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Summary Overview

Bill Clinton, a centrist politician, delivered his acceptance speech atthe Democratic Convention in New York City in
1992. He was governor of a small Southern state, Arkansas, not unlike the last Democratic president, Jimmy Carter
(a Georgia governor). Clinton used the speech to introduce himself and his values, and to criticize the incumbent
president and Republican nominee, George H. W. Bush. Clinton promised what he called a New Covenant with the
American people. In his speech, Clinton praised his mother, his grandfather, and his wife (Hillary Clinton) as the peo-
ple who had given him direction. He recognized that the United States was in a strong position globally after the fall
of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. But he said that Americans were not universally benefitting from the
current administration and its policies. Clinton highlighted unemployment and the struggles of many families. He
complained that the Bush administration favored the wealthy over the majority of Americans. Clinton promised to al-
ter the focus of government so that it was better orga-
nized and more effective in providing for the needs of all
Americans, comparing the nation to a family where all
must be cared for. He derided Bush for his lack of vi-
sion, claiming that Democrats had the vision to make
the government work for every American.

Defining Moment

Bill Clinton represented a more centrist wing of the
Democratic Party than his rivals—Jerry Brown of Cal-
ifornia, Paul Tsongas of Massachusetts, and Tom
Harkin of lowa. Other possible candidates, Mario
Cuomo and Jesse Jackson, had refused to enter the
contest because they felt President George H. W.
Bush was too popular after the U.S. victory in the Per-
sian Gulf War. Clinton’s start in the race was slow due
to investigations into the Whitewater controversy,
with accusations of illegal loans. As his support grew,
Clinton won most of the Southern states, and he was
nominated by the party at the convention in New York
City in July 1992.

Clinton’s speech included many of the standard ele-
ments. He spoke about his background and his family,
and how they instilled in him his values. Next came his
criticism of his opponent the sitting Republican President Bill Clinton. Photo via Wikimedia Commons. [Public domain. |
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president George Bush. Then Clinton launched what
he called a New Covenant, using a biblical term for
contract. He intended this to be his signature approach
to governing, much like Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal
or John F. Kennedys New Frontier. Clinton’s New
Covenant offered opportunities along with responsibil-
ities. It was neither completely liberal nor conservative:
it was neoliberal. It embraced a robust American econ-
omy, backing capitalism and the U.S. financial system
as well as workers’ rights. The role of government
should be one of support for every American, said
Clinton. This was his vision, something Bush had de-
rided as misplaced in politics. Clinton’s campaign,
however, never found the term New Covenant to be ef-
fective. Instead, it focused on Bush'’s reversal of his “no
new taxes” pledge and his patrician disconnect from
most Americans. At that moment, it proved effective
after twelve years of Republican administrations, and
Clinton won the presidency.

Author Biography

Bill Clinton (orig. Blythe) was born in Arkansas in
1946, just months after his father’s death. His mother
left him with her parents while she studied nursing.
She later married Roger Clinton, and Bill adopted
that name as a teenager. Clinton grew up in an era of

segregation, and attended all-white schools. However,
his grandfather, who ran a small store, gave credit to
poor customers without regard to race, providing a
model for Clinton. He was accepted at Georgetown
University on a scholarship, and then was awarded a
prestigious Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford University.
He left Oxford before earning a degree and entered
Yale Law School, where he met Hillary Rodham, a fel-
low student. They married in 1975. The Clintons re-
turned to Arkansas, where Bill became attorney
general. He served as the states’ governor from 1979
to 1981 and from 1983 to 1992. He was nominated as
the Democratic Party candidate for president in 1992,
and defeated George H. W. Bush and the Reform
Party candidate Ross Perot. One of his signal actions
was signing into law the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunities Act, a neoliberal social welfare
reform measure requiring welfare recipients to seek
work. Clinton won reelection in 1996. Although im-
peached by the House in 1998 over the Lewinsky sex
scandal, he was acquitted by the Senate. After the
presidency, he supported his wife Hillary in her cam-
paigns for the Senate in New York and for president.
He also participated in several diplomatic missions.
The Clintons are still politically active, and reside in
Chappaqua, New York.



1016

The New Era: Neoliberalism and Its Critics

FS

Historical Document

Bill Clinton’s Democratic Presidential Nominee
Acceptance Address

16 July 1992, New York City

Governor Richards, Chairman Brown, Mayor Dinkins, our great host, my fel-
low delegates and my fellow Americans:

I am so proud of Al Gore. He said he came here tonight because he always
wanted to do the warm-up for Elvis. Well, I ran for President this year for one
reason and one reason only: T wanted to come back to this convention and fin-
ish that speech T started four years ago.

Well, last night Mario Cuomo taught us how a real nominating speech should
be given. He also made it clear why we have to steer our ship of state on a new
course. Tonight I want to talk with you about my hope for the future, my faith
in the American people, and my vision of the kind of country we can build
together.

[ salute the good men who were my companions on the campaign trial: Tom
Harkin, Bob Kerrey, Doug Wilder, Jerry Brown, and Paul Tsongas!

One sentence in the Platform we built says it all: The most important family
policy, urban policy, labor policy, minority policy, and foreign policy America
can have is an expanding entrepreneurial economy of high-wage, high-skilled
jobs.

And so, in the name of all those who do the work, pay the taxes, raise the kids,
and play by the rules, in the name of the hardworking Americans who make
up our forgotten middle class, I proudly accept your nomination for President
of the United States. I am a product of that middle class, and when I am Pres-
ident, you will be forgotten no more.

We meet at a special moment in history, you and I. The Cold War is over. So-
viet communism has collapsed and our values—freedom, democracy, individ-
ual rights, free enterprise—they have triumphed all around the world. And
yet, just as we have won the Cold War abroad, we are losing the battles for
economic opportunity and social justice here at home.

Now that we have changed the world, it's time to change America.
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I have news for the forces of greed and the defenders of the status quo: Your
time has come and gone. Its time for a change in America.

Tonight 10 million of our fellow Americans are out of work. Tens of millions
more work harder for lower pay. The incumbent President says unemploy-
ment always goes up a little before a recovery begins, but unemployment only
has to go up by one more person before a real recovery can begin. And Mr.
President, you are that man.

This election is about putting power back in your hands and putting the gov-
ernment back on your side. It's about putting people first. You know, I've said
that all across the country. And whenever I do, someone always comes back at
me, as a young man did just this week at a town meeting at the Henry Street
Settlement on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. He said, “That sounds
good, Bill, but you're a politician. Why should [ trust you?”

Tonight, as plainly as I can, | want to tell you who | am, what | believe, and
where [ want to lead America.

I never met my father. He was killed in a car wreck on a rainy road three
months before 1 was born, driving from Chicago to Arkansas to see my
mother. After that, my mother had to support us, so we lived with my grand-
parents while she went back to Louisiana to study nursing. I can still see her
clearly tonight through the eyes of a three-year-old, kneeling at the railroad
station and weeping as she put me back on the train to Arkansas with my
grandmother.

She endured that pain because she knew her sacrifice was the only way she
could support me and give me a better life. My mother taught me. She taught
me about family and hard work and sacrifice. She held steady through tragedy
after tragedy, and she held our family—my brother and T—together through
tough times.

As a child, I watched her go off work each day at a time when it wasn't always
easy to be a working mother.

As an adult, I've watched her fight off breast cancer, and again she has taught
me a lesson in courage. And always, always, she taught me to fight.

That's why T'll fight to create high-paying jobs so that parents can afford to
raise their children today.

That's why I'm so committed to make sure every American gets the health
care that saved my mother’s life and that women’s health care gets the same
attention as men's.
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That's why I'll fight to make sure women in this country receive respect and
dignity, whether they work in the home, out of the home, or both.

You want to know where T get my fighting spirit? Tt all started with my mother.
Thank you, Mother. I love you.

When I think about opportunity for all Americans, I think about my grandfa-
ther. He ran a country store in our little town of Hope. There were no food
stamps back then, so when his customers, whether they were white or black,
who worked hard and did the best they could, came in with no money, well, he
gave them food anyway. Just made a note of it. So did I. Before I was big
enough to see over the counter, I learned from him to look up to people other
folks looked down on.

My grandfather just had a high school education—a grade school educa-
tion—but in that country store he taught me more about equality in the eyes
of the Lord than all my professors at Georgetown, more about the intrinsic
worth of every individual than all the philosophers at Oxford, more about the
need for equal justice under the law than all the jurists at Yale Law School. If
you want to know where | come by the passionate commitment | have to
bringing people together without regard to race, it all started with my
grandfather.

[ learned a lot from another person, too, a person who for more than 20 years
has worked hard to help our children, paying the price of time to make sure
our schools don't fail them; someone who traveled our state for a year, study-
ing, learning, listening, going to PTA meetings, school board meetings, town
hall meetings, putting together a package of school reforms recognized
around the nation—doing it all while building a distinguished legal career and
being a wonderful, loving mother.

That person is my wife.

Hillary taught me. She taught me that all children can learn and that each of
us has a duty to help them do it.

So if you want to know why I care so much about our children, and our future,
it all started with Hillary.

I love you.

Frankly, I'm fed up with politicians in Washington lecturing the rest of us
about family values. Our families have values. But our government doesn't.

I want an America where family values live in our actions, not just in our
speeches, an America that includes every family, every traditional family and
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every extended family, every two parent family, every single-parent family and
every foster family—every family.

I do want to say something to the fathers in this country who have chosen to
abandon their children by neglecting their child support: Take responsibility
for your children or we will force you to do so. Because governments don't
raise children; parents do. And you should.

And I want to say something to every child in America tonight who is out there
trying to grow up without a father or a mother: I know how you feel. You're
special too.

You matter to America. And don't you ever let anybody tell you you can't be-
come whatever you want to be. And, if other politicians make you feel like you
are not part of their family, come on and be part of ours.

The thing that makes me angriest about what’s gone wrong in the last 12 years
is that our government has lost touch with our values, while our politicians
continue to shout about them. I'm tired of it!

[ was raised to believe the American Dream was built on rewarding hard work.
But we have seen the folks of Washington turn the American ethic on its

head.

For too long those who play by the rules and keep the faith have gotten the
shaft, and those who cut corners and cut deals have been rewarded.

People are working harder than ever, spending less time with their children,
working nights and weekends at their jobs instead of going to PTA and Little
League or Scouts. And their incomes are still going down. Their taxes are still
going up. And the costs of health care, housing, and education are going
through the roof.

Meanwhile, more and more of our best people are falling into poverty even
though they work 40 hours a week.

Our people are pleading for change, but government is in the way. It's been hi-
jacked by privileged private interests. It's forgotten who really pays the bills
around here. It’s taken more of your money and given you less in return. We
have got to go beyond the brain-dead politics in Washington and give our peo-
ple the kind of government they deserve, a government that works for them.

A President ought to be a powerful force for progress. But right now T know
how President Lincoln felt when General McClellan wouldn't attack in the
Civil War. He asked him, “If you're not going to use your army, may [ borrow
it?”
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And so I say: George Bush, if you won't use your power to help America, step
aside—I will.

Our country is falling behind. The President is caught in the grip of a failed
economic theory. We have gone from 1st to 13th in the world in wages since
Reagan and Bush have been in office.

Four years ago, candidate Bush said, “America is a special place, not just an-
other pleasant country somewhere on the UN roll call between Albania and
Zimbabwe.” Now, under President Bush America has an unpleasant economy
struck somewhere between Germany and Sri Lanka. And for most Ameri-
cans, Mr. President, life’s a lot less kind and a lot less gentle than it was before
your administration took office.

Listen...yell it some more. [to audience chanting “No second term”]

Our country has fallen so far so fast that just a few months ago the Japanese
Prime Minister actually said he felt sympathy for the United States. “Sympa-
thy.” When I am your President, the rest—the rest of the world will not look
down on us with pity, but up to us with respect again.

What is George Bush doing about our economic problems?

Now, four years ago he promised 15 million new jobs by this time, and he’s
over 14 million short. Al Gore and I can do better.

He has raised taxes on the people driving pickup trucks and lowered taxes on
the people riding in limousines. We can do better.

He promised to balance the budget, but he hasn't even tried. In fact, the bud-
gets he has submitted to Congress nearly doubled the debt. Even worse, he
wasted billions and reduced our investments in education and jobs. We can
do better.

So, if you are sick and tired of a government that doesn’t work to create jobs, if
you're sick and tired of a tax system that’s stacked against you, if you're sick
and tired of exploding debt and reduced investments in our future, or if, like
the great civil rights pioneer Fannie Lou Hamer, you're just plain old sick and
tired of being sick and tired, then join us; work with us; win with us, and we
can make our country the country it was meant to be.

Now, George Bush talks a good game, but he has no game plan to rebuild
America, from the cities to the suburbs to the countryside, so that we can
compete and win again in the global economy. I do.
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He won't take on the big insurance companies and the bureaucracies to con-
trol health costs and give us affordable health care for all Americans, but I
will.

He won't even implement the recommendations of his own commission on

AIDS, but I will.

He won't streamline the federal government and change the way it works, cut
100,000 bureaucrats and put 100,000 new police officers on the streets of
American cities, but I will.

He’s never balanced a government budget, but I have 11 times.

He won't break the stranglehold the special interests have on our elections
and the lobbyists have on our government, but [ will.

He won't give mothers and fathers the simple chance to take some time off
from work when a baby is born or a parent is sick, but T will.

We're losing our farms at a rapid rate, and he has no commitment to keep fam-
ily farms in the family, but I do.

He’s talked a lot about drugs, but he hasn’t helped people on the front line to
wage that war on drugs and crime. But [ will.

He won't take the lead in protecting the environment and creating new jobs in
environmental technologies for the 21st century, but T will. And you know
what else? He doesn’t have Al Gore, and I do.

Just in case—]Just in case, you didn’t notice, that's “Gore” with an “e” on the
end.

And George Bush—George Bush won't guarantee a women’s right to choose;
[ will.

Hear me, now: I am not pro-abortion; I am pro-choice, strongly. I believe this
difficult and painful decision should be left to the women of America.

I hope the right to privacy can be protected and we will never again have to
discuss this issue on political platforms. But T am old enough to remember
what it was like before Roe v. Wade, and I do not want to return to the time
when we made criminals of women and their doctors.

Jobs, education, health care—these are not just commitments from my lips;
they are the work of my life.
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Our priorities must be clear; we will put our people first again. But priorities
without a clear plan of action are just empty words. To turn our rhetoric into
reality we've got to change the way government does business, fundamentally.
Until we do, we'll continue to pour billions of dollars down the drain.

The Republicans have campaigned against big government for a generation.
But have you noticed, they've run this big government for a generation? And
they haven't changed a thing. They don’t want to fix government; they still
want to campaign against it, and that’s all.

But, my fellow Democrats, its time for us to realize that we've got some chang-
ing to do too. There is not a program in government for every problem, and if
we want to use government to help people, we have got to make it work again.

Because we are committed in this convention and in this platform to making
these changes, we are, as Democrats, in the words that Ross Perot himself
spoke today, “a revitalized Democratic Party.”

I am well aware that all those millions of people who rallied to Ross Perot’s
cause wanted to be in an army of patriots for change. Tonight, | say to them:
“Join us, and together we will revitalize America.”

Now, I don't have all the answers, but I do know the old ways don’t work.
Trickle down economics has sure failed. And big bureaucracies, both private
and public, they've failed too.

That's why we need a new approach to government, a government that offers
more empowerment and less entitlement, more choices for young people in
the schools they attend—in the public schools they attend. And more choices
for the elderly and for people with disabilities and the long-term care they re-
ceive. A government that is leaner, not meaner; a government that expands
opportunity, not bureaucracy; a government that understands that jobs must
come from growth in a vibrant and vital system of free enterprise.

[ call this approach a “New Covenant,” a solemn agreement between the peo-
ple and their government based not simply on what each of us can take but
what all of us must give to our nation.

We offer our people a new choice based on old values. We offer opportunity.
We demand responsibility. We will build an American community again. The
choice we offer is not conservative or liberal. In many ways, it's not even Re-
publican or Democratic. It's different. Tt’s new. And it will work. Tt will work
because it is rooted in the vision and the values of the American people.

Of all the things George Bush has ever said that I disagree with, perhaps the
thing that bothers me most, is how he derides and degrades the American
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tradition of seeing and seeking a better future. He mocks it as the “vision
thing.”

But just remember what the Scripture says: “Where there is no vision, the
people perish.”

[ hope—I hope nobody in this great hall tonight, or in our beloved country has
to go through tomorrow without a vision. I hope no one ever tries to raise a
child without a vision. I hope nobody ever starts a business or plants a crop in
the ground without a vision. For where there is no vision, the people perish.

One of the reasons we have so many children in so much trouble in so many
places in this nation is because they have seen so little opportunity, so little re-
sponsibility, so little loving, caring community, that they literally cannot imag-
ine the life we are calling them to lead.

And so | say again: Where there is no vision, America will perish. What is the
vision of our New Covenant?

An America with millions of new jobs and dozens of new industries, moving
confidently toward the 21st century.

An America that says to entrepreneurs and businesspeople: We will give you
more incentives and more opportunity than ever before to develop the skills of
your workers and to create American jobs and American wealth in the new
global economy. But you must do your part; you must be responsible. Ameri-
can companies must act like American companies again, exporting products,
not jobs.

That's what this New Covenant’s all about.

An America in which the doors of colleges are thrown open once again to the
sons and daughters of stenographers and steelworkers. We'll say: Everybody
can borrow the money to go to college. But you must do your part. You must
pay it back from your paychecks or, better yet, by going back home and serving
your communities.

Just think of it. Think of it. Millions of energetic young men and women serv-
ing their country by policing the streets or teaching the children or caring for
the sick; or working with the elderly and people with disabilities; or helping
young people to stay off drugs and out of gangs, giving us all a sense of new
hope and limitless possibilities.

That's what this New Covenant is all about.
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An America in which health care is a right, not a privilege, in which we say to
all of our people: “Your government has the courage finally to take on the
health care profiteers and make health care affordable for every family.” But,
you must do your part—preventive care, prenatal care, childhood immuniza-
tion, saving lives, saving money, saving families from heartbreak.

That's what the New Covenant is all about.

An America in which middle-class incomes, not middle-class taxes, are going
up.

An America, yes, in which the wealthiest few, those making over $200,000 a
year, are asked to pay their fair share.

An America in which the rich are not soaked, but the middle class is not
drowned, either.

Responsibility starts at the top.
That's what the New Covenant is all about.

An America where we end welfare as we know it. We will say to those on wel-
fare: You will have and you deserve the opportunity through training and edu-
cation, through child care and medical coverage, to liberate yourself. But
then, when you can, you must work, because welfare should be a second
chance, not a way of life.

That's what the New Covenant is all about.

An America with the world’s strongest defense, ready and willing to use force
when necessary.

An America at the forefront of the global effort to preserve and protect our
common environment—and promoting global growth.

An America that will not coddle tyrants, from Baghdad to Beijing.

An America that champions the cause of freedom and democracy from East-
ern Europe to Southern Africa—and in our own hemisphere, in Haiti and

Cuba.

The end of the Cold War permits us to reduce defense spending while still
maintaining the strongest defense in the world, but we must plow back every
dollar of defense cuts into building American jobs right here at home. I know
well that the world needs a strong America, but we have learned that strength
begins at home.
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But the New Covenant is about more than opportunities and responsibilities
for you and your families. It's also about our common community.

Tonight, every one of you knows deep in your heart that we are too divided. Tt
is time to heal America.

And so we must say to every American: Look beyond the stereotypes that
blind us. We need each other—- all of us—we need each other. We don't have
a person to waste, and yet for too long politicians have told the most of us that
are doing all right that what’s really wrong with America is the rest of
us—‘them.”

Them—the minorities. Them—the liberals. Them—the poor. Them—the
homeless. Them—the people with disabilities. Them—the gays.

We've gotten to where we've nearly “them’ed” ourselves to death: Them, and
them, and them.

But, this is America. There is no “them.” There is only “us.”
One nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.

That—That, is our Pledge of Allegiance, and that’s what the New Covenant is
all about.

How do | know we can come together and make change happen? Because |
have seen it in my own state. In Arkansas, we are working together, and we're
making progress. No, there’s no Arkansas miracle, but there are a lot of mirac-
ulous people. And because of them, our schools are better, our wages are
higher, our factories are busier, our water is cleaner, and our budget is bal-
anced. We're moving ahead.

I wish—I wish I could say the same thing about America under the incum-
bent President. He took the richest country in the world and brought it down.

We took on of the poorest states in America and lifted it up.

And so I say to all of those in this campaign season who would criticize Arkan-
sas, come on down—especially—especially if you're from Washington, come
on down.

Sure, you'll see us struggling against some of the problems we haven't solved
yet, but you'll also see a lot of great people doing amazing things, and you
might even learn a thing or two.
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In the end, my fellow Americans, this New Covenant simply asks us all to be
Americans again—old-fashioned Americans for a new time: Opportunity, re-
sponsibility, community.

When we pull together, America will pull ahead. Throughout the whole his-
tory of this country, we have seen time and time and time again, when we are
united we are unstoppable.

We can seize this moment, make it exciting and energizing and heroic to be
American again. We can renew our faith in each other and in ourselves. We
can restore our sense of unity and community.

As the Scripture says, “our eyes have not yet seen, nor our ears heard, nor our
minds imagined” what we can build.'

But I can’t do this alone—no President can. We must do it together. It won't
be easy and it won't be quick. We didn't get into this mess overnight, and we
won't get out of it overnight. But we can do it—with commitment, creativity,
diversity, and drive!

We can do it!

We can do it! We can do it! We can do it! We can do it! We can do it! We can do
it!

[ want every person in this hall and every person in this land to reach out and
join us in a great new adventure, to chart a bold new future.

As a teenager, | heard John Kennedy's summons to citizenship. And then, as a
student at Georgetown I head that call clarified by a professor named Carol
Quigley, who said to us that America was the greatest nation in history be-
cause our people had always believed in two things: that tomorrow can be
better than today and that every one of us has a personal moral responsibility
to make it so.

That—That kind of future entered my life the night our daughter, Chelsea,
was born. As I stood in the delivery room, I was overcome with the thought
that God had given me a blessing my own father never knew—the chance to
hold my child in my arms.

Somewhere at this very moment a child is being born in America. Let it be our
cause to give that child a happy home, a healthy family, and a hopeful future.
Let it be our cause to see that that child has a chance to live to the fullest of
her God-given capacities.
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Let it—Let it be our cause to see that child grow up strong and secure, braced
by her challenges but never struggling alone, with family and friends and a
faith that, in America, no one is left out; no one is left behind.

Let it be—Let it be our cause that when this child is able, she gives something
back to her children, her community, and her country.

Let it be our cause that we give this child a country that is coming together,
not coming apart, a country of boundless hopes and endless dreams, a country
once again lifts its people and inspires the world. Let that be our cause our
commitment and our New Covenant.

My fellow Americans, | end tonight where it all began for me. I still believe in
a place called Hope.

God bless you, and God Bless America.

RIS
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Document Analysis

Bill Clinton’s acceptance speech at the 1992 Dem-
ocratic Party Convention in New York City follows a
standard formula. He praises his rivals, and then
begins to describe his background. He mentions
that his biological father died before he was born,
and his mother had to go back to school to earn a
nursing degree. Clinton spent that time with his
grandparents, who ran a small store. He learned
about hard work and treating all people fairly from
his family. He also praises his wife, Hillary, a tal-
ented attorney, dutiful mother, and loving wife.
Clinton emphasizes that the values he learned are
those most precious to Americans: hard work, per-
sonal responsibility, and recognizing that all Ameri-
cans are part of one community.

Clinton continues with criticism of President
George H. W. Bush. He recognizes that the Cold
War has been won, but points out that not every
American has benefitted equally. Inflation and un-
employment, discrimination and drugs hurt Ameri-
can families, and without what Bush derided as
“that vision thing”—a principled plan for the fu-
ture—the Republican Party could not solve the se-
rious problems facing the nation. Here, Clinton
introduces his concept of the New Covenant,
which, as he sees it, will transform the government.
An invigorated and transformed Democratic Party
would maintain American power in the world, pro-
vide a robust economy for business and workers,
make the government more efficient, and overcome
the divisions that have divided Americans. Finally,
Clinton exhorts Democrats to put aside factions,
unite, and propel the party to victory.

Essential Themes

Ronald Reagan had been a popular president. He
had a folksy optimism, and manage to avoid reper-
cussions for reversing some of his tax cuts and for the
scandal of arming Nicaraguan anti-Communist gue-
rillas without permission from the U.S. Congress.
Even more upsetting to Democrats was the way Rea-
gan had gained support from workers. These
so-called Reagan Democrats gave the Republicans
twelve years of presidential power, and Bill Clinton

wanted to halt that process. Clinton had never been
part of the liberal wing of the Democratic Party. Win-
ning the governorship in Arkansas meant he had to
convince conservative southerners that he would not
advance policies they disapproved of. With his de-
feat after his first term and eventual reelection to the
governorship, Clinton was more cautious about im-
posing liberal legislation, and emerged as a centrist.
This carried over into his race for the nomination,
and he defeated his more liberal rivals. Clinton be-
lieved that he could defeat George H. W. Bush only
if he focused on Bush’s weakness over his reversal on
taxes rather than arguing for liberal policies. His ac-
ceptance speech expressed this approach through
his New Covenant rhetoric and his appeal to unite
all Americans as one community. He balanced lib-
eral policies with more conservative ones to create a
neoliberal blend of caring for the needy while also
demanding individual responsibility. Sandwiched, in
the annals of American history, between George H.
W. Bush the elder and George W. Bush the younger,
Clinton represented a Democratic Party with a “lib-
eral lite” approach to governing.

Clinton’s presidency is often associated with poli-
cies that reflect key elements of the neoliberal per-
spective. Neoliberalism emphasizes free markets,
deregulation, privatization, and a reduced role for
government in the economy. During Clinton’s ad-
ministration, there was significant financial deregu-
lation, and Clinton also championed trade
liberalization through, for example, the North Amer-
ican Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). His adminis-
tration pursued policies that encouraged
privatization and market-oriented reforms over di-
rect government intervention, as in the case of the
1996 welfare reform law. In addition, Clinton priori-
tized fiscal discipline and deficit reduction, advocat-
ing for cuts to government spending and reliance on
fiscal policies grounded in market-based solutions to
economic challenges. The overall goal was to create
a business-friendly environment that encouraged
economic growth and job creation through deregula-
tion and open markets, not a perspective that more
left-leaning Democrats entirely welcomed.

—James A. Baer, PhD
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