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The idea is not a substitute for work; and work, in turn, cannot substitute for
or compel an idea, just as little as enthusiasm can. Both, enthusiasm and work,
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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.! 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outdated thinking.”? 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.’
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.* 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.” Critics derided the slogan as offering a blinkered mes-
sage about American grand strategy.® 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.””
The presidents 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.?

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.” 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.”!® 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.”" In
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another interview, Rhodes referred derisively to the DC foreign policy
community as “The Blob.”?

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 7he 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.”® 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. 4

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.” 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.!'® 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.”” 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.!® 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.”

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.?® 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.”’ Economists, political sci-
entists, and historians spurned Trump en masse.”? Foreign affairs ana-
lysts spanning the ideological spectrum panned his pronouncements.
Realists, the foreign policy experts who should have been the most
sympatico with Trump’s worldview, shunned him.?* The Economist
Intelligence Unit went so far as to label Trump one of the top ten geo-
political risks for 2016.%

Liberals within the foreign policy establishment were unanimous
in their condemnation of Trump’s rhetoric. Conservative intellectuals,
however, were equally vehement in their critiques.”® 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.” 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.”® 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.? As Ross Douthat noted, “the conservative intelligentsia—jour-
nalists, think-tankers, and academics—has been conspicuous in its
resistance.”’

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.”*! 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.”

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.* 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.”?*
Henry Kissinger concluded, “The Trump phenomenon is in large part
a reaction of Middle America to attacks on its values by intellectual and

. .. 35
academlc communities.
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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.”*® 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 falschoods; 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.”” Many conservatives worried that the entire intellectual edifice
of their party had collapsed.’® 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.”” 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.”#° 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.”! 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.”#? 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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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

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.®® 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.”#* 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.%> 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
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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 7he
Atlantic—rthat 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 Vietham 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 diflicult 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.
Successtul 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.4

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 fee/ing of knowing
is seductive.”¥ 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.”*® 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.”’ 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.”® 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
aTED 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.”! 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.””> 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.”

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.”>* 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.”

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.”>® Realists expressed similar dismay at the Bush administration’s
appropriation of realpolitik rhetoric.””

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.”® 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.” There is an entire genre of
work consisting of intellectuals bashing other intellectuals for a catalog
of political sins.®® In the twentieth century, intellectuals justified the
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most heinous actions imaginable when they got close to power.®! 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.”®? 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.®?

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.®® 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.”® 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.®® 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 IT 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?



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-cuckoo land of fantasy and speculation.
— 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-eight,” does
not suffer the curse of modesty.!

That boast was not the most audacious thing he wrote in 7he 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—people living on less than one dollar
a day—by 202s.

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-2000s: government corruption was

20
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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.* 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.> The good professor went on to serve as an advisor to multiple
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, including Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria,
and Uganda.*

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 7he 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.’

His publicity and marketing efforts bore considerable fruit. For exam-
ple, 7he End of Poverty made the cover of 7ime. 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 7he
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.”® 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).”
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 naive
and at worst counterproductive.® 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.” 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.!” 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."! 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.”” In a
2012 paper published in 7he 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.!® 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.”

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.” 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.®
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.”
This problem, as well as other methodological errors, forced the lead
author of Sachs’s paper to acknowledge in a letter to 7he Lancet that
the “three times faster” claim on child mortality was “unwarranted and
misleading.”"®

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 Nazure, “I expect that the authors
will conclude that, although we cannot prove that MVP works, we also
cannot rule out that it works.”” 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.”* Bill Gates, who resisted

funding Sachs’s project, concluded that, “Sachs seems to be wearing
blinders.”* When I asked Sachs what he thought the Earth Institute’s



24 THE IDEAS INDUSTRY

greatest accomplishments were, he did not mention the Millennium
Village Project in his response.??

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.”® 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.?* 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 MVDs 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.



