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This book is the result of more than 30 years getting to know America, from my first experiences travelling to the country at the heart of the Cold War when Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher were in power on either side of the Atlantic, to witnessing up close Donald Trump’s election as President and the tumultuous first year of his administration.
Most recently, I lived in Washington DC for five years from 2013 as the UK’s Deputy Ambassador to the United States. It was a period that included the last years of the Obama administration, the explosive leaks by Edward Snowden from the National Security Agency, the never-ending nightmare of the Syria civil war, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its brutal intervention in Ukraine, the rise of the Islamic State and a growing global cyber threat with Russia blatantly interfering in US and other elections. The same period saw previously unimaginable political upheaval on both sides of the Atlantic. The EU referendum in Britain in 2016 catapulted the country into a morass of political and economic uncertainty. In the US, the election the same year of a property tycoon and reality TV host as president did much the same but with even greater potential impact on the rest of the world.
But my first experience of the US was many years earlier when I won an English Speaking Union student exchange scholarship to America in 1987. Under the ESU programme, I spent a semester at a small, private high school in Pebble Beach, California – a world away from my state comprehensive school in northern England. It was a hugely positive and life-changing experience that almost certainly set me on a path towards an international career. I took classes in American history and literature, was immersed in US culture with a Californian twist and even ended up hosting my own weekly show on the school’s FM radio station playing a mix of British and American music to several thousand listeners from Big Sur to Santa Cruz. I travelled widely too, getting my first taste of many parts of the country.
Once in the British Foreign Service, I worked extensively with Americans over more than 20 years. During my first overseas posting to Morocco in the mid 1990s, I joined forces with US colleagues in a concerted push to try to resolve the Western Sahara conflict – one of the UN’s longest running peacekeeping missions. Former US Secretary of State, James Baker, was heavily engaged trying to find a way out of years of impasse between Morocco and the Algeria-backed Sahraouian population. As diplomats and allies, we were doing everything we could to support his efforts against significant resistance from Morocco, backed by France. I travelled regularly with my US, German and UN counterparts to the Moroccan-occupied territories of Western Sahara and UN-supported refugee camps in the POLISARIO-controlled desert of southern Algeria. I saw first-hand the hard work, creativity and commitment of American officials trying to bring an end to a conflict that had blighted the lives of tens of thousands of people over two decades.
When back in London in the early 2000s, I was Private Secretary (Deputy Chief of Staff) to two Foreign Secretaries – Robin Cook and then Jack Straw. I was one of the officials in the room during their regular meetings with their US counterparts, Madeleine Albright and Colin Powell. And I was the guy who often wrote the records of their multiple phone calls at all hours of the day. When I met Colin Powell again in Washington in 2013, it felt remarkably familiar even though it had been ten years since I was listening in to his calls with Jack Straw in the run up to the second Iraq War in 2003.
In my last London-based role before moving to the US to be Deputy Ambassador, I travelled regularly to Washington DC as head of the Foreign Office’s Near East and North Africa Department to coordinate the international response to the unfolding crisis in Syria. In partnership with the US we were trying to work out how to bind Russia into a peace process to stop the fighting. We spent many hours constructing sanctions that might get enough international support to be widely implemented and therefore increase the pressure on the Syrian government to come to the negotiating table. We weren’t successful. Russia instead chose to step in and support the Assad regime as it went about brutally suppressing dissent. The country quickly descended into a long and deadly civil war. But the experience reinforced my view of the US as a huge force for good in the world, even if it didn’t always succeed or get things right.
The only time in my career when I did not work directly with American diplomats was while posted to Iran in 2009-10. The US, understandably, had not had a presence in Tehran since shortly after the Islamic Revolution in 1979 when student supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini stormed the American Embassy and took 53 hostages. The ensuing diplomatic crisis had the world on tenterhooks for more than a year until the Americans were released in January 1981. Thirty years later, the US was still the “Great Satan” to the Iranian Regime and its leaders routinely spouted vitriol about America as the enemy of the Iranian people. So, having an embassy in the Iranian capital and direct diplomatic relations was not an option for the US. Many pro-regime Iranians liked to claim that the British were the brains behind American brawn and a serious threat too. But we were only the “Little Satan” to the Ayatollahs of the Islamic Republic and so we tried to maintain an embassy in the country whenever possible. It was often touch and go with regime-sponsored, petrol-bomb wielding demonstrators regularly outside our gates. But we stayed when we could.
Even being in Tehran did not stop my working with Americans altogether. I simply shared my insights and experiences with US colleagues when I travelled outside the country. The British government wanted its closest ally to have as accurate a picture of developments in Iran as possible. There was always an insatiable appetite in Washington for information from inside the country, particularly as Green Movement demonstrators turned out in their tens of thousands to protest against President Ahmadinejad’s stolen re-election in June 2009 and were violently suppressed by a brutal regime fearing a new revolution. We knew too that we could rely on the US to do everything it could to help if things went wrong for our embassy. That is what close allies do.  
Amongst all these experiences of working with Americans at home and abroad, I have travelled to almost every corner of the US over more than three decades. As British Deputy Ambassador, when one of my roles was running the UK government’s network of offices around the country, I regularly visited our consulates in eight cities from Boston in the north east to Los Angeles in the south west. As a student, I made coast-to-coast trips on Trailways and Greyhound busses during the long university summer holidays. As an adult, I have travelled extensively to the US’ vibrant cities and incredible national parks from Maine to New Mexico, Washington state to Florida and almost everything in between. All in all, I have been to more than 40 US states, met Americans from all walks of life and had untold experiences that have shaped my views of the US and its role in the world.
America has been a tremendously important part of my adult life, personally and professionally. It is in my blood unlike almost anywhere else. In many ways, I feel as strongly invested in the country and its future success as I do in my own. It is from this starting point that I decided to write. I was driven by a deep affection for the US. But having got to know the country over several decades and then taking a front row seat on an American political rollercoaster for 5 years, I was left with a deep and growing sense of unease that it risks going off the rails with profound consequences for America itself and for the rest of us.
Some might question why I have not written about the UK as the country grapples with its own identity crisis. Like the US, Britain is increasingly divided and faces its own major political, economic and social challenges. Brexit risks poisoning British politics for decades to come and making the country poorer and more inward looking. Even worse, this now comes on top of the severe economic shock of the coronavirus pandemic. But the fact is, if the UK were to lose its way, the global impact would be limited. Britain itself may well be severely weakened by Brexit, but the effect on others in the West is unlikely to be at significant. The same cannot be said for America. If it is unable to emerge quickly from the crisis that is gripping the country, the impact on the rest of the world will be profound. America still has the economic wealth, military might and soft power to shape the future direction of global events. The UK alone does not.
Above all, I want to see America get back on track so the special relationship between the UK and US which has been so important to our security and prosperity can continue to thrive. But even more importantly, I want to see America maintain its vital role as a beacon of successful, liberal democracy which is critical to the future success of the US itself and to the Western system as a whole. No one in the West, least of all Americans themselves, should want the US to fail.
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All countries have national myths. They are part of the folklore of every nation and are usually described in inspiring stories or simple sound bites which aim to define a country’s national identity and to establish a clear set of values and beliefs for its people.
Over the last few decades, Britain’s national myths have included that the UK was a largely benevolent colonial power which brought civilisation, democracy and greater prosperity to many parts of the world – the goddess Britannia as the great provider and protector1. It didn’t seem to matter that the myth simply airbrushed out the oppression, subjugation and violence of empire. A more recent, and arguably more enduring, British national myth is of a plucky and unbending nation standing alone against Germany in 1940 after most of Europe had fallen to Hitler’s war machine2. According to the myth, Britain’s courage and stubborn resolve allowed the world to re-group and ultimately defeat Nazi tyranny. But the myth adeptly brushes over the role of Britain’s huge empire in the UK staying afloat in the early years of the war and the later contributions of the US, Russia and many other nations to Hitler’s ultimate defeat.
For France, its national myths centre around the cultural legacy of its language, food and literature. Resistance to foreign influence is an essential part of French national myths too. It’s the Gauls heroically fighting the Roman invasion in the 1st century BC as epitomised in the hugely popular Asterix comic books, and it’s the French Resistance selflessly challenging Nazi occupation during World War Two eventually leading to France’s liberation and de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic. In the case of Germany, the east and west developed new, separate national myths in the aftermath of Hitler’s defeat. For West Germany they centred around the economic miracle of the country’s rapid re-emergence as an industrial power based on hard work, extreme efficiency and good policy. In the DDR, the myths evoked socialist cohesion and the heroism of anti-fascism. After reunification in 1990, the myths had to be adapted again.
In other words, national myths try to capture what it means to be a citizen of any nation in simple, memorable and aspirational terms, often drawing on a perceived golden period of that country’s history. They aim to instil a sense of national pride and to encourage certain behaviours that will reinforce feelings of citizenship and nationhood. So, there’s nothing necessarily wrong with national myths. They can give people a sense of belonging to a wider community – a common or shared identity. And they can provide a reassuring feeling of permanence or stability in a world that is rapidly changing. 
But national myths come with serious risks. By their nature they are an oversimplification of the past, or a rose-tinted view of historical events. They can also be divisive as a country changes and new immigrant communities aren’t wrapped up in the traditional mythology that defines a country’s citizenship. The myths can easily be manipulated by nationalists to create tension between different groups and neighbouring states. And as countries change, national myths can, in their romanticising of history, conceal serious weaknesses in society – weaknesses which, if not addressed, could undermine the very positive characteristics of the nations the myths describe. Countries fail to challenge or to update their national myths at their peril.
America, like all other nations, has its fair share of national myths. Most are well known. There’s the US as a beacon of Western democracy and freedom to which other nations aspire. Then there’s the successful melting pot of American society fuelled by waves of immigration.  There’s the unique opportunity of the American Dream and the US’ world-beating capitalist market economy built on the back of dogged hard work and innovation. There’s the clear separation of church and state as established by the Founding Fathers.  And there’s the right to bear arms as a fundamental part of being American, keeping the country safe. Then there are other American national myths about how the country’s vibrant media combined with an almost absolute right to the freedom of speech underpins its democracy; how America’s model of limited government is the best form of government for economic success; how its healthcare continues to lead the world; and how the greatest threat to the US comes from outside the country in the form of international terrorism.
These national myths about what the US is and what it means to be American are alive and well across the country. They are taken as fact by many Americans and are routinely reinforced by politicians, religious leaders and the media. During election campaigns, candidates for office draw unashamedly on America’s national myths to set out how they alone will defend their country’s unique strengths once in power or how they will return the US to some golden era when its exceptionalism was unquestioned. When in office, American politicians turn again to the country’s national myths to claim how their policies have been successful in making the country even stronger or to win support for reforms which, they argue, will secure America’s continued pre-eminence. It is pretty much impossible for anyone in the US to avoid America’s exceptionalism narrative drawn from its national myths. It permeates almost everything. The myths are firmly embedded in every part of US society including its popular culture. Country music songs blend romantic nostalgia and rugged patriotism. Disney cartoon heroes defy the odds and improve their lives through honesty, hard work and determination – the animated American Dream. The national myths are a mainstay of US sport too. Only in America is a ‘World Series’ a competition just amongst its national teams.
But despite the pervasiveness of US mythology, it is impossible to conclude that the myths genuinely reflect US society in the early part of the 21st century. After five years living and working in the country, it is clear that US national myths are no longer true for large numbers of Americans or, at the very least, are seriously fraying at the edges. The US is facing growing international competition for its claimed exceptionalism too, as established nations innovate and emerging powers strengthen their institutions and become more prosperous and influential on the global stage. In other words, the US’ stubborn attachment to its national myths is both concealing serious problems at home and underestimating growing challenges from abroad. It’s a heady but dangerous mix.
The US appears particularly prone to myth blindness. The belief in American exceptionalism – that the US has some unique purpose to lead the world as the exemplary free nation – remains strong. In some ways this is perfectly understandable. Few external factors drive Americans to challenge this view. While the US retains its position as the world’s superpower and biggest global economy, America’s mythological exceptionalism appears to be confirmed by the country’s continued preeminent status, whatever the problems at home. The continental scale of the US arguably insulates America from challenge too. Americans are typically less immediately affected by what is happening in the rest of world, much of which is just a long way away across the Atlantic or Pacific oceans. And so, Americans don’t routinely compare themselves with others and the myths endure, however flawed.
Perhaps more surprisingly, the belief in American exceptionalism  has been largely unwavering over the last few years despite considerable political and economic upheaval. Most Americans would acknowledge a crisis in US politics. Indeed, the airways are filled with highly partisan analysis of the causes of social and economic problems in the US, who is to blame (usually the other party) and how they can be fixed. But few Americans would diagnose a deeper crisis in the US way of life. The national myths persist despite the growing evidence against them.
In the bleak early months of World War Two, Winston Churchill worked tirelessly and sometimes deviously to convince the US to join the war, to help save Europe and protect the freedoms and values of Western democracy from succumbing to Nazi oppression3. He deployed various techniques to persuade President Roosevelt to take America into the war against the views of the majority of the American public who did not want to get embroiled in another European conflict after the horrors of the Great War. Churchill wrote frequent personal letters to the President making the case for US intervention and wooed US envoys sent to Britain with exceptional audiences with King George and banquets at Downing Street and his official country residence, Chequers4. His quest was eventually successful, aided by the Japanese invasion of Pearl Harbor which brought America into the war late in 1941. What followed was an unprecedented mobilisation of American human capital and industry that helped turn the tide of the war, leading the Allies to victory in 1945.
Nearly 80 years later, the West needs America to mobilise again. But this time the request is not for the US to intervene directly or militarily somewhere in the world in a fight against a fascist or communist enemy to secure the future of Western democracy. Rather it is a call for America to take a hard, dispassionate look at itself, to acknowledge the growing weaknesses in the American system as the US matures as a nation and as competition from other states grows stronger. In essence, it is a call to fight the enemy within, for America to fix itself so it can continue to thrive. Only by addressing the growing systemic problems concealed by its national myths will the US be able to maintain its political stability, secure its continued economic success and retain its position as the world’s leading superpower. And only then will America continue to be seen as a beacon for others aspiring for democratic freedoms and values which is so essential for the future of the Western system.
No other single country can play the role of ‘defender of the West’ despite the sometimes lofty claims from the European Union and other individual nations. Only the US has the scale, power and resources to secure the future of the Western system, to influence the course of history by the power of its example, backed by its economic strength and military might. Even the US cannot do this alone as great powers emerge in China and India; it needs to work ever more closely with allies in Europe, Africa and Asia. But whether we like it or not (and many in Europe don’t), the future prosperity and the longevity of the West once again depend substantially on the US.
Given the unprecedented political turmoil surrounding the Trump presidency, it would be all too easy to focus on the many specific crises and scandals over the last few years and blame the Trump administration for all America’s problems. But the stubborn adherence to America’s national myths hides more fundamental flaws that can’t be blamed on a single presidency or a single political party. The roots of America’s growing political, economic and social problems are wider and more profound than party politics. The issue is not Trump or Obama, Bill Clinton or George W Bush, nor even the Republicans or the Democrats. It goes to the heart of what America is and how America was founded. It begs the question whether the US Constitution that frames the American system remains entirely fit for purpose in a very different world from that of the Founding Fathers. And it demands us to ask whether the US will be able to continue to adapt to a rapidly changing world.
Even before the Trump presidency, the US was struggling through a period of crisis and inertia, fuelled by increasingly destructive partisan politics, growing divisions between different communities across the country and a widening gap between rich and poor. Public faith in politicians and government was at an all-time low well before Donald Trump moved into the White House on Pennsylvania Avenue5. Alexis de Tocqueville, the French diplomat and historian who produced the seminal analysis of the US in the 19th century, Democracy in America, said that “the greatness of America lies not in being more enlightened than any other nation, but rather in her ability to repair her faults”6. The question is whether America is losing the ability to repair itself, blinded by myths of its own exceptionalism. Even when problems are eventually diagnosed – and there are many Americans who see them – entrenched partisanship and the ensuing political gridlock then delays or even scuppers the US’ ability to adapt and change. The political crisis in the US arguably makes the myths more attractive too, as people hold onto them even more tightly to retain some hope and stability in an unpredictable and unnerving world. The risk of a negative cycle is real.
Time is no longer on the West’s side as the world changes ever more quickly. With emerging powers rising rapidly around the globe, some of whom do not share Western beliefs and values, it is more important than ever to have a strong and successful beacon of Western democracy in the guise of the US. Dictators are increasingly challenging the very essence of Western society too. So, the call for America to fix itself today is arguably as urgent as Churchill’s appeal for the US to join World War Two as Britain struggled to see off a Nazi invasion in the Battle of Britain. The consequences for the West of the US failing to repair its faults and re-emerging stronger would be grave, even if less immediate.
No one in the West can afford the US to weaken or decline more quickly than it might in the normal course of history. The loss of the US as a strong symbol and defender of Western democracy would have global implications that the West’s enemies would quickly seek to exploit. Tensions would grow as malevolent powers would seek to expand their areas of influence and control. The global economy would be hit by falling confidence in America’s economic future. And democracy itself would begin to lose its attraction for countries in transition aspiring for a better future.
Britain as America’s closest ally would arguably have more to lose than most if the US were to get it wrong. The UK remains closely intertwined with the US politically, economically and culturally. Britain and America’s shared history and more recent post-war alliance have created a unique relationship that means the UK is more intimately tied to the success or failure of the US than most other countries. The US and UK armed forces and security agencies work hand in glove to keep Britain, America and their allies safe7. British and American businesses have collectively invested more than $1 trillion in each other’s economies. More than one million jobs in both the US and UK are the result of investment from the other nation8. US and UK academics and researchers collaborate extensively in all fields to make advances to benefit our societies – from science and technology to medicine and the arts and humanities9. Both separately and together, Brits and Americans have won more Nobel Prizes than anyone else10.
The future success of the US is critical to the UK. Despite being in the EU for more than 40 years, the economic and political trends in the UK tend to track the US more closely than Britain’s partners in Europe. And as the UK embarks on its own political experiment of leaving the EU, Britain will rely even more heavily on its relationship with America than before. The impact on the UK of a failing or even weakening US would be profound.
In the chapters ahead, I will draw on my experience of the US and additional supporting data to examine America’s principal national myths in turn from an outside perspective. I will consider how far the myths now reflect life in the US almost two hundred and fifty years after the country was founded. Where the myths conceal flaws in the US system, I will look at how America could change to secure its continued prosperity and its position as the leading superpower and essential bulwark of Western democracy.
I will argue that the US has reached a point of maturity in its development as a nation that calls for a new approach. Just as private companies have to change as they grow from start-ups to more established businesses and as their environment and competitors change, the US needs to adapt to continue to prosper and even survive in a rapidly changing world. This is not currently happening, or if it is, it is taking place at a glacial pace which leaves the US vulnerable to being overtaken by rapidly emerging powers or global events. And so finally I will consider whether Americans will be able to come together to achieve the reforms necessary to fix the systemic weaknesses concealed by their national myths, or whether growing divisions in US society will put essential change beyond reach before it is too late.
My intention is not to criticise or judge the US in the way that some European commentators like to do with more than a little ‘Old World’, cultural arrogance. From all my experience of the country, I have come to understand and appreciate America’s huge strengths: from its drive and innovation to its remarkable work ethic; from its generosity and openness to all comers to its unbending self-belief that anything is possible combined with an impressive ability to rebound from failure. My intention is rather is to show where the US, from the perspective of a dispassionate outsider and huge advocate for the country, is not always what its national myths would have Americans believe. 
Britain like the US can have a tendency to trumpet its own exceptionalism. How else could a small island nation have established a great empire and dominated the world for more than 200 years from the 17th century? But this tendency has not always served Britain well. The self-harming 2016 vote to leave the EU on the back of a romantic notion of Britain’s past greatness is but the latest example. I hope the US can avoid going down this same damaging path, both for its own sake and for the West as a whole.
My aim is also to try to help readers understand the current upheaval in the US and what led to the Trump phenomenon. Both have their roots in many Americans feeling left behind or – in other words – the promise of US myths not being fulfilled. I hope I might encourage more debate about America’s place in the 21st Century, how best to preserve the essential elements of US society and culture that have propelled the country to the top of the tree, but also how to tackle the growing challenges America is facing which, if not addressed, could derail the US with serious consequences for America and the Western world. Many Americans are increasingly concerned about the future of their country. I hope they will continue to mobilise and work with others to drive change before it is too late.
I don’t profess to have unique insights into the US. My conclusions are drawn from my particular experiences in the country which while extensive are not limitless. The closeness of the relationship between Britain and America, our shared history and culture, does give Britons a distinct perspective. We have both the benefit of distance to be able to observe the US more objectively than any national can of his or her own country, but also a deeper familiarity with America than arguably any other country. In many ways, the US is family for the UK. We are personally invested in the country and its success in ways we are not for most other countries. I can only hope that what follows will give some interesting insights and perspectives on what is happening in the US and contribute to the growing debate about how to secure America’s future success.
In many ways, America itself – not rising global powers or re-emboldened old empires – is the greatest current threat to the future of the West. Although China and Russia should not be ignored, they do not yet amount to an existential threat to the Western system. It is the deep fault lines emerging in the US – in its politics, society and economy as Americans cling ever more inexplicably to their national myths – which could undermine the very fabric of the country if left unchecked. The potential consequences for the US itself and the West as a whole are grave. And yet many fail to see where the US is heading. It is the Great American Delusion.
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“Honesty is the first chapter in the book wisdom”.
Thomas Jefferson, 181911
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Myth number 1 – The US is the most advanced democracy in the world and a beacon for others aspiring to greater freedom.
 
Many British diplomats arrive in America unwittingly unprepared for the differences between the UK and US democratic systems. I certainly did when I took up my posting to Washington DC, although I never imagined that would be case. I’d spent a good deal of time in the country over the years and almost all my Foreign Office career working closely with American diplomats and other officials. So, I genuinely thought I had a pretty good understanding of how the US worked. It quickly turned out that none of my experiences over almost 30 years had really prepared me for living and working in the US at the centre of American politics and democracy in the nation’s capital. The closeness of the UK/US relationship, our shared history and language, tends to lull Brits into a false sense of security. We think we know the US. But the differences can be profound and surprising.
I knew that checks and balances were purposely built into the US Constitution to prevent the tyranny of absolute monarchy from which America had sought its independence in 1776 – the separation of powers is at the heart of the American model of government. In that sense, the US presidential system was going to be somewhat different from the UK’s parliamentary democracy. At the same time, the US was built on British foundations. The US Constitution and Bill of Rights drew inspiration from historic British documents like the Magna Carta. With this history, many American institutions look and feel just like those in Britain, from government agencies to the US court system. So, I expected much to be familiar. I had also seen iconic films like All the President’s Men charting Nixon’s ignominious downfall over the Watergate scandal and classic TV shows like the West Wing depicting the frenetic daily life of officials in the White House. When put together with my own experiences of America, I genuinely believed the US democratic system wasn’t going to be too different from my own. I did expect there to be more money and razzmatazz thrown in having closely followed the great spectacle of a number of US presidential elections. But I rather naively assumed that wouldn’t really change the fundamentals.
Arriving at the British Embassy in May 2013, I quickly came face to face with reality. I began to understand the extent of the differences between the UK and US once steeped in the day to day world of Washington politics and by learning on the job how best to get British views across to US government agencies and members of Congress on Capitol Hill. Witnessing first hand a Presidential election playing out over two years was also an essential primer in the Wild West of American politics. And travelling around the country was critical to understanding the balance of power between the state and federal governments and how they interacted. What I learned soon raised questions about just how democratic America really is despite the mythology around the US being the most successful Western democracy and a beacon for those aspiring towards greater political freedom.
The biggest shock was just how far money influences American politics and particularly its elections and quite how much cash is involved. I knew, of course, that there was considerably more money in the US political system than in the UK. That much was obvious. But I hadn’t realised quite how much more and what that really meant. The amounts involved are astonishing and the impact more than a little disturbing. Just one Senate race can cost significantly more than a UK general election. In 2015, British political parties and candidates spent £60 million ($78 million) on the parliamentary election which saw David Cameron and his Conservative Party elected with an outright majority after five years of coalition government12. In 2016, candidates alone in the Florida Senate race spent almost $60 million. When outside expenditure is included, the total reached $110 million (£85 million). In other words, 40% more money was spent on one election in one US state than on a national UK election13.
￼[image: Election spending chart v3- book.jpg]
Total spending on the 2016 presidential election reached almost $2.4 billion – 31 times more than the UK general election in a country only five times bigger in terms of population. When the 2016 Senate and Congressional races are added in, the total cost of electing the President and Congress was more than $6.4 billion14. The figures aren’t directly comparable of course because of the differences between the US and UK presidential and parliamentary systems. But they are quite startling all the same. In essence, the US spends 82 times more than the UK to get an elected head of government and legislature. And that’s without taking into account the fact that the US votes more frequently, with the House of Representatives re-elected every two years and the President every four, compared to every five years for all members of the House of Commons and the Prime Minister in the UK.
Just after the November 2014 midterm elections, when all members of the House of Representatives and a third of the Senate had been up for re-election, I met an experienced member of Congress on Capitol Hill to talk about the ongoing Iran nuclear negotiations and the Syria crisis. At the end of the conversation, I turned to the recent elections.
“You must be happy that the midterms are over,” I said. “As you can now stop fundraising for a while and get down to the real business of legislating.”
The congressman smiled at me rather like a caring, older relative to an innocent child.
“I started cold calling for donations the day after the midterms,” he replied with more than a hint of resignation. “The next elections are only two years away and there is a huge amount of money to raise if I want to stay in office. I am already working the phones several hours a day and attending a number of fundraising events each week.”
A little later, the congressman’s Chief of Staff expressed privately his frustration about just how much time his boss had to spend on fundraising rather than delivering for his district.
“If you can’t raise more than a million dollars, or $3000 every working day,” he said, “you won’t get elected to the House. So the fundraising never stops”.
He paused and reflected on what he had said.
“But if you don’t get elected, you can’t pursue your agenda. So it’s a price members of Congress have to pay, even if they do have to spend half their time in office raising money rather than working on what they were elected to do. That’s just how US politics works right now. And it’s even worse in the Senate.”
It was a sobering encounter. How could America have arrived at a point where elected representatives are so distracted from their core business by the need to raise money? It didn’t reflect well on US democracy.
But candidate and party fundraising and spending are not even the whole story of the vast amounts of money in US politics, or even the most disturbing. In many elections, outside expenditure is now increasingly important and can outstrip spending by candidates and their parties by a factor of three or four in particularly tight races. Big companies, business associations, unions, single issue lobby organisations like the National Rifle Association and wealthy individuals plough huge amounts of money into US elections to try to sway voters towards the candidates they believe will most protect their interests.
During the 2016 presidential election more than $1.6 billion was spent by outside groups15. The US Supreme Court’s decision in Citizen’s United vs. the Federal Election Commission in January 2010 essentially paved the way for limitless spending on elections by corporations, non-profits and unions as long as they did not contribute directly to any candidates16. The Supreme Court argued that limiting expenditure was contrary to the right to free speech as enshrined in the First Amendment to the US Constitution. A federal appeal court ruling just two months later – Speechnow.org vs. Federal Election Commission – allowed individuals to make limitless election contributions too, as long as it was indirectly17. And so, super PACs (super Political Action Committees) were born that could raise and spend huge sums of money to support a particular candidate or issue, as long as they did not coordinate formally with candidate campaigns. More money than ever started to flow into US politics.
In the midst of the presidential election primaries in early 2016, I travelled to Las Vegas to watch Republican presidential candidates on the stump vying for Nevada’s votes. After witnessing Marco Rubio whip up support in a tent on the outskirts of the city promising a ‘New American Century’ and raging against the Iran nuclear deal, I went to see billionaire casino magnate and major Republican Party donor, Sheldon Adelson, in his office in the Venetian Hotel and Casino at the heart of the Las Vegas strip.
Adelson is one of the wealthiest men in the world with a net worth of more than $30 billion18. His Venetian resort comes complete with replicas of Venice’s St Marks Campanile, Palazzo Ducale and the Rialto Bridge. It’s a vast complex boasting more than 4000 luxurious hotel rooms, a huge casino under Renaissance-themed frescoed ceilings, an international conference centre, a glitzy shopping arcade, more than 20 high-end restaurants, a number of nightclubs, a theatre and – as it’s Vegas – a river complete with gondola rides.
Adelson’s office was in a plush, but fairly modest suite of rooms off the main gaming hall of the casino protected by a single, unsmiling security guard. When I was ushered in, the octogenarian tycoon was alone. He was sitting in a luxurious tan leather executive chair at the end of a long, polished mahogany boardroom table and tucking into the last mouthfuls of his lunch. I sank into the deep cream carpet as I walked across the room to meet him. The wood panelled wall behind the conference table was covered with more than forty framed magazine covers featuring Adelson himself. A younger Adelson was grinning down from editions of Forbes and Fortune. The wall opposite was full of photographs of Adelson’s family. Hanging from the ceiling, like some impressive aviation museum display, were large scale models of numerous jet aircraft.
After introducing myself, I commented on the model planes to break the ice, assuming Adelson was an aviation enthusiast. From a quick scan of the aircraft, I’d noticed that Adelson didn’t have a double-decker Airbus A380 in his collection, although he did have models of other large commercial jets including a Boeing 747.
“You should get an A380,” I said, pointing at the ceiling. “It’s an impressive feat of engineering and a great plane to fly in.”
Adelson replied without a moment’s hesitation. “Oh, I don’t need one of those,” he said, pointing casually to another of his model jets. “I can fly without refuelling to my Marina Bay Sands resort in Singapore on my A340. The A380 wouldn’t be any good. I would need to make a stopover”.
It was only then that I realised Adelson wasn’t just a plane buff. The aircraft hanging from his office ceiling were actually models of his personal collection of private jets. At that moment, I knew I had entered an entirely different world; the world of the unimaginably rich.
Adelson was softly spoken, but with a razor focus. I wanted to find out whether he would be contributing to the 2016 election and which candidate he was likely to back. When we finally dived onto politics, Adelson was clearly undecided on whether to invest in the 2016 election. He wasn’t particularly impressed by any of the Republican Party candidates. His wife quite liked Marco Rubio, but Adelson himself wasn’t sure. He pondered Ted Cruz, but with little passion. He admitted that Donald Trump was feting him. But he wasn’t convinced the New York property tycoon was the right man for the job. He was scathing about Trump’s unsuccessful dabbling in the casino business in Atlantic City and his lack of understanding of international affairs.
In the end, Adelson said he would back whichever candidate would most support Israel, would defend its position as a Jewish state and recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s eternal capital. He described how his father, a Lithuanian Jew, had been forced to flee 1930s Europe ultimately to emigrate to the US after a short period in Wales where he had met Adelson’s mother. He was close to Benyamin Netanyahu and the Israeli right and did not support negotiating with the Palestinians or a two state solution. According to Adelson, the Palestinians were terrorists and could not be trusted. President Obama’s policy towards Israel had been “shameful”.
As I left Adelson’s office, one of his secretaries whispered to me that Donald Trump had just telephoned again – he was clearly persistent. It was also an approach that ultimately worked. Adelson and his Israel-born wife eventually donated a whopping $82.6 million to supporting Donald Trump and Republicans vying for election to the House and Senate in 2016 – three times more than any other billionaire donor19. Adelson’s cash undoubtedly bought a change to longstanding US policy too; the Trump administration recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s capital in December 2017 and ordered the US embassy to move from Tel Aviv, despite widespread concern amongst America’s closest allies about the impact on regional security and a long-stalled peace process20. Under President Trump, US policy towards Israel’s nemesis – Iran – grew ever more hawkish too. In the US political system, money talks.
Adelson is not alone amongst the super-rich in spending large amounts of money to influence election outcomes and future policy. Dozens of US billionaires contributed to the 2016 election. Nor are mega individual and corporate donors limited to the Republican side. Michael Bloomberg and George Soros donated more than $20 million each in 2016 to support Hillary Clinton’s campaign and other Democrats down the ballot in House and Senate races21. But the majority of outside money tends to be spent supporting the conservative cause. In 2016, 55 percent went towards backing Republicans or fighting Democrats; in 2012, when Barack Obama was elected for a second term, that figure reached 67 percent22.
￼[image: BIllionaire donors FINAL.jpg]
The effects of all this money on US elections are pretty alarming, and particularly in a country branded as a vibrant, model democracy. Brutal TV advertisements funded by wealthy super PACs target the candidates personally and their policies, stoking up fear on particularly emotive touchstone issues like gun rights, religious freedom, tax, immigration and crime often with little reference to fact. In one 2016 gem, an Iranian nuclear attack on America was implied as the likely result of electing candidates deemed as being weak on Iran, despite the fact that the Iranians did not have nuclear weapons (and still don’t) and Barack Obama’s 2015 nuclear deal had made it much harder for Tehran to get them23.
Independent organisations and some of the media do try to fact check the adverts. But there is almost no formal oversight, and certainly no process that can react quickly enough to blunt the impact of the deceit and fearmongering of the political commercials which spread quickly around the internet as soon as they are released. Outright lies from supporters of both sides are not uncommon, although half-truths, exaggeration or over-simplification of complex issues are much more widespread. The impact is the same – distorting the electorate’s views on candidates and their parties and making it more difficult for voters to make a sensible, rational choice.
From one perspective, this is the definition of democracy – everyone can get involved and have their say. But the vast majority of Americans don’t, because they can’t afford to. And so the field is left open to Wall Street and other big industry interests, sometimes flaky billionaires, wealthy single issue advocacy organisations and religious groups. The more money you have to spend, the more you can influence US election outcomes and future policy. In an even more sinister development, a growing proportion of US election spending is now ‘dark money’ where the sources of the contributions don’t even have to be revealed under US election law24. In other words, Americans don’t always know who is trying to buy influence in their elections.
It doesn’t feel very democratic in the true sense of the word, particularly when fact is usually the first victim in the febrile atmosphere of US elections. Spending by non-party campaigners in a UK general election is, by way of contrast, strictly limited to a maximum of £450,000 ($585,000) nationwide, with no more than £9750 ($12,675) to be spent in a single constituency25. In the 2015 general election, a total of £1.8 million ($2.34 million) was spent by third parties including unions and special interest groups – a tiny fraction of the amount spent in the US26.
The money in US politics doesn’t stop flowing once elections are over either. At the embassy we would sometimes work in parallel with British businesses and their well-paid lobby organisations when federal or state legislation was under discussion that could have a negative impact on UK economic interests. One piece of proposed legislation in July 2017 would have hit British oil and gas companies to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars if it had been passed by Congress unamended. The impact on the companies was largely unintentional, the result of hastily drafted technical language in Congress’ desire quickly to impose new sanctions on Russia after revelations of Kremlin interference in the 2016 presidential election. But getting changes to the draft legislation was not going to be straightforward with lawmakers intent on taking action in a matter of days before their summer break. Congress not only wanted to send a clear signal to Moscow that there were serious consequences for its actions, but also to fire a shot across President Trump’s bow. Many members, including Republicans, feared the president might be soft on Russia if left to his own devices.
With expert help, I set about understanding the offending technical language in the draft legislation. I got to grips with why it was problematic and what alternative terms could be used to have the desired sanctions effect, which the UK fully supported, while avoiding the unintended consequences that would be damaging to British business. Armed with this newly acquired expertise, I made a series of calls to senior players on Capitol Hill to highlight the problems the legislation would create for UK companies and to propose alternative language which should achieve Congress’ aims without collateral damage. The British energy giants’ lobbyists and the companies themselves did much more detailed and persistent work on the Hill to try to get the draft legislation changed. They also spoke to US government departments who would interpret the legislation once passed and provide ‘implementation guidance’ to US and foreign companies. My role from the embassy was to highlight the UK government’s interest in the legislation given the impact it could have on the British economy and jobs.
After a couple of intense rounds of lobbying, Congress did eventually change the language just before the bill was passed. The negative implications for the UK were largely avoided thanks to the
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