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Tradit ional ly, U.S. midterm elect ions have been referenda on how a 
president has managed domest ic af fairs, a vote of conf idence or re-
ject ion of his var ious pol icy choices. Internat ional events, however, 
can emerge as issues in the campaign to the extent that they indicate 
whether the country is moving in the r ight or the wrong direct ion.

In 2006, for instance, the Bush administrat ion’s mismanagement of 
the Iraq War became a factor in the recapture of both houses of Con-
gress by the Democrats because it was put forth a longside domest ic 
disasters—such as the handl ing of Hurr icane Katr ina—as part of an 
ef fect ive campaign slogan that “Americans can do better.” Now the 
Republ icans are seek ing to return the favor, not only by maintaining 
their control of the House of Representat ives but by becoming once 
again the major ity party in the U.S. Senate. With control of both 
chambers of Congress, the GOP would be in a posit ion to shape the 
pol icies and reach of the last two years of President Barack Obama’s 
term and could better posit ion a Republ ican candidate to regain the 
White House in 2016.

Earl ier this year, the convent ional pol it ica l wisdom was that problems 
with how the Af fordable Care Act was rol led out, as wel l as a lack-
luster domest ic economic recovery, would dominate the 2014 midterm 
campaign. To the extent that events over the past several months 
have improved the domest ic situat ion, reducing the sa l iency of such 
appeals, it is not surpr ising to see increased discussion of Obama’s 
handl ing of foreign af fairs f inding its way into many of the House and 
Senate contests. A ser ies of cr ises—the Ukraine faceof f with Russian 
President Vladimir Put in, the stunning r ise and newfound reach of 
the so-cal led Islamic State ( IS) in the Middle East and the specter of 
an Ebola epidemic f inding its way into the American heart land—have 
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rev ived secur ity quest ions as vot ing issues.

The percept ion that the U.S. is not safe, and that the pol icies of the 
administrat ion are exposing vulnerabi l it ies in the country’s defenses, 
is being used to bolster the narrat ive that America is moving in the 
wrong direct ion and that the Obama administrat ion does not have a 
strategy to address the chal lenges. Recent statements by former Secre-
tary of State Hil lary Cl inton and a tel l-a l l book from former Defense 
Secretary Leon Panetta have not helped the Obama team push back 
on the latter charge.

Yet the electoral message coming from the Republ icans is a lso confus-
ing and inconsistent. On the one hand, there is a clear charge that 
Obama is shirk ing America’s responsibi l it ies as a global leader, is not 
ef fect ive in marshal ing U.S. power on the world stage, is not capable 
of facing down chal lengers l ike Russia and China, has abandoned 
pro-American al l ies and is back ing away from direct ly confront ing 
threats and annoyances. The subtext to voters, and to the world com-
munity indirect ly, is that a Republ ican Congress would, v ia its control 
of the budget and the leg islat ive process, put much more starch in the 
administrat ion’s nat ional secur ity pol icy. For instance, they might pass 
bi l ls for the U.S. to prov ide mil itary equipment to Ukraine and the 
ant i-IS and ant i-Assad Syr ian groups, steps that the administrat ion 
has been reluctant to take up to this point. The impression is that the 
Republ icans would embark on a more act iv ist foreign pol icy.

At the same t ime, however, a second and contradictory GOP campaign 
theme is that the U.S. needs to wal l itsel f of f from the world. Whether 
by imposing travel bans for persons travel ing from Ebola-infected 
reg ions or by reinforcing border secur ity to make it more dif f icult for 
economic migrants and would-be IS terror ists a l ike to reach the U.S., 
Republ ican candidates are touching upon a deep wel lspr ing of frustra-
t ion among parts of the U.S. electorate that want to reduce America’s 
global footpr int and to have other nat ions do more in the cause of 
world order. The pol l ing data consistent ly indicates Americans’ rejec-
t ion of tak ing on any sort of “Globocop” role for the world. Protect ing 
the home front and not going abroad in search of monsters to destroy, 
as President John Quincy Adams once advised, resonates strongly 
among many of the core Republ ican voters who plan to turn out in 
this cycle, many of whom blame Obama’s supposed “ internat ional ism” 

http://humanevents.com/2014/10/17/cards-stacked-against-dems-in-midterms/
http://humanevents.com/2014/10/17/cards-stacked-against-dems-in-midterms/
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for drawing America into cr ises and problems that do not direct ly 
concern Americans.

It is, of course, not unheard of that a pol it ica l party wi l l promote dif-
ferent and somet imes even contradictory appeals to voters, but it does 
make it harder to assess what exact ly a Republ ican major ity in Con-
gress would do dif ferent ly in terms of the advice it would g ive to, and 
pressure it would place on, the Obama administrat ion. Would it push 
for greater U.S. intervent ion around the world, or would it look for 
ways to shield the American heart land from being negat ively impacted 
by global chaos?

In assessing the Republ ican cr it ique of the Obama administrat ion’s 
approach, Ray Takeyh concludes, “It’s true the publ ic is unl ikely to 
countenance a vast mi l itary enterpr ise for amorphous purposes. How-
ever, this does not mean that Americans are ready to turn their backs 
on their ideals or vacate their global responsibi l it ies.” Of course, 
Americans themselves are comfortable with their contradict ions. They 
can be angry with Obama for not standing up to perceived global bul-
l ies l ike Put in or tak ing strong enough act ion v is-a-v is terror ists l ike 
IS, but a lso not part icularly interested in going back to the precepts 
of uni lateral ism or assuming the l ion’s share of internat ional aid and 
secur ity.

In the end, even i f the Republ icans do regain control of Congress 
after the midterms, they might circle back to the same conclusions 
the Obama team has apparent ly reached: Americans want low-cost, 
no-consequence intervent ions that demonstrate American leader-
ship and resolve but do not impose undue burdens on domest ic soci-
ety. Drone str ikes, sanct ions and “ leading from behind”—all pol icy 
choices roundly cr it icized by the Republ ican opposit ion—have been 
the Obama administrat ion’s attempt not to vacate Washington’s global 
responsibi l it ies whi le a lso paying heed to Americans’ cont inued aver-
sion to new major intervent ions. Crit icizing this in opposit ion is a l l 
wel l and good as an electoral strategy, but i f Republ icans beg in to 
acquire more responsibi l ity for governing, it is an approach they may 
also learn to appreciate. □

Nikolas K . Gvosdev, a contr ibut ing editor at the Nat ional Interest , i s a vi s it ing 
professor at Brown Univers it y. His weekly WPR column, The Reali st Pr i sm, 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/articles/obama-s-synthesis_816407.html?page=2
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/therealistprism
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appears every Wednesday.

Pres ident Barack Obama ar r ives to vot e early in the midterm el ect ions, Oct . 20, 
2014, Chicago, Ill .  (AP photo by Evan Vucci).

Want to know more? Subscr ibe to World Pol it ics Review to get new ar-
ticles daily.
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