revisited them for a generation.34 Like other 
foreign policy thought leaders, they have continued to market their 
arguments.

Second, many of these arguments proved to be either partly or 
wholly incorrect. Realists like Mearsheimer made overly pessimistic pre-
dictions about how the immediate post-​Cold War order would affect 
NATO, nuclear proliferation, violent conflict, and balancing against 
the United States.35 In actuality, the twenty years after the breakup of 
the Soviet Union saw dramatic declines in almost every category of po-
litical violence, particularly interstate wars.36 Huntington’s predictions 
were even more problematic. Even though they grabbed more head-
lines, clashes between civilizations proved far less prevalent than intra-​
civilizational conflicts. For every civilizational conflict in the Balkans, 
there were bloodier wars between Sunni and Shia, or Tutsi and Hutu. 
One historian argued that Huntington’s thesis was “proof as to why 
politicians should never listen to political scientists.”37 Fukuyama’s op-
timism about the end of history was perhaps misplaced; he has focused 
more recently on the concept of “political decay,” acknowledging that 
even successful and stable liberal democracies do not necessarily remain 
so in perpetuity.38 Even more widely accepted concepts like soft power 
or the democratic peace have proven difficult to convert into practi-
cable foreign policies.

While academics debated post-​Cold War grand strategy, however, 
the collapse of the Soviet Union also meant a collapse of government 
support for international relations scholarship. The end of the Cold 
War happened during a period of record-​setting federal budget deficits. 
In a climate of fiscal probity, the easiest programs to cut were those 
related to international affairs, such as foreign aid, information ser-
vices, and diplomacy.39 Programs like the National Security Education 
Program and the Foreign Language Assistance Program atrophied.40 
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These cutbacks resonated with an American public that became disin-
terested in the outside world. In 1986, 26 percent of Americans cited 
international issues as a problem for the United States; by 1998, only 
7 percent made the same assertion.41 As the American public turned 
inward, philanthropic funding for international affairs also plummeted. 
Foundation grants for most causes more than doubled in the 1990s, 
but in security studies, philanthropic support declined by 7 percent. 
University courses in security studies fell even further, by 30 percent.42 
It might not be a coincidence that, in contrast to the end of the Cold 
War, the September 11 terrorist attacks did not inspire a similar profu-
sion of grand strategy musings from the academy.

The terrorist attacks and the US government’s response had ambigu-
ous effects on the academy’s role in the public sphere. On the one hand, 
the academy’s collective efforts to revive the critical intellectual activism 
of the Vietnam era proved to be awkward. The foreign policy contre-
temps during the George W. Bush years highlight this point. Political 
scientists abjectly failed to influence the marketplace of ideas in the 
run-​up to the Second Gulf War. This was not due to a lack of effort. In 
the fall of 2002 a prominent group of international relations scholars 
took out an ad on the New York Times op-​ed page warning against an 
invasion of Iraq. Many of these scholars published op-​eds and essays 
arguing against going to war. These sentiments reflected the majority 
sentiment among international relations scholars. Nevertheless, their 
efforts generated little news coverage and even less acknowledgment in 
the corridors of power: as Chaim Kaufman concluded, “few [academic 
experts] presented comprehensive critiques, and fewer of those received 
wide media attention.”43

On the other hand, the federal government did recognize anew the 
need for academic advice. The emergence of a new counterinsurgency 
doctrine came in no small part from the exposure of military officers 
to the social sciences.44 In 2009, the Department of Defense started its 
Minerva program, awarding multimillion-​dollar grants to political sci-
entists to better understand areas of “strategic importance to U.S. na-
tional security policy.”45 When he announced the initiative, Secretary 
of Defense Robert Gates explicitly evoked the Cold War era when the 
federal government embraced “eggheads and ideas.”46 In 2011 the State 
Department formed a Foreign Affairs Policy Board to provide outside 
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input to senior officials; the board was a mix of academics and former 
diplomats. An array of institutionalized and informal channels emerged 
through which academics could proffer their opinions to policymakers 
and the interested public.

Academics have played an important part in affecting the market-
place of foreign policy ideas in the past. There is at least some evidence 
that they can continue to play a role in the present. But it is also clear 
that the academy still wrestles with a long-​simmering tension about 
consulting with the state. Some social scientists aspire to this role. 
Others are repulsed by it. By and large, political scientists proved ame-
nable. The American Anthropological Association, however, explicitly 
rejected the Human Terrain System, an Army initiative for developing 
scholarly understanding of indigenous ethnic groups in places rife with 
terrorism. As a result, that program was discontinued in 2015.47

For all of the casual claims that the academy does not affect the 
marketplace of foreign policy ideas, in actuality its relevance has been 
robust in most decades.48 Will the academy’s relevance persist? To 
understand the academy’s dilemma over its role in the modern mar-
ketplace of ideas, it is worth reviewing the particulars of the Standard 
Indictment to see if any of it is actually true.

The most accurate part of the Standard Indictment is that the profes-
sional incentives of scholars are not aligned perfectly with engaging 
the wider marketplace of ideas. For an academic, the most important 
audience remains other academics. As numerous critics beyond Kristof 
have observed, the professionalization of the academy prioritizes peer-​
reviewed publications over other forms of writing. Professors allocate 
the bulk of their efforts to researching, writing, and publishing in 
their field journals. The first task of any professor—​particularly junior 
professors—​is to publish in prestigious peer-​reviewed outlets. Even 
scholars who have some facility with engaging a wider audience have 
warned that it takes time away from research.49 It is great when academ-
ics also express their ideas to a wider audience. Professional incentives 
dictate, however, that this will always be the hobby and not the job.50

In this century, most scholarly papers are literally inaccessible to the 
lay public. Strict paywalls guarantee that those without a university 
email address cannot access most journal articles most of the time.51 
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Working papers are often available. Excerpts and summaries of high-​
profile papers will appear in popular newspapers and magazines. Some 
publishers now make some of their articles accessible to the interested 
public at propitious moments. The economics of publishing in the 
Internet age, however, guarantees that these will be rare occurrences. If 
academic publishers made all of their journals accessible to everyone all 
of the time, they would quickly go bankrupt.

Even if the paywalls fell, peer-​reviewed journal articles would 
remain figuratively inaccessible to most of the lay public. The simple 
fact is that most academics either do not or cannot write for a public 
audience.52 The reasons for this are disputed. Numerous critics have 
blasted the academy for “turgid, soggy, wooden, bloated, clumsy, 
obscure, unpleasant to read, and impossible to understand” prose.53 
Every few years a tale makes the rounds of an academic who got 
an article accepted despite churning out nothing but postmodern 
gobbledygook.54

To reiterate a theme, however, academics write scholarly articles 
for their most important audience: other academics in their specialty. 
Those readers are pivotal to tenure, promotion, awards, honors, and 
grants. And it is simply easier for professors to rely on jargon when 
crafting prose for that audience. All disciplines, professions, and careers 
develop their own specialized argot to economize on communication.55 
UCLA political scientist Lynn Vavreck notes that “jargon exists within 
disciplines to facilitate the fast and efficient exchange of knowledge or 
information among experts.”56 In other words, a layperson’s unneces-
sary jargon is an expert’s convenient shorthand.

For example, if I were to write that a new US alliance with Vietnam 
might trigger a “security dilemma” with China, every international rela-
tions expert would immediately understand my meaning. If I use that 
term in an essay designed to reach a wider audience, however, it re-
quires multiple sentences to explain what I mean. A security dilemma 
occurs when:

	 1)	 One country, perceiving a threat to its security, bolsters its defense 
capabilities.

	 2)	 That action in turn makes rival actors nervous, because they see 
such measures as threatening to them.
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	 3)	 These other countries respond with arms buildups and alliances 
of their own.

	 4)	 One’s own efforts to enhance its security paradoxically increase 
one’s insecurity.

Among my colleagues, all I  have to say is “security dilemma” and 
they know precisely what I mean. By using professional argot, social 
scientists—​and academics in general—​are able to write and communi-
cate with each other more quickly than by using plain language.

Many of the tropes that non-​academics don’t like about academic 
prose also reflect a scholarly inclination toward hedging. For example, 
one of my principle areas of research is economic sanctions. I have 
researched and written peer-​reviewed articles and books about when 
economic coercion will be used, the conditions under which they will 
yield political concessions, the negative side effects of sanctions, and 
how they have evolved over time. But when I have been asked to write 
on this subject for a more popular audience, an editor has inevitably 
asked me to distill my argument to answer a simple question: “Do sanc-
tions work?” The result is an inevitable negotiation between an editor 
who wants a simple thesis and my desire for a more nuanced take that 
reflects my actual research findings.

The classic academic answer to almost any question is “it de-
pends.” In academic journals, social scientists can articulate all of 
the qualifications, exceptions, and emendations that come with 
their central argument. This hedging instinct makes it tricky, how-
ever, to convert a scholarly article into something more accessible 
to the general-interest reader. Editors and readers want a writer to 
get to the point with clear, forceful prose. One political scientist, 
in recommending how to communicate through the mainstream 
media, advises “clear, clean language using colorful metaphors” and 
the use of “emotional connotations” in arguments.57 Academics 
are preternaturally leery of these tropes, because the messages they 
convey will be far more sweeping in scope than the academic’s origi-
nal argument. This is an inherent tension between scholarship and 
communication, one that breeds resentment for academics trying 
to engage a wider audience as well as readers who have to wade 
through complex, cautious prose.



	 The Standard Indictment	 87

    87

How should academics respond to the accusation of jargon-​y, hedge-​
filled prose? To start, by pointing out that it is rather rich of pundits, 
policymakers, and politicians to complain about the inelegant language 
of academics. I heard far more jargon used in my time in government 
than as an academic. Criticism of political rhetoric long predates any 
criticism of academic discourse, and rightly so. At least academic jargon 
is designed to make it easier for scholars to communicate with each 
other; much political jargon exists to obfuscate the plain meaning of 
words from the public. As George Orwell noted in 1946:  “Political 
language—​and with variations this is true of all political parties, from 
Conservatives to Anarchists—​is designed to make lies sound truthful 
and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure 
wind.”58 Modern political argot is far more likely to obfuscate than to 
inspire. The ways that twenty-​first-​century American politicians have 
used phrases like “existential threat,” “kinetic action,” “abundance of 
caution,” and “politically incorrect” suggest that academics are far from 
the worst abusers of the English language.59

A less tu quoque response is that it is possible for academics to write 
different versions of the same argument for different audiences. A welter 
of publications ranging from the Washington Post to FiveThirtyEight to 
Vox crave social science research to translate for the masses. As academics 
expand their public outreach, they have made serious inroads into main-
stream media outlets. In recent years, the Washington Post subsumed sev-
eral multi-​author blogs run by social science academics—​The Monkey 
Cage and Volokh Conspiracy—​under its umbrella.60 In the same week 
that Kristof ’s op-​ed ran, the New York Times hired two political scientists 
and an economist to aid in creating the Upshot, its project in analytical 
journalism. These new outlets have had a salutary effect on academic 
contributions to the marketplace of foreign policy ideas.

The Standard Indictment’s claim that professors disdain the main-
stream media and social media is particularly off-​base. Indeed, aca-
demics have embraced new online platforms with gusto, welcoming 
the growth of venues beyond peer-​reviewed publications to hawk 
their wares to the general public. A profusion of outlets ranging from 
The Diplomat to Defense One to War on the Rocks have expanded the 
reach of international relations scholars. Blogs have been around so 
long that they are now accepted as something that professors do on the 



88	 The Ideas Industry

88

side. Political scientists are happy to contribute to the Monkey Cage, 
Mischiefs of Faction, or Political Violence at a Glance. Other disciplines 
such as sociology and economics have done the same.61 Academics are 
also embracing other social media to communicate with policymakers 
and the public, ranging from Twitter to TEDx. Kristof ’s contention 
that academics were ignoring new media outlets was simply wrong, as 
he found out in numerous Twitter responses after his column ran.

But even if one can engage a public audience, is it in that academic’s 
career interest to do so? This is another part of the Standard Indictment. 
As Stephen Walt notes, “the academic field of [international relations] 
is a self-​regulating enterprise, and success in the profession depends 
almost entirely on one’s reputation among one’s peers. There is there-
fore a large incentive to conform to the norms of the discipline and 
write primarily for other academics.”62 Walt’s description of interna-
tional relations applies to the entire academy.

To understand the fear of this part of the Standard Indictment within 
the ivory tower, consider two personal anecdotes from the last decade. In 
2004, a combination of good luck and good timing meant that I had sub-
mitted an essay to Foreign Affairs about offshore outsourcing just when 
that issue blew up in the national media. As a result, my first-​ever essay in 
that august journal would be the lead article. This was heady news for an 
untenured academic. Later that day, I bumped into a senior colleague in 
my department at the University of Chicago. Naturally, I told him about 
having the lead article in Foreign Affairs. In response, this senior scholar 
cocked his head, looked at me, and asked, “Why?”63 I had no answer to 
the question; to me it was obvious that publishing in the most widely 
read international relations publication was a good thing. In retrospect, 
I should have recognized then that my future prospects at Chicago were 
precarious. After they denied me tenure, I became a cautionary tale for 
junior scholars who wanted to write for a public audience.64

A few years later, as a full professor, I attended a small conference 
devoted to the idea of getting scholars and policymakers in the same 
room to talk about US policy toward another great power that shall 
not be named. The idea was that government officials could highlight 
issues that professors might have overlooked, and vice versa. Everything 
was going along swimmingly until one of the policymakers in the room 
complained about one of the academic memos being a little too long. 
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In response, an eminent international relations scholar—​someone who 
is very well known inside the academy and decidedly not well known 
outside of it—​went off on a righteous rant. She asked why people in 
Washington don’t actually read what experts think about a particular 
issue. It isn’t just that political scientists are being marginalized, she 
vented—​they have good insights and yet are being completely ignored.

This provoked a rollicking good debate, and afterward, many of the 
academics in attendance gathered around the eminent political scientist 
to laud those remarks. We then chatted about how political scientists 
could enter the public sphere with a bit more vim and vigor. Someone 
suggested that this might be easier if younger scholars felt that they 
could engage in public debate without the fear of disapproval from 
the profession. At which point she frowned and said something to the 
effect of, “Oh, no. Once someone has tenure, and a full publishing 
pedigree, then they can start making public pronouncements. But not 
until then.”

These parables were not outliers. Last decade the Chronicle of Higher 
Education was replete with essays warning scholars against the hazards 
of engaging the wider public.65 In an article encouraging junior schol-
ars to engage with a wider audience, political scientist Cheryl Boudreau 
noted, “It is not uncommon for junior scholars to believe that they 
should be read but not heard.”66 Lynn Vavreck has published widely in 
scholarly journals and is a regular contributor to the New York Times. 
But she warned junior colleagues:

Obviously, the time that I spend writing for the New York Times is 
time that I’m not spending writing articles for peer review, so that’s 
a cost. You have to be ready to make that tradeoff. Because of this, 
I would not recommend that assistant professors engage in this work. 
It takes time away from doing research, and we need our young 
scholars doing science.67

Now there are a few things wrong with Vavreck’s advice. First, junior 
scholars are usually on the cutting edge of social science research; in polit-
ical science, for example, junior scholars author or co-​author two-​thirds 
of all articles in top-​tier journals.68 It is precisely because junior scholars 
are publishing new and innovative work that they should also try to make 



90	 The Ideas Industry

90

that work more accessible to the rest of the world. Second, senior scholars 
too often assume that it takes the same length of time to craft a paragraph 
of text for an op-​ed or a blog post as it does to create a paragraph of 
scholarly text. Speaking from my own experience, this is simply not true. 
A scholarly article of ten thousand words takes me months if not years to 
research, write, and revise. A Foreign Affairs essay of four thousand words 
takes me less than two weeks. A column for the Washington Post takes me 
anywhere from thirty to ninety minutes. Not all prose takes equal effort. 
This misperception contributes to a massive overestimation of the effort 
devoted to public engagement, and a subsequent exaggeration of the op-
portunity costs in the form of lost scholarship.

Even more problematic is the notion that engaging the public sphere 
is a pure substitute for scholarship. The proliferation of media plat-
forms has helped the discipline in numerous ways. Part of the reason 
the academy has adapted so quickly to social media and online publica-
tion is that these platforms also facilitate traditional academic research 
programs.69 Blog posts or tweets can substitute for the traditional prac-
tice of exchanges of letters in journals. For political scientists in particu-
lar, engaging with the public or policymakers permits them to discover 
issue areas where the public viewpoint or the policy consensus is at 
variance with accepted political science. That creates opportunities for 
further engagement.

Even if this attitude is changing—​and it is—​these parables reveal 
the depths of the problem. Vavreck’s flawed advice has consequences. 
Most people who want to earn a Ph.D. in the social sciences have some 
desire to influence public debate when they enter graduate school. But 
academics are also creatures of habit. During their formative years in 
the profession, they are socialized to focus exclusively on peer-​reviewed 
publications and write only for fellow academics. All it takes is a few 
cautionary notes from senior academics to encourage junior scholars 
to self-​censor. If they are both lucky and good, it will take most social 
scientists anywhere from ten to fifteen years to earn a Ph.D., a tenure-​
track job, and then tenure. It is unrealistic to expect them to suddenly 
exercise communication muscles that have atrophied for decades. It 
would be like asking a world-​class basketball player to excel at baseball 
because he loved the sport as a kid.
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A related problem is that the Ideas Industry’s hierarchy of prestige 
does not perfectly match the hierarchy that exists strictly within the 
academy. The skills needed to survive and thrive in the public sphere 
are not the skills needed in traditional academic scholarship. The latter 
rests on a bedrock of original research, careful fact checking, rigorous 
peer review, and citations to authoritative and relevant academic litera-
tures. Writers who excel at public engagement possess different com-
parative advantages: speed, clarity, wit, and the ability to provide self-​
assured, real-​time analysis. This skill set is unevenly distributed across 
the academic hierarchy. An adjunct professor, graduate student, or lay 
person might be marginalized within the traditional confines of the 
academy; in the wider marketplace of ideas, their power could be much 
greater.

The modern Ideas Industry rewards intellectuals who are willing 
to engage a wider audience. Academics reward scholarship and care 
less about accessibility to outsiders. While some scholars might excel 
at both tasks, it is more likely that some professors will be better at 
public outreach than others. These skills create new pathways to public 
recognition beyond the control of traditional academic gatekeepers. 
And any usurpation of scholarly authority breeds resentment and dis-
content among those who benefit the most from the scholarly status 
quo. Exposure to norms or hierarchies at variance with pre-​existing aca-
demic structures will naturally trigger suspicion and resentment. Senior 
scholars who join social media to advertise their scholarly work must 
confront the reality that despite their hard-​earned academic prestige, 
there will be graduate students with more Twitter followers.

There is also the guilt that some academics feel if they do break 
through to a wider audience. My academic colleagues occasionally tell 
me that I am a good writer. To normal people this sounds like praise; 
because of my socialization as an academic, however, I will always in-
terpret it as a backhanded compliment. If one is known for being a 
good writer, the subtle signal is that the presentation is better than the 
ideas—​and it is the ideas that animate the professoriate. Many schol-
ars conflate clarity with simple-​mindedness. Long ago John Kenneth 
Galbraith warned economists, “Any specialist who ventures to write on 
money with a view to making himself intelligible works under a grave 
moral hazard. He will be accused of oversimplification.”70 Boudreau 
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echoed this problem when noting that “some junior scholars are con-
cerned that their research will not be perceived as ‘real’ political science 
if it is written or presented in lay terms.”71 I was once told that some 
colleagues believed my writing ability had enabled me to get middling 
articles published in superior journals.

It will always be amusing to imagine my prose being so mellifluous 
that it bamboozled peer reviewers into abandoning their critical facul-
ties. In actuality, this charge is absurd. Galbraith observed that “in the 
social sciences, much unclear writing is based on unclear or incomplete 
thought. It is possible with safety to be technically obscure about some-
thing you haven’t thought out. It is impossible to be wholly clear on 
something you do not understand. Clarity thus exposes flaws in the 
thought.”72 Bad writers can more easily truck bad ideas through the 
peer-​review process unless referees admit that some model, estimation 
technique, or critical analysis fails to make sense.73 Nevertheless, when 
I am told that I am a good writer, my inner academic feels a twinge of 
insecurity.

If the professional incentives of academics are stacked against public 
engagement, then why did so many academics push back against the 
Standard Indictment when Kristof repeated it? The first reason is that 
the norms have changed considerably even in the past decade. University 
administrators and academic chairs have grown more appreciative of 
professors capable of writing for a general audience. There have also 
been a series of initiatives to ensure that junior scholars translate their 
academic research into more accessible forms, particularly in the social 
sciences. The Tobin Project, for example, sponsors academic research 
that is pertinent to policy debates. They also arrange meetings between 
policymakers and academics to enable the exchange of ideas. Similarly, 
the Carnegie Corporation funded the Bridging the Gap Initiative, a 
consortium of three universities that tutor junior scholars and con-
nect them with policymakers from the diplomatic, defense, and intel-
ligence communities. The Scholars Strategy Network, an association of 
academics and researchers directed by noted sociologist and political 
scientist Theda Skocpol, pursued a similar strategy toward national, 
state, and local issues.74 The Op-​Ed Project focuses on training women 
academics to write essays for a wider audience.
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A lot has changed in the past decade. Many of the trends toward 
pure scholasticism seem to have peaked around the turn of the cen-
tury. Even critics acknowledge that these trends have reversed some-
what.75 Survey after survey of international relations scholars shows a 
widespread acceptance of engaging with the public sphere. A major-
ity of international relations scholars stated that they had consulted 
with other political actors, engaged in advocacy to advance their expert 
opinions, and shifted their research agenda in response to real-​world 
events.76 According to a 2012 survey of international relations profes-
sors, more than 51 percent believed that blogs had improved the state 
of the scholarly field. Fully 90 percent of respondents thought blogs 
had improved foreign-​policy formulation.77 Retrograde efforts to block 
such outlets have been beaten back with little difficulty. Many scholars 
have advanced their professional careers by developing well-​respected 
blogs. No one will get tenure solely for being good at social media, but 
that aspect of public outreach is no longer viewed as a negative inside 
the academy.

As previously noted, the larger media landscape has also changed. 
In direct response to Kristof ’s op-​ed, Stanford University political sci-
entist James Fearon demonstrated that political scientists had actually 
increased their visibility in the press at the same time Kristof claimed 
the opposite had occurred.78 In 2010, Ezra Klein noted the marginaliza-
tion of political science in the Washington Post; four years later, Klein 
argued in Vox that “perhaps the single best thing that’s happened to 
political journalism in the time I’ve been doing it is the rise of political 
science.”79 Ironically, claims that academics rely too much on quanti-
tative techniques reached a crescendo just as that work began to gain 
mainstream acceptance.

Even if parts of the Standard Indictment have mattered in the past, its 
effect on the academy has waned. The ivory tower is trending in the 
right direction. But if bad writing and specialization are not the pri-
mary source for the academy’s woes, what is? The changes that have cre-
ated the modern Ideas Industry have also affected the academy’s ability 
to influence the marketplace of ideas—​and mostly not in a good way.

The erosion of trust in heretofore respected institutions is a problem 
for the ivory tower. Academics attempting to weigh in on public affairs 
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confront a delegitimizing assault on the academy—​call it the “War on 
College.” As college tuition prices continue to outpace inflation and 
wage growth, economics writers have decried the explosion of student 
debt and declared the existence of a higher-​ed “bubble.” An ever-​more 
heterogeneous array of critics continues to pick at the myriad flaws 
of the academy. The War on College has been a staple of the political 
right for some time. Conservatives have been blasting the ivory tower 
as godless, leftist, and insular from the days of William F.  Buckley’s 
God and Man at Yale. The conservative broadside against the academy 
is a generational rite, passing down from Buckley to Allan Bloom’s The 
Closing of the American Mind, then to Ross Douthat’s Privilege, and 
Naomi Schaefer Riley’s The Faculty Lounges.

The more recent conservative criticism of the academy focuses on 
speech restrictions. Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt have decried 
the growing problem of mollycoddling students because of political 
correctness, “to scrub campuses clean of words, ideas, and subjects 
that might cause discomfort or give offense.”80 Lukianoff heads the 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), which has 
been quite busy documenting instances of political correctness run 
amok. Lukianoff and Haidt are hardly the only observers to make this 
point.81 Nor is there a shortage of appalling anecdotes. These range 
from a Northwestern University professor who faced a Title IX inqui-
sition for publicly criticizing the sexual harassment process at her uni-
versity to a Wesleyan University student movement to defund a school 
newspaper for publishing a controversial op-​ed.82 Each case bolsters 
the supposition that the spirit of intellectual inquiry is being stifled 
on campus.

Conservative criticisms of the academy are not new. What is new is 
the vocal criticism coming from the left. Feminists have attacked uni-
versities for being havens of rampant sexual assault. Minority groups 
have critiqued the structural privilege that allegedly exists in campuses 
inhabited mostly by white and Asian students. Professors themselves 
have bemoaned the misplaced priorities within the university, as ten-
ured professor lines decline and staff and administrative positions ex-
plode.83 Leftist critics deplore universities as bastions of elitism, neolib-
eralism, and corporatism, sublimating the goal of higher education in 
favor of appeasing corporate donors.
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The core of William Deresiewicz’s Excellent Sheep, for example, is 
a critique of the university’s surrender to neoliberal principles.84 He 
deplores preparing students for the market economy at the expense of 
higher learning. In a follow-​up essay in Harper’s, Deresiewicz doubled 
down on his criticisms, accusing universities of sacrificing the aims of 
intellectual and moral inquiry to the altar of market principles: “This 
is education in the age of neoliberalism … an ideology that reduces all 
values to money values. The worth of a thing is the price of the thing. 
The worth of a person is the wealth of the person. Neoliberalism tells 
you that you are valuable exclusively in terms of your activity in the 
marketplace—​in Wordsworth’s phrase, your getting and spending.”85 
Deresiewicz is hardly alone in this critique. Others have bemoaned the 
“creeping corporatism of the American university.”86

These critiques are in fundamental tension. As Lukianoff and Haidt 
observe, political correctness “teaches students to think in a very dif-
ferent way. It prepares them poorly for professional life, which often 
demands intellectual engagement with people and ideas one might find 
uncongenial or wrong.”87 If this is true, then Deresiewicz is wrong to 
accuse universities of being neoliberal incubators. If Deresiewicz is cor-
rect, then Lukianoff and Haidt’s hypothesis is exaggerated. Still, the fact 
that both critiques are flourishing at the same time demonstrates the 
bipartisan support for a War on College, and the growing disdain for 
the professors housed in those ivory towers. It makes it easier for poli-
cymakers and citizens to dismiss academic interventions in the public 
sphere. It is little wonder that the Standard Indictment continues to 
find a sympathetic audience.

Even if one thinks of academic research as independent from the 
general ills of higher education, there has been an erosion of trust. 
Many top-​tier professors have had their reputations tarnished with pla-
giarism scandals. In this century, high-​flying academics such as Stephen 
Ambrose, Doris Kearns Goodwin, Charles Ogletree, Laurence Tribe, 
and Matthew Whitaker were caught plagiarizing material from lesser-​
known scholars. Financial economists have been accused of significant 
conflicts of interest between their scholarly work and their consulting 
work.88 Other academic frauds have been unearthed in recent years 
as well. In 2011, famed social psychologist Diederik Stapel admitted 
to outright fabrication of data. In 2015, after a political science paper 
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published in Science was retracted, the New York Times reported that 
“the case has shaken not only the community of political scientists but 
also public trust in the way the scientific establishment vets new find-
ings.”89 The editors of a blog called “Retraction Watch,” devoted to 
cases of academic fraud, observed that such cases are more likely to 
occur at more prestigious journals.90

Even in instances when no academic fraud has been committed, 
the robustness of social science research is increasingly under question. 
Two Federal Reserve economists surveyed the state of replicable find-
ings in top-​tier economics journals, and found that, on their own, they 
were only able to reproduce a third of the surveyed findings. They con-
cluded: “Because we successfully replicate less than half of the papers 
in our sample even with assistance from the authors, we conclude that 
economics research is usually not replicable.”91 One recent study of psy-
chology journals made headlines after concluding that only a third of 
the findings were robust to replication. Naturally, that study has itself 
been challenged on methodological grounds.92 To any lay reader, such 
back-​and-​forth further discredits the discipline’s authority. Numerous 
social science disciplines are attempting to ratchet up the ability to rep-
licate findings, but these initiatives are also encountering significant 
blowback about misapplied standards.93 With these kind of scandals, 
revelations, and controversies, it is extremely easy for outside observers 
to doubt the value of the academy.

The other changes in the marketplace of ideas—​rising levels of po-
litical polarization and economic inequality—​also impair the ability 
of academics to thrive in the modern Ideas Industry. Indeed, Kristof ’s 
accusation of political homogeneity in the academy cannot be refuted, 
and it is unsurprising that this is the area he followed up on in subse-
quent columns.94 The problem with political polarization is that aca-
demics are almost universally on one side of the political spectrum. 
Whether one looks at public opinion surveys or the flows of campaign 
contributions, the data is incontrovertible: as a group, American aca-
demics are far more liberal than the rest of the country.95 Past sur-
veys of academics suggest that professors have always been more liberal 
than the American public. That divergence has increased over the past 
twenty-​five years, however. According to UCLA’s Higher Education 
Research Institute, which polls academics every three years, the number 
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of self-​identified liberals and leftists in 1990 was roughly equal to the 
number of moderates in the ivory tower. As Figure 3.1 demonstrates, 
by 2010 there were twice as many liberals as moderates, and almost six 
times as many liberals as conservatives. If one looks only at the social 
sciences and the humanities faculties, these ratios are even more stacked 
in the favor of liberals and leftists.96

To be clear, this leftward drift of the academy does not necessarily 
have to lead to politically biased scholarship, any more than a rightward 
drift in the officer corps of the armed forces imperils civil-​military rela-
tions. Both the military and the professoriate are professions. Regardless 
of political or personal proclivities, professionals do their job based on 
their training, which in turn is determined by the codes and standards 
of the discipline. This is an idea that academics have embraced since the 
days of Max Weber.97 In the military, this means that soldiers respect 
the chain of command and adhere to their honor codes. In the acad-
emy, this means a divorce between one’s political views, one’s research 
findings, and what one teaches in the classroom. Corey Robin, for 
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example, is well to the left of the American body politic, and engages in 
political activism outside the classroom. He nonetheless is quite severe 
in segmenting that activism from his professional duties of teaching 
and research.98

While professionalism can ensure that left-​leaning academics can 
still do good research, the lack of political heterogeneity poses deeper 
problems. One examination of social psychology concluded that liberal 
political bias did not invalidate existing research but did bias the direc-
tion of future research. Most significantly, “researchers may concentrate 
on topics that validate the liberal progress narrative and avoid topics 
that contest that narrative.”99 Sociology suffers from a similar problem. 
One article concluded that the leftward tilt of public sociology “com-
presses the range of acceptable scholarship, and constrains sociological 
insight.”100 These problems are hardly unique to these subfields; other 
research has demonstrated a link between a scholar’s political tilt and 
their research trajectory in international relations research and legal 
scholarship.101 The leftward drift of the academy makes it easy for con-
servatives to ignore or deride the public interventions of academics.

The leftist tilt on campus has had a deleterious effect on alumni do-
nations,102 but there is an even bigger problem with universities seek-
ing financial assistance from the modern Ideas Industry. The academy’s 
relationship with philanthrocapitalists has soured compared to other 
institutions. In the past, America’s plutocrats were some of the biggest 
boosters of the ivory tower. During the last Gilded Age, titans such 
as John Rockefeller, J.P. Morgan, Henry Ford, and Andrew Carnegie 
founded or funded some of America’s greatest universities. To be sure, 
universities still receive a great deal of money from extremely wealthy 
alums, but the current crop of plutocrats are interested in “impact in-
vestments,” even in their philanthropy.103 Benefactors want their giving 
to have direct impact on both the real world and the marketplace of 
ideas. But as the Brookings Institution’s Darrell West notes, the acad-
emy is an imperfect vessel for this kind of advocacy:

With colleges and universities increasingly drawn into divisive policy 
controversies, it is becoming harder to separate academic philan-
thropy from advocacy. Many donors who have a strong point of 
view want educational institutions to hold events, publish reports, or 
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even offer courses that address the subjects of interest to them. Such 
demands can put the academy, which tries to be non-​partisan as an 
institution, in a difficult position.104

Another, more vocal group of billionaires suggests that the merits of 
universities have been vastly overrated. Part of this comes through ex-
ample: Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Mark Zuckerberg never graduated 
from college, and yet they thrived in Silicon Valley. Commentators like 
Instapundit’s Glenn Reynolds have gone so far as to argue that this 
should be evidence that college is a vastly overrated enterprise, despite 
overwhelming data to the contrary.105

Some billionaires go further and argue that the current incarnation 
of the ivory tower actually retards the marketplace of ideas. According 
to this line of thinking, universities exist merely as credential factories. 
PayPal founder Peter Thiel has gone the furthest down this road. He has 
set up Thiel fellowships, which reward winners with $100,000 provided 
they “skip or stop out of college” for the two years of the program.106 
Thiel argues that “college can be good for learning about what’s been 
done before, but it can also discourage young people from doing some-
thing new—​especially when it leaves them in debt.” He has doubled 
and tripled down on this thesis in myriad interviews and op-​eds. In an 
interview with Weekly Standard editor William Kristol, Thiel said:

The university system in 2014, it’s like the Catholic Church circa 
1514… . you have this priestly class of professors that doesn’t do very 
much work, people are buying indulgences in the form of amassing 
enormous debt for the sort of the secular salvation that a diploma 
represents. And what I think is very similar to the 16th century is that 
the Reformation will come largely from outside.107

In other interviews and writings, Thiel has used different analo-
gies, comparing elite universities to zero-​sum tournaments or trendy 
nightclubs.108

Why is there hostility between the academy and an industry whose 
geographic epicenter is Stanford University? To be fair, part of it is that 
the credential of a college degree is far less necessary in the tech sector 
than in other parts of the economy. But I would argue that much of 
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the hostility plutocrats feel toward academics comes from two other 
sources. The first is the tendency of most social science research to dis-
miss the “Great Man” theory of events. The next chapter covers this 
more thoroughly, but what matters here is that most academics tend 
to think that most plutocrats succeed because they are standing on the 
shoulders of giants. Their own abilities matter, but those abilities are 
not a sufficient explanation for their success. This contradicts the stan-
dard plutocratic narrative of the self-​made men, and as such can be 
intellectually or even existentially discomfiting.

The final clash between the academy and the plutocratic class is cul-
tural. Both groups are very curious about ideas, but their intellectual 
mien could not be more different. Twenty-​first-​century philanthro-
pists are interested in action; professors are interested in analysis. This 
gap goes back to Max Weber’s “Science as a Vocation,” in which he 
implored professors to keep their academic tasks separate from other 
spheres of life, especially politics. This was not to say that academics 
could not engage the public sphere; Weber noted that the primary task 
of a professor was to “teach his students to recognize ‘inconvenient’ 
facts.” Weber further argued, however, that political action was a dif-
ferent activity altogether: “The qualities that make a man an excellent 
scholar and academic teacher are not the qualities that make him a 
leader to give direction in practical life, or, more specifically, in poli-
tics.”109 An academic acting as a public intellectual is trying to straddle 
both of these roles, and risks doing both poorly.110

The professoriate has largely adhered to the Weberian notion of being 
removed from politics. Academics look at the social world as something 
to be studied, to be researched, to be analyzed, even to be opined—​but 
not to be acted upon. What has changed is the way that others view 
the academic approach. It is now viewed with disdain rather than re-
spect in some quarters. Tom Wolfe, for example, concluded a scabrous 
essay on academic intellectuals with the following: “All the intellectual 
wants, in his heart of hearts, is to hold on to what was magically given 
to him one shining moment a century ago. He asks for nothing more 
than to remain aloof, removed, as Revel once put it, from the mob, 
the philistines … ‘the middle class.’”111 To critics, the academic perch 
of seeming above it all is elitist. To potential benefactors, it is seen as a 
surrender to inaction.
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The Standard Indictment against the ivory tower is both right and 
wrong. No doubt, the academy has many quirks and foibles, such as the 
jargon-​filled prose and the career incentives. But Kristof and his sup-
porters are wrong to argue that these idiosyncrasies are what keeps the 
academy from influencing the marketplace of ideas. Many individual 
academics have exploited the new Ideas Industry to the fullest. Some 
have taken advantage of the proliferation of media platforms to engage 
with a wider audience. Some social scientists have entered the partisan 
fray and managed to survive, moving on to serve in government and 
maintaining their reputation across the political spectrum. And some 
academics have managed to curry favor with wealthy benefactors inter-
ested in funding their research.

One problem is that the academics most likely to thrive in the Ideas 
Industry are those who adopt the tropes of thought leaders. The degree 
of relative self-​confidence a scholar projects has an undeniable effect on 
how others perceive the argument. As much as published scholarship is 
supposed to count über alles, there is no denying that confident scholars 
can sway opinion. I know colleagues who make fantastically dubious 
but bold predictions, and I envy their serene certitude.

While individual academics have learned how to survive and thrive 
in the Ideas Industry, it would be harder to say that the academy has 
done the same. Part of it is the academic norms that are part of the 
Standard Indictment. Part of it is that the academy is vulnerable to 
partisan attack. And a big part of it is that many of conclusions of 
academic researchers do not jibe with the worldview of policymakers, 
media outlets, and potential funders. Academics frequently intervene 
in the marketplace of ideas as traditional public intellectuals, ready to 
explain why some new policy idea is unlikely to work. Patrons would 
much rather bankroll thought leaders. Thought leaders have two quali-
ties that benefactors like: a positive idea for change and the conviction 
that they can make a difference.

Of course, the term “academy” masks a number of different disci-
plines. Some of these disciplines, such as economics, have done better 
in the Ideas Industry than others, political science being one example. 
Why?
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 The Disciplines: Why Economics Thrives 
While Political Science Survives

Imagine that the job market was better for sociologists or political scien-
tists than for economists. This would unnerve economists no end.

—​ Richard Freeman

When I was in graduate school studying economics and political sci-
ence, I heard the same joke over and over: an economist who switches 
to political science raises the average intelligence of both departments. 
It’s a clever joke that happens to be false. The problem is, a lot of other-
wise smart people believe it to be true.

While Nicholas Kristof ’s broadside against the academy was aimed 
at the ivory tower writ large, he concentrated most of his fire on politi-
cal science. Kristof lamented that his “onetime love, political science, 
is a particular offender and seems to be trying, in terms of practical 
impact, to commit suicide.”1 He has hardly been alone in levying that 
accusation. Indeed, little more than six months after Kristof ’s commen-
tary, Tom Ricks made nearly identical complaints about “the extraordi-
nary irrelevance of political science” in Foreign Policy.2

Political scientists have routinely engaged in self-​flagellation over the 
alleged sins of the discipline. Robert Putnam, in his 2002 presidential 
address to the American Political Science Association, noted that “serv-
ing the public (and the public interest) has become an afterthought 
to our other professional rights and duties.”3 A  few years later Alan 
Wolfe wrote in the Chronicle of Higher Education that “one can only 
hope that political scientists will decide to … go back to an era in 
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which understanding reality was more important than advancing one’s 
pet methodology.” More recently, noted international security scholar 
Steven Van Evera blogged that “U.S. social sciences are frozen in poi-
soned amber… . The disciplinary silos of this structure foster blinkered, 
sterile academic monocultures.” Michael Desch concluded, “The prob-
lem, in a nutshell, is that scholars increasingly equate rigor with partic-
ular techniques (mathematics and models) and ignore broader criteria 
of relevance.”4 All of this would seem to be grist for Kristof ’s mill.

There are two problems with this argument, however. The first is that 
complaints about the irrelevance of political science date back decades 
before Kristof ’s op-​ed. In 1927, American Political Science Association 
president Charles Beard despaired over how “minute and unimportant 
academic study” was leading to “the peril of narrowing the vision while 
accumulating information.” In 1939, Robert S. Lynd observed that the 
problem with political science was that it did not move fast enough 
to keep pace with policymakers. He concluded that “academic politi-
cal scientists lived in a genteel world apart from the rough-​and-​ready 
ward-​politician.” In 1951, David Easton wrote in the Journal of Politics 
that “the task of the social scientist has been too sharply and artificially 
divorced from that of the politician.”5 Political scientists have com-
plained about the perceived irrelevance of political science since long 
before tools like formal modeling or Bayesian statistics were widespread 
in the discipline. The notion that recent methodological fads alone are 
responsible for the perceived marginalization of political science relies 
on some convenient amnesia.

The bigger problem is that all of the alleged sins of political sci-
ence exist in even more concentrated form in the field of economics. 
Economics has gone the furthest down the road in the social sciences 
in the use of game theory, advanced econometrics, randomized con-
trol trials, and more arcane methodologies. The significant complaints 
levied against the social sciences—​the confusing techniques, the com-
plex equations, the turgid prose—​pervade economics. As for econo-
mists writing accessibly for a public audience, good luck with that. 
Paul Krugman is a lucid wordsmith, but as he once confessed to his 
readers: “I hope you think that I am an acceptable writer, but when it 
comes to economics I speak English as a second language: I think in 
equations and diagrams, then translate.”6 Krugman is among the more 
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self-​aware of economists; most others could care less about the quality 
of their prose. If Kristof ’s accusations against the academy were caus-
ally correct, then economics should be the least influential of the social 
sciences. And yet, as we shall see, the opposite is true. Indeed, the influ-
ence and prestige gap has been so great that political scientists stretch-
ing back to Beard have yearned for closer ties to economics. Economists 
as variegated as John Kenneth Galbraith and Gordon Tullock share one 
commonality, however: rubbishing political science.7

Kristof ’s characterization of political science is not necessarily wrong, 
but it is irrelevant. Even though the academy as a whole has improved 
its accessibility to the outside world, economics is the social science 
discipline that best fits Kristof ’s caricature, and it is the most influential 
in the marketplace of ideas. Why has economics thrived while political 
science has merely survived? The answer points to how and why the 
modern Ideas Industry rewards and punishes different social science 
disciplines.

Any assessment of the relative influence of economics and political sci-
ence concludes that economists have an outsized voice inside and out-
side the academy. According to sociologist Marion Fourcade, econo-
mists are at the apex of the social sciences’ pecking order.8 Economists 
earn the highest average salaries of the social sciences. They excel at 
populating themselves across the academy. Economists do not merely 
inhabit their own department. The discipline has colonized faculty slots 
in most business and public policy schools, and they are encroaching 
on law schools as well. Other academic disciplines cite economists fre-
quently, but economists do not return the favor nearly as often. Noted 
economist Dani Rodrik explains, “Because economists share a language 
and a method, they are prone to disregard, or deprecate, nonecono-
mists’ point of view.”9 Fourcade and her colleagues conclude:

Most economists feel quite secure about their value-​added. They are 
comforted in this feeling by the fairly unified disciplinary frame-
work behind them, higher salaries that many of them believe reflect 
some true fundamental value, and a whole institutional structure—​
from newspapers to congressional committees to international policy 
circles—​looking up to them for answers, especially in hard times. 10
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The influence of economics extends well beyond the academy. As 
noted in the previous chapter, the visibility of political scientists has 
increased, but the discipline’s influence pales next to the dismal sci-
ence. Policymakers, media outlets, and the wider public seem to value 
what economists have to say more than other social science disciplines. 
When Treasury or Federal Reserve officials testify before Congress, they 
often refer to the scholarly economic literature to justify their thinking; 
neither State Department nor Pentagon officials cite international rela-
tions scholarship. Political scientist Jacob Hacker notes, “When you go 
talk to policymakers, if there’s someone else in the room who is a social 
scientist, 90 percent of the time she is an economist.”11

When economists develop an overwhelming consensus on an emer-
gent policy issue—​say, the need for Keynesian stimulus in the fall of 
2008—​their advice can have an appreciable policy effect.12 When po-
litical scientists form a consensus, their effect on public policy remains 
negligible. For example, in the fall of 2004 a larger group of inter-
national relations theorists formed “Security Scholars for a Sensible 
Foreign Policy.” The group drafted and signed a petition demanding 
a change of course in US foreign policy, and commissioned a public 
relations firm to help with media outreach. The effort was clearly de-
signed to influence the 2004 presidential election. This form of what its 
organizers labeled “Weberian activism” was notable mostly because of 
its lack of success. The petition generated minimal media coverage. The 
chief architects of Security Scholars for a Sensible Foreign Policy later 
concluded, “In its larger purpose of public education the effort was a 
miserable failure … the contribution the letter made to the national 
marketplace of ideas was vanishingly small.”13

Surveys of current and former foreign affairs policymakers show 
that they place a far greater value on economic research than political 
science research—​flummoxing researchers who believe that economic 
techniques are off-​putting.14 In a survey of senior policymakers, politi-
cal scientists Michael Desch and Paul Avey found that political science 
theories and methods were frequently categorized as “not very useful” 
or “not useful at all.”15 These same policymakers found economics to 
be of value, however. My own survey of public policy opinion lead-
ers confirms this finding, as Figure 4.1 shows. When asked how much 
impact different social science disciplines have on public policy and 
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foreign policy, economics easily outpaced political science, history, 
sociology, and the rest. Political science was the third most relevant, 
behind both economics and history.

Bruce Jentleson and Ely Ratner run the Bridging the Gap Initiative, 
designed to improve connections between academic political science 
and the policy community. They nonetheless admit that “there re-
mains limited interest on the part of the policy community in reaching 
beyond the Beltway to connect with scholars and consume academic 
research.”16

Media outlets feel similarly about economists and political scientists. 
Melissa Harris-​Perry—​a professor of political science at Wake Forest and a 
former MSNBC commentator—​explained, “The media thinks differently 
about various experts. Economists carry great and inherent weight. There 
is a presumption that economists simply know what they what they are 
talking about.”17 Unsurprisingly, in the decade after 2006, the New York 
Times referenced “economist” 7.5 times more frequently than “political 
scientist”; since 2008, the gap in mentions has become a chasm.18
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FIGURE 4.1  Elite Perception of Social Science Impact on Foreign Policy
Notes: Ideas Industry elite survey response to: “In your opinion, how much impact do 
these social science disciplines have on public policy and foreign policy?” (Number of 
respondents = 196, possible confidence ranking from 1–​4).
Source: Author survey.
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From at least the beginning of this century, prominent intellectu-
als are more likely to possess backgrounds in economics than in the 
humanities. In Richard Posner’s list of the top one hundred intellectu-
als from the turn of the century, economists outnumbered every other 
academic discipline.19 A more recent analysis of the online influence of 
thought leaders also showed that economists easily dominate all other 
academic disciplines.20 Last decade, Steven Leavitt’s Freakonomics was 
a publishing sensation. This decade, Thomas Piketty’s eight-hundred-​
plus-​page treatise on inequality, Capital in the Twenty-​First Century, 
translated from French, rose to the number one sales rank on Amazon.21 
Economics appears to have supplanted literary criticism as the “univer-
sal methodology” of superstar intellectuals. The dismal science domi-
nates the marketplace of ideas.

The perception problem extends beyond policymakers and the 
mainstream media. The broader public appears to share policymakers’ 
disdain for political science. In 2014, the American Political Science 
Association commissioned a task force to report on the public’s percep-
tion of the discipline. The task force’s glum conclusion:  “The wider 
public does not seem to view political science as a useful resource for 
a better understanding of politics or as an aid to solving public prob-
lems… . To the extent that the American knows what political science 
is, they know it more as something that is taught at universities rather 
than something that has more widespread use.”22

Political scientists have deeply internalized the irrelevance of the dis-
cipline in public policy debates. Most essays by political scientists on 
this topic offer up Eeyore-​like laments about their own ineffectiveness. 
Stephen Walt is one of the most widely known international relations 
theorists, a coauthor of the controversial book The Israel Lobby, and 
a regular contributor to Foreign Policy. He nevertheless wrote in 2012 
that “academic theory—​including my own work—​has had relatively 
little direct or indirect impact on actual state behavior. Scholars may 
tell themselves that they are ‘speaking truth to power,’ but most of the 
time the powerful don’t listen.”23 Stephen D. Krasner, a prominent in-
ternational relations theorist who served as Condoleezza Rice’s director 
of policy planning at the State Department, has offered a similar as-
sessment.24 Multiple studies and surveys conclude that international 
relations scholars believe that the discipline has drifted away from 
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policy-​relevant scholarship toward more basic research—​even though 
most scholars also believe that their own research is policy relevant.25 
The American Political Science Association acknowledges that “there 
is a strong consensus … that scholars are unnecessarily detached from 
many audiences that want to know more about political science.”26 
Even as blogs like The Monkey Cage have expanded the means through 
which political scientists can influence the marketplace of ideas, econo-
mist Tyler Cowen concludes that “political science still lags far behind 
economics.”27

To sum up: all of the evidence shows that economics sits at the top 
of the social science pyramid; it is the most significant discipline in the 
marketplace of ideas. Political science is less significant, even in the 
sphere of international affairs.

What is particularly impressive about economics’ pre-​eminence in the 
marketplace of ideas is just how badly the profession has screwed up 
over the past decade. Prior to 2008, numerous economists had claimed 
that the state of macroeconomic theory was excellent and that a broad 
intellectual consensus had been achieved. Nobel Prize-​winner Robert 
Lucas crystallized this consensus when he wrote, “Macroeconomics in 
this original sense has succeeded: Its central problem of depression pre-
vention has been solved, for all practical purposes, and has in fact been 
solved for many decades.”28 International Monetary Fund (IMF) chief 
economist Olivier Blanchard opened a spectacularly ill-​timed August 
2008 paper by asserting, “The state of macro is good.”29 Very few fi-
nance economists accurately warned about the dangers of the hous-
ing bubble prior to the 2008 financial crisis.30 Indeed, when economist 
Raghuram Rajan raised concerns about excessive financial engineering 
in 2005, Larry Summers accused him of being a “Luddite.” Ideas like 
the efficient markets hypothesis helped to spur the policy conditions 
that created the bubble in the first place.31

The years since the 2008 financial crisis have also not been kind 
to economic contributors to the marketplace of ideas. Forecasters 
of all stripes have failed badly. Behavioral economist Richard Thaler 
concluded, “Economic models make a lot of bad predictions.”32 He 
was not exaggerating. Economists at the Federal Reserve have persis-
tently overestimated projected growth since the collapse of Lehman 
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Brothers. The IMF’s forecasters have had to continually revise down-
ward their short-​term projections for global economic growth. The 
failure rate was so bad that the IMF devoted research to why so many 
revisions have been necessary.33 The trouble is that the incentives of 
the economics profession do not place a high value on predictive ac-
curacy. As economist Noah Smith noted in Bloomberg, “the kind of 
theories that are held in the highest regard are usually not empirically 
successful ones, but new ones—​theories that use new kinds of math, 
for instance.”34 The field of macroeconomics has committed particu-
larly egregious errors, with its primary model a “rhetorical swindle on 
the lay public,” as one economist phrased it.35 After a brief consen-
sus around Keynesianism that emerged after the collapse of Lehman 
Brothers, a group of more conservative economists began to dissent. 
Two key economic papers offered intellectual succor to pro-​austerity 
policies. In October 2009, Alberto Alesina and Silvia Ardagna pub-
lished a National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) paper that 
made multiple pro-​austerity arguments.36 In January 2010, Carmen 
Reinhart and Kenneth Rogoff also published an NBER paper buttress-
ing the argument for fiscal austerity by arguing that countries with a 
debt-​to-​GDP ratio higher than 90 percent would experience severe 
growth slowdowns. Paul Krugman asserted that Reinhart and Rogoff’s 
paper “may have had more immediate influence on public debate than 
any previous paper in the history of economics.”37 Acting as thought 
leaders, these economists went beyond their findings in delivering 
policy recommendations. The effects of these austerity policies ranged 
from contractionary to devastating.38 Subsequent research challenged 
the findings of both papers, but only after austerity wreaked economic 
and political havoc across Europe.39 Little wonder that World Bank 
chief economist Paul Romer concluded, “For more than three decades, 
macroeconomics has gone backwards.”40

As for financial economics, University of Chicago economist Luigi 
Zingales has lambasted his own subfield, acknowledging that “our view 
of the benefits of finance is inflated.”41 Stanford University professor 
Paul Pfleiderer accuses finance scholars of using models as chameleons, 
engaging in “theoretical cherry-​picking” to advance ideas that are not 
necessarily grounded in reality.42 Investment adviser Barry Ritholz has 
repeatedly blasted the “zombie ideas” that economists have put forward 
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before and after the 2008 crisis.43 Other economists acknowledged 
that a narrow focus on financial variables caused them to miss political 
sources of the crisis and its aftermath.44 These failures buttress Alan 
Blinder’s decades-​old maxim that economists are listened to the most 
when they agree with each other the least.45

Even in areas where the consensus of economists has been particu-
larly strong, such as free trade, mistakes have been made. Survey after 
survey of economists show widespread support for trade liberalization. 
Economists overwhelmingly concur that free trade increases produc-
tivity and consumer choice, and in the long run these gains are much 
larger than any effects on employment.46 Nonetheless, economists 
have frequently oversold the benefits of free trade in policy debates.47 
There is strong evidence, for example, that China’s admission to the 
World Trade Organization had severe distributional effects on the US 
economy. Wages stayed stagnant and unemployment rates remained 
high for a decade in many sectors after China trade shock commenced. 
Furthermore, workers who lost jobs due to Chinese imports experi-
enced greater job churn and a permanent reduction in their lifetime 
income.48 Several economists have bemoaned the fact that econo-
mists make such simplistic arguments for free trade to the public, even 
though they debate the precise benefits among themselves.49 The New 
York Times’ economics correspondent Binyamin Appelbaum concluded 
that “economists have oversold their case” when it comes to free trade.50

Such high-​profile errors are legion and increasingly recognized 
within the profession.51 Barry Eichengreen acknowledged that “[the 
2008 financial crisis] has cast into doubt much of what we thought 
we knew about economics… . We now know that much of what we 
thought was true was not.” Paul Krugman wrote, “As I see it, the eco-
nomics profession went astray because economists, as a group, mistook 
beauty, clad in impressive-​looking mathematics, for truth.”52 Romer 
has expressed concern with the “mathiness” of debates in academic 
economics.53 Even sympathetic pundits are writing about the field’s 
internal flaws.54 And yet little has changed in terms of the discipline 
itself. The economists that made the most errant statements about 
the 2008 financial crisis have actually seen their citations increase. 
Economics “looks like a closed, inefficient market with high barriers 
to entry.”55
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To be clear, it is not as though political science has a sterling record 
either. Major shocks like the peaceful end of the Cold War, the 2011 
Arab Spring, and the 2016 GOP presidential primary have surprised 
political scientists.56 Even on smaller predictions, the discipline has 
gotten things wrong.57 Still, political science has also gotten some big 
things very, very right. Political scientists took the lead in beating back 
arguments that civilian casualties in violent conflict were all about “an-
cient hatreds.”58 Most international relations scholars opposed the 2003 
invasion of Iraq and resisted the “rally round the flag” that occurred in 
the run-​up to the invasion.59 The 2016 election forecasting models of 
political scientists, which rely on factors like economic conditions and 
incumbency, significantly outperformed forecasts that relied exclusively 
on polls.60 There are areas where political science has developed a strong 
consensus at variance with the Beltway consensus: the exaggerated im-
portance that policymakers place on reputation in world politics, or 
the limited influence foreign ownership of US debt has on American 
foreign policy. Nonetheless, policymakers have pretty much ignored 
political scientists on these issues.

There is a vague recognition among foreign policy elites that maybe 
economics has some issues. My survey of opinion elites showed that they 
believed economics was the most influential discipline, as Figure 4.1  
showed. However, in terms of which discipline they found to be per-
sonally the most useful, Figure 4.2 shows that economics lagged behind 
history. Despite all of this, economists are still the cock of the walk 
among the social sciences, crowding out other disciplines that could 
proffer policy advice.61 As Thaler noted, “of all the social scientists, 
economists carry the most sway when it comes to influencing public 
policy. In fact, they hold a virtual monopoly on giving policy advice. 
Until very recently, other social scientists were rarely invited to the 
table.”62 Or, as Harris-​Perry explains, the mainstream media percep-
tion is that “there’s no presumption that political scientists have unique 
information that can’t be garnered by economists.”63

What is particularly striking is the contrast between how econom-
ics responded to its intellectual crises in the 1970s versus how it has 
responded over the past decade. In the 1970s, the failure of economics 
led to a sea change in the discipline. Keynesian theories, which had 
dominated the discipline in the postwar era, were cast aside in the wake 
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of stagflation.64 Approaches grounded in individual choice, rational ex-
pectations, and the power of markets quickly took hold. These theories 
failed to cope with the vicissitudes of the 2008 financial crisis and its 
aftermath. And yet this failure has not led to any ideational shifts in the 
discipline. Indeed, according to one analysis, economics is the social 
science with the greatest degree of paradigmatic rigidity.65

Economists have committed every possible sin that Kristof accused 
the academy of as a whole. The discipline has not changed much at all 
in the wake of discomfiting real-​world events that call some core as-
sumptions into question. Nevertheless, economists continue to thrive 
in the Ideas Industry. Why?

As Fourcade and others have observed, one source of economists’ influ-
ence over the marketplace of ideas has been their supreme confidence in 
the rightness of their core principles.66 Economists believe that, com-
pared to their kindred social scientists, they possess a superior analytical 
toolkit. Indeed, this confidence breeds a casual arrogance. Economists 
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FIGURE 4.2  Elite Confidence in Social Science Disciplines
Notes: Ideas Industry elite survey response to: “How much confidence do YOU cur-
rently have in the research generated from the following social science disciplines?” 
(Number of respondents = 198).
Source: Author survey.
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treat other branches of the social sciences with condescension that bor-
ders on contempt.67 Consider Dani Rodrik. He has demonstrated an 
appreciation for the value of other social science disciplines in much of 
his work. Nevertheless, in Economics Rules he offers up numerous asides 
about how economics is more rigorous than the rest of the social sci-
ences: “Economics is by and large the only social science that remains 
almost entirely impenetrable to those who have not undertaken the 
requisite apprenticeship in graduate school.”68 Even when economists 
acknowledge that non-​economic factors are important, their descrip-
tions of those factors are derogatory. In their book This Time Is Different, 
Carmen Reinhart and Kenneth Rogoff acknowledge that “institutions, 
corruption, and governance” matter far more than capital/​labor ratios 
in determining relative national affluence, but they describe these as 
“ ‘soft’ factors.”69 If there is one word that social scientists do not want 
associated with their research, it is “soft.”

In a society in which economic literacy is low and innumeracy is 
high, this kind of confidence is in and of itself a form of intellectual 
power. The self-​confidence of economists becomes self-​reinforcing; 
since they are given the most respect, it stands to reason that they must 
have earned it.

Economists also out-​earn mathematicians despite not being as well 
trained in mathematics.70 This suggests that the higher status of econo-
mists is not really a function of better analytical tools. Nevertheless, 
other social sciences, particularly political science, have tried to ape eco-
nomic methods, techniques, and style. Quantitative articles went from 
making up less than 40 percent of American Political Science Review ar-
ticles in 1968 to more than 60 percent by 1998.71 Economists embraced 
game theory in the 1970s; political scientists embraced it soon after. As 
economists shifted into experimental methods and randomized con-
trolled trials in the 1990s, political scientists embraced this technique 
in the 2000s.

At a minimum, this scientific turn has caused fellow scientists to 
treat political science with more respect. When Congress cut National 
Science Foundation funding for political science, the National Academy 
of Science held an event outside Capitol Hill to protest the attack on the 
social sciences.72 Both Science and Nature—​the leading journals in all 
of the sciences—​ran editorials condemning these efforts.73 Numerous 
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scientific associations ranging from the American Physical Society to 
the Union of Concerned Scientists also released statements blasting the 
move.74

As political scientists adopt the methodologies of economics, they 
have also tried to ape their self-​confidence. Political scientists increas-
ingly cast themselves as scientific experts when engaging the public, 
policymakers, and each other. Some have labeled this as a “resurgent 
neo-​positivism.”75 This had some interesting effects on how political 
scientists talk to each other. Within international relations scholarship, 
there has been a concerted effort by some scholars to argue that para-
digmatic debates are a thing of the past. According to this logic, “isms” 
like realism, feminism, or constructivism do not matter as much as 
scientific scholarship.76 This has been reflected in prominent textbooks 
about international relations, which do not talk about paradigmatic ap-
proaches but instead emphasize interests and institutions.77 Lawrence 
Mead notes about political science discourse:

Formerly, giving a paper at a seminar or conference would lead 
to questions about the argument and then a wide-​ranging discus-
sion of the issues raised. Today, the questions are much more about 
methodology, and there is little interest in the argument otherwise. 
Compared to their predecessors, today’s political scientists are more 
skilled technically but less knowledgeable about politics and govern-
ment and less intellectual.78

These tropes are entirely consistent with how economists talk to 
each other. This mindset affects how political scientists engage with 
the public—​or refrain from doing so. Vavreck, for example, argues 
that scholarly political scientists do not need to present their work 
in an accessible fashion because “it is not any scientist’s job to make 
the results of their scientific work accessible to a layperson.”79 At this 
point, the fundamental difference between the two disciplines is that 
economic policymakers and business leaders accept the idea that eco-
nomic methodologies and theory-​building enterprises have value and 
are worth using as a guide to policymaking. Policymakers view econo-
mists as experts, but political scientists as charlatans. Many members of 
the foreign policy community explicitly reject the notion that political 
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science methodologies and techniques can explain much in world poli-
tics. Political scientists who have served in government have confirmed 
this claim.80 Economic policymakers have imbibed the methodology 
and jargon of economists in a way that foreign affairs officials have not 
with international relations. Indeed, foreign policy leaders clearly pos-
sess their own implicit theories of how international relations works, 
and those theories are often at variance with scholarly approaches.81 
Even other intellectuals look down on political scientists. In The Age of 
American Unreason, Susan Jacoby blasted public officials for embracing 
“junk thought” at the expense of the natural sciences. Nevertheless, she 
also blasted political scientists because: “When they draw conclusions 
about the future behavior of the human species on past behavior, their 
reasoning is often highly unscientific.”82

Political scientists therefore appear to have the worst of both worlds. 
They are trying to copy the insularity that makes economists successful 
within the academy, but they have not earned the same professional 
cachet. And political scientists confront public audiences that do not 
view them with the same confidence as they view economists. Maybe, 
just maybe, political scientists have misinterpreted the reason that 
economists have thrived in the marketplace of ideas.

Economists have stayed at the top of the social science pyramid 
because when they engage the public sphere, they do not act like 
public intellectuals; they act like thought leaders. Economists share a 
strong consensus about the virtues of free markets, free trade, capital 
mobility, and entrepreneurialism. From Adam Smith onward, eco-
nomics has been able to preach a “win-​win” doctrine. If individuals 
pursue their self-​interest, society as a whole will benefit, as if guided 
by an invisible hand. The liberating power of markets was empha-
sized even more in the wake of Keynesianism’s decline in the 1970s. 
Free market critics like Joseph Stiglitz or Paul Krugman nonetheless 
favor having the state use market forces to cure market ills, and even 
liberal economics textbooks talk about the inefficiencies of regula-
tion.83 Dani Rodrik notes in Economics Rules, “Promoting markets in 
public debates has today become almost a professional obligation… . 
In public, the tendency is to close ranks and support free markets and 
free trade.”84
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Economists are able to proselytize ideas that are music to the ears of 
those plumping for the modern Ideas Industry. Conservatives suspi-
cious of state intervention in the economy wholeheartedly embrace a 
laissez-​faire message. Liberals suspicious of free markets will nonethe-
less accept advice on how to use market methods to tweak regulations 
and incentivize behavior. Plutocrats who believe in the power of eco-
nomic dynamism and technological innovation embrace the ideas put 
forth by neoclassical economics.

The growth of the modern Ideas Industry has provided powerful sup-
port to the economics profession. As Thomas Piketty noted in his tome 
on inequality, “among the members of these upper income groups are 
US academic economists, many of whom believe that the economy of 
the United States is working fairly well and, in particular, that it rewards 
talent and merit accurately and precisely.”85 And as Chrystia Freeland 
observed, “academics in fields the plutocracy values can multiply their 
salaries by working as consultants and speakers to super-​elite audi-
ences… . Even as they cash their speaking fees from the super-​elite, 
these academics shape the way all of us think about the economy.”86 
A Stanford professor of finance acknowledged to a reporter: “In eco-
nomics and finance, if I’m trying to decide whether I’m going to write 
something favorable or unfavorable to bankers, well, if it’s favorable that 
might get me a dinner in Manhattan with movers and shakers.”87

In contrast, critics accuse political science of ignoring “the real world” 
and not being a true science.88 The discipline’s doubling down on posi-
tivism is problematic for two reasons. First, political scientists lack the 
strong normative consensus of economics. Regardless of ideology or 
method, almost all economists share the core normative emphasis on 
Pareto optimization. In economics, a Pareto-​improving move is one 
that makes at least one person better off without making anyone else 
worse off. If an economic policy meets these criteria, then every econo-
mist in the world would laud such a move. This principle of allocative 
efficiency is at the root of all mainstream economics. Such a principle 
narrows the range of debate but it also makes it easier for economists to 
debate policy among themselves.

Political science lacks a common normative core—​and for good rea-
sons. There are different political values that are considered worthwhile 
beyond “efficient” institutions. Concepts like democracy, sovereignty, 
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equality, order, security, justice, and liberty are all valued but can con-
flict with each other. There is no consensus within the political science 
discipline about which values should be prioritized. And without that 
basic normative consensus, political scientists will disagree about first 
principles. This renders the discipline less appealing to laymen.

The erosion of trust, combined with political science’s insistence 
on its scientific status, further hampers the discipline’s ability to in-
fluence the broader public. For example, when Congress forced the 
National Science Foundation to cut funding for political science, the 
Nature editorial that criticized the action stated, “The idea that politi-
cians should decide what is worthy of research is perilous. The proper 
function of democracy is to establish impartial bodies of experts and 
leave it to them.”89 This theory of government might sit well with 
some progressives, but for many citizens, it sounds elitist, conde-
scending, and anti-​democratic. Not surprisingly, the National Review 
responded to the editorial by pointing out, “Nature’s blatant advo-
cacy of technocracy stands in direct contradiction to the text of and 
principles embodied by the U.S. Constitution.”90 Political scientists 
want to argue that they offer expertise. But in the political sphere, 
the assertion of expertise can imply that citizens either should not or 
do not have a right to decide. That can be somewhat off-​putting in a 
democracy.

Political science is also more vulnerable than economics to the charge 
of partisan bias. To be sure, academic economists are less conservative 
than the American public. Many of the most prominent economists, 
such as Paul Krugman and Joseph Stiglitz, are liberals. Still, the survey 
data clearly demonstrate that compared to political scientists, econo-
mists hold relatively conservative policy views.91 Whether one looks at 
party affiliation, voting patterns, or policy preferences, the results are 
the same. Compared to the rest of the social sciences, the economics 
profession is more conservative and demonstrates a greater heterogene-
ity of views. Furthermore, as Daniel Klein and Charlotta Stern con-
clude, “in nearly every case, academic economists of both parties are 
less supportive of economic intervention than their counterparts in the 
other disciplines.”92 Intriguingly, conservatives are more likely to go 
into macroeconomics or finance—​two of the fields in which economics 
exercises the most outsized influence on public policy.93



118	 The Ideas Industry

118

In contrast, political scientists are more liberal and more homog-
enous in their liberalism. Their policy advice is therefore easier to cari-
cature as partisan. Political scientist Rogers Smith noted, “If political 
scientists pay special attention to the poor and to marginalized com-
munities, they are likely to be accused of … doing nothing beyond 
spouting liberal biases.”94 Fellow political scientist Ronald Rogowski 
concurs, noting that “contemporary political science suffers from too 
much policy relevance, not too little. Politicians simply do not like 
the policies that scholarly research supports, prefer policies (often put 
forward by charlatans) that better suit their … ideologies.”95 Robert 
Jervis, one of the most erudite international relations scholars in the 
field, admits, “It makes a difference to our research that most of us are 
liberals.”96

Conservatives take great glee in highlighting the ways in which aca-
demic political science is out of touch with the rest of the country.97 
It is unsurprising that the latest congressional push to limit National 
Science Foundation funding of political science originated with conser-
vative Republicans.98 In the present day, the easiest way for a conserva-
tive to discredit any political science intervention in the marketplace 
of ideas is to describe it as academic—​and therefore left of center. An 
American Political Science Association task force report concluded, 
“Political science often occupies an uncomfortable place in the public 
sphere. As recent events in Washington remind us, partisan participants 
in policy and government are not obligated to give political science 
much deference, even if political scientists have valuable expertise and 
seek to convey it in a non-​partisan manner.”99

The accusation of partisan bias particularly affects areas where politi-
cal science scholars have a collective and informed opinion that is at 
variance with the majority of the American electorate. There are several 
issues, for example, on which international relations scholars collec-
tively hold different attitudes than either policymakers or the public. 
Academic political scientists are far more skeptical about the use of 
force than the public. Comparison polling of political scientists and the 
general public in 2015 showed that the American public was far more 
optimistic about using force to handle problems in Ukraine, Sudan, 
Myanmar, and the Middle East more generally. The gap was widest on 
Iran: 63 percent of Americans supported using military force against a 
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near-​nuclear Iran. By contrast, the use of force earned only 22 percent 
support from international relations scholars.100 Disagreements like 
these are precisely the arena where the weight of academic expertise 
would hopefully have an impact on public opinion. Because of rising 
political polarization, however, it is difficult for partisans to treat politi-
cal science as an objective body of knowledge.101

The greatest culture clash between political science and the Ideas 
Industry, however, comes with the rise a new class of plutocrats. The 
problem goes to the nature of so many of the discipline’s conclusions. 
Ezra Klein ably observed:

Political scientists traffic in structural explanations for American pol-
itics. They can’t tell you what an individual senator thinks, or what 
message the president’s campaign will try out next. But they can tell 
you, in general, how polarized the Senate is by party, and whether 
independent voters are just partisans in disguise, and how predict-
able elections generally are. 102

This is true, and mirrors the gap between political scientists and the 
American public on policy outcomes. Ordinary Americans consistently 
emphasize the influence of individual politicians on policy; political sci-
entists are more inclined to emphasize structures.103 Former American 
Political Science Association president Jennifer Hochschild thinks that 
political scientists have gone too far in the direction of structuralist argu-
ments: “the loss of human agency as a driving force in explaining political 
phenomena—​that’s the core transformation [in political science] from 
1960 to 2000.”104 As a result, the discipline has been hampered in its 
ability to explain when human agency can change the course of politics.

International relations scholars also stress structural factors. Very 
little international relations research focuses on individual-​level vari-
ables like leadership—​much less focuses on individual leaders.105 The 
major international relations paradigms in recent decades have been 
systemic in nature. They mostly argue that the international system 
imposes powerful structural constraints on state behavior. The bible 
of academic realists is Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics, 
which explicitly states, “The texture of international politics remains 
highly constant, patterns recur, and events repeat themselves endlessly. 
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The relations that prevail internationally seldom shift rapidly in type 
or in quality. They are marked instead by a dismaying persistence.” 
Waltz adds, “Over the centuries states have changed in many ways, 
but the quality of international life has remained much the same.”106 
For realists, little has changed in international relations since the days 
of Thucydides. Similarly, the dominant approach to international po-
litical economy is “open economy politics.” This paradigm stresses the 
myriad ways in which domestic interests and institutions constrain the 
ability of even powerful decision makers to deviate from status-​quo 
policies in the absence of exogenous shocks. It is not systemic in the 
same way as realism, but it nevertheless posits a world in which struc-
tures and institutions impose powerful constraints on individual actors. 
Decision makers have limited autonomy in the open economy politics 
paradigm.107

Structural explanations of politics do not go over well with either 
policymakers or plutocrats. The essence of structuralist narratives is 
that individuals have little agency in the here and now. Policymakers, 
in contrast, are biased toward trying to do something. They are there-
fore interested in the best course of positive action, not all of the rea-
sons for doing nothing. As Stephen Walt notes, “policymakers are 
often less interested in explaining a general tendency than in figuring 
out how to overcome it.”108 International relations scholarship focuses 
on aggregate data; both entrepreneurs and policymakers are notori-
ous for overemphasizing the particular pieces of firsthand information 
they possess.109 Indeed, the problem is more existential than that; most 
international relations scholarship does not think that any particular 
policy principal is terribly important. This is a worldview that no poli-
cymaker wants to hear. When former secretary of state Dean Acheson 
found out that he was being treated as a dependent variable in one 
study, he strenuously objected, feeling that he was an independent 
variable.110 Media outlets are also uninterested in this kind of deter-
ministic worldview. Political scientists make boring pundits, because 
their standard response to most headlines is “It’s not that important.”

As much as policymakers and the mainstream media might not like 
to hear political scientists sound structuralist, potential patrons like 
hearing it even less. Plutocrats hold a worldview of politics that is some-
what at variance with how actual politics works; they believe that policy 
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problems consist mostly of either engineering problems that can be 
fixed quickly, or of situations ripe for the disruptive culture of Silicon 
Valley. Most philanthrocapitalists simply fail to appreciate the notion 
of clashing interests. For plutocrats to change their minds about how 
politics work, they would have to want to listen to political scientists. 
Which they largely do not.

Successful entrepreneurs believe that they got to their current station 
due to effort, creativity, and risk taking.112 In other words, plutocrats 
very much believe in their own agency. They have little patience for less 
wealthy academics who would suggest anything different. Furthermore, 
many philanthropists are interested in spending their money to influ-
ence the marketplace of ideas. If they are honest, political scientists are 
likely to tell them that the influence of their super PACs or their activist 
foundations will be vastly overstated. When political science does this, 
however, it is essentially telling plutocrats that they do not matter as 
much as they think they do. This is the one thing that billionaires do 
not want to hear.

Some economists recognize that although they are powerful brokers 
within the Ideas Industry, this may not be such a good thing. Rodrik 
acknowledges that “when it comes to the issues of the day, [economists’] 
views often converge in ways that cannot be justified by the strength 
of the available evidence.”113 He goes on to note those economists who 
engage with the public—​whom he labels “hedgehogs”—​are different 
from the “foxes” that comprise the rest of the discipline:

The hedgehogs take on a problem that can always be predicted: the 
solution lies in freer markets, regardless of the exact nature of 
and context for the economic problem. Foxes will answer “it de-
pends”; sometimes they recommend more markets, sometimes more 
government.

Economics needs fewer hedgehogs and more foxes engaged in 
public debate.114

Rodrik might be correct that more foxes would lead to more nuanced 
economic advice, but he misunderstands the source of his discipline’s 
influence. Economists believe that their power is due to the inherent 
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superiority of their discipline. The truth is somewhat less savory; they 
succeed precisely because they act as confident thought leaders. What 
other social sciences lack is a message that resonates with the patrons 
of the new Ideas Industry. As a result, disciplines like political science 
have taken as many steps backwards as forwards in engaging the public 
sphere. Many political scientists have gotten better at adapting to the 
modern Ideas Industry. The discipline writ large, however, has imbibed 
the wrong lessons from the success of economics.

The shift in academic political science rhetoric to a more scientific 
cast has, if anything, exacerbated the problem. It affects how many 
political scientists think about engaging the rest of the public. Trying 
to talk about politics to a general audience using only the language of 
science has consequences. The use of scientific argot to discuss political 
phenomena makes sense when political scientists talk to each other, but 
not to the wider public. When political scientists use the neutral lan-
guage of science to discuss genocide or police brutality, the public views 
them as talking about terrible things matter-​of-​factly.115 More gener-
ally, when debates about policy pivot over methodological disputes, the 
public tunes out completely.

Economists have done well in the new marketplace of ideas. 
Collectively, the rest of the social sciences have not done as well. They 
possess all of the insularity and inaccessibility of economics and none 
of the public cachet. So it would seem that the rest of the social sciences 
have big problems.

It could be worse, however; they could be working at a think tank. 
The next chapter discusses how and why think tanks have it even worse 
than political scientists.
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Q

 This Is Not Your Father’s Think Tank

Travel down Massachusetts Avenue in Northwest DC and you’ll find your-
self in the heart of an industry that was, when it began, unique to the na-
tion’s capital.

—​ Peter Singer

When Jim DeMint succeeded founder Edwin Feulner as president of 
The Heritage Foundation in early 2013, he took the reins of the con-
servative movement’s premiere think tank. Since its inception in 1973, 
Heritage had pushed aggressively and successfully to capture the ear of 
Congress. The think tank was known for producing short policy briefs 
with analytical bite. In the fall of 2012, the Cato Institute’s Ed Crane de-
scribed Heritage as “the leading conservative organization in the coun-
try.” Even liberals like the Progressive Policy Institute’s Will Marshall 
acknowledged that under Feulner, Heritage “wrote the book on how 
to market and popularize political ideas.”1 It is impossible to read press 
accounts of Heritage without seeing statements like “de facto policy 
arm of the congressional conservative caucus” or “the gold standard of 
conservative, forward-​looking thought” or “provided the blueprint for 
the Republican Party’s ideas in Washington” shot through them.2

The evidence to back up those assertions was compelling. Heritage’s 
Index of Economic Freedom has been an important gauge of the 
market-​friendliness of national policies around the world; it is also a 
component of the US Millennium Challenge Corporation’s criteria 
for dispensing American foreign aid. The foundation’s Center for Data 
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Analysis had the necessary intellectual firepower to compete with the 
Office of Management and Budget and the Congressional Budget Office 
in modeling the economic impact of proposed legislation. On issues 
ranging from health care to missile defense, The Heritage Foundation 
reports had been influential over Republican and Democratic admin-
istrations alike. Regardless of whether politicians liked or disliked the 
content of Heritage’s ideas, they could not ignore them.

There was some trepidation among conservative intellectuals when 
the DeMint announcement was made.3 Feulner was known as a full-​
blown policy wonk; DeMint was known to be many things, but an 
intellectual was not one of them. Upon hearing the news of DeMint’s 
appointment, Commentary editor John Podhoretz warned, “If ideas 
do not play the central role, Heritage will hollow itself out, and that 
would be a great shame.” Weekly Standard editor William Kristol was 
equally wary:  “My concern is perhaps too much activism (which of 
course I have nothing against) and too little thinking.”4 Liberals were 
more blunt. Ezra Klein noted, “You don’t name Jim DeMint head of 
your think tank because you’re trying to improve the quality of your 
scholarship.”5

Both Heritage and DeMint portrayed it as a perfect pairing, how-
ever. One of Heritage’s senior fellows viewed DeMint’s presidency as a 
natural extension of Heritage’s traditional strengths: “What this means 
is that the intellectual rigor and innovative ideas of our scholars and 
researchers, as well as our strong membership base, will now be united 
with the most effective, principled political leader on Capitol Hill.”6 
DeMint echoed these sentiments. He said in his announcement that 
“the conservative movement needs strong leadership in the battle of 
ideas” and pledged to the Wall Street Journal that he would “protect 
the integrity of Heritage’s research and not politicize the policy compo-
nent. Heritage is not just another grassroots political group.”7 He told 
the Washington Post, “The key for me is to make sure that the Heritage 
Foundation is not politicized in any way. There is never going to be 
any policy issued by the Heritage Foundation directed for the benefit 
of some political goal.”8 A year later, DeMint was still sticking to that 
message, telling the New York Times, “I had no intention to get more 
political. The whole conservative movement counts on Heritage for its 
intellectual integrity.”9
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After DeMint took office, however, there was something of a shift 
in Heritage’s corporate culture.10 DeMint invested more heavily into 
marketing Heritage research across different platforms. The think tank 
launched The Daily Signal, a digital news site that drew on Heritage 
analysis and catered to younger conservatives.11 Policy briefs were de-
signed and promoted for social media. DeMint explained that “con-
servative ideas are invigorating. We had allowed them to become too 
serious.”12 Heritage’s resources were also brought to bear to promote 
DeMint’s own brand; in 2013 he traveled across the country with 
Senator Ted Cruz to rally opposition to Obamacare. In 2014 DeMint 
went on tour to promote his new book.13

The changes went far beyond marketing, however. Under the old 
regime, Heritage was organized into a number of decentralized policy 
concentrations, such as education, health care, and national security. 
Under DeMint, the think tank created temporary teams devoted to 
whichever issue he wanted to push that day. DeMint’s staff reviewed 
all Heritage papers to ensure that they conformed to the official policy 
of the think tank. He also boosted the profile of Heritage Action, the 
think tank’s 501(c)(4) political action arm.14 Heritage Action was the 
brainchild of the chairman of Heritage’s board, private equity million-
aire George Saunders III. According to a Wall Street Journal op-​ed an-
nouncing its creation, Heritage Action was to be the “new fangs” to 
Heritage’s “beast.”15 Under DeMint, Heritage Action created a score-
card to grade members of Congress on their ideological fealty. The head 
of Heritage Action had a background in political campaigns but not 
policy. One veteran Heritage staffer described Heritage Action’s lead-
ership as follows: “I was always struck at how they felt absolutely no 
intellectual modesty. They felt totally on par with people who had spent 
thirty years in the field and had Ph.D.s.”16

Even the most generous assessment of DeMint’s record at Heritage 
would conclude that he has produced mixed results. Within the first 
year of DeMint’s tenure, several respected senior researchers left the 
policy shop, including the heads of its Center for Data Analysis, 
Center for Policy Innovation, and senior national security scholars. 
More problematic, however, was Heritage’s missteps in its research. 
The think tank released a study claiming that comprehensive immigra-
tion reform would cost more than $6 trillion.17 It quickly became clear 
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that the number was based on ludicrous assumptions; a Congressional 
Budget Office analysis of the same bill concluded that it would actually 
cut the deficit by $200 billion over ten years. Business Insider labeled 
the Heritage report as “diametrically incorrect.”18 Conservative econo-
mists were even more critical of it. Keith Hennessy, a research fellow 
at the Hoover Institution, said that the Heritage study was “useless for 
making policy decisions.”19 Former Heritage staffers were just as skep-
tical. The former head of Heritage’s Center for Data Analysis described 
the report as one-​sided. Tim Kane, a former Heritage staffer who had 
also written on immigration, blogged that he was “disappointed in its 
poor quality” and that “the pileup of outlandish Heritage estimates 
presents a credibility hurdle.”20 Eventually one of the co-​authors of 
the report resigned from Heritage when it was revealed that his dis-
sertation had focused on the alleged genetic inferiority of Hispanic 
immigrants.21

Immigration was hardly the only issue area where Heritage stum-
bled. The think tank commissioned former Bush administration Office 
of Legal Counsel head Steven Bradbury to write two papers on the 
role of the National Security Administration’s controversial surveil-
lance programs. Bradbury concluded that the surveillance programs 
were in fact legal. According to multiple reports, however, DeMint did 
not like the paper’s conclusions and therefore scotched its publication 
at Heritage.22 The Brookings Institution eventually published one of 
Bradbury’s papers—​providing a marked contrast with Heritage’s ideo-
logical rigidity.

As Heritage’s advocacy for DeMint’s positions mounted, so did the 
political and intellectual blowback. Heritage Action ran afoul of con-
servative members of Congress in 2013 on how it scored votes on the 
farm bill. Both Heritage and DeMint found themselves on the receiv-
ing end of criticism from numerous conservative politicians, including 
Senators Tom Coburn, Marco Rubio, and Orrin Hatch.23 Less than 
a year into DeMint’s tenure, Heritage staffers were banned from the 
weekly lunches of the Republican Study Committee, one of the linch-
pins of the conservative caucus. Congressional staffers reported that 
they relied less on Heritage Foundation analyses for their information. 
By 2016, the think tank was in the peculiar situation of hosting a recep-
tion to honor House Speaker Paul Ryan’s chief of staff at the same time 
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that Heritage Action was lobbying to derail Ryan’s proposed budget 
plan.24

Many liberal intellectuals had derided Heritage’s intellectual quality 
in the past.25 What changed under DeMint was that conservatives began 
doing so as well. They griped to The New Republic, The Atlantic, and 
the New York Times about the eroding quality of Heritage’s research.26 
One GOP communications expert noted ruefully, “The Heritage 
Foundation used to be a place where you had a debate of ideas. Now 
it’s much more tactical, how to raise money.” He warned, “I guarantee 
they won’t be [pro] free trade when DeMint is done with them.”27 Sure 
enough, in June 2015, DeMint wrote an essay for The National Interest 
opposing trade promotion authority for president Obama, claiming 
that the legislation had, “turned into a special interest boondoggle.”28 
Heritage’s outreach to Donald Trump was greater than any other right-​
leaning think tank.29

The effect of Heritage’s new style on its influence was uneven. 
Among foreign and public policy intellectuals, the think tank’s standing 
plummeted. In my 2016 survey of opinion leaders, an overwhelming 
79 percent of respondents said they had little confidence in Heritage 
reports, more than double the percentage of any other think tank in 
the survey. This is not merely a liberal bias against a conservative think 
tank; among opinion leaders who explicitly identified as conservative, 
74 percent expressed little confidence in Heritage reports. Its low stand-
ing can be traced directly to the recent transfer of power. In Feulner’s 
last year as Heritage’s president, the University of Pennsylvania’s Global 
Go To Think Tank Index ranked it among the top fifteen think tanks 
in security, foreign affairs, and international economic relations. Three 
years into DeMint’s tenure, Heritage had fallen out of the top twenty 
in all three categories.30 On foreign policy questions, smaller right-​wing 
think tanks like the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies sup-
planted Heritage’s influence.31 Whatever sway Heritage ever had over 
moderate or liberal politicians dissipated.

Nonetheless, the new regime at Heritage persisted in its new tactics, 
arguing that backbiting from Republican politicians is “the eternal price 
of disruptive thinking.”32 The head of Heritage Action argued that their 
ability to leverage grassroots support through improved communica-
tions technology gave the think tank greater political clout. Heritage’s 
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chief operating officer pointed out that policy reports were meaningless 
unless politicians felt political pressure to read them, and that activities 
like Heritage Action’s scorecards created that pressure: “Our role is not 
to make politicians happy or angry. Our goal is to get the best policy ad-
opted that we can for the country.”33 Heritage senior vice president James 
Jay Carafano argued that Heritage was actually a template to be copied 
by other think tanks:  “In the future, highly competitive and effective 
think tanks are more likely to be paired with sister organizations … that 
perform lobbying and grassroots organizing activities.”34

DeMint and Carafano have a case to make. Even if Heritage’s intel-
lectual reputation is not what it once was, its influence remains. The 
two areas where Heritage improved its Global Go To Think Tank Index 
ranking dramatically after DeMint’s first three years were in “best ad-
vocacy campaign” and “most significant impact on public policy.”35 
Dick Durbin, the number two Democrat in the Senate, said that 
during DeMint’s tenure at Heritage, “the money that he’s been able 
to generate there has created a political force.” Furthermore, for rea-
sons explained later in this chapter, Heritage managed to avoid the 
rash of conflict-​of-​interest allegations that plagued more mainstream 
think tanks like Brookings or the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies. The decline of Heritage’s intellectual quality has come as its 
political grip over the GOP has increased. Despite backbiting about 
Heritage Action, its influence was large enough to entice most of the 
2016 GOP presidential candidates to attend their September 2015 Take 
Back America candidate forum. It is the Washington think tank most 
closely associated with the Trump administration.36

In recent years no other think tank has experienced the kind of 
disruption that DeMint has encouraged at The Heritage Foundation. 
Does this mean that Heritage is an outlier or a harbinger for these kinds 
of organizations?

American intellectuals have a love-​hate relationship with the concept 
of think tanks. On the one hand, by definition, these organizations 
are supposed to participate in the public sphere. Indeed, in contrast 
to universities, the primary purpose of think tanks is to make a dif-
ference in the real world of public policy. A senior vice president of 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies told the Washington 
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Post, “Our number one goal is to have impact on policy.”37 On the 
other hand, a fair number of intellectuals look down upon the think 
tank world. In his 2012 book Think Tanks in America, sociologist Tom 
Medvetz argued that “think tanks must carry out a delicate balanc-
ing act that involves signaling their cognitive autonomy to a gen-
eral audience while at the same time signaling their heteronomy—​
or willingness to subordinate their production to the demands of 
clients—​to a more restricted audience.”38 In essence, Medvetz sug-
gested that the comparative advantage of think tanks has been their 
ability and willingness to kowtow to rich and powerful patrons. In 
doing so, they monopolize what Medvetz labels the “interstitial field” 
between the world of academic ideas and public policy. This is not a 
terribly flattering portrayal of the only industry that is indigenous to 
Washington, DC.

I know something about think tanks. I  currently serve as a non-
resident senior fellow at the Brookings Institution and the Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs. In the past I  worked at two other think 
tanks—​RAND and the Council on Foreign Relations. I have written 
commissioned papers, delivered talks, and participated in roundtables 
at numerous others. From my firsthand observations, I would suggest 
that the reality is more nuanced than Medvetz suggests. The think tanks 
I worked with felt like a hybrid between an academic department and a 
law firm. The substantive discussions were just as serious and analytical 
as those I would have encountered at the University of Chicago or the 
Fletcher School. But there were some uneasy moments as well. On at 
least one occasion, I felt like my think tank boss was trying to reverse-​
engineer a report I was writing. He knew the conclusions he wanted 
the report to draw and just wanted to make sure that my analysis was 
consistent with that conclusion. There were also additional discussions 
about the presentation and marketing of ideas that simply did not 
occur in the academy. My first exposure to PowerPoint was at RAND; 
by the mid-​1990s they had already developed detailed guidelines about 
how to optimize its use. A generation later, most of the academy has 
yet to catch up.

A more charitable interpretation of the hundred-​year history of think 
tanks is that they have always steered between two shores. They have 
strived for rigorous, policy-​relevant scholarship consistent with the 
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highest academic research standards.39 As former American Enterprise 
Institute president Christopher DeMuth put it, “think tanks serve as 
storehouses of ideas, patiently developed and nurtured, waiting for the 
crisis when practical men are desperately seeking a new approach.”40 
Think tanks believe that policymakers will listen to them because of 
the quality of their ideas, and rigorous analytical work is one way to 
maintain that quality. At their best, think tanks inform, frame, and 
elevate policy debates, leveraging their intellectual capital into affecting 
policy outputs. They exist as crucial reservoirs of expertise and incuba-
tors of talent that governments can tap when they face an acute policy 
challenge. A heterogeneous array of think tanks can offer the contrarian 
voice to a policy community that might be beset with groupthink. In 
2006, a Mackinac Center intern coined the term “Overton window” to 
refer to the politically acceptable range of policy options at any given 
moment. He argued that one purpose of a think tank was to forcefully 
articulate ideas consistent with its political philosophy, even if those 
policy ideas are outside that window: “Think tanks can shape public 
opinion and shift the Overton window by educating legislators and 
the public about sound public policy.”41 In this way, a think tank can 
nurture ideas that disrupt the status quo and eventually become politi-
cally palatable.

These are some lofty aims. However, both think tanks as institutions 
and individual analysts in the employ of think tanks must also cater 
to client demands more than even the most conciliatory of academ-
ics. Universities have larger endowments and an additional revenue 
stream from tuition; think tanks are much more reliant upon benefac-
tors, donors, and grants to finance themselves. Individual researchers at 
these institutions are also more interested in serving the government, 
causing them to be more solicitous of the needs of the bureaucracy.42 
This incentive structure suggests that think tanks pushing for a seat at 
the policymaking table will be less critical of powerful organizations 
than academics.43 Furthermore, think tanks measure their self-​worth 
expressly on their public visibility in important debates and private 
influence over key policymakers. Top-​tier academic departments and 
public policy schools want to influence the marketplace of ideas; think 
tanks need to do so. In the competition for public attention, needing it 
more matters.
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Since their inception, think tanks have struggled to navigate the 
cross-​pressures that are now buffeting the rest of the Ideas Industry. 
During some periods they have managed this tension well. Recently, 
however, there is a growing lament inside Washington that American 
think tanks are not what they used to be. Bipartisan nostalgia about 
previous eras when think tanks mattered more in foreign policy debates 
suggests that maybe they are currently not living up to their poten-
tial.44 David Rothkopf declares that “far too little bold thinking goes on 
in the country’s think tanks.”45 Senior Obama administration officials 
view much of the think tank community as in the pocket of either Arab 
or Israeli funders.46 The Trump administration has, at best, a strained 
relationship with conservative think tanks.47 The disconnect between 
what think tanks used to be and what they are now may be a func-
tion of nostalgia bias. It is easy, through the sands of time, to elide the 
numerous issues on which think tanks had no discernable impact on 
policy outcomes. Nevertheless, academics, journalists, policymakers, 
and think-​tankers themselves share the perception that the think tank 
ecosystem has changed in the United States.

If the academy is finding the new Ideas Industry to be choppy waters, 
think tanks are confronting a full-​blown tsunami. James McGann, who 
directs the University of Pennsylvania’s think tanks and civil society pro-
gram, has flatly stated that “think tanks face extinction unless they learn 
how to innovate and adapt to a rapidly changing political economy.”48 
The shifts discussed in Chapter 2 have had profound effects on how 
think tanks fund and commission research. These tectonic shifts have 
also triggered a raft of allegations about the relative autonomy of these 
organizations from their donors. Many US-​based think tanks have re-
ceived funding from sources that could implicitly or explicitly constrain 
their intellectual autonomy. Recent reporting alleges that these dona-
tions have affected the research aims of several prominent think tanks.49 
Whether American think tanks can maintain their collective relevancy 
going forward—​and whether that is a good thing—​depends on how 
they adapt to the new Ideas Industry. The Heritage Foundation’s evolu-
tion under DeMint highlights one problematic path, but the collective 
travails of “nonpartisan” think tanks highlight another one. Clearly, the 
Ideas Industry has changed the intellectual and economic climate for 
think tanks.
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The history of think tanks in the United States is conventionally di-
vided into three stages.50 The first wave of these organizations emerged 
during the Progressive Era. Leading reformers believed that technical 
expertise should supplant partisanship and patronage as the best way to 
assist government policymakers. An alliance emerged between progres-
sives eager to inject expertise into government and businesses frustrated 
with capricious government meddling.51 The beginnings of the regula-
tory state triggered a concomitant need for outside experts to consult 
the government on the best ways to craft policy. Think tanks were thus 
born with seed funding from the Rockefeller, Ford, and Russell Sage 
Foundations. In 1910, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
was founded. Six years later, the Institute for Government Research—​
an entity that later became the Brookings Institution—​was created. In 
the aftermath of the First World War, when most of the country was 
clamoring for economic isolation, American financiers helped set up 
the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) as a way of advocating for a 
more internationalist posture.52 CFR started publishing Foreign Affairs 
in 1922.

The next generation of think tanks emerged because of the Second 
World War. The war vastly expanded the size of the foreign policy appa-
ratus, creating additional demand for foreign policy expertise. According 
to one count, 350 institutes were set up to engage in military research 
in the war years after Pearl Harbor, including the American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI).53 But the primary distinction between this generation 
of think tanks and the previous one was the sources of funding. The 
pre-​eminent think tank born in this era was the RAND Corporation. 
Originally a Douglas Aircraft creation for the Air Force, RAND was 
eventually hived off to be a federally funded research and development 
center. In contrast to Brookings or Carnegie, RAND secured funding 
primarily through government contracts. It made significant contribu-
tions to the articulation of Defense Department policy for the next 
several decades. A coterie of RAND experts were extremely influential 
in the formation of US nuclear doctrine during the Cold War. RAND 
also developed the “systems analysis” approach to decision-​making 
under uncertainty.54 Other think tanks also played a prominent role in 
the articulation of early Cold War foreign policy. Much of what became 
the Marshall Plan was hammered out at Brookings, for example.55
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The first two generations of think tank creation shared many 
common traits. Both waves were demand driven. First progressives 
and then government technocrats needed analytical support beyond 
the official bureaucracy, thereby opening up a niche for think tanks. 
Both waves shared the belief that social science expertise was the key 
to solving policy problems. In his history of think tanks, Andrew Rich 
observed that “the business leaders and individuals who provided the 
financial support to the early think tanks were the strongest advocates 
for their pursuing reform through objective, scientific research.”56 As a 
result, the linkages between the first two waves of think tanks and the 
academy was relatively strong. Most of the individuals affiliated with 
Brookings and Carnegie in their first decades had full-​time academic 
appointments at prestigious universities. A glance at the RAND group 
that focused on nuclear deterrence shows that most of these think tank 
denizens moved in and out of the academy at will. At midcentury, it 
was accurate to describe think tanks as “universities without students.”

The third generation of think tanks began in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and the motivation for their creation differed from the technocratic 
impulses of the first two waves. Led by Heritage, these think tanks di-
verged in key ways from their predecessors—​and these differences are 
emblematic of the forces shaping the modern Ideas Industry. The most 
obvious difference was ideology. Whereas Brookings, RAND, Carnegie, 
CFR, and AEI all proclaimed themselves to be nonpartisan, the newer 
think tanks were overtly ideological in orientation. Heritage was ex-
pressly designed to be conservative in approach. The Cato Institute, 
created in 1977, was libertarian in thought and creed. It took another 
generation for liberals to create their own overtly partisan think tanks, 
but they eventually did with the Center for American Progress (CAP) 
in 2003.

Three other distinctions separated the new generation of think tanks 
from their predecessors. First, consistent with the role of plutocrats in 
the modern Ideas Industry, they secured their funding through indi-
vidual philanthropists. In the case of Heritage, the brewer Joseph Coors 
provided the bulk of the start-​up funds. Charles Koch provided the first 
three years of operational funding for the Cato Institute.57 Second, in 
contrast to previous generations of think tanks, the new wave concen-
trated more on political advocacy than scholarship. Even before Jim 
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DeMint became president of Heritage, the think tank’s intellectual 
output was designed to be accessible to congressional staff. In essence, 
Heritage preferred briefings over books. And when the CAP was cre-
ated, so was the Center for American Progress Action Fund, a 501(c)
(4) advocacy group. That was the inspiration for the 2010 creation of 
Heritage Action.58

The final difference was that the latest generation of think tanks 
placed less weight on academic credentials. According to the Hudson 
Institute’s Tevi Troy,

Think tanks that were founded earlier tend to have significantly more 
scholars with Ph.D.s today than do younger institutions. Among a 
representative group of think tanks founded before 1960, for instance, 
53% of scholars hold Ph.D.s. Among a similarly representative group 
of think tanks founded between 1960 and 1980, 23% of scholars have 
such advanced degrees. And among those founded after 1980, only 
13% of scholars are as highly educated.

Granted, the Ph.D.  is an imperfect measure, and it is certainly 
possible to do high-​level policy work without an advanced degree. 
But the decline in the percentage of Ph.D.s does signal that the more 
recently created Washington-​based think tanks are no longer adher-
ing to the “university without students” model.59

What mattered more to this new wave of think tanks was ideological 
consistency. The head of the Competitive Enterprise Institute told one 
interviewer, “Groups like ours, how do we earn our credibility? Well, 
we have very strong bright-​line standards. We have a very strong point 
of view and we’ve never deviated from that point of view.”60

The effects of the third generation on the entire think tank ecosys-
tem have been mixed. On the one hand, the increase in competition 
among different think tanks probably helped all of them improve their 
political advocacy and effectiveness. Donald Abelson, an academic who 
studies think tanks, observes, “What has changed over the past few 
decades is how deeply invested think tanks have become in the mar-
ketplace of ideas. They are more politically savvy, more technologically 
sophisticated, and better equipped to compete.”61
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Indeed, American think tanks have played a critical role in the for-
mulation of US foreign policy in recent history. The playbook for the 
first year of Ronald Reagan’s presidency was The Heritage Foundation’s 
Mandate for Leadership. The Reagan administration implemented 
roughly 60 percent of Heritage’s more than two thousand suggestions. 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a bipartisan collection of think 
tanks did the first serious work on how to expand NATO into Eastern 
Europe. AEI and the Institute for the Study of War were crucial to the 
formulation of President Bush’s surge strategy in Iraq in 2007.62

It would be a gross exaggeration to claim that think tanks were the 
tail wagging the dog of the US foreign policy establishment. They did, 
however, affect critical junctures in American foreign policy. More gen-
erally, the foreign policy community within think tanks functioned as 
a useful sounding board for government officials interested in floating 
new ideas. Most policy principals engage with think-​tankers as a way of 
“working the refs”—​but the dialogue cuts both ways.63 If a bipartisan 
collection of think tank experts formed a consensus about a particular 
course of action, policymakers had no choice but to acknowledge and 
respond to it. Right or wrong, that consensus was a political fact of life 
that altered the calculus of policymakers. This constraint of this con-
sensus is what frustrated Obama while he was in office, and angered 
Trump while he was running for it.

At the same time, rising levels of think tank competition mixed 
with rising levels of polarization has lowered the probability of such 
consensus. Conservatives undoubtedly profited from the flowering 
of partisan think tanks, but some participants also signaled their 
unease. AEI’s Karlyn Bowman told one researcher, “I wonder what 
is happening sometimes to the think tank currency, whether it’s be-
coming a bit like paper money in Weimar—​currency without a lot of 
value because of the proliferation and because of the open advocacy 
of some of the think tanks.”64 Similarly, the Hudson Institute’s Tevi 
Troy wrote, “New think tanks must distinguish themselves from the 
others. And as such distinctions become increasingly narrow, institu-
tions have found that they can stand out by adopting a more stri-
dent ideological bent—​a practice that led to think tanks’ increasing 
politicization.”65
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Despite the rising levels of polarization, twentieth-​century think tanks 
were still able to fulfill their potential because of the tightly networked 
foreign policy community in the United States. US-​based think tanks 
traditionally catered to a primarily elite audience of insiders. As Anne-​
Marie Slaughter, the head of the New America Foundation, noted, 
“in our traditional business model, we publicized specialized reports 
aimed at decision makers. They either take it or leave it.”66 Senior fel-
lows at think tanks tended to be former cabinet and subcabinet officials 
seeking a temporary perch until their return to the official corridors 
of power. These “formers” had built-​in networks with government of-
ficials, giving think tanks the ability to access information and to trans-
mit their own policy ideas to the right officials. Indeed, the comparative 
advantage of think-​tankers has historically been the informal scuttle-
butt they glean from being based in Washington, DC. Compared to 
academics, policy analysts based at think tanks tend to know much 
more about the bureaucratic or legislative state of play surrounding 
a particular policy arena. I cannot recall an instance in which I knew 
more about the policy arcana of a particular issue than my colleagues 
based at think tanks.

Think tanks were less concerned with public engagement for a very 
simple reason: the American public was either disinterested or disem-
powered on questions of foreign policy.67 This was particularly true as 
the Cold War faded from memory. Two events in this century, however, 
had transformative effects on the role of think tanks in the marketplace 
of ideas. September 11, 2001, was the first inflection point. Public inter-
est in foreign affairs spiked after the al-​Qaeda attacks. Think tanks soon 
found themselves pushed into a new role of public outreach. This was 
the moment when think tanks stopped speaking only to policy elites 
and started addressing a wider audience that was newly interested in 
international affairs. These kinds of public engagement required signifi-
cant investments beyond foreign policy experts. Such outlays included 
new facilities, interactive websites, public relations materials, and stra-
tegic communications staff.

The post-​9/​11 demand for international affairs research meant flush 
times for foreign affairs think tanks. This was reflected in increases in 
staff and facilities. The terrorist attacks led to a bumper crop of well-​
trained experts in counterterrorism, military statecraft, and Middle East 
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politics who could staff policy shops. The United States government 
concomitantly increased spending to fight the global war on terror—​as 
well as ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The geyser of defense 
dollars went to the uniformed services, defense contractors—​and, in-
evitably, to the think tanks geared to research the myriad dimensions 
of the global war on terror. International affairs think tanks continued 
to add staff and overhead. Salary inflation took off among think tanks 
fellows.68

The sustained demand, combined with the pre-​2008 boom in asset 
markets, triggered a surge in think tank budgets. At the Brookings 
Institution, for example, annual revenues nearly tripled between 2003 
and 2007 from $32 million to $92 million.69 The endowments of these 
institutions also swelled during the pre-​2008 asset boom. AEI’s assets 
more than tripled in the years after 2002, as did those of the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies. CAP’s assets quintupled.70 In the 
five years after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, one was hard-​
pressed to walk down Massachusetts Avenue in northwest Washington 
without seeing ground being broken for a new think tank building. 
Both the CFR and the Peterson Institute for International Economics 
erected posh new DC headquarters. The Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace expanded its global presence, establishing centers 
in Beirut and Brussels during this period. New think tanks like the 
Foreign Policy Initiative and Center for New American Security geared 
up quickly, influencing policymakers almost immediately after their 
creation.

Then the second inflection point arrived: the 2008 financial crisis. 
The Great Recession forced some wrenching changes in the economics 
of think tanks. The most direct effect was the dramatic contraction in 
their traditional sources of financing. Endowments naturally shrunk 
in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, as did the income earned 
from them. Two other primary funding sources were equally affected. 
Longstanding philanthropic groups like the Carnegie Corporation and 
the MacArthur Foundation were forced to reduce their grant giving 
because their own endowments contracted during the Great Recession. 
At the same time, the yawning federal budget deficit, combined with 
the drawdowns from Afghanistan and Iraq, dried up government sup-
port. As Secretary of Defense Robert Gates said in 2010 about national 
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security budgets, “spending on things large and small can and should 
expect closer, harsher scrutiny. The gusher has been turned off, and 
will stay off for a good period of time.”71 The ensuing defense sequester 
further reduced funding for think tanks that had grown fat on govern-
ment contracts. For example, the Center for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments, the premier think tank on defense spending, saw its con-
tributions and grants fall by more than 40 percent between 2011 and 
2013. The bulk of that decline was due to a drying up of funds from the 
Defense Department’s Office of Net Assessment.72

For all of Heritage’s intellectual missteps, the think tank persevered 
because it was far less reliant upon these conventional sources of fund-
ing. Its primary source of revenue comes from individual contributors. 
According to its 2014 annual report, its individual donor base is re-
sponsible for close to 85 percent of its revenue.73 This has made it easier 
for Heritage to not seek out new funders. Indeed, Heritage’s James Jay 
Carafano argues that the best business model is one in which “the think 
tank taps a large number of private funding sources, eschewing govern-
ment support entirely and having only minimal reliance on corporate 
giving and grant-​making institutions.”74 Not surprisingly, this resem-
bles Heritage’s financing model but is a relative rarity among these or-
ganizations.75 Heritage is clearly a partisan policy shop but it is a fiscally 
solvent one.

The contraction of traditional revenue streams forced most think 
tanks to tap more unconventional sources. In some cases, this has 
meant more partnerships with multinational corporations. At the same 
time that the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments’ govern-
ment funding shrank, its private consulting revenue increased nearly 
tenfold.76 A welter of think tanks, including CFR, Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS), and Brookings, developed corporate 
sponsorship programs to offer these companies select privileged access 
to their experts. According to the Council on Foreign Relations, a six-​
figure corporate contribution carries with it an extra perquisite: “three 
CFR fellow brief﻿﻿ings tailored to the company’s interests.”77 This matches 
the privileges bestowed to members of the Brookings Institution’s 
Corporate Council. The Center for New American Security offers 
four briefings for a similar level of funding.78 This outreach effort has 
paid off. Brookings offers a good example. Between 2003 and 2013, 
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corporations went from being responsible for 7 percent of large dona-
tions to being responsible for 25 percent.79

For the corporations, this kind of partnership can be as valuable 
as spending on lobbyists. Think tank funding is less heavily regulated 
than more traditional forms of political spending, such as campaign 
contributions and lobbying members of Congress. It is therefore un-
surprising that more corporate money began flowing their way. It is a 
form of influence arbitrage. Even short of direct influence, corporate 
sponsorship of think tanks offers greater access to policy analysts as they 
develop new positions and proposals. And even think tank officials ac-
knowledge the influence. Bill Goodfellow, the executive director of the 
Center for International Policy, said, “It’s absurd to suggest that donors 
don’t have influence. The danger is we in the think tank world are being 
corrupted in the same way as the political world.”80 New York Times 
reporters have documented the ways that corporations like JPMorgan 
Chase and FedEx partnered with prestigious think tanks like Brookings 
and the Atlantic Council. The journalists concluded that “in the chase 
for funds, think tanks are pushing agendas important to corporate 
donors, at times blurring the line between researchers and lobbyists.”81

Corporate support can affect research at think tanks when individ-
ual fellows directly receive funding due to consultant work or similar 
activities. Defense contractors have a long track record of aiding hawk-
ish analysts at think tanks by placing them on their corporate boards. 
Jack Keane’s primary affiliation in his writings is as chairman of the 
board of the Institute for the Study of War; his presence on the board 
of General Dynamics comes up less frequently.82 Roger Zakheim used 
his visiting fellowship at AEI to push for greater military spending 
at the same time that he worked as a lobbyist for the defense firm 
BAE Systems. CSIS has approximately seventy affiliated experts who 
also do private-​sector consulting. When asked by the New York Times 
about some of these arrangements, CSIS responded by acknowledging 
“a lapse in oversight.”83

The financial sector has been equally active in leveraging support 
of think tank research. Hedge funds have used intermediaries to fund 
think tank analysts that advocate for their policy preferences.84 Senator 
Elizabeth Warren pressured the Brookings Institution to force econo-
mist Robert Litan to resign as a nonresident senior fellow. Litan had 
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testified to Congress on regulating individual retirement accounts 
without disclosing that a financial firm had funded Litan’s research. In 
a letter to the president of Brookings, Senator Warren warned that “the 
funding sources of some Brookings-​affiliated researchers call into ques-
tion the independence of their research and its conclusions.” Outside 
observers were less circumspect: Helaine Olen noted that “companies 
looking to get the government to set rules that just happen to benefit 
their bottom lines often seek out wonks looking to supplement their 
pay who will make arguments on their behalf in a dispassionate way.”85

Another new source of think tank funding came from foreign govern-
ments. In 2014 alone the Atlantic Council disclosed receiving financial 
support from twenty-​five different foreign governments. The govern-
ment of Qatar was the principal backer of the Brookings Institution’s 
Saban Center for Middle East Policy. Even think tanks that expressly 
forbid receiving funds from foreign governments, such as CFR, do 
accept funds from foreign state-​owned enterprises and foundations. A 
Chinese construction firm with close ties to the Chinese government 
sponsored a new institute at CSIS for “geostrategy.”86 Other small oil 
exporting nations, such as Kazakhstan, Norway, and the United Arab 
Emirates, have been equally active in funding a welter of foreign policy 
think tanks. An internal Norwegian government report justified the 
funding by explaining that “in Washington, it is difficult for a small 
country to gain access to powerful politicians, bureaucrats and experts. 
Funding powerful think tanks is one way to gain such access, and some 
think tanks in Washington are openly conveying that they can service 
only those foreign governments that provide funding.”87 The percent-
age of cash donations from foreign governments to Brookings nearly 
doubled between 2005 and 2014.

The final new source of funding has come from wealthy individual 
benefactors. These donors comes with their own complications. Many 
of these individual patrons bring a more overt partisan agenda with 
their funds. Conservative funders like Sheldon Adelson, Paul Singer, 
and Bernard Marcus have plowed significant sums into conservative 
think tanks like the Manhattan Institute or the Foundation for the 
Defense of Democracies.88 At the same time, more liberal institutions, 
such as the Truman National Security Project, have sought the support 
of funders like George Soros or Tom Steyer. Think tanks have sought 
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out money from Wall Street and Silicon Valley benefactors to bolster 
their coffers.

As think tanks confront the changes in the Ideas Industry, they face 
some intellectual tradeoffs. Relying on more partisan sources of fund-
ing comes with costs and risks. A comparative advantage of think tanks 
is their ability to convene more bipartisan events and initiatives than 
would otherwise occur in Washington. AEI and Brookings, for exam-
ple, sponsor a number of joint projects. On foreign policy questions, 
different parts of the American political spectrum can find common 
cause on a specific policy initiative, such as trade policy, counterterror-
ism, or promoting religious freedom abroad. This approach is anath-
ema to partisans, however. As Anne-​Marie Slaughter and Ben Scott 
note, “expert positions in many debates are alien to the mobilized bases 
of both parties.”89 Donors that are more accustomed to funding politi-
cal campaigns can see such initiatives through a zero-​sum lens. They 
will ask who stands to benefit politically, rather than consider the ef-
fects of policy implementation. As a result, these funders have voiced 
qualms about funding think tank initiatives that have bipartisan sup-
port. Partisan donors are simply warier of partnering with ideologically 
distinct patrons on a particular project.

If think tanks choose to cater to partisan donors, they face severe 
risks if they display any sign of intellectual heterodoxy. As Jane 
Harman, director of the Wilson Center, explained, “for many think 
tanks, open discussions are just bad business. How can you afford to 
challenge members of your audience if they might take their ears and 
eyeballs elsewhere?”90 In an age of partisan donors, this concern covers 
pocketbooks as well.91

A more direct concern is that this funding translates into the ex-
ercising of greater control over the think tank. In September 2015 a 
cache of emails revealed the degree to which Heritage was walking a 
tightrope between the more extreme views of some of its wealthy pa-
trons and a desire to maintain a modicum of intellectual independence. 
The emails showed Heritage donors expressing doubts about President 
Obama’s US citizenship, or suggesting specific anti-​Islamic speakers 
that Heritage should invite. In response to the latter, a Heritage devel-
opment officer coddled the donor, “We are asking the questions that 
other think tanks simply are not asking. And, part of that is inviting 
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speakers to Heritage that will forthrightly confront the problem that 
you highlight.” He later asked the individual for an additional six-​figure 
contribution to the think tank.92

Another example happened in 2011 when the Koch brothers, who 
helped found the Cato Institute, began making moves to pack its board 
of directors. Their aim was to dislodge Ed Crane, Cato’s president, and 
install a new president that would defer more to the Kochs’ political 
agenda. According to the chairman of Cato’s board, David Koch ex-
plained that he wanted Cato “to provide intellectual ammunition that 
we can then use at Americans for Prosperity and our allied organiza-
tions.”93 Crane resisted, arguing, “Who the hell is going to take a think 
tank seriously that’s controlled by billionaire oil guys?”94 The Kochs 
eventually succeeded in forcing out Crane, although they also took a 
step back from direct control over Cato’s research.95

New philanthrocapitalist vehicles pose an additional challenge 
for traditional think tanks. These benefactors primarily earned their 
billions in the finance or tech worlds. They are used to competitive, 
results-​oriented return on investment. They are not at all used to 
arenas where government policies significantly affect policy outcomes. 
Consistent with their business practices, donors are more likely to pro-
vide project-​specific funding rather than more general financial sup-
port. They are less interested in funding think tanks than “do tanks.” 
This is a sharp contrast from the old days when, according to McGann, 
“donors gave unrestricted money to think tanks, and said, ‘You guys 
know what you’re doing. Think the big ideas.’ ” Now, despairs a former 
head of the Stimson Center, “think tanks are struggling to adjust to an 
environment that no longer seems to value knowledge for knowledge’s 
sake.” The environment has changed so much that Brookings’ manag-
ing director told the New York Times, “Wouldn’t it be nice to go back to 
the greatest generation, in the post-​World War II era of philanthropy, 
where they said, gosh, ‘Here is $1 million; spend it how you wish’?”96

As these donors have migrated toward the policy world, they have 
favored allocating resources to operational organizations rather than 
think tanks. McGann recently noted that “think tanks are competing 
with consulting firms, law firms, SuperPACS, lobbyists and advocacy 
groups. That puts pressure on think tanks to be more responsive to 
donors.”97 In my discussions with think-​tankers, the one common 
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thread across the ideological spectrum was the recognition that they 
were competing with other entities to provide policy advice. As the 
Brookings Institution’s Ted Piccone put it to me: “We’re all think tanks 
now.” A plethora of old and new institutions are now competing in the 
same space as stand-​alone think tanks, as the next chapter examines. 
This wider universe creates a fiercer competitive environment.

It will be difficult for think tanks to please every master while fulfill-
ing their original purpose. The Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace offers one cautionary warning. Carnegie prides itself on the 
global nature of its brand; by 2006 the think tank had opened up of-
fices in Beijing, Beirut, Brussels, and Moscow, as well as Washington. 
In theory, Carnegie is well positioned to act as a convener for Track II 
events. In practice, questions have been raised about the intellectual in-
dependence of its leaders. Several policy analysts for Carnegie also work 
for lucrative consulting partnerships. Russian dissidents, as well as mul-
tiple think-​tank analysts based in the United States, accused Carnegie 
of sacrificing its intellectual autonomy and analytical rigor to maintain 
its Moscow headquarters.98 The validity of these accusations has been 
hotly disputed by others99—​but in an arena where the appearance of 
impropriety is a problem, nonpartisan think tanks will face challenges 
similar to Carnegie.

The CAP example suggests the risks of yielding to partisanship. CAP 
experienced an internal revolt in late 2015 when its leadership invited 
Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu to speak. This was part of 
an Israeli effort at fence mending with liberals after years of bellicosity 
toward both the Obama administration and the Palestinian Authority. 
While CAP leadership assented, left-​leaning CAP staffers were furious. 
In a contentious open staff meeting, they asked the leadership: “How do 
we engage in conversation with world leaders whose views and actions 
undermine our core principles, while maintaining the integrity of those 
principles?”100 Other think tanks, including Demos on the left and the 
Center for the National Interest on the right, have fired individuals 
who made public statements contrary to institutional preferences.101

Think tanks face significant challenges in coping with the modern 
Ideas Industry, but it would be premature to sound their epitaph. Some 
have done so, arguing that think tanks simply cannot compete in the 
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twenty-​first century. Intelligence analyst Michael Tanji declared that 
“virtual think tanks” could eventually supplant their brick-​and-​mortar 
forefathers. He founded the online-​only Center for Threat Awareness, 
convinced that “think tank 2.0” would prove to be leaner and meaner 
than organizations with such high payrolls, physical plant, and over-
head.102 Tanji made this prediction in August 2010; his Center for 
Threat Awareness lasted only a year.103 The brick-​and-​mortar versions 
of these organizations are not going extinct.

In the post-​Great Recession world, think tanks confront more strin-
gent funding constraints. They face ethical dilemmas and tradeoffs in 
mining new sources of revenue. Most seriously, they now face a more 
competitive world. They are no longer just vying for policy influence 
among themselves, but with an array of other organizations, including 
university-​based research institutes, law partnerships, consulting and 
lobbying firms, and operational philanthropic agencies.

Think tanks reacted to previous shocks with entrepreneurial adapt-
ability and have responded to their current predicament in a similar 
fashion. They are already practicing greater transparency in revealing 
their sources of revenue. Some organizations, like the Peterson Institute 
for International Economics, CFR, and Brookings are also dedicated 
to making the diversification of funding sources an express goal so as 
to minimize dependency on any singular source of funds. Finally, the 
more activist philanthropists are likely to recognize the limits of their 
activism—​particularly if their goal is to influence government actions. 
These entrepreneurs are accustomed to simply bypassing politics in 
achieving their goals. For the policies they now want to promote, how-
ever, political support is a necessary condition for action. As these new 
philanthropists learn about how policy impact works in Washington, 
they will likely channel their funds toward more traditional pathways 
of influence—​such as think tanks.

Heritage Action has certainly made its presence felt in Congress 
under DeMint’s tenure. This has come at the expense of The Heritage 
Foundation itself, however. Some think tank directors, like Slaughter, 
suggest more strenuous “pre-​partisan” efforts at civic engagement.104 
In essence, think tanks would engage in the political outreach and ad-
vocacy more traditionally associated with activists or lobbying groups. 
But taking on such activities runs the risk of diluting the core function 
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of these organizations. At a minimum, their monopoly over the “inter-
stitial field” between the academy and policy has quickly eroded. Even 
more than the academy, think tanks face profound challenges in adapt-
ing to the new marketplace of ideas.

Of course, this raises an interesting question. How have for-​profit 
actors sidestepped the conflict-​of-​interest accusations that have en-
meshed think tanks?
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6
Q

 The Booming Private Market for Public Ideas

Thought leadership has come to dominate the marketing activities of con-
sulting firms, and with good cause.

—​ Advertisement for a firm analyzing management consulting

Only a fool goes into foreign affairs for the money. In this century, 
tech or finance or myriad other areas offer more lucrative careers than 
foreign policy. This poses an existential problem for my arguments 
about the Ideas Industry. If no one can make money from big ideas, 
then any discussion of a real marketplace of ideas seems fanciful. For 
markets in anything—​even ideas—​to exist, there have to be profits. 
If universities and think tanks are in turmoil, so what? They are non-​
profit ventures. If the stakes are this small, then does the disruption of 
the traditional sources of ideas really matter?

In his book on the subject, Richard Posner assumed that there was 
no private-​sector supply or demand for the work of public intellectu-
als.1 This was inaccurate when he wrote Public Intellectuals, and it is 
wildly inaccurate fifteen years later. To be fair, Posner was simply fol-
lowing the lead of political scientists, who think of the private sector 
affecting foreign policy primarily through interest group lobbying. 
This overlooks the crucial role that the private sector can play in sup-
plying the public sphere with new ideas.2 Increasingly, the power of 
the private sector in foreign policy comes from their ideas as well as 
their interests.

Chapter 2 discussed the surging demand that has created the new 
Ideas Industry. This chapter describes the surging private-​sector supply 
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of thought leaders. It turns out that people with money also like to go 
into international relations thought leadership. And to truly appreciate 
the magnitude of Posner’s error, you have to appreciate the phenom-
enon of the BRICS.

BRICS is an acronym for Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. 
The leaders of these emerging markets have held regular summit meet-
ings of their leaders from the start of the 2008 financial crisis.3 Between 
2009 and 2016, the BRICS heads of state held fourteen summit meet-
ings.4 Initial evidence suggests that the five member states have hon-
ored most of the pledges made in their communiqués.5 As the grouping 
has strengthened, ministerial summits have also been organized in ag-
riculture, education, environment, finance, health, and trade. Beyond 
the summit communiqués, the grouping has been institutionalized in 
other ways. An entire Track II process has emerged around the BRICS 
summits, including forums for business leaders, mayors, and members 
of parliament from each of the member states. A cottage industry of 
think tanks, research centers, and academic forums has emerged to ana-
lyze the BRICS.

The most significant BRICS initiatives have been in the area of fi-
nance. All of the member countries have taken steps to invoice trade 
in their own national currencies, to suggest independence from the 
dollar as the world’s reserve currency.6 In 2014, the grouping launched 
a $100 billion New Development Bank to disperse loans to the devel-
oping world. The BRICS also announced the creation of a $100 bil-
lion Contingent Reserve Arrangement designed to ensure liquidity in 
case any member faced acute financial volatility. They have continued 
to demand a greater voice in traditional Bretton Woods institutions 
like the IMF or World Bank.7 This has been a recurring theme of the 
BRICS members since 2008, when they called for “reform of interna-
tional financial institutions and global governance.”8

Both the rising power and the revisionist purposes of the group-
ing have been a source of considerable debate.9 While the influence of 
these BRICS structures at the present moment is small, a battalion of 
commentators has argued that they can serve as a down payment for 
more revisionist global governance structures in the future.10 Even skep-
tics would have to acknowledge that it is one of the more influential 
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groupings of its kind. With the exception of OPEC in its heyday, the 
most important club of developing countries in history is the BRICS.

What is extraordinary about the BRICS grouping is its origin story. 
As its official website acknowledges,11 the initial idea did not emerge 
from the chancellery of any of these countries. Nor did it come from 
any university or think tank headquartered in those nations. Rather, it 
was the brainchild of a Goldman Sachs employee: Jim O’Neill, then 
the head of Goldman Sachs’s global economic research department. 
In a November 2001 paper, O’Neill trumpeted the BRICs (minus 
South Africa) as the major growth centers for the global economy. His 
growth projections for the BRICs turned out to have been conserva-
tive. O’Neill concluded:  “In view of the expected continued relative 
growth of the BRICs, the opportunity should be taken to incorporate 
China and probably Brazil and Russia and possibly India, [into] the key 
body of global economic policy coordination.”12 Within seven years, 
O’Neill’s speculation had come true as the G-​20 supplanted the G-​7 
as the world’s premier economic forum. A follow-​up paper by two of 
O’Neill’s Goldman Sachs colleagues asserted that by 2050, the BRICs 
would be almost as large as the G-​7 grouping.13

It bears repeating:  the BRICS grouping originated as a marketing 
idea from Goldman Sachs.

It could be argued that O’Neill simply saw the handwriting on 
the wall and that the BRICS grouping was inexorable. This claim 
does not hold up, however. The heterogeneous nature of the BRICS 
made their formation far from obvious. Most international bodies 
have some geographical, security, or economic rationale for their ex-
istence. The BRICS possessed none of these commonalities. Indeed, 
a recurring criticism of the BRICS idea is that the dynamics of world 
politics are driven as much by rivalries within the developing world as 
by their relationship with the West.14 The member countries are scat-
tered across three continents, and trade consider changing to “among” 
them remains limited. Unlike the OECD, the BRICS have heteroge-
neous political and security profiles. The group consists of two autoc-
racies and three democracies. On security issues, India, China, and 
Russia have diverse and sometimes conflicting interests. Beyond a 
feeling of resentment at being underrepresented in traditional global 
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governance structures, there is little that the BRICS members have in 
common.15

It could also be argued that O’Neill invented the BRICs term solely 
as a means to attract more customers to Goldman Sachs. O’Neill has 
explicitly denied this in interviews—​but there is no denying that this 
was one outcome of his idea. The BRICs concept generated consider-
able interest among Goldman Sachs’s corporate clientele, particularly 
consumer products firms interested in cracking those markets.16 To 
exploit the concept to its utmost, in 2006 Goldman Sachs created a 
BRICs fund that invested in all of those countries, attracting more than 
$800 million at its peak.17 Other investment banks and hedge funds 
paid O’Neill the greatest compliment—​they too began developing fi-
nancial products specifically for the BRICs. Geopolitical analysts ran 
with the concept as well, arguing that there would soon be a “world 
without the West” in which developing economies would be “decou-
pled” from the advanced industrialized states due to the BRICS’ supe-
rior “connectivity.”18

Neither Goldman Sachs’s economic projections nor the concomitant 
enthusiasm about BRICS proved to be sustainable. China’s growth rate 
has fallen by half since O’Neill wrote his paper. The country faces a 
serious demographic crunch, high levels of debt, and financial instabil-
ity. Each of these trends poses problems for its medium-​run growth 
trajectory and political stability.19 Comparatively speaking, China is 
the healthiest BRICS state. While China has risen to be an economic 
power of the first rank, the rest of the BRICS have largely stagnated 
since 2008. Indeed, contrary to pre-​2008 predictions, the BRICS have 
neither accelerated their economic growth nor decoupled from the 
OECD economies.20 Morgan Stanley’s Ruchir Sharma concluded that 
“no idea has done more to muddle thinking about the global economy 
than that of the BRICs.”21 Most geopolitical analysts concur that the 
BRICS grouping has generated fuzzy understandings about their actual 
power.22 By 2013, even O’Neill had admitted that the phenomenon he 
had named was wildly overhyped.23 His employers at Goldman Sachs 
agreed; in August 2015, after hemorrhaging losses for five straight years, 
Goldman Sachs quietly merged its BRIC fund with a broader emerg-
ing market fund.24 This came on the heels of additional investment 
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analyses concluding that the BRICS in particular and “acronym funds” 
in general were poor investment vehicles.25

The irony is that the BRICS grouping took political life just as the 
progenitor of the idea discarded it. While the BRICS might not be 
economically thriving at the moment, the idea of the BRICS remains 
powerful to policymakers and intellectuals. In the fifteen years since 
O’Neill’s idea, other investment bankers and geopolitical analysts have 
tried their hand at coining a new term of emerging markets. Groupings 
such as MIKTA, BRICSAM, and MINT have bandied about to de-
scribe other emerging economies, though none have been as success-
ful.26 As Gillian Tett noted in the Financial Times,

Even if Brics is self-​interested spin, such spin—​an idea in itself, 
really—​can sometimes take on a life of its own, beyond what its 
creators expect or even hope for. By creating the word Brics, O’Neill 
has redrawn powerbrokers’ cognitive map, helping them to articulate 
a fundamental shift of influence away from the western world. And 
if you believe that the way humans think and speak not only reflects 
reality, but can shape its future path too, then this Brics tag has itself 
come both to reflect and drive the change… .

Or as Felipe Góes, the Brazilian official in Rio charged with set-
ting up the world’s first Brics think-​tank, says: “It is somewhat ironic 
[that we use the word Brics] … but that reflects the fact that in 
the modern world it is people like Goldman Sachs and McKinsey 
who have the resources and minds to develop ideas.” Indeed, what 
makes a large institution such as Goldman so influential these days 
is not simply its trading acumen and political connections, but also 
its ability to invest heavily in what bankers sometimes call “thought-​
leadership,” by funding analysis and ensuring it is read around the 
world.27

The persistence of the BRICS is a testament to the growing power of 
private sector thought leaders. Whether based in investment banks 
like Goldman Sachs, management consultancies like McKinsey, politi-
cal risk firms like the Eurasia Group, or tech firms like Google, new 
private-​sector institutions have cropped up to act as the new knowledge 
brokers.
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As with think tanks, the private sector of the Ideas Industry has en-
countered significant criticism from traditional public intellectuals. In 
many ways, these firms are particularly vulnerable to criticism, because 
of the explicitly for-​profit nature of their activities. If universities and 
think tanks have to worry about funding, these firms, by definition, 
have to worry about profits. Because much of their information comes 
from their proprietary work, the transparency of their intellectual prod-
ucts is opaque at best. Compared to academics, their presentational 
style can be dazzling—​and to most scholars, this is a bad thing. For 
many critics, these reasons alone discredit their intellectual output.

Over the past decade, however, I  have found myself increasingly 
interacting and participating with this sector. I  have spoken at con-
ferences run by financial firms and participated at McKinsey confabs. 
I have consulted for some political risk firms. And I have even offered 
some pro-​bono advice to Google. More importantly, however, I have 
observed thought leaders from these sectors interact with more tradi-
tional members of the foreign policy community. And they cannot be 
dismissed so easily. They have an obvious comparative advantage in 
style, but they also possess it in some areas of process and substance. 
The forces shaping the modern Ideas Industry have also aided and abet-
ted the relative rise of for-​profit thought leaders.

Research universities, the oldest part of the Ideas Industry, emerged in 
the United States in the late nineteenth century. Think tanks started to 
form a generation later. The private-​sector portions of the Ideas Industry 
are the newest actors, emerging soon after the first think tanks. They 
can largely credit their existence to the Great Depression.

As business historian Christopher McKenna explains in The 
World’s Newest Profession, although the first management consultan-
cies were created earlier, the profession’s rise is a direct outgrowth of 
the 1933 Glass-​Steagall Act.28 Glass-​Steagall is primarily known for 
separating investment banks from commercial banks. Firms such as 
Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley owed their existence and cor-
porate identity to Glass-​Steagall. That law, however, also restricted 
banks from engaging in the consulting and reorganization activities 
that they had traditionally shouldered in the 1920s. The Securities Act 
of 1933 placed similar limits on accounting firms like Arthur Andersen 
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from expanding into non-​accounting activities, so as to preclude 
conflicts of interest with their primary task of financial audits. With 
the Depression-​era financial laws in place, nascent first-​generation 
firms like McKinsey, A.  D. Little, and Booz Allen were able to 
expand.29

It would be natural to assume that management consultants did 
not concern themselves with intellectuals or abstract ideas. Indeed, as 
Walter Kiechel notes in his history of business strategy, “if you want 
to make a management consultant squirmingly uncomfortable, even 
one who churns out articles and books, just ask whether he or she 
thinks of himself or herself as an intellectual.”30 In actuality, however, 
management consultants take ideas very seriously, and have done so 
throughout most of their history. Just as the first generation of think 
tanks maintained close ties with the academy, so did the founders of 
the first management consultants. A.  D. Little was a former presi-
dent of the American Chemicals Society and headquartered his firm 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to build strong connections with MIT. 
James McKinsey was a former president of the American Association 
of University Instructors in Accounting, and founded his eponymous 
firm while an accounting professor at the University of Chicago. He 
maintained his ties to the university well after founding McKinsey. 
Edwin Booz had a similar relationship with the psychology department 
at Northwestern University.31

Soon after founding their separate firms, Booz and McKinsey co-
founded the Association of Consulting Management Engineers 
(ACME) to establish professional codes and standards for the emer-
gent field. McKinsey quickly became the industry leader, a template for 
later generations of management consulting firms like A. T. Kearney.32 
That was largely due to Marvin Bower, James McKinsey’s successor as 
head of the firm. Bower advocated a strategy of engaging primarily with 
senior executives and rejecting more mundane, routinized, and low-​
margin tasks at the lower rungs of the corporate ladder. He also molded 
McKinsey’s culture into one more akin to a white-​shoe law or account-
ing firm. Bower stressed professionalism and elite recruitment from 
top business schools.33 ACME members explicitly rejected “unprofes-
sional practices” such as mass media advertising, cold-​calling clients, 
or contingent billing.34 The stereotype of management consultants 
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as well-​heeled, well-​educated, well-​dressed gadflies comes from the 
McKinsey template.

As with think tanks, management consultants played a significant 
policy role during the Second World War. Booz Allen reorganized the 
US Navy to prosecute a two-​ocean campaign. A. D. Little helped de-
velop operations research to better organize military logistics. After 
the war, the Eisenhower administration hired McKinsey to reorganize 
White House operations.35 Many of the big corporate trends of the past 
fifty years—​the rationalizations of the 1950s, the widespread adoption 
of information technology in the 1980s, the global business strategies 
of the 1990s, and the rise of offshore outsourcing in the 2000s—​can be 
traced to management consultants.36

Management consultants quickly became an essential component of 
American multinational corporations in the second half of the twenti-
eth century. This permitted them to act as “knowledge brokers” for all 
of corporate America. The rise of the Boston Consulting Group (BCG) 
in the early 1960s only reinforced the “intellectualization” of business.37 
First BCG, then its offshoot Bain, and then McKinsey in response de-
veloped concepts to theorize business strategy, proselytizing these ideas 
to most of corporate America. They leveraged premiere access to high-​
level corporate boardrooms into even more access, generating long-​term 
consulting contracts and advising firms on how they should function. 
In some years, 85 percent of McKinsey’s annual revenue comes from 
repeat customers, or its “transformational relationships,” to use their 
argot.38 The sector increased in size to more than $150 billion in opera-
tions in recent years. The market is lucrative enough to attract renewed 
competition from accounting and financial firms.39

Management consultancies mostly engage in proprietary work for 
private-​sector firms. How, then, do they influence the marketplace of 
foreign policy ideas? The first pathway is through their direct consul-
tancy services. Although the bread and butter of management consult-
ing is catering to the private sector, by 2008 more than one-​fifth of their 
business came from advising government and nonprofit clients.40 As the 
federal government increased its efforts to outsource services to private 
contractors, myriad consultants were there to assist and proffer their ser-
vices.41 In the United States, Booz Allen and PricewaterhouseCoopers 
offered to improve government functioning in new security areas 
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such as bioterrorism. McKinsey played a controversial role in health-
care privatization in the United Kingdom.42 The firm also became the 
“climate consultants du jour” in the developing world. The consulting 
firm’s influence over Saudi Arabia’s economic reforms has been so per-
vasive that the joke in Riyadh is that the Saudi Ministry of Planning 
should be called “the McKinsey Ministry.”43 Governments in emerging 
markets hired McKinsey as a signal to donors of their seriousness in 
reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation.44 This 
eventually led to the McKinsey Center for Government, which offers 
advice on improving the performance of public sector agencies.45 With 
access to governments across the globe, management consultants have 
direct effects on policy implementation. They can also acquire insider 
knowledge from their partnerships with governments.

The more significant way that these firms affect the marketplace 
of ideas is through a conscious strategy of thought leadership. Many 
smaller firms are centered around management gurus who push big 
ideas in strategy and management through books, lectures, and media 
hits. The big firms emulate this strategy and expand upon it through 
speaking engagements and articles in scholarly and popular out-
lets.46 McKinsey invests $400 million a year in such activities; in 2013 
Dominic Barton, the firm’s global managing partner, bragged to the 
Economist about the firm’s “university-​like capabilities” in knowledge 
development.47 Surveys of corporate officials strongly suggest that this 
kind of thought leadership has led to additional demand for consulting 
services.48 The influence of management consulting ideas in the public 
sphere can be seen in the spread of their argot:  terms like “outside 
the box,” “bandwidth,” and “buy-​in” all originate with consultants.49 
Consider how one firm historian attempted to define how a McKinsey 
consultant was viewed by the outside world:

He has gained money, power, and prestige, as well as the pretense of 
an intellectually minded pursuit within the corporate sphere. He is 
not a banker, accountant, or lawyer. He is a thinker. He has had the 
chance to whisper into the ears of power, to exercise influence while 
being insulated from responsibility… .

McKinsey’s ability to take an idea and “leverage” it up using its 
brand and organizational effectiveness … made its consultants far 
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and away the most effective disseminators of ideas via the consulting 
process.50

The most significant exercise in thought leadership is the creation of 
for-​profit think tanks. McKinsey has been a trailblazer in this area. 
The firm established the management journal McKinsey Quarterly 
in 1964 and then the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) in 1990. All 
of McKinsey’s literature describes MGI as its in-​house “think tank.” 
According to its website, “MGI’s mission is to provide leaders in the 
commercial, public, and social sectors with the facts and insights on 
which to base management and policy decisions.”51 MGI report topics 
have ranged from the future of the Chinese economy to the rise of Big 
Data to the pros and cons of the dollar remaining the world’s reserve 
currency. Since 2009, McKinsey has vastly increased its marketing of 
MGI products, circulating them widely and making them more freely 
available to outside observers.

A host of other management consultancies and financial firms have 
copied McKinsey’s template, as Table 6.1 shows.52 The University of 
Pennsylvania’s 2015 ranking of for-​profit think tanks shows that MGI 
was the top-​ranked for-​profit think tank in 2015. Ernst & Young, 
A.  T. Kearney, Accenture, Boston Consulting Group, Deloitte, and 
PricewaterhouseCoopers were behind MGI in the top twenty.

The for-​profit think tank world extends beyond management consul-
tants. In recent years, the investment firm Legatum set up the Legatum 
Institute to focus on promoting economic prosperity. JPMorgan Chase 
created the JPMorgan Chase Institute to advise policymakers.53 The 
firm hired Diana Farrell, a former National Security Council direc-
tor and the former head of the McKinsey Global Institute, to run it. 
Similarly, Kohlberg Kravis Roberts created the KKR Global Institute, 
which “integrates expertise and analysis about emerging developments 
and long-​term trends in geopolitics, macroeconomics, demographics, 
energy and natural resource markets, technology, and trade policy” 
and thereby “serves as a platform for thought leadership.”54 KKR hired 
former four-​star general and CIA director David Petraeus to be its 
chairman.

For-​profit actors have pursued other tactics to influence the mar-
ketplace of ideas. Many of them have developed the accoutrement of 



156	 The Ideas Industry

156

more scholarly organizations. Some of these trappings are superficial, 
such as Deloitte labeling its publications as coming from “Deloitte 
University Press.”55 Many investment banks and management consul-
tancies, to further market their wares, offer their reports for free to the 
business press. They do this in the hopes that their brand gets more 
media coverage. Several of them publish freely available forecasts of 
the future of the global economy or world politics. In the past few 
years alone Credit Suisse has issued a report about the return of multi-
polarity in world politics; KPMG sketched out what the global econ-
omy would look like in 2030. HSBC and PricewaterhouseCoopers 
went even further into the future than that, offering analyses of what 
the global economy would look like in 2050.56 Many of these reports 

TABLE 6.1  Best For-​Profit Think Tanks, 2015

Rank Think Tank Headquarters

1 McKinsey Global Institute United States
2 Deutsche Bank Research Germany
3 Economist Intelligence Unit United Kingdom
4 Oxford Analytica United States
5 Nomura Research Institute Japan
6 A.T. Kearney Global Business Policy Council United States
7 Jigsaw (Google Ideas) United States
8 Eurasia Group United States
9 Ernst & Young United States

10 Samsung Economic Research Institute Republic of Korea
11 Accenture Institute for High Performance United States
12 Stratfor United States
13 Strategy&, FKA Booz and Company United States
14 Kissinger Associates United States
15 Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation Portugal
16 IBM Institute for Business Value United States
17 GovLab (Deloitte) United States
18 European House—​Ambrosetti Italy
19 Boston Consulting Group United States
20 PricewaterhouseCoopers United States

Source: The Lauder Institute, 2015 Global Go To Think Tank Index 
Report, Table 28.
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are explicitly labeled as examples of thought leadership. They go far 
beyond conventional financial analysis to include speculations on 
geopolitics.

Another tactic is the development of public accessible indices that 
rank different countries, cities, or other actors on desirable quali-
ties. An increasing array of actors are ranking countries on a welter 
of desirable criteria, from the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index to Transparency International’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index. Michael Chui, the head of MGI, told me that 
the development of such rankings “is a great way to engage people” 
in McKinsey’s work.57 An observer of the consulting sector blogged, 
“firms get extra publicity when they become known for a specific 
topic—​they become an obvious source of comment for relevant sto-
ries in the media and can get a lot of media coverage on the back of 
rankings which tend to appeal to the ‘Who’s beating who?’ mentality 
in all of us.”58 There is growing evidence that countries respond to 
performing poorly in these ranking exercises by making real-​world 
changes to policy.59 Not surprisingly, as these indices have gained 
traction, private-​sector actors have jumped in. The Legatum Institute 
developed a global prosperity index to measure national levels of well-​
being. Both DHL and McKinsey have marketed their own indices of 
cross-​border connectedness. Deloitte produced a global manufactur-
ing competitiveness index.

Most of these firms are playing catch-​up with the management 
consulting sector. The chastening of the Great Recession has con-
strained the thought leadership of the traditional financial pow-
erhouses like Goldman Sachs compared to consulting firms like 
McKinsey. The crisis itself forced many of the financial firms to 
retrench at the exact moment that consulting firms expanded their 
thought leadership. The public ignominy suffered by the entire fi-
nancial sector because of its role in the 2008 financial crisis also 
tarnished the luster of their thought leadership. The symbolic inflec-
tion point might have been 2014, when McKinsey took over from 
Goldman Sachs to sponsor the Financial Times Business Book of the 
Year award.

For management consulting firms, the intellectual whole of direct 
client work and thought leadership practices is greater than the sum of 
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those efforts. Their myriad global activities give these firms a particular 
advantage in combining tacit knowledge with big ideas. They engage 
in “epistemic arbitrage,” applying lessons learned in one sector to an-
other—​and generalizing from all of their experiences to propose new 
ways of thinking in the aggregate. This was a key source of McKinsey’s 
“war for talent” or BCG’s prediction of the “homeshoring” of American 
manufacturing.60 The combination of the location of these networked 
firms and their ideas make them uniquely situated in the marketplace 
of ideas.61

Of course, the thought leadership from management consultants 
has not been an unblemished success. One reason the term “thought 
leader” is so derided is because of its overuse by the consulting sector. 
The private-​sector ranking exercises and projections of the global 
economy suffer from numerous methodological flaws.62 Many of 
the trends that McKinsey, BCG, and others have identified and 
branded turned out to be wildly overhyped. BCG overestimated the 
number of jobs that would be created from insourcing. It could be 
argued that McKinsey’s “war for talent” was responsible for Enron’s 
spectacular bankruptcy in 2001. According to Malcolm Gladwell, 
“[McKinsey] essentially created the blueprint for the Enron cul-
ture.”63 McKinsey’s participation in Great Britain’s privatization of 
the National Health Service led to a rash of negative media cover-
age.64 To celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the McKinsey Quarterly, 
the firm’s best and brightest wrote an essay sketching out the next 
fifty years of management.65 The Financial Times’ Lucy Kellaway 
was underwhelmed, characterizing the essay as a “sorry exercise in 
windy platitudes.”66 A scholarly analysis of the field concluded, “It 
seems amazing that there is so much criticism of consulting, and so 
much skepticism surrounding it, and yet it is a booming industry.”67

The other category of firms that rank high on Table 6.1 come from 
political risk analysis. This sector has a more recent origin story. The 
modern demand for geopolitical risk assessments began in the early 
1970s. Expropriations of foreign direct investment swept across newly 
independent countries in the developing world. OPEC, through 
the 1973 oil embargo, demonstrated the ability of a state cartel to 
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radically affect energy prices. While this generated interest in politi-
cal risk, there was not much in the way of systemic analysis.68

A generation later, the demand for political risk surged again.69 
Economic globalization opened up new markets for cross-​border in-
vestment and enabled the creation of complex global supply chains. 
These, in turn, created the need for estimating the geopolitical risk to 
physical plants and key links in countries across the world.70 The pro-
liferation of economic sanctions in this century introduced an added 
layer of political uncertainty for global firms, leading some sectors to 
seek advice for how to “de-​risk” their overseas investments. The after-
math of the 2008 financial crisis made it clear that political risk was 
a consideration in developed as well as developing markets. Indeed, 
over the past decade the biggest risks to global financial markets have 
come from political instability in the European Union and United 
States. Bank of England surveys show that between 2013 and 2014, 
business executives citing geopolitical risk as a concern for their opera-
tions increased from 13 percent to 57 percent; McKinsey surveys reflect 
the same concerns.71 In September 2014, the Financial Times reported 
that “political risk is now a growth industry in its own right.”72 As the 
Eurasia Group’s David Gordon phrased it to me, political risk is now 
a “c-​suite conversation.”

The supply side expanded for another reason: political consulting 
became a preferred landing spot for former policymakers. As noted 
in the previous chapter, the traditional route for ex-​policy principals 
was to take a sinecure at a think tank. A successful for-​profit con-
sultancy, however, is far more lucrative than a think tank fellowship. 
Henry Kissinger pioneered this approach in 1982 when he and Brent 
Scowcroft founded Kissinger Associates to offer advisory services for 
corporate clients. In this century the number of these Washington 
firms specializing in political consulting and strategic communications 
has mushroomed. They include Albright Stonebridge Group (founded 
by three former policy principals in Bill Clinton’s administration), 
RiceHadleyGates (founded by three former policy principals in 
George W. Bush’s administration), The Scowcroft Group (founded by 
the two-​time former national security advisor), and Teneo (founded by 
former Clinton administration officials).73 Almost all of their work is 
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“bespoke” research—​work directly contracted by a client—​and there-
fore not directly accessible in the public sphere. Nevertheless, it is an 
important part of the Ideas Industry. This research often informs the 
public discourse of the actors who procure the research. Furthermore, 
the employees at these firms can wear multiple hats, serving on vari-
ous foreign affairs advisory groups and helping to draft think tank 
reports.74

Increasingly, firms contract for political risk assessments as part 
of their due diligence before making significant decisions involv-
ing cross-​border investments. Public-​sector agencies like the US 
National Intelligence Council also look to private-​sector consultants 
to buttress their own research. As Table 6.1 shows, the Economist 
Intelligence Unit (EIU), Oxford Analytica, Eurasia Group, Kissinger 
Associates, and Stratfor all are in the top twenty for-​profit think 
tanks. With the exception of EIU, none of these firms existed prior 
to 1975.

In essence, the current state of political risk consulting echoes the 
nascent stages of the management consulting industry. The product 
generated by this sector remains amorphous. There is, at this point, 
no such thing as “political risk insurance.” Geopolitical risk consul-
tants advise their clients, and then those firms respond with a variety 
of hedging and insurance subcomponents.75 There are no professional 
political risk associations, nor are there accepted best practices. The 
firms in this sector recruit an eclectic mix of international relations 
analysts, former intelligence officials, and retired special forces opera-
tors. This mix sometimes produces culture clashes within these con-
sultancies. The firms in this sector engage in many of the aggressive 
marketing gambits that the founders of management consultancies 
disdained.

Both outsider and insider assessments of geopolitical risk analysts 
are ambivalent about their performance. There have been some positive 
press portrayals. One of the leading firms, Stratfor, received glowing 
press coverage at the beginning of this century. Barron’s referred to it 
as a “shadow CIA.”76 EIU was the top-​ranked for-​profit think tank in 
2014, and the presence of these firms at the top of the rankings suggests 
that they produce quality analysis some of the time. Having reviewed 
one of these firms’ exercises in geopolitical scenario planning for a US 
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government agency, I would conclude that their bespoke research can 
be quite rigorous.

Nevertheless, this part of the Ideas Industry has its issues. Many 
ex-​policymakers who are involved in consulting firms avoid disclosing 
possible conflicts of interest between their for-​profit activities and their 
other roles in think tanks and policy boards.77 The Financial Times 
cheekily noted this sector’s “love of colored maps of varying sophistica-
tion.”78 The opacity of the sector was pierced in 2012, when WikiLeaks 
published more than five million Stratfor emails. WikiLeaks declared 
that the so-​called “Global Intelligence Files” revealed “the inner work-
ings of a company that fronts as an intelligence publisher, but provides 
confidential intelligence services to large corporations … and govern-
ment agencies.”79 In truth, the emails revealed the shoddy nature of the 
firm’s work—​or, as the Guardian observed, “the extremely low quality 
of the information available to the highest bidder.”80 One commentator 
joked at the time of the email release, “Stratfor is just The Economist a 
week later and several hundred times more expensive.”81 Even industry 
insiders have acknowledged the variegated quality of geopolitical risk 
analysis.82 One former political risk analyst concluded, “While there 
are some notable exceptions, most political risk assessment remains 
both superficial and subjective.”83

Despite precarious intellectual standing, political risk consultancies 
are a key component of the for-​profit sector of the Ideas Industry for 
two reasons. The first is that the very nature of geopolitical risk analy-
sis means that these firms employ implicit theories of how the world 
works. As one scholarly assessment of the industry notes, “although 
theories are seldom explicated by the various [risk] ratings systems, 
they exist nevertheless.”84 Private-​sector theories about what causes 
wars, crises, or revolutions clearly affect the public discourse on these 
issues—​particularly if public-​sector agencies and large multinational 
corporations consume their research as part of their geopolitical due 
diligence.85

The second reason is that many geopolitical risk firms are also en-
gaging in thought leadership activities akin to management consul-
tants and financial services firms. Like these other sectors, geopolitical 
risk analysts have also developed long-​term projections of the global 
economy. EIU has published its own macroeconomic forecasts out to 
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2050.86 These firms have also introduced headline-​grabbing indices as 
well. EIU has a Democracy Index. Verisk Maplecroft, Political Risk 
Services, Eurasia, and others offer a suite of rankings and indices of po-
litical risk. Every January, Eurasia publishes its “Top Risks” list for the 
upcoming year, an exercise that generates considerable media coverage 
and commentary.

Like other for-​profit sectors, the political risk industry also relies on 
gurus. Indeed, because of the recent emergence of this sector, most of 
these gurus are also the firm founders. George Friedman, the founder of 
Stratfor, published multiple books predicting what world politics will 
look like in the next decade and the next century when he was CEO 
of the firm.87 Ian Bremmer, the CEO of the Eurasia Group, is also a 
widely published author, and has written columns for Foreign Policy 
and Time. Bremmer has a close relationship with the World Economic 
Forum, furthering his network with possible clients and influencers. 
According to its website, “Bremmer and other top analysts at the firm 
frequently address high-​level executive briefings, large conferences, and 
international summits.”88

Clearly, some elements of the political risk industry try to use 
thought leadership to mimic the evolution of management consulting 
firms. Compared to that sector, however, the reputation of political 
risk firms presents a challenge. Political psychologist Philip Tetlock 
has devoted his life to studying the ability of experts to make accurate 
predictions, and he concludes, “There is a paucity of evidence—​peer-​
reviewed scientific evidence—​that forecasters know how to deliver the 
goods: reliably accurate political, economic and technological predic-
tions.”89 The quality of their thought leadership products is even lower 
than their bespoke research. The marketing aspect of their thought 
leadership guarantees certain biases in their analysis. One well-​placed 
member of the geopolitical risk industry told me that all publicly ac-
cessible work done by this sector should be viewed as marketing rather 
than analysis. By producing eye-​opening, easily digestible content, 
these firms get on the radar of potential clients, luring them in for 
more granular, firm-​specific analysis. This lends to obvious biases in 
their public work. Or, as he put it more crudely to me:  “You scare 
the shit out of them first. That’s what gets the clients through the 
front door.”
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A final glance at Table 6.1 reveals one oddity in the top twenty list: 
Jigsaw, née Google Ideas. As previously noted, twenty-​first-​century plu-
tocrats direct and organize philanthropic giving in ways different from 
their twentieth-​century predecessors. Consistent with that vein, it is 
thus unsurprising that Jigsaw was described by its head as “a think/​
do tank that aims to explore how technology can make a difference 
to people working on the front lines of global issues.”90 In a Financial 
Times interview at the time of its founding, Google chairman Eric 
Schmidt explained that Jigsaw “is built on this assumption that tech-
nology is part of every challenge in the world and also part of every 
solution in the world. It empowers people both for good and for ill … 
where does that leave us as a technology company? Where it leaves us is 
recognizing that technology is now relevant to every single challenge in 
the world in some way, shape, or form.”91

That kind of mission statement would not sound out of place from 
other Silicon Valley philanthropies. There were subtle differences, how-
ever, suggesting that it represented a new organizational form for the 
Ideas Industry. For one thing, unlike the Gates Foundation or Google’s 
charity organization Google.org, Google Ideas Jigsaw was neither a cor-
porate foundation nor a nonprofit entity. It originally existed as a unit 
within Google’s business operations and strategy division.92 Another 
distinction is that Google named Jared Cohen to be the first director of 
Google Ideas. Cohen served on the State Department’s policy planning 
staff during the Bush and Obama administrations. His prior claim to 
fame was convincing Twitter to delay its scheduled maintenance in the 
summer of 2009 to allow Iranian protestors to communicate with each 
other and the outside world.93 This suggested that Jigsaw was intended 
to be an alchemy of business strategy and policy advocacy.

It is noteworthy that in their 2013 coauthored book on the digi-
tal transformation of world politics, Schmidt and Cohen mentioned 
Google Ideas only once.94 Its initial focus seemed narrowly tailored, fo-
cusing primarily on combating extremist rhetoric on the Internet.95 Its 
most high-​profile initiative was the Against Violent Extremism (AVE) 
network. Founded at a June 2011 summit in Dublin of former gang 
members, jihadists, right-​wing extremists, and other militants, the net-
work exists to “prevent the recruitment of ‘at risk’ youths and encour-
age the disengagement of those already involved.”96 The idea behind 
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the AVE network is to provide “counter-​narratives” that push back 
against extremist narratives that flourish online. It is too soon and too 
difficult to assess the impact of AVE on countering violent extrem-
ism. One review of such efforts, however, pointed out the private-​sector 
nature of Jigsaw endowed it with greater credibility than state-​led ef-
forts. The backing of Google “allows [AVE] to stand independent of 
governments, avoiding the usual political sensitivities that can follow 
state involvement in such initiatives.”97

The mere existence of Jigsaw generates considerable paranoia from 
some quarters. WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange wrote in Newsweek 
that “Cohen’s directorate appeared to cross over from public relations 
and ‘corporate responsibility’ work into active corporate intervention 
in foreign affairs at a level that is normally reserved for states. Jared 
Cohen could be wryly named Google’s ‘director of regime change.’ ”98 
Other critics lodged similar accusations when Schmidt announced in 
February 2016 that Google Ideas would be renamed Jigsaw and turned 
into a “technology incubator.”99 Jigsaw has released an array of new 
products, including Google Shield, designed to prevent DDoS attacks 
on vulnerable websites.100

There is a business element to Jigsaw’s initiatives—​but that has been 
clear since its inception. The firm has expressed interest in how to export 
Google products to countries currently under heavy US sanctions, such 
as Iran and North Korea. I participated in one brainstorming meeting 
on this question under the auspices of a think tank that shall remain 
nameless. For all the paranoia about Google’s motives in some quarters, 
it seems obvious that its motives are simultaneously altruistic and self-​
serving. On the one hand, it argues that unless it can export software 
updates and patches to these countries, dissidents and human rights 
activists could be left vulnerable to government cyber-​intrusions. On 
the other hand, this is part and parcel of Google’s business strategy of 
expanding their global footprint, and consistent with Schmidt’s travels 
to Myanmar and North Korea to push for greater online openness.101 A 
critical scholarly take on Google’s influence concludes: “While it seems 
clear that Googlers do genuinely support freedom of expression as a 
fundamental human right, there is little evidence that this is the reason 
the company pursues greater global connectivity… . the simple fact 
that its survival (in the political-​economy sense of the word) depends 



	 The Private Market for Public Ideas	 165

    165

on getting more and more people online to use its complimentary ser-
vices.”102 Jigsaw is clearly trying to do good and do well.

The private-​sector portion of the Ideas Industry is a motley collection. 
None of the for-​profit think tanks has come close to being in the over-
all top twenty since the University of Pennsylvania started its ranking 
exercise. The thought leadership of both management consultants and 
political risk analysts serves a marketing objective as much as any intel-
lectual purpose. The for-​profit sector also suffers from certain heuris-
tic biases. Market analysts are prone to “chartism” in their forecasts. 
Chartists look for regular patterns in their data to develop short-​term 
predictions—​but they do not necessarily possess a causal logic for why 
any particular pattern is significant. As a result, private-​sector thought 
leaders often engage in “overfitting”: over-​interpreting statistical noise 
as representing an underlying trend. As Nate Silver has cautioned, 
“overfitting represents a double whammy: it makes our model look 
better on paper but perform worse in the real world.”103 Worse, because 
for-​profit thought leaders are convinced that they have found a true 
predictor, they will often hype its value far beyond its true worth.

The private sector also demonstrates some serious weaknesses in 
applying its tools to explain politics. Ironically, since 2008, more and 
more financial actors have invested in political analysis—​but actual po-
litical behavior can flummox them. Market participants are adept at 
identifying the economic pressures that could force politicians to act. 
It is in predicting how politicians will react to those pressures that the 
consultants and traders fall down. In my conversations with manage-
ment consultants and investment bankers during the 2013 debt-​ceiling 
showdowns, for example, they were constantly surprised at the political 
bargaining failures that kept recurring. Politicians have different incen-
tives than market participants—​a fact that sometimes escapes for-​profit 
actors when they think about the world.

Nonprofit think tanks must defend themselves against conflict of 
interest claims; surely, the private sector should face even harsher scru-
tiny. Conflicts of interest in the consulting world have led to crimi-
nal prosecution.104 Furthermore, while for-​profit actors like McKinsey 
or Goldman Sachs offer many useful analyses, they are biased toward 
highlighting market opportunities for potential clients. A decade ago, 
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management consultants overhyped the offshore outsourcing phenom-
enon in part to encourage US firms to contract their services for their 
own offshoring efforts. Many of these offshoring moves yielded lower-​
than-​expected cost savings, triggering a reverse wave of “homeshoring” 
this decade—​a trend that was also hyped by management consultants.105 
Similarly, numerous financial advisors have authored papers and op-​eds 
defending sovereign wealth funds from greater federal regulation. An 
undeniable incentive for this defense was that these firms wanted to 
earn commissions advising sovereign wealth fund investments in the 
United States.106

Despite these obvious concerns, the private-​sector portion of the 
Ideas Industry appears to be doing quite well. In my survey of opin-
ion leaders, top-​ranked think tanks like the Brookings Institution and 
Center for Strategic and International Studies were trusted more than 
either MGI or the Eurasia Group. As Figure 6.1 shows, however, those 
two for-​profit think tanks earned greater confidence scores than the 
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more partisan think tanks, such as AEI, Heritage, or the Center for 
American Progress. Indeed, thought leaders from the private sector are 
increasingly prevalent in prestigious conferences, prestigious journals, 
and airport bookstores. Why hasn’t the for-​profit sector faced the same 
challenges to its thought leadership as nonprofit think tanks?

The provisional answers go to style as well as substance. Stylistically, 
the private sector is far better at conveying ideas than university profes-
sors or think tank fellows. Management consultants figured out the 
power of graphs and charts long before Vox or Business Insider appeared 
on the scene. There are many ways in which the foreign policy com-
munity is allergic to numbers—​but that allergy makes them more likely 
to accept data presentations at face value. The for-​profit sector excels at 
finding the one number, metric, or chart that will capture the attention 
of the audience, the “takeaway” stat that even the innumerate can com-
prehend. Their ideas about the state of the world are therefore easier to 
understand and carry more heuristic punch. This does not mean that 
these ideas are necessarily correct, but it does mean that the private 
sector is far better placed to exploit the tectonic shifts in the modern 
Ideas Industry.

Substantively, the explicitly for-​profit nature of organizations such as 
McKinsey and Stratfor also endows them with some powerful advan-
tages in the marketplace of ideas.107 The most obvious one is the implicit 
inference that audiences draw from their for-​profit nature: if someone is 
willing to pay for their services then they must have value. Outside observ-
ers naturally infer from their continued existence as viable businesses 
that the advice Credit Suisse or the Eurasia Group proffers is high qual-
ity.108 This is why so many management consultants and geopolitical 
risk analysts advertise their connections with blue-​chip firms and of-
ficial intelligence agencies. The inference that they want their audience 
to draw is that if large organizations trust their advice, then it must be 
valuable. This extends to the particular ideas that they market. “We try 
to monetize ideas,” Credit Suisse’s Krithika Subramanian explained to 
me: “but it’s not just an idea, it is an idea that has been tested in the 
marketplace.”109

The for-​profit nature of these ventures gives these firms another 
advantage. The proprietary information they gather and provide for 
their clients allows access to information that more traditional public 
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intellectuals might lack. This gives them a decided edge in presenting 
arguments about how the world works. When the McKinsey Global 
Institute issues reports, or when its directors coauthor books, they draw 
on both publicly available and proprietary information.110 Similarly, 
when JPMorgan Chase launched the JPMorgan Chase Institute, it 
stressed that it would rely on “the broad spectrum of data within the 
firm to use for the public good.”111

The reliance on both anecdotes and data from proprietary sources 
plays to the cognitive biases of potential clients. Individuals are far 
more likely to value information derived from firsthand narratives than 
detached analyses.112 Not surprisingly, management consultants excel at 
marrying such narratives to their predictions.113 Even beyond anecdotes, 
proprietary data is a strength and not a weakness for corporate thought 
leaders. It is information that more traditional intellectual outlets lack. 
Proprietary information also gives the private sector a justifiable excuse 
for opacity. Neither consultants nor tech firms will divulge all their data 
or methodologies, for fear of exposing their customers to unwarranted 
scrutiny. This obviously makes it easier for public audiences to cast a 
skeptical eye at their analysis and allege conflicts of interest. At the same 
time, however, it makes it impossible for outside observers to falsify 
their arguments.

The constant interaction with clients also gives private-​sector intel-
lectuals an added advantage over more traditional foreign policy ana-
lysts: speed. In recent years, I have researched the geopolitical effect 
of sovereign wealth funds, the relative financial power of China, and 
the political economy of the 2008 financial crisis. For each of these 
research endeavors, market analysts produced sophisticated analy-
ses quicker than either academics or think-​tankers. Whenever a new 
issue crops up on the radar, it is Goldman Sachs or McKinsey or State 
Street that often emerges with the first substantive report. When the 
private sector assesses and interprets the state of the world, they are 
usually relying on the freshest data. For example, I attended mul-
tiple foreign policy conferences in early 2008 in which academics and 
wonks talked about what the next US president would get to do once 
in office. All of the market participants at these conferences insisted 
that the subprime mortgage crisis was a bigger deal than people real-
ized, and that its effects would constrain any ambitious policy agenda. 
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After the 2008 financial crisis, market analysts were also far quicker 
than inside-​the-​Beltway intellectuals to downgrade China’s long-​term 
growth trajectory.

Finally, the tectonic shifts driving the modern marketplace of ideas 
tilt the playing field in favor of the private sector. The erosion of trust 
in traditional sources of authority means that the prestige gap between 
private-​sector thought leaders and traditional public intellectuals has 
narrowed considerably. The rise in partisanship affects private-​sector 
thought leaders less than either the academy or think tanks. As agents 
of business, they arouse less suspicion among conservatives than aca-
demics or members of left-​of-​center think tanks. Most importantly, 
private-​sector thought leaders are the intellectuals most comfortable 
interacting with plutocrats. In many cases, the private-​sector thought 
leader is an entrenched part of the benefactor class. By their nature, 
management consultants and political risk analysts are geared to cater 
to this constituency in their bespoke research. That allows them to 
gain the social intelligence and network ties to successfully navigate 
the waters of the plutocracy. To put matters more simply, when dealing 
with potential benefactors, management consultants are better able to 
network than professors or think tank denizens.

It used to be that foreign policy professionals had a choice:  take the 
credit or take the money. Those intellectuals who wanted to own the 
ideas they ginned up, such as academics, were happy to promote them 
to others. Those intellectuals who were comfortable with outsourced 
and subcontracted work could earn generous consulting contracts, 
while policymakers could take credit for their ideas. That tradeoff still 
exists to some extent, but it is not as strong. The emergence of the 
modern Ideas Industry has enabled for-​profit thought leaders to have 
it all. Through their thought leadership, they can claim credit as a mar-
keting device. Through their bespoke work, they can earn the money 
as well.

The rise of the private sector for intellectuals parallels the rise of the 
BRICS. Its emergence is undeniable, the effects are observable, and yet 
the real significance is heavily contested. Some scholars decry the rise 
of for-​profit thought leaders. One recent academic op-​ed groused that 
these private-​sector actors are “aggressively marketing their research to 
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media outlets,” going on to warn that “for-​profit public intellectuals 
frequently have questionable motives and funding sources.”114 At the 
same time, it is intrinsic to the business model of these private-​sector 
actors that they hype their importance and access. It is undeniable that 
management consultants, investment bankers, and political risk ana-
lysts have increased their influence over the marketplace of ideas. But it 
is possible that these actors have exaggerated that influence.

Influence is a relative commodity; if one actor gains it, another actor 
inevitably loses some. There is constant churn in the marketplace of 
foreign policy ideas, but the last few chapters suggest that traditional 
public intellectuals in the nonprofit sector have merely survived, while 
for-​profit thought leaders have thrived. The growth in numbers and 
legitimacy of private-​sector think tanks, geopolitical risk analysts, and 
tech firms suggests that these thought leaders cannot be ignored by 
more traditional intellectuals.

The more interesting question to ask is what it all means for the 
marketplace of ideas. And that is the topic we turn to in the next few 
chapters.
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Q

 The Promise and Perils of Intellectual Brands

Articles and ideas are only as good as the fees you can get for talking about 
them. They are merely billboards for the messengers.

—​ Stephen Marche

The nostalgic argument is a powerful one when talking about the 
modern marketplace of ideas. In both my survey of opinion leaders 
and my conversations with foreign policy experts, I heard variations of 
“Who is our generation’s Walter Lippmann?” numerous times. To ap-
preciate the ways that the modern Ideas Industry is different from last 
century’s marketplace of ideas, it is worth considering whether there is 
a twenty-​first-​century equivalent to Lippmann. Of course, that raises a 
more immediate question: Just who was Walter Lippmann?

A strong case can be made that Lippmann was nothing less than 
the most influential public intellectual of his generation.1 A Harvard 
student under the noted philosopher George Santayana, Lippmann 
dropped out of graduate school to write for a socialist newspaper. He 
was one of the founding editors of the New Republic in 1914, propound-
ing pro-​interventionist sentiments at the start of the Great War. He 
served in the Wilson administration and managed The Inquiry, a brain 
trust set up to think about the postwar order and advise US officials 
at the Versailles peace conference. Soon after Versailles, Lippmann re-
turned to newspapers. He wrote editorials for the New York World and, 
later, the New York Herald-​Tribune. In 1931, he turned down offers to 
be a Harvard professor and the president of the University of North 
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Carolina to start his syndicated column, “Today and Tomorrow.” It 
lasted more than thirty-​five years and earned Lippmann two Pulitzer 
prizes for commentary. In his later years, he wrote for the Washington 
Post as well as Newsweek. The ideas he articulated were influential 
enough for Reader’s Digest to publish condensed versions of his bestsell-
ers and for the Ladies Home Journal to present them to its readers in 
comic-​book form.2

Lippmann’s politics ran the gamut during his professional life, 
which is a polite way of saying that he often changed his mind. His 
biographer Ronald Steel wrote that Lippmann’s views had the habit of 
“not straying too far from the main thrust of public opinion.”3 One 
of Lippmann’s rivals, the columnist Joseph Alsop, noted more causti-
cally that “Walter’s column was saved from constant repetition only 
by the simple fact that he changed his views roughly once every eight 
months.”4 One could also argue, however, that Lippmann’s political arc 
revealed a long, variegated path away from socialism toward a conser-
vative skepticism about America and American power. In his college 
years, Lippmann was considered more radical than his classmate John 
Reed, but he eschewed socialism soon afterwards. Lippmann then grew 
enamored with Teddy Roosevelt’s brand of progressivism, but parted 
ways with him during the First World War. An enthusiastic supporter 
of US entry into the First World War when writing at the New Republic, 
Lippmann grew more and more disenchanted with American state-
craft. He opposed containment in the late 1940s because he believed it 
would be too aggressive and militaristic. In his last years as a columnist, 
Lippmann railed against the Johnson administration’s expansion of the 
war in Vietnam.

Lippmann’s abilities as an essayist would have been enough to earn 
him a hefty intellectual obituary. Yet he added at least two other di-
mensions to his role as a public intellectual. Lippmann counseled a 
number of American presidents and politicians. He advised President 
Wilson on his Fourteen Points, prepped Wendell Wilkie and Dwight 
Eisenhower as presidential candidates, and befriended both John 
Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. He urged Republican senator Arthur 
Vanderberg to move the GOP in a more internationalist direction at 
the dawn of the Cold War. During the 1940s, Lippmann was deemed 
so important a player in the crafting of American foreign policy that the 
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British Embassy appointed an official to stay informed about the col-
umnist’s thinking.5 The KGB, which monitored influential members 
of the Washington press corps, gave Lippmann the codename “Hub.”6 
President Kennedy ordered his press secretary to put Lippmann directly 
through to him if he called the White House.7

Lippmann also developed arguments that had lasting effects on sev-
eral areas of scholarship. His more ambitious tomes affected research in 
public opinion, foreign policy analysis, and media studies for the next 
half century.8 His books, particularly U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the 
Republic and The Cold War, helped define the foreign policy debate for 
the postwar era. Indeed, Lippmann is credited with popularizing the 
very term “Cold War” itself.9 In The Cold War—​and the columns that 
comprised it—​Lippmann penned the most high-​profile contempora-
neous rebuttal to George Kennan’s doctrine of containment.10 Soon af-
terwards, Kennan came around to Lippmann’s worldview on the flaws 
of America’s Cold War policies.

Lippmann’s lasting legacy in political science came from one of 
the few constants of his political worldview:  his skepticism about 
the merits of public opinion and democratic control of foreign af-
fairs. In one of his early books, Public Opinion, Lippmann’s elitism 
shines through: “Representative government … cannot be worked 
successfully, no matter what the basis of election, unless there is an 
independent, expert organization for making the unseen facts intel-
ligible to those who have to make the decisions.”11 More than thirty 
years later, in The Public Philosophy, he warned, “The unhappy truth 
is that the prevailing public opinion has been destructively wrong at 
the critical junctures. The people have imposed a veto upon the judg-
ments of informed and responsible officials… . Mass opinion has 
acquired mounting power in this country. It has shown itself to be a 
dangerous master of decisions when the stakes are life and death.”12 
Lippmann’s pessimism about public attitudes affected a generation 
of public opinion scholarship. That generation of research culmi-
nated in the “Almond-​Lippmann consensus,” which suggests that 
mass attitudes toward foreign policy are inconstant, irrational, and 
ill-​considered.13

Is there a modern equivalent to Lippmann? Let me suggest one pos-
sible candidate: Fareed Zakaria.
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In my survey of opinion leaders, Zakaria was considered to be one 
of the three most influential foreign policy writers, behind only Henry 
Kissinger and Thomas Friedman. Zakaria’s life and worldview parallel 
Lippmann’s much more strongly than either Kissinger’s or Friedman’s. 
Both were born into well-​off families. Like Lippmann, Zakaria spent 
some of his formative years at Harvard. While Lippmann dropped 
out of his graduate program, Zakaria completed his Ph.D. in political 
science. His mentor was Samuel Huntington, who chaired his all-​star 
dissertation committee. Like Lippmann, Zakaria could have become 
a professor but chose to eschew the academy, taking a positon as the 
managing editor of Foreign Affairs at the tender age of twenty-​eight 
(where he would publish his mentor’s “Clash of Civilizations” essay). 
He moved on to become editor of Newsweek International in 1999, 
writing a syndicated column for both Newsweek and the Washington 
Post. In the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks, Zakaria au-
thored a seven-​thousand-​word Newsweek cover essay on the roots of 
anti-​Americanism in the Arab Middle East.14 Widely cited and cir-
culated inside the Beltway, it lifted Zakaria into a whole new level of 
acclaim.

Like Lippmann, Zakaria’s politics and place of employment have 
been peripatetic. The myriad profiles of Zakaria have variably described 
him as a liberal, a conservative, and a neoconservative.15 He supported 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq, and in January 2004 he was still arguing that 
the benefits outweighed the costs.16 Nonetheless, just as the invasion 
was to begin, he published a scathing critique of the Bush administra-
tion’s diplomacy surrounding Operation Iraqi Freedom. He later exco-
riated the Bush administration for its reckless bungling of the invasion 
and occupation.17

Professionally, Zakaria moved on from Newsweek to become a col-
umnist for Time and a contributing editor of The Atlantic while still 
continuing to write for the Washington Post. Zakaria made the jump 
into television in 2002 as a panelist for ABC’s This Week with George 
Stephanopoulos. Three years later, he began hosting a weekly program, 
Foreign Exchange, for PBS. Three years after that, he moved to CNN. 
Fareed Zakaria GPS is currently the only major cable news show in 
the United States to focus on international affairs. The program won a 
Peabody Award in 2011.
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Zakaria’s career also parallels Lippmann’s in his activities outside 
his column. Zakaria’s influence as a foreign policy intellectual and 
his mainstream media platforms have given him greater access in 
the corridors of power. He met with myriad senior officials from 
the Clinton and Bush administrations. He interacted with President 
Obama enough for Zakaria to have to clarify on air that he was 
not an Obama adviser. And, like Lippmann, Zakaria’s longform 
writing has had impact as well. His 1997 Foreign Affairs essay on 
“illiberal democracy” presaged twenty-​first-​century problems with 
the US policy of democracy promotion. In that essay—​eventually 
expanded into 2003’s The Future of Freedom—​Zakaria articulated 
concerns about democratization without democratic culture in ways 
that echoed Lippmann’s frequent warnings about public opinion. 
Though Zakaria remains less prolific than Lippmann, both political 
scientists and foreign policy cognoscenti have widely cited Zakaria’s 
books on world politics.

The magazine profiles of Zakaria through the years have been just as 
effusive in their praise as the biographies of Lippmann. As early as 1999, 
Walter Russell Mead described Zakaria as “the most influential foreign-​
policy adviser of his generation.” Henry Kissinger praised Zakaria to 
New York magazine, raving that “he has a first-​class mind and likes 
to say things that run against conventional wisdom.”18 One review of 
Zakaria’s The Post-​American World suggested that “he may have more 
intellectual range and insights than any other public thinker in the 
West.”19 All of those quotes would have described Walter Lippmann at 
comparable stages of his career.

It would seem that apart from a few minor details, Lippmann and 
Zakaria share similar intellectual DNA. It is worth noting two impor-
tant distinctions, however. One difference is that when Lippmann was 
opining about foreign affairs, he possessed a near-​monopoly on that 
part of the public sphere. Zakaria might be a superstar in the modern 
marketplace of ideas, but it is a much more crowded market now than 
during Lippmann’s life.

The other difference is more significant: unlike Lippmann, Zakaria 
has in recent years battled serious charges of plagiarism. This chapter—​
about the life of superstar intellectuals in the Ideas Industry—​suggests 
that the two differences might be related.
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Walter Lippmann was a man of considerable intellectual gifts, but he 
had one structural advantage over Fareed Zakaria:  less competition. 
Lippmann towered over the foreign policy public sphere in part be-
cause he was so big but also because that sphere was so small. This was 
particularly true during the early years of the Cold War. Lippmann’s 
heyday as a foreign policy intellectual was also the heyday of the 
“Georgetown Set” that debated American foreign policy over DC din-
ners.20 This coterie of academics, columnists, publishers, and policy-
makers was small enough to exercise real leverage over the marketplace 
of ideas. George Kennan’s direct influence over politicians and policy 
principals was small. The one arena where he did exercise soft power, 
however, was over the Georgetown crowd of columnists.21 Those opin-
ion writers cemented Kennan’s reputation for foreign policy gravitas in 
the public’s mind.22

The early Cold War commentators who opined about American 
foreign policy had their rivalries and jealousies, but there was also 
significant amounts of shared social capital that helped to sustain the 
entire group through adversity. Most of them had gone to the same 
schools and served together in the Second World War. The common 
background helped them trust each other even when they disagreed. 
As a managed oligopoly, the Cold War intellectuals were also able 
to keep assorted personal scandals under wraps and away from the 
public eye. While married to his first wife, Walter Lippmann had an 
affair with the wife of longtime Foreign Affairs editor Hamilton Fish 
Armstrong, triggering multiple divorces. The KGB tried to black-
mail Joseph Alsop from a homosexual dalliance during a 1957 trip to 
Moscow. Neither indiscretion derailed the careers of those involved.23 
As Fareed Zakaria told me, somewhat wistfully, about this past era, 
“it used to be a cartel.”24

If the Cold War foreign policy pond was small, it was also a bit 
shallow. Historians and political scientists continue to debate the pre-
cise carbon dating of the Cold War consensus, but they do agree that 
it existed. By the 1950s, the degree of intellectual consensus about 
American foreign policy during the Cold War spanned the ideological 
spectrum.25 Graham Allison described the consensus as a compilation 
of several key axioms: “The pre-​eminent feature of international poli-
tics is the conflict between Communism and the Free World”; and 
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“The surest simple guide to U.S. interests in foreign policy is opposi-
tion to Communism”; and “The United States has the power, responsi-
bility, and right to defend the Free World and maintain international 
order.”26 That consensus limited the range of acceptable disagreement 
within the foreign policy establishment. Andrew Bacevich notes, 
“The signature of American public intellectuals at the beginning of 
the Cold War was not breadth but narrowness, not playfulness but 
rigidity. When it came to politics, they were doctrinaire and inflex-
ible. As a consequence, they accepted an oversimplified framework 
of analysis that foreclosed alternatives and impoverished debate.”27 
Lippmann stood out in part because he was on the dovish edge of 
the spectrum of respectable opinion. Even acolytes of Lippmann’s 
acknowledge that he was operating in a constrained marketplace of 
ideas.28

The old public sphere was a genteel oligopoly; the current Ideas Industry 
is something else entirely. In one sense, it is far more competitive. The 
explosion of outlets eager for copy has enlarged the number of intel-
lectuals who can write about foreign policy for a living. This does not 
mean that any foreign policy intellectual can or will crack the top tier, 
but the ability of anyone to establish a personal intellectual empire has 
increased dramatically. Such a description might sound over the top, 
but it fairly characterizes Vox’s Ezra Klein, Talking Points Memo’s Josh 
Marshall, FiveThirtyEight’s Nate Silver, and Pajamas Media’s Glenn 
Reynolds.

In another sense, greater competition has not leveled the playing 
field all that much. In my survey of opinion leaders in the foreign policy 
community, I asked them to name who they thought were the most 
influential intellectuals at the current moment. Table 7.1 shows the re-
sults. That list suggests that credentials and elite pedigrees still matter a 
great deal. Thomas Friedman became a bestselling author because of his 
perch on the New York Times op-​ed page; Krauthammer, Ignatius, and 
Kagan all have Washington Post columns, while Krugman is at the New 
York Times. Joseph Nye is a professor at Harvard University. Neither 
Henry Kissinger’s nor Francis Fukuyama’s foreign policy bona fides 
need further elaboration. Niall Ferguson was an award-​winning histo-
rian at Oxford and Harvard. This is not a group of upstarts; it is a group 
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TABLE 7.1  Most Influential Foreign Policy Intellectuals

Rank Name Affiliation Alma Mater Gender

1 Henry Kissinger Kissinger 
Associates

Harvard 
University

M

2 Thomas Friedman New York Times Brandeis 
College

M

3 Fareed Zakaria CNN/​Washington 
Post

Yale University M

4 Robert Kagan Brookings 
Institution

Yale University M

5 Joseph Nye Harvard 
University

Princeton 
University

M

6 Charles 
Krauthammer

Washington Post McGill 
University

M

7 Walter Russell 
Mead

Bard College Yale University M

8 David Ignatius Washington Post Harvard 
University

M

9 Francis Fukuyama Hoover Institution Cornell 
University

M

10 Robert D. Kaplan Center for New 
American Security

University of 
Connecticut

M

11 Richard Haass Council on 
Foreign Relations

Oberlin 
College

M

11 Jeffrey Goldberg The Atlantic University of 
Pennsylvania

M

12 Paul Krugman New York Times Yale University M
13 William Kristol Weekly Standard Harvard 

University
M

14 Samantha Power Harvard 
University*

Yale University F

14 Nicholas Kristof New York Times Harvard 
University

M

14 Stephen Walt Harvard 
University

Stanford 
University

M

14 Zbigniew Brzezinski CSIS/​SAIS McGill 
University

M

15 Niall Ferguson Hoover Institution Oxford 
University

M
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of people lousy with Ivy League degrees, Council on Foreign Relations 
memberships, and other prestigious affiliations. There are almost no 
women. The list is about as close to an old boys’ club as one can get in 
the twenty-​first century.

How can the elite nature of the top tier of foreign policy intellectu-
als be reconciled with the lowered barriers to entry? As the modern 
Ideas Industry has grown, the economics of superstars has kicked in.29 
In these markets a few people at the top earn a disproportionate share 
of the income and attention. This holds in fields as diverse as journal-
ism and athletics. For athletes, skill and ability determine the pecking 
order of the superstar phenomenon. For other groups, such as foreign 
policy intellectuals, a greater element of caprice is involved. The nature 
of the modern Ideas Industry is such that one Big Idea can thrust 
anyone into the stratosphere. One well-​timed essay can vault an intel-
lectual into the top tier.

Most of the individuals listed in Table 7.1 achieved wider public prom-
inence with one big idea in one big essay. Fukuyama’s moment came 
when he published “The End of History” in The National Interest just 
as the Cold War was coming to an end. Krauthammer’s “The Unipolar 
Moment” has been widely cited since it was first published in Foreign 
Affairs at the end of the Cold War. Nye’s notion of soft power has been 
a mainstay of international relations discourse since he introduced it 
in a 1990 Foreign Policy essay. And Robert Kagan rose to prominence 
with his 2002 Policy Review essay on how Americans are from Mars and 
Europeans are from Venus, just as transatlantic tensions flared over Iraq.

Rank Name Affiliation Alma Mater Gender

15 Bret Stephens Wall Street Journal University of 
Chicago

M

15 David Sanger New York Times Harvard 
University

M

15 John Mearsheimer University of 
Chicago

West Point M 

* Last non-government position at the time of the survey.
Source: Author survey.

TABLE 7.1  Continued
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The effect exists beyond the names listed in Table 7.1. Parag Khanna, 
for example, was a nondescript graduate student when he pitched the 
New America Foundation for a grant to travel the world and write 
about shifts in world politics. He received a fellowship that led him to 
write his first book.30 In a display of fortuitous timing and uncanny 
marketing, Khanna’s book was excerpted as the cover story of the New 
York Times Magazine at a moment of American anxiety about its super-
power status.31 Khanna’s argument became “one of the most globally 
debated and influential essays since the end of the Cold War,” accord-
ing to his website.32 Hyperbole aside, that essay catapulted Khanna into 
a higher tier. He has written four more books, secured a comment-
ing gig for CNN, and consulted for the National Intelligence Council. 
Khanna’s online bio states that he is now “a widely cited global intel-
lectual” who “lectures frequently at international conferences and gives 
executive briefings to government leaders and major corporations on 
global trends and scenarios, systemic risks and technological disrup-
tions, and market entry strategies and economic master planning.” The 
point here is not whether Khanna deserves his elite status; it is that 
through a combination of skill, will, and fortuna, he accomplished it in 
relatively short order.

The top tier is far more enticing now than it was during Lippmann’s 
time, for a very simple reason. In the twenty-​first century, intellectual 
superstardom comes with both influence and affluence.

Much like other markets with network externalities, the modern 
Ideas Industry can be competitive and simultaneously skew the re-
wards to those at the top. As in other superstar economies, those 
who can attain the highest rank in the Ideas Industry will command 
a disproportionate share of the rewards. Book advances are fatter, 
television appearances are paid, and the conference swag improves 
dramatically. They become more than just intellectuals; they become 
brands.

Indeed, it is striking how much the public profiles of foreign policy 
intellectuals like Friedman, Zakaria, or Ferguson rely on the terminology 
of branding. One of Friedman’s longtime friends told the New Yorker, 
“What I appreciate in Tom, and what I think is maybe his greatest skill, 
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is he’s tremendous at what advertising people call positioning, or brand-
ing. He’s created a brand for himself.”33 Friedman would concur. A core 
argument of his biggest book, The World is Flat, is that to thrive in the 
global economy one needs to be “special,” a unique brand like Michael 
Jordan, because such people “have a global market for their goods and 
services and can command global wages.”34 Friedman is hyperconscious 
about his own brand; he will tell other writers if they fail to ascribe the 
provenance of Friedman’s neologisms to Friedman.35

Ferguson has displayed similar marketing savvy. In a skillful display 
of synergy, five of the books he wrote in this century were designed from 
their inception as television documentaries also featuring Ferguson.36 
The Guardian described his 2011 book Civilization as “a book of a TV 
series of a university course on the rise and fall of the west.”37 Eric 
Alterman has criticized Ferguson severely but nonetheless conceded that 
“Ferguson, perhaps more than any other academic of his generation, 
has built an extremely successful intellectual brand for himself.”38 As 
for Zakaria, one former colleague at Time noted, “This guy is his own 
brand.” Zakaria’s successor at Newsweek, Tunku Varadarajan, wrote that 
“he is as much a brand as he is a journalist: he has ‘inc.’ in his veins.”39

Intellectuals expend enormous effort to develop and sustain their 
brand. As a 2012 New York Times story about Zakaria noted,

Not that long ago, getting a column in Time would have been the 
pinnacle of a journalist’s career. But expectations and opportunities 
have grown in the last few years. Many writers now market them-
selves as separate brands, and their journalism works largely as a pro-
motion for more lucrative endeavors like writing books and public 
speaking.40

The financial benefits of this strategy are significant. Brand-​name in-
tellectuals can crack the top tier of the lecture circuit and sign with a 
speakers bureau. Such bureaus can enable someone to deliver variations 
of the same speech multiple times for a princely sum. Foreign Policy’s 
Katie Peek concludes that, “a few keynote addresses are all it could take 
for one to jump into a new tax bracket.” 41 According to Fortune maga-
zine, the speaking fees Thomas Friedman collects have helped boost 
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his annual income “into CEO range.” Fareed Zakaria earns in the high 
five figures for his speeches.42 Ferguson went so far as to relinquish his 
academic sinecure at Harvard Business School—​though not his other 
academic affiliations at Harvard—​because the rewards from public 
speaking exceed business school salaries. When I asked Ferguson what 
motivated him to write for a public audience, he responded immedi-
ately, “I did it all for the money.”43

The superstar economics rewarding those at the top creates a pow-
erful incentive to stay active in the Ideas Industry. Those rewards are 
lucrative enough to foster the professional and financial dreams of an 
entire underclass of underpaid intellectuals. The modern marketplace 
of ideas now resembles the market for acting: a few celebrities making 
millions, and many others doing other menial jobs and dreaming of 
making millions.

Of course, those rewards have other effects as well. Esquire’s Stephen 
Marche reported that Ferguson receives between $50,000 and $75,000 
per speech. Ferguson told me he gives, on average, one of these speeches 
a month. As Marche wrote, this kind of revenue stream affects one’s 
intellectual arc.

The entire economics of Ferguson’s writing career, and many other 
writing careers, has been permanently altered. Nonfiction writers can 
and do make vastly more [money], and more easily, than they could 
ever make any other way, including by writing bestselling books or 
being a Harvard professor. Articles and ideas are only as good as the 
fees you can get for talking about them. They are merely billboards 
for the messengers.

That [speaker’s fee] means that Ferguson doesn’t have to please 
his publishers; he doesn’t have to please his editors; he sure as hell 
doesn’t have to please scholars. He has to please corporations and 
high-​net-​worth individuals, the people who can pay 50 to 75K to 
hear him talk.44

To stay in the superstar rank, intellectuals need to be able to speak 
fluently to the plutocratic class. In the case of Friedman or Ferguson, 
this is unproblematic. Businessmen adore Friedman’s writings on how 
technology and globalization transform the global economy. Salesforce 



	 The Promise and Perils of Intellectual Brands	 185

    185

CEO Marc Benioff has said that he is in awe of Friedman’s intellect, 
and he is hardly the only corporate mogul in that category. Venture 
capitalist John Doerr described Friedman as “the most cited thinker in 
business conversations.”45 Similarly, Ferguson told me in an interview 
that he is a “classical liberal” whose corpus of work is extremely sup-
portive of free markets and a robust American foreign policy.46 Both 
Friedman and Ferguson are thought leaders who truly believe in the 
ideas that also resonate with the movers and shakers of the modern 
Ideas Industry. For less confident public intellectuals, however, it is 
not so simple. If they want to make potential benefactors happy, they 
cannot necessarily afford to speak truth to money.

Another effect of intellectual brands is that superstars have to expend 
considerable effort to maintain their status. Those at the top garner 
an outsized fraction of opportunities in which superstars are asked to 
speak and write a lot more than anyone else. If they decline such offers 
repeatedly, however, their status can decline as well. More than one 
participant of the Ideas Industry has told me about the pressure that 
they feel to constantly produce more think pieces and accept speaking 
offers in order to maintain their place in the intellectual food chain.

Friedman, Ferguson, and Zakaria might be superstars, but they 
are extremely busy superstars. Like their plutocratic peers, they work 
hard to earn their income. In addition to his New York Times column, 
Friedman has written five books and hosted at least three documen-
tary television series. In 2013 he launched, with the Times, his own 
Davos-​style conference, called the Friedman Forum.47 Every profile of 
Friedman stresses his indefatigable work ethic.48

Like Friedman, Ferguson has taken to converting his books into 
other media outlets. He has also been prolific in his public commen-
tary, with a weekly column for the Daily Telegraph as well as other col-
umns for the Financial Times, Newsweek, and other venues. A 2007 
Harvard magazine profile of Ferguson noted his prodigious workload 
during his career, including: “eight meaty, weighty books, and has an-
other two in progress; hundreds of scholarly articles, tumbles of in-
troductions and book chapters, and an assembly line of regular col-
umns and op-​eds for American, British, and German newspapers, all 
while editing the Journal of Contemporary History.”49 He subsequently 
founded Greenmantle, a macroeconomic and geopolitical advisory 
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firm that employs seven full-​time employees. In 2012, when Ferguson 
permanently relocated to the United States, he told the Daily Telegraph, 
“I’m over-​industrious, so I don’t feel quite such a deviant in America as 
I did in England.”50

As for Zakaria, Varadarajan’s praise of him also covers his workload:

Zakaria … is insanely successful by the standards of his profes-
sion:  he has a TV show to which few people of any prominence 
would refuse an invitation, plus columns at Time, CNN.com, and 
the Washington Post. He also writes academic-​lite books that presi-
dents clutch as they clamber aboard planes, and gives speeches at—​it 
is said—​$75,000 a pop.51

When I  interviewed Zakaria, he explained how he divides his days 
between crafting his Washington Post column, preparing for his CNN 
show, and his other responsibilities. He acknowledged that he hasn’t yet 
found the time to write the longer essays he wants to for The Atlantic. 
He has simply been stretched too thin.

Most people who wind up as intellectual superstars do not just snap 
their fingers and take on all of these jobs at once. There is a slow accre-
tion of opportunities that are hard to refuse, until one is overextended. 
The process can lead to one of two outcomes. If the intellectual con-
tinues past practices, then he or she will inevitably become overworked 
from mounting obligations. In this situation, the superstar continues to 
write and research everything as if nothing has changed. The increased 
demand, however, can cause the intellectual to self-​plagiarize or slack 
off as a survival tactic. Ferguson has admitted to this in interviews, 
telling the Washington Monthly that his books on empire could be de-
scribed as “edutainment at best.”52 He told me, “I think overstretch 
is good.”

The other outcome is that a solitary intellectual becomes a brand 
manager with subordinates. To be sure, professors, think tank fellows, 
and management consultants frequently rely on research assistants. 
Nevertheless, a brand-​name intellectual can require a staff—​and most 
people who are good at being intellectuals are lousy at managing sub-
ordinates. It becomes all too easy for a superstar to outsource research 
to assistants. To run his show and to write his column, for example, 
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Zakaria has a staff of eight people—​and he takes great pride in doing 
most of the research for his column himself.53 Ferguson hired a full-​
time researcher, as well as a “cottage industry” of bright undergraduates, 
to assist him with his research. Comparable superstars can choose to 
delegate research and writing tasks to coauthors or research assistants.

Outsourcing research and writing tasks is a natural shortcut for in-
tellectual superstars to meet the Ideas Industry’s demands. But such 
delegation increases the probability of errors seeping into published 
work. If small shortcuts or errors are not caught the first time a writer 
uses them, they become crutches that pave the way for bigger short-
cuts, which then become cheats. It is rare for a public intellectual or a 
thought leader to willfully commit plagiarism or fraud. But there have 
been enough intellectual scandals in this century for a familiar narrative 
to emerge: a confusion of notes, or a miscommunication between assis-
tants and writers.54 Corners are not cut, but perhaps they are rounded.

The combination of overstretched superstars and an underclass of intel-
lectuals eager to move to the top tier creates an interesting ecosystem 
for ideas. Critics often treat intellectual superstars like music groups, 
extolling their earlier work while disparaging their more recent, com-
mercial output.55 And because superstars are more likely to err as they 
try to sustain their brand, they inexorably create intellectual firestorms 
that invite critical calumny. If a superstar stumbles, there are plenty of 
lower-​tier intellectuals ready to pounce on the mistake.

Both Zakaria and Ferguson have encountered critical backlash in 
recent years in response to their work. The source of their controversies—​
and their responses to them—​highlight the perils of intellectual super-
stardom. They also highlight the advantage that thought leaders like 
Ferguson possess relative to public intellectuals like Zakaria.

In August 2012, accusations of plagiarism threatened Zakaria’s career. 
He had cut and pasted unattributed text from a Jill Lepore New Yorker 
essay into one of his Time columns about gun control. Zakaria quickly 
admitted and apologized for the “terrible mistake,” attributing the error 
to a mixing up of his source notes.56 After a temporary suspension and 
investigation by his employers at CNN and Time, Zakaria returned to 
work with the mini-​scandal ostensibly behind him. He endured some 
blowback, but the reputational damage was largely contained.57
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A few years later, however, two anonymous bloggers at the website 
Our Bad Media began publishing numerous other alleged instances 
of plagiarism by Zakaria that stretched back decades; their examples 
included more than forty of his columns for the Washington Post, Time, 
Newsweek, and Slate. The bloggers offered up comparisons of Zakaria’s 
essays with material from Foreign Affairs, Time, and other sources that 
he appeared to copy without proper attribution.58

The effect of these anonymous charges on Zakaria’s intellectual 
standing was mixed. On the one hand, the publications listed above 
dismissed the overwhelming majority of the accusations. The anony-
mous nature of the accusers also rankled many within the mainstream 
media, as did some of the exaggerated accusations. Nevertheless, some 
of the charges stuck. Three different outlets amended a total of thirteen 
Zakaria columns to note an insufficient degree of attribution.59 Media 
critics concluded that he had indeed crossed a line. Dylan Byers wrote 
in Politico, “For years now, Zakaria has made a habit of borrowing facts, 
language and style from other sources without attributing the work to 
its original authors, and he has presented such material as if it were his 
own.” In Vanity Fair, Michael Kinsley concluded that “somewhere be-
tween plagiarism and homage, there is a line. Fareed stepped over it.”60

Niall Ferguson has also run into controversies in his recent public 
musings, but they are of a different sort. He is a classic thought leader. 
A 2004 Washington Monthly profile of him observed, “In a moment of 
profound, and deeply felt, confusion at what our national direction 
ought to be, Ferguson offered extreme certainty. And his claims caught 
on when no one was able to make a counter-​argument with such confi-
dence and clarity.”61 Rather than plagiarism, Ferguson has been accused 
of being a hack. He has taken to coining Friedmanesque neologisms 
like “Chimerica” and “IOU-​solationism” and “the six killer apps of 
Western civilization” to explain some of his ideas.62 As Justin Fox ob-
served in Harvard Business Review: “In recent years he’s become more of 
a generalist, and has focused more on current events… . Ferguson has 
been so good at it, and can express himself so charmingly, and hand-
somely, and swashbucklingly, that some people are willing to pay him 
to yammer on about pretty much anything.”63

However, some of his more contentious claims have drawn wider 
criticism. In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, Ferguson began 
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issuing clarion calls about the dangers of excessive US federal govern-
ment debt. He joined an open letter to the Federal Reserve chairman, 
signed by more than twenty conservative economists and opinion 
leaders, warning that additional rounds of quantitative easing would 
“risk currency debasement and inflation, and we do not think they will 
achieve the Fed’s objective of promoting employment.”64 This did not 
make Ferguson unusual among conservative thought leaders. Ferguson, 
however, went further in his doomsaying. In a spring 2010 Foreign 
Affairs essay, he compared the United States to other empires that had 
collapsed suddenly. Ferguson suggested that a sudden shift in expecta-
tions could destroy America’s ability to recover from the crisis.65 He 
persistently predicted the return of double-​digit inflation and a revolt 
of the bond market against quantitative easing.

By the end of 2016, the American economy had deleveraged sig-
nificantly, the federal budget deficit had shrunk at the fastest rate in 
postwar history, the economy had approached full employment, the 
dollar had surged in value, and the Fed had started to raise interest 
rates. At a minimum, Ferguson’s concerns seemed wildly misplaced. Joe 
Weisenthal concluded in Business Insider, “As you read Niall Ferguson, 
it’s worth noting that he has been wrong on economics ever since 
Obama took office.”66

Ferguson has run afoul of critics beyond his advocacy for macroeco-
nomic austerity. In August 2012, he penned a cover story in Newsweek 
entitled “Hit the Road, Barack.”67 He blasted Obama’s first term as 
president with a barrage of damning economic statistics. As Paul 
Krugman and other fact-​checkers observed, however, Ferguson jerry-​
rigged some of the negative numbers, wildly exaggerating the fiscal ef-
fects of Obama’s healthcare reform.68 Ferguson’s defense of his data trig-
gered another round of criticism from fact-​checkers.69 The New Yorker’s 
John Cassidy noted, “What is pretty remarkable about the latest dustup 
is the weakness of the arguments presented by Ferguson.” A  former 
Wall Street Journal reporter concluded in the Columbia Journalism 
Review: “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a cover story so compre-
hensively demolished.”70

Ferguson was also called to task in recent years for other misstate-
ments. In 2013 he gave a speech at an investor conference claiming 
that John Maynard Keynes’s homosexuality and failure to have children 
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caused him to prefer short-​term solutions to long-​term ones.71 The 
Financial Times was also forced to issue a correction to a May 2015 
column by Ferguson in which he misstated figures concerning UK 
economic confidence and wage growth to make David Cameron’s 
Conservative government look better.72

Zakaria’s and Ferguson’s responses to their controversies, and the 
Ideas Industry’s reactions to these responses, suggest the ways in which 
the modern marketplace of ideas favors thought leaders over public 
intellectuals. Ferguson responded to his critics by giving little quarter 
and politicizing their attacks. He blasted those who fact-​checked his 
Newsweek cover story: “The spectacle of the American liberal blogo-
sphere in one of its almost daily fits of righteous indignation is not so 
much ridiculous as faintly sinister.” He concluded that “not one of my 
critics has addressed [my argument]. Instead, they have unleashed a 
storm of nit-​picking and vilification.”73 Ferguson also resisted backing 
down from his warnings about the risks of inflation and dollar debase-
ment. In 2013 he insisted that “there is in fact still a risk of currency 
debasement and inf﻿﻿lation.” He reiterated that concern in 2014 as well.74 
By 2016, however, he acknowledged that he had erred.

Ferguson was more contrite in response to the Keynes kerfuffle, of-
fering an unqualified apology.75 As liberals continued to hound him, 
however, Ferguson wrote an open letter to the Harvard Crimson con-
cluding, “what that the self-​appointed speech police of the blogo-
sphere forget is that to err occasionally is an integral part of the learn-
ing process.”76 In making this complaint, Ferguson omitted the fact 
that the “speech police” consisted primarily of professors of economics 
and history.77 Similarly, in response to the Financial Times correction, 
Ferguson wrote a jeremiad against what he called “correct politicalness” 
in the Spectator: “The essence of correct politicalness is to seek to un-
dermine an irrefutable argument by claiming loudly and repetitively 
to have found an error in it.” He heaped disdain on the former policy-
maker who challenged his FT column, noting, “[he] has no PhD and 
has published painfully few articles in peer-​reviewed journals.”78

The response pattern is clear. Ferguson has acknowledged some small 
factual mistakes in recent years. He told me that the Keynes kerfuffle 
taught him to “speak more like a central banker” in public talks to 
avoid needless controversies.79 At the same time, however, he has also 
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argued that his critics’ liberal bias invalidates their attacks. According to 
Ferguson, the exercise of picayune fact checking does not undercut his 
grander arguments. Rather, the failure by his liberal critics to directly 
engage those arguments therefore invalidates their minor criticisms. He 
takes great pride in pushing back on his liberal critics with as much brio 
as possible.80

The effect on Ferguson’s status as a thought leader has been mini-
mal. As a longstanding conservative, he has been a perennial target of 
liberal ire.81 They repeatedly accuse Ferguson of converting his aca-
demic bona fides into a license to write mendacious op-​eds. Dissent’s 
Mark Engler wrote in 2008 that Ferguson “is trading on his status 
as an acclaimed historian to give weight to arguments that regularly 
fail to rise above the predictable biases of conservative punditry.” 
More recently, New York magazine’s Jonathan Chait argued, “Only 
a figure of [Ferguson’s] standing would have the ability to publish 
wildly erroneous claims in major mainstream publications.”82 On 
the other hand, conservatives have offered him intellectual succor. 
Ferguson’s critique of fact checking resonates with ongoing conser-
vative criticism of the phenomenon.83 Numerous right-​wing lumi-
naries and corporate executives have defended Ferguson during his 
myriad contretemps.84

In October 2015 Ferguson announced that he would be leaving 
Harvard full time and moving to the Hoover Institution, a conserva-
tive think tank based in Stanford.85 By moving to Hoover, Ferguson 
was able to relinquish all of his teaching responsibilities, which had 
become a distraction for him.86 Moving to Hoover freed up more time 
for his public commentary and book writing. He told me that he would 
not miss teaching, as it was “not the most efficient way to change the 
world.” 87

In one way, Zakaria reacted to his scandal in a manner akin to 
Ferguson. He also reduced his responsibilities. After apologizing for the 
initial case of plagiarism, Zakaria resigned from the Yale board of gov-
ernors, scaled back his activities at the Council on Foreign Relations, 
and abstained from attending all but one conference a year.88 He cut 
down significantly on his social schedule and social media to prioritize 
his family and his work. “Otherwise, the noise is overwhelming,” he 
told me.89
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Zakaria’s response has otherwise differed from Ferguson in its lack 
of pugnacity. As previously noted, he quickly apologized for the pla-
giarism in his 2012 column for Time. His response to the next wave of 
plagiarism accusations was far more muted. He did not issue a public 
response beyond, “I will leave it to viewers and readers to make their 
own decisions. I’m fully focused on putting out the best work I can.” 
CNN ordered him not to say anything further on the record.90 The 
reason for this has less to do with Zakaria’s guilt or innocence and more 
to do with his superstar status. As he told me, one problem with having 
such a high profile is that, “if you respond, then it’s another story.” 
He told me that he now embraces the ethos of his mentor, Samuel 
Huntington: research something, write something, and then move on 
to the next topic.

On the whole, Zakaria has retained the support of those in the 
media and politics who could have turned on him. The media outlets 
and book publishers have not fired him. Compared to the fabulists 
and pure partisans in the Ideas Industry, Zakaria’s missteps could be 
judged as a venial and not a mortal sin.91 Even reporters who feel that 
Zakaria appropriated quotes from them have been only mildly critical 
of those actions.92 Nonetheless, Zakaria’s brand has been tarnished. In 
my interactions with him on this subject, the experience has clearly left 
a mark. Part of this is likely due to his own sense of intellectual identity. 
As he put it to me, “I think of myself as a lapsed academic and writer 
who does television.”93 For true academics, allegations of plagiarism 
cut deep.

Both Ferguson and Zakaria continue to thrive in the modern Ideas 
Industry, but in somewhat different ways. Ferguson has fully embraced 
his status as a thought leader. He embraces a conservative worldview 
and attacks his critics as petty, envious liberals. He continues to write, 
speak, and provoke at will. He has willingly shed his status as a profes-
sor to fully engage in his role as a thought leader. The controversies 
surrounding his public commentary only endear him more to conserva-
tive sympathizers, not to mention plutocrats. Zakaria remains a public 
intellectual, someone who prefers to critique all sides. He embraces 
a nonpartisan worldview and allies himself with like-​minded institu-
tions. He has sacrificed some opportunities in order to maintain inde-
pendence. The controversies surrounding his public commentary have 
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not seriously wounded his reputation—​but they have not helped either. 
Based on my survey results, Zakaria’s star continues to shine brighter. 
Still, even for superstars, it is easier to be a thought leader.

What lessons can be drawn in searching for the modern Walter 
Lippmann? The first is that Lippmann had it easy. Compared to him, 
Fareed Zakaria has to compete in a much more intense and crowded 
marketplace for ideas.

The next lesson is that the benefits of being seen as the modern 
Lippmann are also greater. Even though the current Ideas Industry 
is more competitive, it has boosted the rewards of intellectual life for 
those at the top of the pecking order. David Brooks identified this trend 
fifteen years ago in Bobos in Paradise, but the effect has become even 
more amplified in the twenty-​first century.94 The rise in economic in-
equality identified in Chapter 2 has altered the marketplace of ideas in 
several ways. The most awkward effect has been to increase the variance 
of rewards that intellectuals themselves earn from hawking their wares. 
Superstars can become their own brands, commanding bigger book 
advances, larger media platforms, and lucrative lecture fees. As with the 
global economy, in the current marketplace of ideas the elite can com-
mand the overwhelming majority of the income.

Another lesson is that even at the superstar level, it is easier to be a 
thought leader than a public intellectual. The recent travails of Zakaria 
and Ferguson illuminate how superstar intellectuals can face fierce criti-
cism for any missteps. As Ferguson has embraced his role as a happy 
warrior for economic and foreign policy conservatism, however, he has 
withstood waves of substantive criticism of his public writings. Zakaria 
has positioned himself as more of a public intellectual. This has made it 
more difficult for him to easily dismiss criticism—​and therefore more 
wary of engaging with such criticism.

No matter what Thomas Friedman says, the intellectual world is not 
flat. The modern marketplace of ideas is competitive but not perfectly 
competitive; there are behemoths and there are minnows. If intellectual 
life is treacherous for intellectual superstars, their rise creates an even 
more problematic incentive structure. Becoming a thought leader now 
is almost like making it as an entertainer or entrepreneur. The rewards 
at the top are lucrative enough to foster the professional and financial 
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dreams of an entire underclass of underpaid intellectuals. The superstar 
economics rewarding those at the top guarantees that the incentives for 
joining the Ideas Industry will not dissipate over time.

The pathway to superstardom seems enticing enough to warp the 
incentives of new entrants into the Ideas Industry. David Carr observed 
in 2012 that for journalists, “the now ancient routes to credibility at 
small magazines and newspapers—​toiling in menial jobs while learning 
the business—​have been wiped out, replaced by an algorithm of social 
media heat and blog traction.”95 Similarly, Justin Fox notes:

The path to lucrative thought-​leaderdom blazed over the past couple 
of decades was to establish yourself with dense, serious work (or a 
big, important job) and then move on to catch-​phrase manufactur-
ing. Nowadays ambitious young people looking to break into the 
circuit often just aim straight for the catch-​phrases. Speakers bureaus 
need pithy sales pitches, not complex erudition … for journalists 
and academics they often represent their only real shot at a top-​tax-​
bracket income.

The result is an intellectual environment that seems to increas-
ingly reward the superficial, and keeps rewarding those who make 
it into the magic circle of top-​flight speakers even if they don’t have 
anything new or interesting to say.96

As the previous chapters demonstrate, there is still a middle class of 
intellectuals housed in the academy, think tanks, and private firms. 
Still, in a superstar economy, younger members of the Ideas Industry 
might take aim at being a superstar before becoming a true intellectual. 
Whether one agrees with Niall Ferguson’s writings or not, it is impos-
sible to deny that he earned his scholarly bona fides before reaching for 
the lucre of lectures and television series. Even Ferguson’s liberal critics 
praise his scholarly work. Thomas Friedman served in a variety of jour-
nalistic postings before talking about how the world was flat. Fareed 
Zakaria earned a doctorate and managed America’s leading foreign 
policy journal before becoming a columnist. All of the top-​tier foreign 
policy intellectuals wrote a lot before achieving superstar status. The 
economics of the modern Ideas Industry, however, incentivizes younger 
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intellectuals to hit the lecture circuit before doing the research neces-
sary to justify the lecture circuit.

The modern Ideas Industry rewards superstar intellectuals and su-
perstar notions. Does the marketplace regulate these superstars as well, 
however? To put it another way: As the marketplace of ideas has become 
more competitive, has it also become more efficient?
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Q

 Is the Ideas Industry Working?

The first lesson the student of international politics must learn and never 
forget is that the complexities of international affairs make simple solu-
tions and trustworthy prophecies impossible. Here the scholar and the 
charlatan part company.

—​ Hans Morgenthau

The emergence of the Ideas Industry has created new winners and 
new losers. It has empowered thought leaders more than public intel-
lectuals, economists more than political scientists, management consul-
tants more than think tank fellows, superstars more than anyone else. 
So are these changes good for the ideas? There is no denying that the 
public sphere is home to a far more heterogeneous array of intellectu-
als than in the past. The barriers to entry in American foreign policy 
debates are lower, and the variation of thought is wider than during the 
height of the Cold War. But a key test of a well-​functioning market-
place of ideas is also the ease of exit. Bad or bankrupt ideas should exit 
the stage. Has the transformation of the marketplace of ideas improved 
debates about American foreign policy?

To answer that question, this chapter will take a deep dive into the 
uses and abuses of “disruption” in debates about the US economy and 
American foreign policy. As we shall see, it is the ideal case for look-
ing at how a new notion can spread across the marketplace of ideas. 
The evolution of disruptive innovation as a way of thinking about 
how to change the world explains an awful lot about how the modern 
Ideas Industry functions. For good and ill, the modern marketplace of 
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ideas strongly resembles modern financial markets. Usually, the system 
works. On occasion, however, there can be asset bubbles.

Economists have been aware of the importance of innovation since 
Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. When Joseph Schumpeter coined the 
term “creative destruction,” he captured the degree to which radical 
innovations could disrupt as well as create economic growth. Indeed, 
Schumpeter fretted that the huge fixed costs of technological inno-
vation, combined with the risk-​averse nature of bureaucratized cor-
porations, would lead to a tapering off of radical innovations.1 The 
consensus among modern growth theorists is that at least 75  per-
cent of American economic growth can be attributed to innovation. 
Distinguished economists from Robert Solow to Paul Romer to Robert 
Gordon have devoted their lives to understanding the relationship be-
tween innovation and growth.2 The most visible working theory of in-
novation comes not from an economist, however, but from a professor 
of business strategy.

A half century after Schumpeter, Harvard Business School professor 
Clayton Christensen coauthored a Harvard Business Review article on 
disruptive technologies that extended the concept of creative destruc-
tion even further.3 Christensen argued that firms generate two kinds 
of innovations. Sustaining innovations lead to a steady rate of product 
improvement over time. These incremental upgrades are necessary for 
leading firms in any sector to retain their customers. Disruptive innova-
tions, in contrast, introduce an alternative set of attributes to a product. 
These new attributes, while promising, can also worsen performance on 
key dimensions, alienating mainstream customers. Leading firms in a 
sector will be wary of adopting disruptive technologies; understandably, 
they prioritize customer satisfaction over innovations that might not at-
tract many new clients.

New attributes, however, can attract an underserved niche market. 
Over time, an upstart firm with a disruptive innovation will corner that 
niche market. Then, through sustaining innovations, the upstart can 
improve the quality and efficiency of the product across all dimensions. 
Eventually, the firm that controls the disruptive innovation outclasses 
the industry leader, acquires a dominant market share, and becomes 
the new standard for that sector. In the past decade alone, one could 
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argue that Apple, Netflix, and Airbnb all used this strategy to upend the 
markets for mobile phones, movie rentals, and hotels.

In a 2013 Harvard Business Review article, Christensen and his co-
authors distilled the essence of disruptive innovation down to a single 
paragraph:

The pattern of industry disruption is familiar:  new competitors 
with new business models arrive; incumbents choose to ignore the 
new players or to flee to higher-​margin activities; a disrupter whose 
product was once barely good enough achieves a level of quality 
acceptable to the broad middle of the market, undermining the po-
sition of longtime leaders and causing the “flip” to a new level of 
competition.4

Christensen’s theory had profound implications for the study and prac-
tice of business strategy. He was arguing that all of the longstanding 
principles that made companies great also made them vulnerable to 
extinction. This was especially true given that, at first glance, most 
disruptive innovations appear to be flawed. By staying too attuned to 
their customer base, Christensen argued, these firms developed blind-
ers about possible game-​changing innovations. As he wrote in his first 
book, The Innovator’s Dilemma, “there are times when it is right not to 
listen to customers, right to invest in developing lower-​performance 
products that promise lower margins, and right to aggressively pursue 
small, rather than substantial, markets.”5 This was a legitimately coun-
terintuitive idea. His theory implied that disruption could upend the 
market dominance of industry leaders at any time. Furthermore, the 
necessary survival strategies to cope with potential disruptions ap-
peared to be counterintuitive at best and counterproductive at worst. As 
Joshua Gans, author of The Disruption Dilemma, notes, “Christensen’s 
observations have led to widespread fear and paranoia” in the business 
world.6

As a field, business strategy is shot through with thought leaders. 
Christensen took this approach to the next level. As the Economist ob-
served, “Mr. Christensen is a hedgehog (someone who knows one big 
thing) rather than a fox (who knows lots of little things).”7 Christensen’s 
model and Christensen himself exemplify how a theory could catch on 
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the modern marketplace of ideas. Disruptive innovation was a simple, 
clearly communicable, counterintuitive thesis. Christensen built it up 
from a single, big case—​the computer disk drive industry—​and made 
it easily digestible to others. Its implications were wide ranging. From 
his very first essay on the subject, Christensen argued that disruptive 
innovation could explain the widespread decline and fall of industry 
leaders. Even if it was not observable, the prospect of disruption put the 
fear of God into business executives at leading firms.

Beyond the theory’s intrinsic appeal, Christensen’s approach synced 
up perfectly with the forces of change in the Ideas Industry. His thesis 
was that the conventional wisdom regarding sound business strategy 
was fatally flawed. This resonated with skeptics of traditional business 
school scholarship. Furthermore, Christensen was not shy about his 
devout Mormon beliefs and Republican political leanings.8 This made 
him a more appealing figure to conservative executives than if he had 
been a stereotypical left-​leaning academic.

Most importantly, Christensen’s message of disruption hit the plu-
tocratic sweetspot. He depicted a world in which the new New Thing 
could happen at any time and radically transform an entire economic 
sector. This conformed to a plutocratic worldview in which success 
favors the bold, risk-​taking entrepreneur. Christensen only enhanced 
his plutocratic appeal in his follow-​up book The Innovator’s Solution, 
in which he asserted that founders of firms were better prepared to 
cope with disruption than managers.9 This fit perfectly with a sector 
dominated by founder-​owners. As one of Christensen’s coauthors ob-
served, the idea of disruptive innovation really took off in 1999 when 
Andy Grove, then the CEO of Intel, posed next to Christensen on the 
cover of Forbes. The headline read: “Andy Grove’s Big Thinker.”10 Other 
Silicon Valley luminaries such as Steve Jobs, Eric Schmidt, Peter Thiel, 
and Marc Andreessen embraced the thesis, arguing that disruptive in-
novations rocked the IT sector on an almost monthly basis. Other 
moguls, including Michael Bloomberg, heartily endorsed Christensen’s 
message.

Some management experts had formulated similar arguments prior 
to Christensen, but his timing was also perfect.11 He articulated the 
theory just as the dot-​com boom was beginning in the mid-​1990s. 
Older firms were starting to realize the massive productivity gains that 
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came from incorporating information technologies into their internal 
processes.12 The theory of disruptive innovation appeared to explain 
far more than computer disk drives. It offered a lens to view how the 
entire world worked. As Evan Goldstein wrote in a Chronicle of Higher 
Education profile of Christensen, the idea of disruption “is nothing less 
than the mechanism at work behind the boom-​bust churn of capital-
ism… . To true believers, it’s something more: a gospel of progress for 
the Internet age, a democratic force that makes more things—​educa-
tion, air travel, health care—​more accessible to more people.”13

After the successful publication of The Innovator’s Dilemma in 1997, 
Christensen built an intellectual empire around disruptive innovation. 
He authored or coauthored eight books on the concept, each one cov-
ering an area further afield from the manufacturing sector.14 He coau-
thored a paper on religion and capitalism entitled “Disrupting Hell.” 
At Harvard Business School, he created the Forum for Growth and 
Innovation, a center designed to advance further research in the re-
lationship between management and disruptive innovation. In 2000, 
Christensen co-​created the Disruptive Growth Fund, designed to buy 
stock in companies on the cusp of developing disruptive technologies. 
That same year he founded a consulting firm, Innosight, designed to 
work “with Fortune 100 companies that are seeking to defend their 
core businesses and adapt to disruptive environments,” according to a 
glowing Harvard Magazine profile of Christensen.15 In 2007 he opened 
Rose Park Advisors, a boutique investment firm in which, according to 
his website, “decisions are driven by Christensen’s theories in disrup-
tive innovation and related fields and therefore invests exclusively in 
companies where Christensen’s research gives unique and differential 
insights to the investment thesis.”16 As a Harvard professor who created 
both nonprofit and for-​profit structures to hawk his ideas, Christensen 
seemed to embody the best attributes of both the academy and the 
consulting world.

These myriad efforts paid off in numerous ways. Christensen was 
hailed as one of the most important management theorists of the last 
half century. In the two decades since the original Harvard Business 
Review article appeared, media and journal uses of the terms “disruptive 
innovation” and “disruptive technology” went from just two mentions 
in 1995 to more than 4,500 mentions in 2015.17 The Economist declared 
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The Innovator’s Dilemma to be one of the top business books published 
in the past half century. He topped the Thinkers50 ranking, “the Oscars 
of the ‘management guru’ world,” twice in the last ten years. His speaker 
fee is well in excess of $40,000.18 In the world of business, Christensen 
became the ne plus ultra of thought leaders. In 2014, Business Insider’s 
Henry Blodget dubbed him “today’s most influential modern manage-
ment thinker.”19

If this was the end of the story, Christensen’s rise to intellectual su-
perstar status would echo a familiar narrative about the rise of a busi-
ness management guru to prominence. But Christensen’s idea did not 
stay confined to the world of business. Nor did Christensen want it 
confined there. As with other asset bubbles, the market overvalued the 
idea and believed that it applied far beyond business applications. That, 
in turn, generated its own critical reaction.

Christensen and his acolytes spread the theory of disruptive innova-
tion in two ways. His supporters tried to bolster the empirical foun-
dations of the theory.20 Christensen himself expanded it by applying 
it to areas far beyond traditional business sectors. Three of his later 
books applied the model of disruptive innovation to nonprofit areas: 
primary education, higher education, and healthcare.21 He argued 
that his theory could be extended from the microeconomic realm to 
the macroeconomic realm and explain sluggish post-​2008 economic 
growth.22 He founded the Christensen Institute, a nonpartisan think 
tank that is, according to its website, “redefining the way policymak-
ers, community leaders, and innovators address the problems of our 
day by distilling and promoting the transformational power of disrup-
tive innovation.”23 He is a cofounder of the Disruptor Foundation, an 
organization dedicated to “rais[ing] awareness of and encourag[ing] 
the advancement of disruptive innovation theory and its application 
in societally-​critical domains,” according to its website. It also sponsors 
Disruption Foundation Fellows and a “Disruptor Cup” competition.24 
In 2015, Christensen insisted that there remained additional areas ripe 
for applying his theory, including traditional foreign policy bailiwicks 
like conflict resolution, environmental policy, and counterterrorism.25 
In one interview, he used his theory to explain the challenges with post-
war statebuilding in Iraq.26
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Christensen was not shy about trying to apply his theory to a vast 
array of policy arenas. But he was far from the only person to do this 
with disruptive innovation. Indeed, it would seem that every thought 
leader has embraced the concept of disruption to explain his or her 
own professional bailiwick. The language of disruption completely 
took over the field of management consulting. It is virtually impos-
sible to read a management consulting report without warning about a 
coming “disruption,” “discontinuity,” “trend-​break,” or “revolution.”27 
In 2015, Accenture released a report with the rather grandiose title 
“Be the Disruptor, not the Disrupted,” about compliance with finan-
cial regulation.28 Three McKinsey consultants crystallized this style of 
discourse with No Ordinary Disruption, which contains sentences like 
“Ours is a world of near-​constant discontinuity” and “[Disruptions] are 
causing trends to break down, to break up, or simply to break.”29 The 
media sector has been obsessed with disruption; the New York Times’ 
2014 Innovation Report is clearly predicated on Christensen’s theory, 
using it to explain the rise of competitors like BuzzFeed, Politico, and 
Vox.30 As Harvard historian Jill Lepore noted in the New Yorker, “ever 
since The Innovator’s Dilemma, everyone is either disrupting or being 
disrupted.”31

Lepore is correct; thought leaders have spread the gospel of disrup-
tion far beyond the business world. In recent years it has permeated 
the policy discourse on foreign affairs and international relations. To 
those who believe in the theory of disruptive innovation, such an in-
tellectual leap makes perfect sense. As the McKinsey consultants who 
wrote No Ordinary Disruption explain, “the trend break era is impos-
ing uncertainties and pressures on governments and policy makers that 
are as significant and meaningful as those it is placing on companies 
and executives.”32 Indeed, a quick glance at covers of Foreign Affairs 
and Foreign Policy suggest that their editors believe that disruptive in-
novations are affecting world politics as much as global markets. In 
the two years prior to a 2013 Foreign Affairs redesign, for example, only 
one of its twelve lead articles touched on anything remotely related 
to disruptive innovation. In the two years after its redesign, half of 
its cover packages touched on some kind of disruptive innovation, in-
cluding such titles as “The Rise of Big Data,” “Next Tech,” and “Here 
Come the Disruptors.”33 Foreign Policy made a similar pivot toward 
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disruption-​friendly cover art. Its 2014 issue promoting its leading one 
hundred global thinkers was entitled “A World Disrupted.”

Disruption discourse has penetrated deeper than the covers of these 
magazines. Google CEO Eric Schmidt coauthored a 2010 Foreign 
Affairs article with Google Ideas Director Jared Cohen entitled “The 
Digital Disruption.” Their essay took the concept of disruption and 
applies it to international relations.

The advent and power of connection technologies—​tools that con-
nect people to vast amounts of information and to one another—​
will make the twenty-​first century all about surprises… .

In the interconnected estate, a virtual space that is constrained 
by different national laws but not national boundaries, there can be 
no equivalent to the Treaty of Westphalia—​the 1648 agreement that 
ended the Thirty Years’ War and established the modern system of 
nation-​states. Instead, governments, individuals, nongovernmen-
tal organizations, and private companies will balance one another’s 
interests… .

In an era when the power of the individual and the group grows 
daily, those governments that ride the technological wave will clearly 
be best positioned to assert their influence and bring others into their 
orbits. And those that do not will find themselves at odds with their 
citizens.34

The idea that innovations are disrupting twenty-​first-​century interna-
tional relations is not unique to tech entrepreneurs. Foreign affairs pun-
dits have been making similar arguments.35 Parag Khanna’s intellectual 
trajectory has been a slow migration away from traditional geopolitics 
and toward technological determinism. Khanna’s first two books dis-
cussed how the rise of advanced developing economies such as China 
or India affects conventional international relations. His third book, 
Hybrid Reality, published by TED and coauthored with his wife Ayesha, 
was consciously designed to be far more in the spirit of Alvin Toffler 
than Henry Kissinger. Echoing Christensen’s rhetoric, the Khannas 
posited that “the great disruptive trends of the 21st century—​the shift 
to multipolarity, shrinking of space, economic convergence, and new 
forms of collaboration—​all have technology at their root.”36 He went 
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even further in Connectography, arguing that global supply chains have 
completely disrupted great power politics: “We are moving into an era 
when cities will matter more than states and supply chains will be a 
more important source of power than militaries—​whose main purpose 
will be to protect supply chains rather than borders.”37

The notion that disruptive innovations transform world politics has 
also been a key theme of Thomas Friedman’s oeuvre since the start of 
the century. The World Is Flat is a tome about the ways that the global 
political economy faces constant disruption. In a 2009 column, he 
warned of “the Great Inflection,” which he characterized as “the mass 
diffusion of low-​cost, high-​powered innovation technologies—​from 
hand-​held computers to Web sites that offer any imaginable service—​
plus cheap connectivity.” In 2013, he reiterated his warning about the 
Great Inflection, noting that when “the world gets this hypercon-
nected … the speed with which every job and industry changes also 
goes into hypermode.” He explicitly cited Christensen in talking about 
how higher education was about to be disrupted. By 2015, Friedman 
had widened the scope of the Great Inflection’s effects, concluding in 
one column, “We’re in the middle of some huge disruptive inflections 
in technology, the labor market and geopolitics that will raise funda-
mental questions about the future of work and the social contracts 
between governments and their people and employers and employ-
ees.”38 Friedman’s rhetoric for the past decade has been a homage to 
Christensen’s big idea.

It is not merely foreign policy pundits who have latched on to the 
idea of disruption as a lens to explain world politics. International rela-
tions scholars seized upon disruptive innovation to explain phenom-
ena in security studies such as military doctrine and weapons procure-
ment strategies.39 Traditional foreign policy hands have also trafficked 
in disruption metaphors. As noted in Chapter 2, David Rothkopf was 
born again through the gospel of disruptive innovation at TED. He 
warned DC policymakers that “because so many of those new trends 
are tied to scientific and technological developments, and because our 
leaders are undereducated in these areas, and because the historical 
technology-​government partnership that helped build America has 
broken down, we are ill-​prepared to cope with this new era.”40 In a 
2009 Foreign Affairs essay, Anne-​Marie Slaughter argued that networks 
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were a disruptive  innovation in world politics that “exists above the 
state, below the state, and through the state.”41

This kind of discourse affects how foreign policy professionals talk 
about international relations. Echoing the language of McKinsey’s con-
sultants, USAID administrators have extolled the virtues of disrup-
tive innovation as a force for poverty reduction.42 Slaughter’s Foreign 
Affairs article captured the attention of Hillary Clinton, who conse-
quently made Slaughter her first director of policy planning at the State 
Department.43 Slaughter’s staff included Jared Cohen, who went on to 
Jigsaw, and Alec Ross, who went on to be the secretary of state’s senior 
advisor on innovation. Slaughter advised Clinton to take a number of 
steps designed to empower civil society activists through public-​private 
partnerships and economic diplomacy. These were signature elements 
of Clinton’s “21st Century Statecraft” initiative. According to the State 
Department’s website explaining the initiative, “the 21st century state-
craft agenda addresses new forces propelling change in international 
relations that are pervasive, disruptive and difficult to predict.”44 One 
Huffington Post story declared that Clinton was the Obama administra-
tion’s “improbable MVP in the technology realm.”45

Clinton continued to embrace disruption discourse long after leav-
ing the State Department. While campaigning for president in the 
summer of 2015, the former secretary of state called for “innovative, 
disruptive ideas that will save capitalism for the 21st century.” Six 
months later, when she outlined her counterterrorism strategy, Clinton 
argued that Silicon Valley needed to be at the forefront:  “We need 
to put the great disrupters at work at disrupting ISIS.”46 At the same 
time, policy analysts were complimenting Donald Trump’s rhetoric in 
Foreign Policy:  “Trump is a disruptor, and international relations are 
certainly a sector in need of disruption.”47 Pundits like Friedman and 
policymakers like Clinton argue that the digitally connected individual 
is the disruptive innovation of twenty-​first-​century world politics. The 
overarching theme is that the world has encountered a genuine trend 
break and that the future of world politics will look radically different 
from the Westphalian order of the past.

An additional appeal of disruption theory to the foreign policy com-
munity is its bias for preemptive action. Christensen’s theory argues 
that even if all seems well, disruptive innovation can happen at any 
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time, threatening the survival of leading firms. Proactive steps are en-
couraged to cope with this possibility. This argument mirrors the bias 
in foreign policy for action over inaction. In an environment of asym-
metric threats and Dick Cheney’s “One Percent Doctrine,” the logic of 
disruption seemed to perfectly capture early twenty-​first-​century world 
politics.

The irony is that, just as the argot of disruptive innovation perme-
ated the foreign policy community, the original idea became enmeshed 
in one hell of an intellectual debate.

Over the years there had been some sharp scholarly critiques of 
Christensen’s work. They questioned the causal logic or the general ap-
plicability of disruptive innovation.48 A few popular articles had also la-
mented the spread of the disruption gospel.49 This pushback, however, 
was neither influential nor widespread. Christensen’s idea continued to 
gain traction within and beyond his field of business strategy.

In 2014, however, Harvard University historian Jill Lepore took to 
the pages of the New Yorker to write a six-​thousand-​word takedown of 
Christensen and his idea of disruptive innovation.50 Lepore did not pull 
her punches. She posited that the theory had caught on because the 
rhetoric of disruption—​“a language of panic, fear, asymmetry, and dis-
order”—​fit well with the twenty-​first-​century concern with terrorism. 
Absent that context, Lepore suggested that the theory had been mas-
sively oversold. Christensen’s first investment fund predicated on pick-
ing firms ripe to generate disruptive innovations went bankrupt within a 
year, suggesting that perhaps his theory was not predictive. She criticized 
Christensen’s reliance on “handpicked case studies” to develop his theory 
and questioned whether even those cases played out as Christensen de-
scribed. She wrote, in language that no academic would ever want to 
read about their scholarship, that “Christensen’s sources are often dubi-
ous and his logic questionable.” Despite all of these charges, however, 
Lepore’s deepest outrage was devoted to how the idea of disruptive in-
novation was being applied beyond the business world.

Innovation and disruption are ideas that originated in the arena of 
business but which have since been applied to arenas whose values 
and goals are remote from the values and goals of business… .
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Disruptive innovation is a theory about why businesses fail. It’s 
not more than that. It doesn’t explain change. It’s not a law of nature. 
It’s an artifact of history, an idea, forged in time; it’s the manufac-
ture of a moment of upsetting and edgy uncertainty. Transfixed by 
change, it’s blind to continuity. It makes a very poor prophet.51

Previous scholarship had raised several of Lepore’s points. Still, her 
essay was the most high-​profile attack on Christensen’s theory, and it 
got considerable traction. The immediate response to it was a flurry of 
press stories, including multiple interviews with Christensen.52 Lepore’s 
supporters saw it as evidence that the theory had been overblown and 
the word “disruption” had been devalued to the point of meaningless-
ness.53 One management journal editor noted, in support of Lepore, 
that “Christensen’s concept of disruptive innovation is clearly a theory 
focused on failure and driven by anxiety.”54

The social media pushback from Silicon Valley was ferocious; in 
response to Lepore, venture capitalist Marc Andreessen tweeted, “I’ve 
probably been on the receiving end of disruption 30 times in the last 20 
years—​almost as many times as I’ve been on the giving end.”55 Several 
columnists defended Christensen, arguing that Lepore had gone too 
far in trying to debunk the entire idea.56 Christensen’s coauthors also 
came to his defense, contending that Lepore was attacking a “caricature 
of the theory” and that the paradigm had evolved since The Innovator’s 
Dilemma.57 Christensen stressed this point in his own interviews on the 
subject—​although he also accused Lepore of “lies” and performing “a 
criminal act of dishonesty” in the article.

The debate did produce some areas of consensus. The first point 
of agreement was that Lepore had illuminated real problems with 
Christensen’s theory. The fact that even Christensen’s original case—​the 
disk drive industry—​did not evolve according to his theory suggested 
that a closer empirical look was warranted. The second point of consen-
sus was that the theory of disruptive innovation was a legitimately in-
teresting idea that should not be completely discarded. Lepore doubted 
the theory’s applicability beyond business but was noncommittal on 
its applicability within the business world. Slate’s Will Oremus, Vox’s 
Timothy B. Lee, and the Financial Times’ Andrew Hill were all sym-
pathetic to much of Lepore’s critique. Nevertheless, they all argued 
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that Lepore had gone too far; as Lee put it, “Lepore’s nitpicking aside, 
Christensen’s theory has a lot of explanatory power.”58

The last and most interesting area of consensus was that Christensen’s 
idea had been applied far too indiscriminately. All of Lepore’s support-
ers agreed that the word “disruption” had been debased to the point 
of meaninglessness. But defenders of disruptive innovation claimed 
that Lepore was critiquing a caricature more than Christensen’s actual 
theory. The Financial Times’ Hill observed, “ ‘Disruption’ has become a 
distracting buzzword. It has fueled conferences, consultancies and cor-
porate strategies. In the process, the idea got distorted… . The New 
Yorker article is a useful corrective for overzealous executives and con-
sultants who took a 17-year-old idea and turned it into a religion.”59 In 
his interviews on the subject, Christensen himself acknowledged that 
“[disruption] is used to justify whatever anybody—​an entrepreneur or 
a college student—​wants to do” and that “this is something that hap-
pens over and over again, where an important idea is bastardized.”60

Of course, such statements minimize Christensen’s own culpa-
bility in proselytizing the idea. As noted repeatedly in this chapter, 
Christensen has not been shy in setting up a plethora of for-​profit and 
nonprofit initiatives related to disruptive innovation. It was Christensen 
who claimed that disruptive innovation could explain nonprofit sectors 
such as healthcare and education. Given that these sectors exist largely 
because of market failure, the assumptions of disruptive innovation 
theory do not hold. And as one scholarly review of the contretemps 
concluded, “Christensen’s own research has been too loose with the 
term, its applications, and its implications.”61

If Lepore’s article was the first major critique of Christensen to gain 
intellectual traction, it was not the last. A more devastating article ap-
peared in the September 2015 MIT Sloan Management Review.62 Andrew 
King and Baljir Baatartogtokh dissected the core of Christensen’s 
theory. They re-​examined all of the cases that formed the empirical 
backbone of The Innovator’s Dilemma and The Innovator’s Solution. 
They interviewed and surveyed industry experts in each sector to see 
if the cases fit Christensen’s model of disruptive innovation. Their re-
sults were sobering: of the seventy-​seven cases under examination, only 
seven—​9 percent of the total—​met all the characteristics of disruptive 
innovation theory. King and Baatartogtokh were particularly skeptical 
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of any possible application of Christensen’s theory to nonprofit or gov-
ernment organizations.63

The effect of this study on support for Christensen’s theory was 
more substantial.64 Those who had either praised Christensen or 
stayed silent found their critical voice. The Economist concluded that 
“[Christensen’s] hedgehog mind leads him to ignore or belittle compa-
nies or market forces that do not fit his template.”65 One management 
professor told the Chronicle of Higher Education, “All the evidence sug-
gests that Christensen genuinely believes his theory. All the evidence 
also suggests that he doesn’t know how to reform his theory in the 
face of new evidence.”66 Economic observers noted the disconnect be-
tween the widespread perception of disruptive innovation and the lack 
of actual growth in US total factor productivity.67 In contrast to his 
reaction to Lepore’s article, Christensen did not publicly respond to 
this study beyond telling reporters that he now worried his colleagues 
viewed him as an intellectual lightweight.68

Christensen did try to parry the intellectual onslaught in a December 
2015 Harvard Business Review article that directly addressed critics. 
Regardless of its intent, the essay reads more like a strategic retreat than 
a robust defense.69 After stating that conceptual sloppiness has debased 
the concept of disruptive innovation, Christensen and his coauthors 
acknowledge that “identifying true disruptive innovation is tricky” and 
that “not every disruptive path leads to a triumph, and not every tri-
umphant newcomer follows a disruptive path.” In essence, the paper 
radically restricted the theory’s explanatory domain, going so far as to 
dismiss a company like Uber as not being disruptive. As one postmor-
tem of the theory observed, “Christensen has gotten disruption theory 
into such a tangle that even he is tripping over it.”70 It turns out that 
Christensen and his critics agree that the theory has been overexposed 
in the marketplace of ideas. Furthermore, it remains an open question 
as to whether his theory of disruption even explains that much about 
technological innovation and market churn. As King and Baatartogtokh 
conclude, “stories about disruptive innovation can provide warnings of 
what may happen, but they are no substitute for critical thinking.”71

In the wake of the controversy, Christensen finds himself on un-
certain ground. In interviews to promote his next book in October 
2016, he vacillated in his response. In an interview with the Washington 
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Post, he sounded determined to proceed as if was a minor kerfuffle. He 
claimed that “there actually hasn’t been a lot of criticism” of disruptive 
innovation.72 At the same time, in talking to the Financial Times, his 
grievances towards Lepore and others were more pronounced.73 His 
new book did not find the same kind of intellectual traction as The 
Innovator’s Dilemma.

After almost twenty years, Christensen’s theory has encountered fresh 
intellectual criticism in the world of business strategy. What about his 
foreign policy counterparts? Have those who have adopted the lan-
guage of disruption to describe twenty-​first-​century world politics also 
received some pushback? To be fair, while the disruption meme has 
become more popular in foreign policy discourse, it was never as preva-
lent as in other areas of public debate such as education and healthcare. 
The scholarly uses of disruptive innovation in international relations, 
for example, have largely been confined to the study of defense acquisi-
tion.74 Such a framework can be perfectly applicable to this area.

There has also been critical feedback at efforts to apply the disruption 
discourse more widely to explain world politics. Because the language of 
disruptive innovation is so intertwined with the gospel of Silicon Valley, 
critic Evgeny Morozov has conducted a one-​man crusade against this kind 
of rhetoric—​what he labels “rupture talk.”75 In his indictment of techno-
logical “solutionism,” To Save Everything, Click Here, Morozov rails against 
the idea that Silicon Valley innovations have created a trend-​break era in 
which nothing is as it was before. He notes, correctly, that much of the 
talk about how the Internet has transformed twenty-​first-​century politics 
echoes discourse from the twentieth century about how nuclear weapons 
had revolutionized international relations. More generally, the rhetoric 
of disruption “overlaps with and feeds on several earlier fetishes and dis-
courses about technology, information, innovation, and digitality.”76

Morozov’s most acidic take on the rhetoric of disruption in inter-
national relations came in a review of the Khannas’ book for the New 
Republic. He blasted not only the Khannas but the intellectual trajec-
tory that they represented in the foreign policy community.

The “technological” turn in Khanna’s “thought” is hardly surprising. 
As he and others have discovered by now, one can continue fooling 
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the public with slick ahistorical jeremiads on geopolitics by serving 
them with the coarse but tasty sauce that is the Cyber-​Whig theory 
of history. The recipe is simple. Find some peculiar global trend—​the 
more arcane, the better. Draw a straight line connecting it to the 
world of apps, electric cars, and Bay Area venture capital. Mention 
robots, Japan, and cyberwar. Use shiny slides that contain incompre-
hensible but impressive maps and visualizations. Stir well. Serve on 
multiple platforms. With their never-​ending talk of Twitter revolu-
tions and the like, techno-​globalists such as Khanna have a bright 
future ahead of them.77

If Morozov’s last assertion about the bright future of “techno-​global-
ists” was accurate, it would certainly be a sign that the marketplace 
of foreign policy ideas is not functioning terribly well. Surveying 
the landscape, however, it is not clear at all that Morozov’s predic-
tion has come to pass. To be sure, the paradigm of disruptive in-
novation has not disappeared. But there is evidence that in places 
where disruption discourse should be thriving, the rhetorical wheel 
has turned.

Consider, for example, the foreign policy debate over the Islamic 
State’s online presence. In many ways, ISIS’s social media strategy rep-
resents fertile ground for foreign policy intellectuals to opine about 
disruptive innovation. The Islamic State does appear to be adept at 
using the Internet for both recruitment and trolling other actors in 
world politics. One US senator noted at a 2015 public hearing on this 
issue, “I know something about memes… . Look at their fancy memes 
compared to what we’re not doing.”78

As noted in Chapter 6, this has been a particular area of emphasis 
for Jigsaw. Its director Jared Cohen contributed to this debate with 
a November 2015 essay in Foreign Affairs on how to cope with ISIS 
online, entitled “Digital Counterinsurgency.”79 It would have been pre-
dictable had Cohen talked about how the Pentagon needs to adapt to 
the disruptive architecture of the Internet in order to cope with this 
asymmetrical threat. Intriguingly, Cohen’s essay went in the opposite 
direction. Rather than use the language of disruption to explain to na-
tional security officials what they need to do, Cohen applied conven-
tional foreign policy discourse to describe and propose solutions to this 
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twenty-​first-​century problem. Instead of talking about decentralized 
networks, Cohen noted the clear hierarchy of the Islamic State’s online 
disciples. He argued in favor of both multilateral coalition building 
and law enforcement tactics. He suggested that any suspension policy 
of ISIS social media accounts “needs to be targeted—​more like kill-​or-​
capture raids than strategic bombing campaigns.”80 If the director of 
Jigsaw and the co-​author of “Digital Disruption” and The New Digital 
Age talks about this issue without stressing disruptive innovation, then 
maybe that discourse has jumped the shark in the world of foreign 
policy.

As the intellectual luster of Christensen’s theory continues to wane, 
it is likely that the disruption discourse will also fade in debates about 
American foreign policy. World politics is experiencing considerable 
disruption, but if anything this has revived populist nationalism, not 
a waning of the Westphalian nation-​state. This does not mean that 
thought leaders from the business world will not continue to affect 
foreign policy debates. Even as disruption theory has fallen from grace, 
other Silicon Valley fads, like “design thinking,” have come into vogue 
within the foreign policy community. One author has argued that 
American foreign policy suffers from an “innovation deficit” and is in 
need of a “National Security Innovation Lab” to counter threats like 
the Islamic State: “If U.S. policymakers want to succeed in managing 
future threats, then they need to start thinking more like business in-
novators who integrate human needs with technology and economic 
feasibility.”81 Even as business fads wax and wane, private-​sector ideas 
will continue to receive a sympathetic ear in national security debates.

What does the rise and fall of disruption discourse tell us about the func-
tioning of the Ideas Industry? Reality provides something of a messy 
picture. On the one hand, it would seem that public intellectuals like 
Jill Lepore and Evgeny Morozov offered a valuable check on thought 
leaders like Clayton Christensen and Parag Khanna. To be sure, aco-
lytes of disruptive innovation still exist. It is probably fair to conclude 
that the idea still retains some intellectual value in thinking about busi-
ness management. As the economist Joshua Gans notes, “just because 
the hypothesized link between disruptive technologies and the failure 
of a company is weak does not necessarily mean disruption cannot 
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happen.”82 Still, by inserting critiques into the public sphere, public 
intellectuals have demonstrated the vital role they play in maintaining 
a healthy marketplace of ideas.

This is particularly true given the fact that business scholars, left to 
their own devices, failed at the same task. Christensen was able to pros-
elytize the explanatory power of disruptive innovation for two decades 
with minimal levels of critical disciplinary feedback. That allowed his 
idea and his acolytes to permeate the entire Ideas Industry, including 
the realm of international affairs. As Andrew King told the Chronicle of 
Higher Education about this episode, “a theory is like a weed. Unless it 
is pruned back by empirical testing, it will grow to fill any void.”83 In 
this sense, Lepore and Morozov and King himself functioned as expert 
gardeners. Other management scholars were less vigilant. Why did dis-
ruptive innovation go mainstream if scholars found the theory even 
somewhat flawed on its home ground? Or, as King put it, “why didn’t 
they rein in the theory? Why didn’t they engage in the conversation?”84

There are several possible answers. Part of it is that key components 
of the Ideas Industry found the theory of disruptive innovation to be so 
appealing. Christensen’s theory was more precise than much of the stra-
tegic management literature, while being conceptually fuzzy enough to 
ward off efforts at outright falsification. Another part is that for many 
management scholars, the risks of alienating the funders of the Ideas 
Industry was a significant barrier to engaging in criticism.85 Silicon 
Valley remains the last redoubt of disruptive innovation, as debates 
about the effect of its innovations on productivity growth continue 
to persist.86 Crossing that stream of revenue is a risky undertaking for 
even the most rebellious of thinkers. Furthermore, within a scholarly 
discipline, concerns about taking on one of the field’s titans no doubt 
offered an additional disincentive. Why risk challenging such a widely 
cited scholar?

As it turns out, when scholarly norms failed to do the job adequately, 
the very public nature of critiques like Lepore’s and Morozov’s provided 
the necessary intellectual checks and balances. The modern market-
place of ideas generates interesting reactions to notions that go viral. 
The Ideas Industry functions as a tremendous amplifier for attractive 
ideas. Much like the superstar intellectuals discussed in the previous 
chapter, there are superstar ideas that will soak up a disproportionate 
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share of attention. This practically guarantees that as ideas gain cachet, 
they will become overexposed. This, in turn, offers a chance for outsid-
ers to provide the intellectual feedback that insiders might be reluctant 
to proffer. Thought leaders can clearly thrive in the Ideas Industry, but 
they also create new opportunities for public intellectuals to engage 
in useful corrections. Even though these public clashes of ideas can be 
unpleasant to the individual participants themselves, the public sphere 
benefits enormously from it.

This process takes time, of course, which leads to an undeniable 
downside of the modern Ideas Industry. In order for public intellectuals 
to recognize the need to prune a thought leader’s intellectual excesses, 
the thought leader’s reach must have already exceeded what is merited. 
The phenomenon seems akin to an asset bubble in finance. Most asset 
bubbles begin for valid reasons; in Christensen’s case, there was an inter-
esting idea to be had. As the idea becomes more and more popular, its 
intellectual appeal rises even more. Eventually, intellectual arbitrage by 
the thought leader or by acolytes leads to even wider application of the 
concept. An idea will garner public criticism from the Ideas Industry 
only after it has been inflated past the point of rational valuation. Really 
popular ideas will experience booms and then busts. That can incur an 
intellectual cost on how to think about foreign policy. If the modern 
marketplace of ideas was populated by more public intellectuals, such 
overshoots would be less likely to occur.

As previously noted, the Ideas Industry has lowered the barriers to 
entry for outside thought leaders. Any admirer of John Stuart Mill’s On 
Liberty would likely welcome such a trend. What this chapter suggests, 
however, is that the barriers to exit have also been raised. Once ideas 
gain popular currency, they can be pruned back, but not extinguished. 
In some cases, this is for valid reasons. The value of disruptive innova-
tion to management theorists has been diminished but not eliminated. 
In other cases, the ideas still seem politically appealing to some segment 
of intellectuals. In the Ideas Industry as it is currently constituted, there 
are many booms, fewer busts, and even fewer intellectual bankruptcies.
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Q

 Tweeting Ideas: Or, the Requisite Chapter 
on Social Media

As the frequency of expression grows, the force of expression dimin-
ishes: Digital expectations of alacrity and terseness confer the highest 
prestige on the twittering cacophony of one-​liners and promotional 
announcements.

—​ Leon Wieseltier

The different components of the Ideas Industry clearly possess dif-
ferent subcultures. Even if Harvard professors, Brookings fellows, and 
McKinsey consultants were educated in a similar manner, their profes-
sional surroundings inevitably shape the way they think about ideas. 
They all care about “impact,” but to varying degrees and for various 
reasons. But there is one thing that all thought leaders and public intel-
lectuals from each of these different groups have in common: they will 
hawk their wares on Twitter.

Every component of the Ideas Industry uses the Internet to advertise 
and debate foreign policy concepts. An increasing fraction of peer-​reviewed 
journals, think tank reports, and multimedia consulting presentations exist 
only online. The intellectuals behind these longform works will promote 
them by blogging short excerpts, sending mass emails, and exploiting social 
media as best they can. Indeed, online social networks are a place where 
thought leaders and public intellectuals and everyone else can interact. 
Even straight-​laced academics recognize the need to use online outlets to 
promote scholarship.1
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In theory, the ease of online interaction should facilitate the market-
place of ideas. While many focus on social media’s utility for advertis-
ing finished work, that focus marginalizes the degree to which online 
interactions improve arguments that are still in flux. Blogs and social 
media act as de facto notebooks for nascent ideas. Queries for cita-
tions and sources are likely to be answered more quickly on Facebook 
or Twitter than through other methods. Online exchanges can open 
up debate about politics and policy with individuals that stretch well 
beyond one’s own perspective and profession—​an “invisible college,” 
as economist Brad DeLong put it.2 In my own scholarly research, as 
well as my public writings, I have found social media to be extremely 
useful as a sounding board. My online interactions have introduced me 
to smart people who are interested in foreign policy but have very dif-
ferent experiences and training from my own. These are precisely the 
kind of critics who can offer variegated feedback when I am playing 
with new ideas. The book you are reading has been improved countless 
times over because people I met through Twitter were kind enough to 
read drafts of it.

The dark side to online discourse is by now well known. It has only 
gotten darker as social media has become a massive amplifier of the 
Ideas Industry’s outputs. The very forces that have shaped the modern 
marketplace of ideas have also degraded the state of online debate. The 
erosion of authority has increased the costs of online interaction. The 
rise of political polarization has intensified the degree of internecine 
ideological conflict. The growth of inequality within the Ideas Industry 
itself has incentivized more extreme reactions to the work of intellectual 
superstars. The necessity for writers to use social media has also caused 
many intellectuals—​myself included—​to reveal less flattering aspects 
of their personality. These combined effects have made it much easier 
for superstars to ignore all online criticism—​to their detriment.

How can online discourse cause all of these problems? To properly 
understand the downsides of the online world of intellectuals, you have 
to understand a small, sad website called Political Science Rumors.

Google’s descriptor for Political Science Rumors (PSR) is “the forum 
for Political Scienctists (sic) to discuss Political Science and rumors in 
the profession.”3 Other descriptions of the site are less charitable. One 
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political scientist blogged: “PSR represents political scientists as angry, 
hungry, hunted people whose ranks you wouldn’t want to join.” He hy-
pothesized that “there is really no hyperbolic expression that one could 
use to describe PSR that would outdo something already written by 
someone on PSR.”4

When PSR and its precursors emerged more than a decade ago, their 
purpose was salutary. “Rumor-​mill” sites like PSR were created to pro-
vide information about the academic job market: what political science 
departments were really looking for in their job searches, whom they 
were interviewing, who got job offers, who accepted jobs, and so forth. 
There remains an undeniable utility for clearinghouses of this sort. 
Other social science disciplines have spawned websites akin to PSR.5

PSR nonetheless fails at its core mission of providing accurate in-
formation about the job market. There is no fact checking on threads 
offering alleged details about job searches. PSR posts about who has in-
terviewed where and who has received or rejected a job offer are strewn 
with errors.6 One colleague learned from her department that she had 
been tenured, only to read that same day on PSR that she had been 
denied. Fortunately—​and typically—​PSR was wrong.

False rumors existed long before PSR came into existence. What 
makes it stand out is its ability to amplify bad information. One ob-
vious reason for this is anonymous posting; many contributors mas-
querade as informed insiders when they know nothing about the job 
search being discussed. Unsurprisingly, a website based on rumor traf-
fics mostly in malicious gossip, ill-​informed speculation, and petty 
back stabbing.7 This leads to another possible reason for the absence 
of credible information: people who get jobs are scared of being the 
object of PSR discussion threads. Explanations offered at PSR for why 
someone got a job make paranoid conspiracy websites seem civilized by 
comparison.

PSR’s failure at its original mission is its most obvious flaw. Its big-
gest flaw lies in the 90 percent of the site not devoted to job searches. A 
decade ago, as rumor-​mill sites were just emerging, the president of the 
American Political Science Association warned about “anonymous post-
ings on these lists making racist, sexist, and homophobic attacks on polit-
ical scientists.”8 As PSR crowded out the other rumor mills, this problem 
got worse. The garden-​variety PSR discussion thread is a toxic alchemy 
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of rage and resentment that most closely resembles the burn book from 
Mean Girls. New York science reporter Jesse Singal characterized it as a 
“cesspool” that makes his “eyes start bleeding,” concluding that “posts on 
it have a tendency to devolve into attacks, rumor-​mongering, and bitter-
ness fueled by an apocalyptic academic job market.”9 PSR’s creator has 
tried to address the problem by empowering moderators who are fellow 
political scientists. But even PSR users acknowledge that the anonymity 
of the comments is a perfect breeding ground for personal attacks rang-
ing from sexist insults to actual doxxing.10 Moderators admit that they 
constantly second-​guess their contributions to the site.11

When political scientists talk publicly about PSR, they do not 
say very nice things. Daniel Nexon, a professor of political science 
at Georgetown University and a co-​editor of International Studies 
Quarterly, described PSR as “the website that makes us all ashamed to 
be Political Scientists.”12 Duke University professor Michael Munger 
wrote in the Chronicle of Higher Education that PSR is “juvenile, full 
of gossip and scabrous trolling.”13 Political scientists who have been the 
object of PSR vitriol are even more disgusted by its existence. Joshua 
Cohen read a PSR discussion thread devoted to his recent changes 
of employment. Cohen noted that the PSR thread consisted of “four 
claims: each confidently asserted, each completely wrong.” He con-
cluded, “these claims are not simply mistakes. They are bullshit, and of 
an especially execrable variety… . [PSR] does not simply exhibit indif-
ference to reality. It actively recruits the value of truth without submit-
ting at all to its discipline.”14

I have never posted a comment at PSR, but I have been the object 
of the occasional discussion thread. The comments are not pretty. One 
discussion thread was titled “Why hasn’t anyone smacked Drezner in 
the face?” before a moderator deleted it. Below is a small sampling of 
PSR comments between 2014 and 2016 that were not deleted:

	•	 “Drezner is a phony motherf**ker. I’ve been seriously considering 
writing an open letter to him detailing the ways in which I think he 
is a charlatan.”

	•	 “F**k you, Dan Drezner. You are old. Act like it.”
	•	 “Drezner, you are such a loser. Nobody likes you and we all think 

you’re a hack.”
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	•	 “If you are assigning the Drezner book for IR theory it means you 
have a very shallow understanding of theory. Have you actually 
read it?”

	•	 “Drezner has been proven an idiot. My hypothesis is that people 
around him don’t want to break it to him, so he continues to express 
his opinion as if he isn’t an idiot.”

I got off easy. I am a straight white man who holds mainstream opin-
ions on American foreign policy. As the science fiction writer John 
Scalzi has noted, if the real world was a video game, “Straight White 
Male” would be the beginner setting.15 If I was a woman, a minority, or 
someone working in a less mainstream part of the discipline, the com-
ments would have been nastier.16

It is easy for me to dismiss PSR as a source of analysis of my work. 
The overarching theme of the site is resentment against anyone who 
achieves a modicum of success. The anonymity of PSR commenters 
makes it a fertile breeding ground for commentary ranging from indig-
nant rants to full-​blown slander. The website seems about as far as one 
can get from anything resembling reasoned criticism.

One obvious lesson to draw from PSR is that learning how to filter 
out unhinged criticism is crucial for anyone who wants to contribute 
to the public sphere. Online sites devoted to foreign policy or domestic 
politics can generate even more traffic and vitriol. An ease at dismissing 
hyperbolic critiques is a useful skill for anyone trying to contribute to 
the marketplace of ideas. That ease, however, also contains the kernel 
of a growing problem.

Success in the Ideas Industry generates two opposing effects on the crit-
ical reception of new interventions from successful intellectuals. The 
first reaction is bandwagoning; junior members of the Ideas Industry 
will praise the work of senior members. This may be for reasons of 
genuine agreement, but it is also based on self-​interest. Brand-​name 
thought leaders have the ability to corral attention and sell books. 
Publishers and editors will not necessarily push back on their dubious 
ideas. For example, Thomas Friedman has admitted in interviews that 
he can pretty much publish whatever book he wants: “I’m in this scary 
and enviable position. I can go to my publisher and say, ‘I want to write 
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a book.’ ‘Here’s the check.’ ‘Don’t you want to know what it’s about?’ 
‘No, we don’t care.’ It isn’t quite like that, but it’s pretty much like 
that.”17 Being constantly in demand means that superstar intellectuals 
have their choice of venues, and therefore face fewer critical gatekeepers 
before publication. The more successful an intellectual’s past efforts, the 
easier it will be for them to place their future efforts.

High-​profile intellectuals also exert tremendous power in the market-
place of ideas. Through their own outlets, they have the power to call 
attention to the work of others in the Ideas Industry. This is the “men-
tion” economy—​for lower-​tier foreign policy writers, a favorable public 
mention by Paul Krugman or Peggy Noonan or Francis Fukuyama can 
drive web traffic and book sales. I have a much smaller profile than any 
of these people, but in recent years I have found myself on the receiving 
end of numerous requests from senior scholars to blurb or write or tweet 
about their books. The capacity to direct attention creates an incentive 
for lower-​profile intellectuals to curry favor with brand-​name thinkers. 
This leads, inevitably, to a soft-​pedaling of criticism directed at superstar 
intellectuals. Why savage someone who might blurb your book in a year?

For successful intellectuals, this can be a problem. If all they hear 
is positive feedback, then how can they improve their arguments? For 
the marketplace of ideas to produce good work, intellectuals need con-
structive criticism of their embryonic ideas. Indeed, quality criticism 
should constitute a healthy fraction of the Ideas Industry. But the men-
tion economy can blunt many a foreign policy observer’s critical facul-
ties, as can simple human frailty.

Of course, not all lower-​tier intellectuals will take the accommoda-
tionist path. Success in the Ideas Industry can also produce an equal 
and opposite reaction to bandwagoning: the brutal takedown.

Takedowns are hardly an online-​only phenomenon, as anyone who 
has read about vicious twentieth-​century intellectual feuds knows. 
The Internet tends to exacerbate the nastiness of criticism, however. 
The very nature of interactive, online discourse is different from previ-
ous forms of intellectual interaction. The progenitors of the modern 
Internet were aware of the problem long before the existence of social 
media. A  1985 RAND analysis warned about the different nature of 
online communications:
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Perhaps the attribute … that most distinguishes them from other 
forms of communication is their propensity to evoke emotion in 
the recipient—very likely because of misinterpretation of some por-
tion of the form or content of the message—​and the likelihood 
that the recipient will then fire off a response that exacerbates the 
situation… .

These media are quite different from any other means of commu-
nication. Many of the old rules do not apply.18

Similarly, Godwin’s law—​the adage that “as an online discussion grows 
longer, the probability of a comparison involving Nazis or Hitler ap-
proaches one”—​was first introduced in 1990, more than a decade before 
Reddit, Facebook, or Twitter emerged.19 The dark side of Internet dis-
course has been present since the invention of the Internet.

In discussing negative feedback, we need to start from the ground 
and work our way up, because that is often how intellectuals expe-
rience it over the course of their careers. And the absolute bottom 
starts with the vituperative criticism at online comment boards like 
PSR, which display all of the pathologies mentioned in the previous 
paragraphs. These online forums feature attacks so unhinged that one 
begins to question the sanity of the critic. Take the rage and resentment 
of Political Science Rumors, amplify it by several orders of magnitude, 
and one can approximate the negative feedback that superstars receive. 
Fareed Zakaria told me that about one-​third of all the feedback he gets 
on his column is racist in nature. He stressed the need for a thick skin 
when dealing with negative feedback but acknowledged that, “tempera-
mentally, it’s harder than people realize.”20

Zakaria told me this about a month before he became the target of an 
absurd online slander. A malware site tried to attract traffic by claiming 
that Zakaria had called for the “jihad rape of white women” on his pri-
vate blog and in deleted tweets. He has no such blog and never tweeted 
anything remotely like that. Zakaria described what happened next:

Hundreds of people began linking to it, tweeting and retweeting it, 
and adding their comments, which are too vulgar or racist to repeat. 
A few ultra-​right-​wing websites reprinted the story as fact. With each 
new cycle, the levels of hysteria rose, and people started demanding 
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that I be fired, deported or killed. For a few days, the digital intimi-
dation veered out into the real world. Some people called my house 
late one night and woke up and threatened my daughters, who are 
7 and 12… .

It would have taken simple common sense to realize the absurdity 
of the charge. But none of this mattered. The people spreading this 
story were not interested in the facts; they were interested in feeding 
prejudice.21

Niall Ferguson has encountered similar difficulties, both because of his 
own public profile and that of his wife, anti-​Islamist activist Ayaan Hirsi 
Ali. She has received death threats for her severe criticisms of Islam, 
leading her and Ferguson to be more circumspect in their daily lives. As 
noted in Chapter 7, Ferguson has also had to cope with his own online 
contretemps, in which he has given as good as he has gotten. He holds 
a special contempt for Twitter, describing it as “a giant urinal wall for 
the world” that he predicts will be bankrupt by 2020. Nonetheless, 
Ferguson acknowledges that “the experience of being dragged through 
the mud on Twitter is an unpleasant one.”22

This is, by and large, how most intellectuals feel about the fetid 
swamp of online criticism. A mantra for anyone who writes for a public 
outlet is, “Never read the comments.” Godwin’s law applies with par-
ticular force to comments sections. Slate’s Justin Peters encapsulates the 
consensus when he notes, “Every person who writes for the Web has, 
at one point or another, been driven to the brink of insanity by a com-
menter—​usually a skeptical or resentful reader who has made it his or 
her personal mission to convince a [writer] to go die in a fire.”23

Online publications continually debate how to moderate their 
comments sections, or whether to have comments at all.24 There is 
no easy answer. The conundrum is that the more successful the pub-
lication, the more likely the comments deteriorate in quality. When 
I  started my blog, I  found the comments to be substantive and en-
gaging. That was less true, however, for posts that generated more 
traffic. Once I moved to Foreign Policy, and especially after I moved 
to the Washington Post, the comments changed for the worse. Some 
sites, like Ta-​Nehisi Coates’s blog at The Atlantic, used heavy mod-
eration to preserve some degree of quality for a period of time. As 
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Coates’s intellectual star rose, his comments section deteriorated.25 
The self-​regulation of comments sections by other commenters also 
does not work. One recent study of such self-​regulation concluded 
that under such systems “authors of negatively evaluated content are 
encouraged to post more, and their future posts are also of lower qual-
ity.”26 Comments sections are the intellectual equivalent of Gresham’s 
law: the bad ones drive out the good.

The problem metastasizes when a writer has made an actual mis-
take. “Twitter mobs” responding to real intellectual transgressions 
can overreact so wildly that they engender sympathy for the original 
transgressor. The waves of online calumny targeted at science writer 
Jonah Lehrer for his admitted plagiarism, for example, appalled even 
Daily Beast columnist Michael Moynihan, the person who discovered 
Lehrer’s fraud: “You turn around and you suddenly realize that you’re 
the head of a pitchfork mob.”27 Wael Ghonim, one of the online ar-
chitects behind the 2011 Tahrir Square protests in Egypt, concedes that 
“online discussions quickly descend into angry mobs… . It’s as if we 
forget that the people behind screens are actually real people and not 
just avatars.”28

For many intellectuals, the easy anonymity of the online world 
is particularly odious. As Peters notes, “the pseudo-​anonymity of a 
Comments section can inspire rudeness, truculence, callow dismissals, 
angry accusations, endless arguments characterized by bile, and mutual 
disingenuousness.”29 Most writers respond by not engaging these dis-
cussions at all—​or when they do, to excoriate them. In the fall of 2015, 
the Financial Times’ Edward Luce intervened in a discussion thread to 
address a frequent commenter to his articles. It was, according to the 
Financial Times’ global media editor, an “epic takedown” by Luce:

My colleagues are professional, diligent and hard-​working. They 
do not deserve these kinds of snide noises-​off. You know who we 
are. We have no idea who you are… . I urge you to submit reason-
able and constructive criticism that encourage rather than deter a 
response from the authors and other readers, rather than heaping 
them with derision. If you are as brave as you clearly think you are, 
you should do it under your own name. My name is Edward Luce. 
What is yours? 30
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Clearly, when public intellectuals and thought leaders dismiss the 
world of online criticism, they are doing so for justifiable reasons. This 
is doubly true for women, who bear a disproportionate burden of vile 
attacks.31 On Political Science Rumors, commenters routinely question 
whether successful women in political science have slept their way to 
the top. Annie Lowrey, an economics writer, quit Twitter after receiv-
ing too many waves of sexist abuse. She asked, “Why put things out 
there if you’re not going to be able to have even a semblance of a good 
conversation about them? Why put things out there if people are going 
to attack you rather than the work?”32

The ways of coping with these kinds of criticism all lead to the same 
outcome: tuning it out. One can try engagement. The instinctive re-
sponse of any intellectual is to engage online critics. Most intellectuals 
enjoy the thrust and parry of debate. And, of course, the desire to be 
right on the Internet is natural to us all.33 Online engagement carries its 
own costs and risks, however. Over time, online debates tend to splin-
ter into smaller and smaller squabbles over who said what about the re-
sponse to the response to the initial spark of the controversy. No fight on 
social media is ever worth having.34 Responding to criticism amplifies the 
initial critique. Even a perfect retort—​and those do exist35—​turns one’s 
original forceful point into a debate. This is why CNN prevented Zakaria 
from publishing his response to anonymous claims of plagiarism.

The Internet has slowly evolved to make it easier for public intel-
lectuals and thought leaders to cope with online abuse and inanity. No 
sane person expects a writer to actually read their comments. Twitter 
allows a user to block others from reading their feed; even better is to 
mute their responses, so the critics do not even know that they are going 
unread. Verified users on Twitter have even more powerful filtering op-
tions at hand. It is easy to unfriend or unfollow irascible acquaintances 
on Facebook. Most social media enterprises now have reporting mecha-
nisms to handle particularly abusive critics. Dedicated email cranks can 
be quickly dispatched to the spam folder. Over time, one can learn how 
to filter out toxic feedback. But this method of coping brings its own 
set of intellectual blinders.

The most obstreperous critics are trolls, but on occasion trolls serve a 
useful purpose. To successfully troll in intellectual affairs is to disrupt 
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someone else’s official narrative. Trolls do this through put-​downs; over-​
the-​top accusations; or sheer, unflagging annoyance. As Bloomberg col-
umnist Eli Lake put it, “the best trolls are provocateurs. Their language 
is meant to expose a fallacy or weakness in the opponent’s position as 
opposed to offering a constructive alternative.”36 Trolls agree with this 
characterization; one explained his strategy to the New Yorker: “I read 
postmodernist theory in college. If everything is a narrative, then we 
need alternatives to the dominant narrative.”37 Anyone can engage in 
trolling, and it certainly pre-​dates the Internet era. In their 1968 televised 
exchanges during the Republican and Democrat national conventions, 
Gore Vidal repeatedly goaded, needled, and trolled William F. Buckley. 
Vidal finally got Buckley to lose his cool after calling him a “crypto-​
Nazi.” This prompted Buckley to call Vidal a “queer” and threaten to 
punch him. By flustering the previously unflappable Buckley, Vidal 
achieved his intended purpose of cutting Buckley down to size.

As a general rule, trolling is a weapon of the weak designed to harass 
the powerful into engaging their arguments. In the modern world, 
many online trolls advance arguments that tend toward the insipid. 
When they are not invoking conspiracy theories, they veer toward 
racism, sexism, and xenophobia. Crafting arguments that add value to 
the public debate can be challenging work on a good day. Coping with 
trolls simply adds to the transaction costs of participating in the Ideas 
Industry.

This is the biggest problem with updating John Stuart Mill’s argu-
ment in favor of unfettered inquiry to the twenty-​first century. Mill 
was adamant that unquestioned doctrines be interrogated on a regular 
basis. He argued that the ideational power of cults, sects, and extrem-
ists came from their status as aggrieved minorities. Because they had 
to constantly defend their views to a hostile public, their skill at intel-
lectual engagement only increased.38 Mill presumed that cumulative 
nature of debate would lead to a cessation of serious controversy on 
some issues. He bemoaned such consensus, arguing that it sapped the 
vitality of the ideas.

There are debates in American foreign policy that should be on-
going:  the importance of credibility in international relations, or the 
economic effects of immigration, for example. Mill, however, never 
addressed the opportunity costs of engaging in constant debate over 
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first principles. In an age of outsized trolls, what used to be accepted 
as stylized facts are litigated anew: Was 9/​11 an inside job? Is Barack 
Obama an American citizen? And so on. Constant engagement with 
critics makes it difficult for intellectuals to think of anything new. The 
costs in time and mental energy are significant. Whether Mill would 
have endorsed unvarnished debate in the Internet age is an interesting 
proposition to consider.

I have encountered this problem firsthand, as the expressive quotes 
from Political Science Rumors suggest. My online criticisms of Donald 
Trump led to a wave of anti-​Semitic feedback. So I understand the im-
pulse to ignore critics and trolls—​and yet sometimes they can high-
light the problems with a heretofore unchallenged set of ideas. There 
is a fine line between tuning out trolls and tuning out those with dif-
ferent ideological viewpoints. As social media sites have cracked down 
on online abuse, legitimate questions are being asked about whether 
arrangements like Twitter’s “Trust and Safety Council” are unintention-
ally Orwellian.39

Which brings us back to PSR and the curious case of Michael 
LaCour.

In December 2014, Michael LaCour, a UCLA graduate student, coau-
thored a paper in Science with Don Green, a full professor at Columbia, 
exploring the effects of face-​to-​face conversations on individual prefer-
ences regarding same-​sex marriage.40 They conducted an experiment to 
see if the personal narratives of gay canvassers would have an effect on 
voters they interacted with. The existing scholarly consensus was that 
exposure to alternative narratives did not have an appreciable effect on 
voter preferences. The published results of Green and LaCour’s experi-
ment were surprising and counterintuitive: personal interactions with 
gay canvassers had a pronounced effect on voter preferences, causing 
them to be significantly more receptive to gay marriage. Not only was 
the effect significant, later surveys suggested it was durable over time. 
LaCour told the Los Angeles Times, “I was totally surprised that it worked 
at all.”41 The findings were significant enough to merit coverage in the 
New York Times, Washington Post, Bloomberg, and other news outlets.42 
The results also had global implications; gay activists in Ireland based 
their campaign strategy for a 2015 gay marriage referendum on the 
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findings.43 Unsurprisingly, LaCour made a big splash in the academic 
job market during the 2014–​2015 academic year. Princeton University 
looked set to hire him; he was a budding superstar.

Eight days after the Science paper was published, however, a com-
ment by “Reannon” appeared on a PSR discussion thread devoted to 
the LaCour and Green paper.44 Beginning with, “Just took a look at the 
data. Kind of weird,” Reannon questioned some of the oddities with 
the statistical distribution of the data set. The comment generated some 
debate but was deleted soon afterwards by one of PSR’s moderators.

“Reannon” was David Broockman, then a political science graduate 
student at Berkeley. He had suspicions about the validity of LaCour’s 
data. His dissertation advisors warned him off of airing such concerns 
publicly. They told him that, given the seriousness of the allegations, 
making accusations of this kind could threaten his career as a political 
scientist.45 Broockman turned to PSR out of desperation.

Six months later, after running a similar experiment and failing to 
get similar results, Broockman and two coauthors dug into LaCour’s 
data more closely, and concluded that he had fabricated the survey 
results. Their findings quickly rocketed around political science. 
Convinced that LaCour had fabricated the data, Green sought and 
secured a retraction of the Science paper.46 Soon reporters discovered 
that LaCour had fabricated other parts of his academic resume, in-
cluding fake teaching awards and bogus research grants.47 LaCour 
published an online defense, but his response raised more questions 
than it answered. Eventually, Princeton rescinded LaCour’s prelimi-
nary job offer.

From the time Broockman and his coauthors published their paper 
to the revocation of LaCour’s job offer at Princeton, the central clear-
ing house for information and discussion on what had happened was 
Political Science Rumors. I checked the site regularly during this period, 
as did many of my colleagues. Duke University political science profes-
sor Michael Munger was one of those colleagues:

At the height of the LaCour revelations I was on that site, refreshing 
my screen two or three times an hour. There was more, and better, 
information, minute-​by-​minute, from PSR than anywhere else. And 
a diverse crowd of smart people was having a real-​time public debate 
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(though admittedly a debate full of expletives and genital references) 
about an important topic.48

This gets to the conundrum that confronts participants in the Ideas 
Industry. The reaction of online criticism by some academic fields has 
been to label it as “methodological terrorism.”49 Even if the signal-​to-​
noise ratio is extremely low, however, the lowest levels of online criti-
cism can generate trenchant criticism. When Zakaria’s anonymous crit-
ics accused him of serial plagiarism across a wide body of his written 
work, they overreached in their attacks. But they were not completely 
wrong either.

If even the lowest level of criticism can generate useful feedback, what 
about higher levels? This is where matters get even trickier. Less anon-
ymous forms of criticism should produce a higher ratio of wheat to 
chaff—​but the chaff is also far more problematic. And some of the 
forces driving the modern Ideas Industry are also leading to a degrada-
tion of online discourse.

Social media aids and abets both the erosion of trust in authority 
and the rise in political polarization. The erosion of trust makes online 
discourse more challenging even for groups of experts. Middle East 
scholar Marc Lynch, for example, notes that the divisive politics of the 
region makes online activity fraught with risk: “The Middle East is a 
field that generates enormous passion on all sides, tempers often run 
hot, and scholars with an online presence run a constant risk of find-
ing one of their tweets or essays at the center of a media firestorm.”50 
I know many experts on American foreign policy who shy away from 
writing about the Middle East because of the online cesspool such in-
terventions inevitably attract.

Social media is the great leveler; anyone can tweet at anyone else. 
Indeed, as a tactic, trolling can also be a leveler. The explicit aim of 
most of these online critics is to drag down a more prestigious writer. 
One explained to Time:  “Let’s say I  wrote a letter to the New  York 
Times… . they throw it in the shredder. On Twitter I communicate 
directly with the writers. It’s a breakdown of all the institutions.”51 
Goading a superstar intellectual into paroxysms of rage will be seen 
by many trolls as an intellectual accomplishment in and of itself. Even 
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if an intellectual excels at parrying trolls, online snark can harm one’s 
reputation among colleagues unaccustomed to social media argot. As 
Lynch notes, “the attacks, subtweeting, mockery, and play that is com-
pletely normal in online spaces suddenly become treacherous inside 
the discipline.”52 Furthermore, the spontaneity of social media allows 
emotion to trump reason, causing esteemed individuals to say things 
that they regret soon afterwards. Such mistakes only erode intellectual 
authority even further. Particularly for those at the apex of the Ideas 
Industry, direct engagement with online critics can impose a serious 
tax on one’s time, focus, and sanity. The only winning move is not to 
play.53

This holds true even if the online troll is a serious intellectual. Nassim 
Taleb, for example, is a professor and distinguished author of the best-​
selling books Fooled By Randomness, The Black Swan, and Antifragile. 
Online, however, Taleb can best be described as an unreconstructed ass. 
He is quick to disparage people who disagree with him on Twitter as 
“BS vendors”—​myself included.54 His blanket dismissal of all the social 
sciences makes him sound more like a troll than an academic.55 Like 
many trolls, he questions the motivations of those he disagrees with 
rather than engages in substantive debate.

Following repeated and nasty online disagreements with Taleb, I fi-
nally met him for coffee in 2015. He politely explained his side of an 
argument we had been having online. I wasn’t fully persuaded by his 
reasoning, but I understood his intellectual position better. After this 
productive exchange, I asked him point blank why he was so obnoxious 
online. He smiled, shrugged his shoulders, and compared Twitter to 
being in a seedy bar at two in the morning with a lot of drunks.56 To 
him, bellicosity is the best way to survive online. Perhaps this works for 
him most of the time. However, such puerile exchanges make it harder 
to take Taleb’s more substantive interventions seriously. It also leads 
Taleb down unproductive alleys, such as when he got into a Twitter 
fight with a parody account.57

Political polarization has also been exacerbated by social media—​
and, in turn, polarization has worsened online behavior. On Twitter, 
both conservatives and liberals are far more likely to follow and reiterate 
politically congruous sources.58 Liberals are also more likely to defriend 
someone on Facebook because of political disagreements.59
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Polarization has encouraged a secular increase of trolling in recent 
years—​but not in the way one would think. Trolling is a weapon of the 
weak, but it is also a tactic of the intellectual militant. As philosopher 
Rachel Barney notes, “some troll for amusement, and a few for profit, 
but most as enemies and members of a faction.”60 To be sure, liberals 
troll conservatives and vice versa. At the same time, however, writers 
on both the hard left and alt-right have embraced such tactics in their 
sectarian intellectual feuds with ideological neighbors.

On the left, Jacobin magazine has revitalized socialist thought in 
American politics.61 Its class-​based, Marxist intellectual ethos, however, 
has conflicted with other leftists who prioritize race and gender bar-
riers as issues to be addressed. These disputes have led to charges and 
countercharges of abusive threats. There are documented examples of 
leftist writers orchestrating online harassment campaigns against other 
progressives because of internecine disagreements. One target of harass-
ment warned that:

We need to start acknowledging that men with real power and au-
thority are fostering online harassment. Such public intellectuals are 
perhaps even more dangerous—​both because they give online ha-
rassment a larger and more mainstream audience, and because they 
give those campaigns the stamp of moral or intellectual seriousness.62

Indeed, the think tank Demos fired one of its bloggers, Matt Bruenig, 
over this kind of bellicose behavior. After Bruenig directed a number 
of offensive tweets at Center for American Progress president Neera 
Tanden and refused to apologize for them, Demos announced that they 
and Bruenig had “agreed to disagree on the value of the attack mode 
on Twitter.”63 Bruenig, along with ideological allies like The Intercept’s 
Glenn Greenwald, believe that their political message is being censored 
under the guise of “tone policing.”

The conscious rejection of civility is a trait shared by the “alt-​
right,” an agglomeration of loosely connected white nationalists, pa-
leoconservatives, and other reactionaries who embraced the political 
rise of Donald Trump. The alt-​right believes that culture is inherently 
tied to race, and therefore societies function best when there is some 
degree of separation between different racial groups. One description 
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of the movement notes the “penchant for aggressive rhetoric and 
outright racial and anti-​Semitic slurs, often delivered in the arch, 
ironic tones common to modern internet discourse.” A quasi-​intel-
lectual manifesto written by some alt-​right leaders acknowledges the 
movement’s “addiction to provocation,” explaining that “it’s just fun 
to watch the mayhem and outrage that erupts when those secular 
shibboleths are openly mocked.”64 Unsurprisingly, actual targets of 
the provocations feel differently. The alt-​right has focused much of 
its ire at the online harassment of “cucks”—​a racially loaded term 
for Republicans who reject the alt-​righters as antithetical to modern 
conservatism.65

Both ends of the ideological spectrum have increased the toxicity 
of social media outlets like Twitter and Facebook. One could argue 
that these are less disputes about ideas rather than raw politics. On the 
foreign policy front, however, the fractiousness can be equally toxic. 
Realists have traditionally been on the right of the political spectrum 
and have focused their ire far more on neoconservatives than liberals. 
Similarly, leftist Democrats have been far angrier with the hawkishness 
of liberal internationalism than with conservatives.66

The effect of inequality on online interactions has also been to ex-
acerbate resentment against the intellectual superstars discussed in the 
previous chapters. Thomas Friedman, for example, has spawned his 
own cottage industry of critics. Matt Taibbi wrote a superbly wicked 
review of Friedman’s The World Is Flat more than a decade ago, de-
scribing it as “the worst, most boring kind of middlebrow horseshit.”67 
Taibbi has regularly lampooned Friedman’s musings ever since. Salon’s 
Alex Pareene compiles an annual “Hack 30” list of awful American 
pundits, and Friedman always does well on the list. These two examples 
barely scratch the surface of Friedman critiques.68 There is even a web-
site, www.thomasfriedmanopedgenerator.com, devoted to producing 
automated, Friedmanesque prose. These computer-​generated op-​eds 
are uncannily lifelike.

Most top-​tier intellectuals have their own gaggle of outside critics 
and negative profiles. Many of these critiques might be overly snarky 
or mean-​spirited, but that does not mean they are devoid of merit. Any 
intellectual targeted for criticism, however, is far more likely to focus on 
the spirit rather than the substance of any critique. And as Alice Gregory 

http://www.thomasfriedmanopedgenerator.com
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noted in the New York Times Book Review, with respect to younger crit-
ics, such takedowns are often devoid of a key understanding:

There’s a sense in which such unburdened conditions nurture the 
fairest criticism. It can be performed coldly, impersonally; the work 
under review can be taken almost as an authorless artifact. But the 
same circumstances that allow very young people to write some of 
the most astonishingly worded praise and boldly argued brutality are 
the same ones that prevent them from actually taking seriously the 
fact that they are engaging with the product of someone else’s time 
and effort and intellect.69

Takedowns might contain valid intellectual criticisms, but they are also 
designed to wound. Psychologically, it is easy for intellectuals to lump 
takedowns in with anonymous attacks and therefore dismiss them out 
of hand with the trolls of the intellectual world.

Any successful intellectual can tune out the cacophony of opinions 
that exist in the modern Ideas Industry. As this chapter suggests, the 
incentives to ignore more obnoxious voices are obvious. The sanity 
gained from tuning out ​anonymous cranks and trolls on social media 
is considerable. But there is a slippery slope to tuning out negative 
criticism. Once all of the trolls, takedown artists, partisans, and other 
obstreperous folk are eliminated, who is left to criticize?70 As they con-
tinue to opine, top-​tier intellectuals either encounter fawning praise or 
easily dismissible criticism. If they only internalize the praise, they tend 
to become even more overconfident in their ideas.

The modern marketplace of ideas works, but it is far from perfect. 
Is there any way for aspiring intellectuals to survive and thrive in the 
modern Ideas Industry? Is there any way to make the marketplace 
better? That is what the concluding chapter will address.
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Conclusion: The Dark Knight Theory of  
the Ideas Industry

Reforming a tyranny may not be within our power, but the exercise of 
intellectual self-​control always is. That is why the first responsibility of 
a philosopher who finds himself surrounded by political and intellectual 
corruption may be to withdraw.

—Mark Lilla

The Ideas Industry is bigger than it has ever been before. It would be 
great if it was just a little bit better.

As this book has hopefully demonstrated, the twenty-​first-​century 
Ideas Industry has altered the marketplace of ideas. The barriers to 
entry are lower for heterogeneous thinkers. Thought leaders benefit 
more than public intellectuals. Superstars benefit far more than ev-
eryone else. Combined, these effects mean that, despite the larger 
overall pool of intellectuals, certain thought leaders command a 
greater influence than they otherwise would in a perfectly function-
ing market.

Public intellectuals can still act as an important check on thought 
leaders, but the erosion of trust in authority, the rise of political polar-
ization, and the increase in economic inequality all cut against the abil-
ity of public intellectuals to speak truth to other ideas. The easy short-
cut of arguing from authority does not work in the same way it used 
to, because trust in all forms of authority has declined. Liberal thought 
leaders can dismiss conservative public intellectuals as motivated solely 
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by partisanship, and vice versa. And through their patronage, pluto-
crats can ensure that the thought leaders they like will not disappear 
into the ether. Each of these factors works against the ability of public 
intellectuals to force recognition of their criticism in the public sphere.

The Ideas Industry has stacked the deck in favor of thought lead-
ers, but obviously, valuable intellectual debates still occur. This book 
has detailed the Sachs/​Easterly debate over economic development, 
the pushback against Nicholas Kristof ’s claims about the marginaliza-
tion of the academy, the battle royale between Jill Lepore and Clayton 
Christensen over disruptive innovation, and the contretemps between 
Niall Ferguson and his critics on a welter of subjects. In contrast to 
previous eras, the barriers to entry in the marketplace of ideas are much 
lower, which has enabled more people to propose more ideas than ever 
before about public policy and foreign policy. Still, there has been less 
churn at the top of the intellectual food chain than one would expect. 
All of the most influential foreign policy thinkers mentioned previously 
have been influential for quite some time now. Disruptive innovation 
has had little effect on the Ideas Industry itself.

The result is a marketplace of ideas that functions imperfectly. 
Superstar thought leaders cope better than superstar public intellectu-
als. Popular ideas, like disruptive innovation, present like asset bubbles 
in financial markets. They garner too much uncritical attention too 
quickly, and then are taken down after they have wreaked significant 
intellectual carnage. The modern Ideas Industry incentivizes thought 
leaders to ignore public intellectuals until it is too late. The online 
world incentivizes critics to embrace their inner troll to make their crit-
icisms sting even more. Troll tactics might work in the short run. Over 
the long term, however, such behavior simply encourages intellectual 
superstars to tune out negative feedback even more.

To sum up: Things are not worse than they used to be. They are just 
bad in a different way.

Can things get better? Can concerted efforts to elevate the level of 
discourse make a difference? What are individual intellectuals to do in 
a flawed system? To be sure, there are structural shifts and institutional 
reforms that can make the marketplace of ideas work better. Another 
engine for change in the Ideas Industry may well come from the abil-
ity of successful intellectuals to regulate from within. But the recent 
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upheaval at the New Republic suggests the limits to individual efforts to 
change things—​even if that individual is a very wealthy patron.

However one demarcates the proper boundaries of the marketplace 
of ideas, the New Republic belongs safely inside its borders. From its 
founding in 1914, the magazine’s purpose was, according to cofounder 
Herbert Croly, to “give certain ideals and opinions a higher value in 
American public opinion. If these ideas and opinions were accepted 
as facts it would be unnecessary to start the paper. The whole point is 
that we are trying to impose views on blind or reluctant people.”1 The 
New Republic proceeded to publish some of the greatest intellectuals of 
the past century: John Dewey, Walter Lippmann, Louis Menand, Hans 
Morgenthau, Reinhold Niebuhr, Martha Nussbaum, George Orwell, 
Bertrand Russell, Andrew Sullivan, Michael Walzer, and Rebecca West 
all graced its pages. The magazine was also a vital way station for its edi-
torial staff; after a stint, the publication’s best and brightest could go on 
to bolster the intellectual heft of The New Yorker, Harper’s, Commentary, 
The Atlantic, New York Review of Books, New York Times, and Washington 
Post. Its “back of the book” featured some of the strongest and longest 
cultural criticism in print.

Any honest accounting of the New Republic must also detail its nu-
merous flaws. It was too enamored of Stalinist economics during the 
1930s, and ensnared in a Soviet spy ring in the 1950s. As the magazine 
revived its intellectual vibrancy in the 1980s, it also published some 
blinkered perspectives toward race in the United States.2 Its advocacy 
of a muscular, interventionist foreign policy in recent decades exhila-
rated some and exasperated others. Nevertheless, even fierce critics of 
the magazine, like Ta-​Nehisi Coates, acknowledge the centrality of its 
intellectual legacy.3 No one ever accused it of not taking ideas seriously.

The New Republic’s problem is that it has always been as unprofit-
able as it has been intellectually stimulating. Former editor Hendrik 
Hertzberg explained, “There’s only one business model for a place like 
the New Republic—​and that is an eccentric millionaire who pays the 
difference between income and outgo.”4 Starting with Willard Straight 
and proceeding through Marty Peretz, a cavalcade of eccentric mil-
lionaires were, for a time, willing to bankroll the magazine’s significant 
achievements in unprofitability in return for the cachet it afforded in 
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political, literary, and academic circles. Eventually, however, the losses 
would accumulate, forcing its owner to cast about for the next munifi-
cent patron.5

When Facebook cofounder Chris Hughes bought the New Republic 
in 2012, it seemed that the latest benefactor had been found. Despite 
how he made his hundreds of millions, Hughes made it clear from the 
outset that he did not want to transform the publication’s intellectual 
culture into anything resembling a tech startup. Soon after buying the 
New Republic, Hughes told the New York Times that he was uninter-
ested in recruiting social media stars and very interested in retaining 
the magazine’s best writers, to “make sure the New Republic isn’t a place 
where they work for 10 years and then move on.”6 A New York profile 
noted that “Hughes wants to produce what thoughtful people ought 
to read, as opposed to churning out what most people like to ‘like.’ ”7 
In a 2013 interview, he said, “We are not the next big trend in Silicon 
Valley,” and swore that “the New Republic will not be having an IPO 
any time soon.”8 Literary editor Leon Wieseltier similarly bragged to 
the press after Hughes’ purchase: “I feel very confident in saying we’re 
not going to become quicker, fuzzier, faster. We’re reviving our old 
standards.”9

In the first few years of Hughes’s reign, the New Republic refurbished 
its website, rehired renowned editor Franklin Foer to run the maga-
zine,10 and bolstered its staff with many excellent writers. It published 
some outstanding reportage and criticism, essays that sparked wide-​
ranging conversations about the Middle East peace process, Russian 
politics, technological utopianism, and political corruption.11 It was a fi-
nalist for numerous National Magazine Awards under Foer’s editorship. 
One alumnus praised Hughes as a “21st-​century Walter Lippmann.”12 
A gala, star-​studded party, held in the fall of 2014, celebrated the maga-
zine’s centennial anniversary.

Nevertheless, the New Republic’s unprofitability persisted. Indeed, 
according to Hughes, the magazine’s losses accelerated at an alarming 
rate.13 He had plowed significant sums into the magazine, albeit less for 
reporting than for office redesigns and image consultants.14 All of the 
spending dramatically worsened the bottom line.

At this point in past cycles, previous owners had started the search 
for a new patron. Hughes charted a different course. He brought in 
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Guy Vidra, a former general manager at Yahoo News, to shake things 
up. In the press release announcing Vidra’s hire, Hughes extolled Vidra’s 
entrepreneurialism and explained, “One thing I’ve learned over the past 
two years is that to preserve and strengthen great institutions, you have 
to change them.” In the same press release, Hughes also announced 
the creation of a new investment vehicle, the New Republic Fund, to 
finance early stage technology companies.15 He later explained in an 
interview that, “in bringing Guy in, we were making a pivot … to new 
kinds of digital storytelling.”16

According to numerous accounts, Vidra brought with him a lot of 
talk about disruption and thought leadership. The New Yorker’s Ryan 
Lizza provided the most authoritative account of the first fateful meet-
ing between Vidra and New Republic staff:

[Vidra] offered a series of statements intended to describe a transfor-
mation that could make the magazine profitable, but it came across 
to the editors as a jumble of clichés and tech jargon. “We’re going 
to be a hundred-​year-​old startup,” he said. The magazine needed “to 
align ourselves from the metabolism perspective” and create “magi-
cal experiences for both the content and the product design” and 
be “fearless in innovation and experimentation” and “change some 
of the DNA of the organization.” He said that he wanted to in-
stitute “a process for annual reviews” and effect a “cultural change 
where we need to just embrace innovation, experimentation, and 
cross-​functional collaboration,” and said that the editors, writers, 
and business side would need to “speak to each other much more 
effectively and efficiently in our gatherings” in order “to take us to 
the next stage.”…

Vidra ended his talk with a speech that TNR writers and editors 
would quote mockingly for weeks. “They say that there’s two types 
of C.E.O.s,” he said. “There’s the peacetime C.E.O. and the wartime 
C.E.O. Not to be overly dramatic about it, but this is sort of a war. 
This is a wartime period. That just means that we need to change 
a lot of things. We need to just break shit. Sorry to say, we’ve got 
to break shit and embrace being uncomfortable sometimes. And it’s 
scary. It’s definitely a scary thing to do. But it’s also fun: you know, 
lean up against the wall and break it.”17
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Although confusing to staffers at the time, readers of this book should 
by now be familiar with Vidra’s argot. Using the language of disrup-
tive innovation, he was arguing in favor of a magazine oriented around 
thought leadership rather than the traditional public intellectuals of the 
magazine’s heyday.

Repeated discord between Vidra and Foer finally led Hughes to co-
vertly seek out a replacement for the latter. Once wind of this got back 
to Foer, he quit, along with Wieseltier, setting off considerable turmoil. 
Vidra announced that the magazine’s annual publication rate would 
be cut in half and that it would be rebranded “as a vertically integrated 
digital media company.”18 In the media firestorm that ensued, more 
than thirty editors listed on the masthead quit.

In the wake of that exodus, the new editor wrote that “the best way 
for any new editor of this magazine to respect the spirit of the institu-
tion is to first recognize its defining characteristic is a habit of rein-
vention.”19 Hughes defended his actions, explaining, “I didn’t buy The 
New Republic to be the conservator of a small print magazine.”20 A few 
months later, the magazine hired a new “chief revenue officer” respon-
sible for “starting a branded-​content unit that will produce stories for 
advertisers.”21 One of the newly hired senior editors described the at-
traction of joining the staff as “joining a 100-​year-​old startup,” echoing 
Vidra’s mantra. The New Republic got another redesign, another refur-
bishing of its website, and a new credo. It was to be “a mission-​driven 
media organization,” one that “promote[d]‌ novel solutions for today’s 
most critical issues.”22 How that ethos differed from a management 
consulting firm was unclear.

The New Republic morphed into an outlet that offered more pre-
dictable and partisan liberal analysis. The new TNR focused intensely 
on identity issues of race and gender, with less of a focus on world 
politics. Within that bailiwick, it published some agenda-​setting intel-
lectual essays.23 Foer suggested to me that this allowed TNR to brand 
itself more clearly in a world in which there is an “arms race for audi-
ence,” echoing statements by other magazine editors that the competi-
tion has become ever more intense.24 The problem was that the audi-
ence also grew less interested. Web traffic declined by more than fifty 
percent immediately after the mass exodus and only weakly recovered 
over the subsequent year.25 In January 2016, Hughes decided to sell 
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the magazine, admitting that, “I underestimated the difficulty of tran-
sitioning an old and traditional institution into a digital media com-
pany in today’s quickly evolving climate.”26 The sale to new benefactor 
Win McCormack was announced six weeks later. Under Hughes, TNR 
had been thoroughly disrupted, without anything useful in the way of 
innovation.

What was the effect of the New Republic’s transformation on the 
marketplace of ideas? Here matters get murky. Numerous ex-​TNR 
staffers signed petitions and wrote elegies to the magazine-​that-​was, 
bemoaning Hughes’s desecration of the New Republic’s century-​long 
intellectual brand.27 Conservatives bemoaned the demise of its willing-
ness to criticize liberal dogma. Former owner Marty Peretz emerged 
from semi-​seclusion to blast Hughes for not taking ideas seriously.28 
Wieseltier took to the pages of the New York Times Book Review to 
accuse Hughes and his ilk of being “posthumanists” who “deny the 
importance, and even the legitimacy, of human agency.”29

Many of the protestations from the magazine’s alumni, however, in-
sisted that the publication be treated like a public trust rather than a 
business. They offered no viable solution to fix the hemorrhaging fi-
nances. Writers without a personal tie to the magazine offered a more 
jaundiced perspective. Vox cofounder Ezra Klein, for example, noted 
that policy magazines like the New Republic, The American Prospect, 
and Washington Monthly were “no longer the center of the policy con-
versation in Washington. That conversation has spilled online, beyond 
their pages, outside their borders.”30 This included new online sites like 
BuzzFeed and FiveThirtyEight, blogs like Marginal Revolution and the 
Upshot, or individual columnists like Jamelle Bouie, Megan McArdle, 
or Ramesh Ponnuru. Indeed, New Republic staffers who departed with 
Foer and Wieseltier found excellent sinecures elsewhere. Many other 
commentators grew exasperated at the sheer number of words devoted 
to the entire brouhaha.

If the tale of the New Republic is not quite the intellectual götterdäm-
merung that some claimed, it is emblematic of trends underlying the 
twenty-​first-​century Ideas Industry. For over a century, the magazine 
had managed to function as a bastion for traditional intellectuals. In 
its first issue, Rebecca West wrote about “the duty of harsh criticism,” a 
duty that the New Republic and others fulfilled with gusto for the next 
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hundred years.31 The publication’s longstanding comparative advantage 
had been its ability to dissect, interrogate, and skewer ideas so widely 
accepted that they had congealed into conventional wisdom—​John 
Stuart Mill’s “dead dogma.” Yet even it was forced to shed its identity 
as a place for public intellectuals in a desperate bid for thought leader-
ship. The parable suggests the degree to which the marketplace of ideas 
is facing some serious turmoil. And the New Republic is hardly the only 
outlet to face these pressures in the current moment.32

The saga offers some sobering lessons for the Ideas Industry. First, 
plutocrats might hold greater sway in the marketplace of ideas, but 
that sway only exists if there is a willingness to absorb financial losses. 
Second, trying to change entities with strong intellectual cultures will 
lead to significant discord and likely fail. Third, even the disruption of 
one of the oldest publication outlets in the marketplace of ideas will not 
fundamentally affect the modern Ideas Industry.

So how can the modern marketplace of ideas be improved? And 
what can intellectuals do to survive and thrive in the Ideas Industry?

The danger in writing a book like this one is to fall into the trap of 
the nostalgic argument, to argue that it was all better back in the day. 
Hopefully, I have demonstrated that there are decided advantages to 
the modern Ideas Industry. But neither do I want to make the claim 
that all is well. The old marketplace of ideas was more cosseted, but 
within those constraints there were substantive debates. Occasionally, 
someone actually changed their mind because of those debates. In 
the modern Ideas Industry, a thousand TED talks have bloomed. But 
none of them have discussants, none of the speakers appear to be lis-
tening to each other, and the audience is attending only a few select 
presentations.

There are three important guidelines in thinking about how to make 
the modern marketplace of ideas function better. The first is that we 
cannot and should not try to go back to the old days. Some aspects of 
the modern Ideas Industry are irreversible. The proliferation of media 
platforms, for example, cannot be undone. More importantly, for all of 
the Ideas Industry’s imperfections, there are virtues as well. A world of 
venerated authorities, minimal polarization, and less inequality might 
sound good, but it also sounds intellectually bland. A marketplace of 
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ideas that returns power to gatekeepers also stacks the deck against 
thought leaders. What is needed is equipoise between the different in-
tellectual styles, not a world dominated by public intellectuals.

The second guideline is that some of the drivers shaping the modern 
Ideas Industry may well reverse themselves over the next decade. Trust 
in authority has rebounded slightly after hitting all-​time lows a few 
years ago. There is also nascent evidence that political polarization may 
be abating.33 The election of Donald Trump suggests that conserva-
tive orthodoxy will face serious challenges from more populist forces 
within the Republican Party. It seems hard to envision right now, but 
it is possible that partisanship will not run this hot for much longer. 
Much like previous waves of “creedal passions,” this one should sub-
side with time.34 And it is possible that some wealthy patrons decide 
to invest their resources into improving the lot of true public intel-
lectuals. There is evidence that some benefactors are moving down 
the learning curve in their engagement with the Ideas Industry. Some 
philanthrocapitalists have backed away from efforts to immediately 
affect political change, and are instead investing in more traditional 
efforts to fund intellectuals in universities and think tanks. Others 
are bankrolling traditional public intellectuals as a counterweight to 
thought leaders.35 If each of these forces abates somewhat, the demand 
for ideas will stay high, but the deck will not be as stacked in favor of 
thought leaders.

The most powerful actors that could correct the ills of the modern 
Ideas Industry are located in the traditional nonprofit sector. Both uni-
versities and think tanks need to redouble their efforts to bolster their 
endowments. More endowment income is the best way that both types 
of organizations can ensure intellectual autonomy.

Universities and think tanks also need to revive their institutional 
prestige. Skeptics might argue that their decline in authority is perma-
nent, but I have witnessed firsthand that this is not necessarily so. Over 
the past two years I was part of a Fletcher School team that received a 
Carnegie Corporation grant dedicated to bridging the gap between the 
academy and policy. In response to the grant, Fletcher put together a 
multidisciplinary group of scholars that focused on the relevance of po-
litical legitimacy to policymakers. My most important takeaway from 
that experience was that the whole of the team was greater than the sum 
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of the parts. All of the participating scholars had solid reputations in 
their own bailiwicks. Combined, however, the audiences seemed most 
impressed by the notion that it was a combined Fletcher School effort. 
Just as my institution was able to leverage its reputation into more influ-
ence, the same would hold for SAIS, Georgetown, Brookings, Heritage, 
and the rest.36 A marketplace of ideas with stronger universities and 
think tanks would be one that empowered traditional public intellec-
tuals. Philanthropic foundations could contribute to this trend if they 
cared a little less about immediate impact and more about long-​term 
investments. Conservative philanthropies have had far more success in 
recent decades precisely because they were able to be patient with their 
giving.37

There are also small-​bore steps that can be taken to ensure a wider 
array of critical voices in the foreign policy community. There has 
been a concerted push in recent years for more inclusive foreign policy 
conversations—​that is, those that do not consist solely of white men. 
Numerous studies show that men dominate the most high-​profile out-
lets. A 2011 study found that women were responsible for less than 20 
percent of Wall Street Journal op-​eds and only 23 percent of New York 
Times op-​eds. In 2014, less than one-​quarter of all think tank present-
ers were women. That same year, fewer than a quarter of all Sunday 
morning talk show guests were women.38 Organizations like the Op-​Ed 
Project and Foreign Policy Interrupted have been created to publicize 
and address these imbalances.

It might seem that altering the ethnic and gender diversity of the 
Ideas Industry would be unconnected to the problems discussed in this 
book. There is no guarantee that diversity in race or gender guaran-
tees a healthier intellectual debate—​particularly if arguments grounded 
solely in identity trump arguments grounded in additional theory and 
evidence. Nonetheless, widening the backgrounds of foreign policy 
conferences is one possible way to offer a wider perspective of views. If 
nothing else, increased diversity would act as a useful constraint on the 
power of superstars. Simply introducing more heterogeneous voices at 
various intellectual confabs levels the playing field at the margins.

It would be fortuitous if structural factors reversed themselves, or if 
large organizations reformed themselves. I  am too much of a social 
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scientist to expect such phenomena to spontaneously occur, however. 
These changes will take time. In the meanwhile I am fearful of a future 
where the flaws of the modern marketplace of ideas overwhelm the 
benefits. The two most scarring US policy disasters in this short cen-
tury have been the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the slow-​motion response 
to the subprime mortgage bubble. In both instances, there were crit-
ics who highlighted the problems with the hegemonic ideas guiding 
policymakers. In each case, however, those critics were marginalized as 
oddballs or extremists. In an optimal marketplace of ideas, establish-
ment figures promoting flawed ideas should be forced to reconsider 
their premises when confronted with superior arguments and evidence.

Let me close with what sounds like a naïve suggestion. For change 
to come to the Ideas Industry successful intellectuals must themselves 
become more self-​aware of the sphere in which they operate. The for-
eign policy community needs to internally resist the ways in which the 
Ideas Industry makes it easy to tune out constructive criticism. With 
weak external checks, the importance of internal checks becomes more 
salient. Conscientious intellectuals can be encouraged to actively seek 
out intelligent critiques of their work, particularly if it will be read by 
the rich and the powerful.

Asking intellectuals to police themselves sounds like a very weak 
reed. It is like asking the scorpion to not sting the frog. By definition, 
it is not in the nature of a thought leader to contemplate the possibility 
of being wrong. Expecting such individuals to seek out critical feedback 
might be asking too much of them. And prominent public intellectu-
als, particularly those housed in prestigious universities, think tanks, 
or consultancies, are not exactly the most modest of folk. As Niall 
Ferguson told me, “In intellectual life, no one declares bankruptcy.”39

Nonetheless, if there is one thing that intellectuals excel at, it is 
thinking that they are self-​aware. Asking politicians to exercise political 
will and ignore short-​term incentives is like asking politicians to not act 
like politicians. It is not much easier to ask intellectuals to act against 
their immediate material interests; like other middle-​class denizens, 
they have mortgages and student loans to pay off. That said, simply 
highlighting the dynamics of the Ideas Industry can help successful 
intellectuals—​including the most confident of thought leaders—​to ap-
preciate the long-​term risks of ignoring critical feedback.
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Richard Hofstadter noted, “the fate of intellectuals [is] either to 
berate their exclusion from wealth, success, and reputation, or to be 
seized by guilt when they overcome this exclusion.”40 Material rewards 
can corrupt the garden-​variety intellectual, but guilt and fear can coun-
teract financial temptations. The guilt that comes with success can be 
harnessed and redirected toward self-​restraint. The fear of failure is also 
a powerful incentive in the marketplace of ideas. Intellectuals rarely go 
bankrupt, but they are acutely aware of their place in the pecking order. 
As this book has demonstrated, foreign and public policy thinkers fall 
from grace on a regular basis, in the same way that asset bubbles pop. 
Hopefully, foreign policy intellectuals want to avoid being the subject 
of a sad parable that older think-​tank fellows tell their research assis-
tants late in the day.

For this kind of self-​recognition to occur, however, successful in-
tellectuals will need to shed a few bad habits. This is easier said than 
done. The expansion of the marketplace for ideas has also expanded the 
rewards for those who thrive in this environment. As one moves up the 
intellectual food chain, the temptations and rewards also increase. Life 
as a successful thought leader is clearly hectic but also personally and 
financially rewarding.

Early in Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight, the charismatic dis-
trict attorney Harvey Dent tells his dinner companions, “You either die 
a hero, or live long enough to see yourself become the villain.” Beyond 
offering some foreshadowing for Dent’s character arc, a variation of that 
sentence holds a ring of truth for intellectuals in the Ideas Industry: you 
either die in noble obscurity or live long enough to see yourself become 
what you loathed about the marketplace of ideas.

As someone who has avoided (so far) an obscure death, I can bear 
some witness to this progression.

From the start of my career, I intended my research to speak to both a 
scholarly and a public audience. In one of my first published articles, 
I wrote:

[A]‌ singularly useful purpose of social scientists [is to play] the role 
of the critic. Politicians have the incentive to use dubious theories 
when they are politically expedient. Academics test theories for their 
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theoretical and empirical rigor to filter out arguments that may be 
emotionally appealing but wrong. This is useful to policymakers, be-
cause it tells them which theories should be ignored and which merit 
further attention. Scholarly criticism can make a difference.41

As my career progressed I continued to publish in peer-​reviewed jour-
nals, but I also wrote for a larger public. I started a blog in September 
2002. I  wrote for the New  York Times and Foreign Affairs as well as 
International Security and International Organization. In aiming at a 
wider audience, I relied on a few common themes. One of my tropes 
was to critique more prominent public intellectuals for mistaken meta-
phors about world politics. This theme rebounded back into my schol-
arly work as well.42

Experts in political economy and foreign policy work in a countercy-
clical field. The worse things seem in the world, the more demand there 
is for experts to weigh in. So, unfortunately for everyone else, the past 
decade has been excellent for me. On the academic side, life is good: I 
have been promoted to full professor, awarded some prestigious grants 
and fellowships, published in numerous scholarly journals, and asked 
to sit on a number of journal editorial boards. On the public intellec-
tual side, life is even better: my scribblings have migrated toward ever-​
larger outlets. Foreign governments have asked me to lecture to their 
officials; on occasion I have consulted for the US government as well. 
I wrote a short and satirical textbook on international relations theory 
that has been widely assigned. Academic administrators want their pro-
fessors to have “impact” in this era of austerity. I score pretty well on 
those metrics. I proofread this paragraph in a Rockefeller Foundation 
villa in Bellagio, Italy. I can’t complain.

To be absolutely clear, I am nowhere close to the intellectual strato-
sphere of Fareed Zakaria or Clayton Christensen or Niall Ferguson. 
Nevertheless, as my own career has progressed, I have had a small taste 
of what superstar intellectuals enjoy on a regular basis. I can talk about 
frequent-​flyer mile programs with the best of them. When given the 
opportunity, I have partaken in snack-​filled green rooms, business class 
airport lounges, and swanky conferences in exotic locales. My most 
life-​affirming example was a conference in Portugal, to which I  was 
able to bring my spouse. This was significant, as she has usually been 
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unable to accompany me on these kind of boondoggles. We were met 
at the Lisbon airport by an entire entourage of staffers. They quickly 
escorted us to a black SUV and sped us to a luxury hotel in Cascais, 
close to the casino that was the inspiration for Ian Fleming’s Casino 
Royale. In the town there were massive billboards with pictures of all 
the participants, which included Francis Fukuyama, Nouriel Roubini, 
and myself, among many others.43 When my wife saw a ten-​foot high 
picture of me close to the town square, she turned to me and said, “OK, 
now I’m impressed.”

In Bobos in Paradise, David Brooks perfectly captured this milieu 
of “semiprofessional, semisocial institutions” such as TED conferences, 
Ditchley Park weekends, Salzburg Seminars, and World Economic 
Forum gatherings, in which the successful mingle with the influen-
tial to discuss the intellectual.44 I am not my own brand and have not 
been to Davos, but I probably possess upper-​middle-​class status in the 
marketplace of ideas. The material rewards of succeeding in the Ideas 
Industry are nothing compared to the fortunes made in Silicon Valley 
or Wall Street. Still, for individuals who began their careers by choos-
ing a life of the mind, the benefits are greater than one would expect. 
Mortgages can be paid; children can be sent to college. A good life can 
be lived.

The intellectual effects of success and visibility, however, are more 
problematic, both for the individual and for the marketplace of ideas 
writ large.

In the modern Ideas Industry, you have not truly succeeded unless you 
attract an army of critics. In the last chapter, I mentioned some of the 
less-​than-​flattering fans I have at Political Science Rumors. Others troll 
me on social media, populate the comments section of my Washington 
Post comment board, or send me irate emails.45 Some of these critics 
are passive-​aggressive. Many are just aggressive. After one interview on 
CNN, conspiracy theorists seized on a mangled sentence of mine to 
suggest I had revealed evidence that President Obama was in league 
with the Islamic State.46 The conservative Washington Free Beacon 
claimed I had legitimized a Holocaust denier.47 Leftist writers have ac-
cused me of articulating positions on American foreign policy for the 
sole purpose of “careerist posturing.”48
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None of these contretemps has been particularly disturbing. They 
are inconsequential compared to the harassment that other intellec-
tuals endure because of who they are or what they say. Nevertheless, 
their combined effect has been the development of a mental callus. 
It makes it easier to opine and write, but it also means that I do not 
consider criticism as much as I probably should. David Brooks once 
warned that “the tragedy of middle-​aged fame is that the fullest glare 
of attention comes just when a person is most acutely aware of his own 
mediocrity.”49 There is a worse fate, however: to gain attention and be 
completely unaware of one’s flaws. The callus required to engage in the 
public sphere makes that outcome more likely.

Furthermore, there have been times when my own critical faculties 
have been blunted a bit. I still critique other foreign affairs pundits, but 
perhaps not quite as much as before. This might be due to my growing 
appreciation for how hard it is to craft interesting, original arguments 
on a regular basis. But it might be due to a simple human failing; it is 
harder to publicly criticize writers whom one knows.50 And the more 
successful one is as an intellectual, the more people one meets.

As my career has progressed, I have experienced the benefits of greater 
intellectual success, and the effects frankly scare the hell out of me. My 
intellectual style has evolved, and not always in a good way. With suc-
cess has come confidence, and a large dollop of arrogance. I have said 
“yes” to writing assignments that, in retrospect, I should have declined 
because I  lacked the time or expertise to do them justice. As I write 
and speak more, I read less. It has become more difficult to replenish 
my intellectual capital beyond listening to others speak at conferences. 
The more international business class flights I take, the more impatient 
I become with quotidian responsibilities on the ground. As a graduate 
student, I would get irked when I contacted a senior scholar and failed 
to get a response. Now I am that senior scholar.

My favorite Political Science Rumors comment about me is, “99% 
of cites to his work is to call him the asshole he is.” It’s funny and over 
the top, but there are days when I  fear that PSR commenter might 
have hit upon a grain of truth. I  have no doubt that, on my short-​
tempered days, I  meet Aaron James’s philosophical definition of a 
smug asshole: someone “comfortable in his sense that others are infe-
rior … that others should well expect him to behave as their better.”51 
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Unsurprisingly, James’s best examples of smug assholes are intellectuals 
such as Larry Summers and Bernard Henri-​Lévy.

If the Ideas Industry is going to improve, this career narrative needs 
to change. Successful intellectuals need to acknowledge fallibility. The 
possibility of doing so certainly exists. A student’s first exposure to the 
philosophy of science is learning that the entire social science enterprise 
revolves around falsification.52 By proving an existing idea wrong, we 
refine our understanding of what our ideas can and cannot explain.

The trouble with intellectuals is that the impulse is always to prove 
the other guy is wrong, because that aligns perfectly with our own psy-
chology. As Kathryn Schulz observed in Being Wrong, “the thrill of 
being right is undeniable, universal, and (perhaps most oddly) almost 
entirely undiscriminating… . It’s more important to bet on the right 
foreign policy than the right racehorse, but we are perfectly capable of 
gloating over either one.”53

At the same time, there is a positive aspect to the proliferation of 
contingent writing—​the world of social media, blog posts, and op-​
eds. As someone who has blogged for more than a decade, I have been 
wrong an awful lot. I have sometimes been wrong in a big way, such as 
supporting the 2003 invasion of Iraq. I’ve grown somewhat more com-
fortable with the feeling of wrongness. I don’t want to make mistakes, 
of course. But if I tweet or blog a half-​formed supposition and it then 
turns out to be wrong, I get more intrigued about why I was wrong. 
That kind of empirical and theoretical investigation seems more inter-
esting than doubling down on my initial opinion. Younger intellectu-
als, weaned on the Internet, more comfortable with the push and pull 
of debate on social media, may well feel similarly.

There are two ways my story can end. The first is that I  become 
the villain. Successful intellectuals, whether they are thought leaders 
or public intellectuals, have the capacity to be major league assholes. If 
I become a brand, then it will become easier to publish, easier to give 
speeches, easier to network, easier to send my children to good colleges, 
easier to neglect students and colleagues and friends—​right up to the 
moment I say or write something that is so egregiously bad that some-
one jumpstarts their own intellectual career by exposing my flaws. This 
has happened to smarter, better-​spoken, and more gifted intellectuals 
than myself. It has happened to many of the people discussed in this 
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book. In the modern marketplace of ideas, an awful lot of intellectuals 
will consciously or unconsciously take this path.

The second way my story can end is the choice Harvey Dent never 
contemplated: sustainability. If I believe the arguments I have made in 
this book are correct, then I need to write a bit less and read and think 
a bit more. Sustainable intellectuals embrace the need for greater self-​
reflection; they seek out and understand criticism without letting it 
lead to paralysis. They learn to balance the twin intellectual impulses of 
play and piety. In the short run, this is the less sexy path. But as more 
scholars, think tank fellows, and private-​sector analysts understand the 
current state of the Ideas Industry, they might prefer long-​term sus-
tainability over short-​term superstardom. Such a choice would benefit 
both their own professional careers and the marketplace of ideas more 
generally.

The temptation to sacrifice the important for the urgent is not unique 
to policymakers; it lurks in the heart of ambitious intellectuals as well.

I do not know for sure which way my own story will end. But I have 
a pretty good idea.
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