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About the book

Book Overview: American Theocracy by Kevin Phillips  

In *American Theocracy*, celebrated political analyst Kevin Phillips delves

into the deep and tumultuous shifts that endanger the foundations of the

United States. This thought-provoking work intricately weaves together

three pivotal forces:  

1. *Religious Radicalism*  

2. *Increasing Oil Dependency*  

3. *Growing National Debt*  

Through this narrative, Phillips paints a vivid picture of a nation

precariously balancing on the brink of collapse. He skillfully combines

historical context with present-day analysis, drawing parallels between these

modern challenges and the declines of historical global powers.  

This book is essential reading for anyone interested in political history,

concerned about America's trajectory, or seeking to grasp the complexities

of today’s global landscape. *American Theocracy* offers an enlightening

examination of the converging crises influencing the 21st century.
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About the author

Profile: Kevin Phillips

Who is Kevin Phillips?  

Kevin Phillips is a well-known American political commentator and

historian, celebrated for his sharp insights into the changing landscape of

U.S. politics and society. 

Background and Education:  

A graduate of Yale Law School, Phillips began his career as a Republican

strategist and has since built a reputation as a keen observer of political

trends.

Notable Works:  

Phillips has written several influential books, including "The Emerging

Republican Majority," which accurately predicted the political shifts of the

1970s and 1980s. His later work, "American Theocracy," delves into the

complex interplay between politics, economics, and societal changes in

America. 

Media Presence:  

With a career spanning several decades, Phillips is a respected voice in

various reputable publications and is frequently called upon by major media
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outlets to provide his expertise on significant political events. His critical

approach often challenges conventional narratives, making him a distinctive

figure in contemporary political commentary.
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1. Chapter 1: The Rise of Religious Influence in
American Politics and Society

In "American Theocracy," Kevin Phillips explores the intricate and often

contentious intersection of religion and politics within the United States,

particularly the rise of religious influence that has come to shape American

society. He argues that in the wake of various cultural and political

upheavals, religion has emerged as a pivotal force propelling a distinct brand

of American governance.

Phillips begins by tracing the historical context in which this rise began. The

1970s marked a significant turning point, characterized by the growing

discontent with traditional political institutions and the perceived moral

decay of society. This period saw the Seeds of religious revivalism take root,

culminating in the formation of the Religious Right, a coalition of

conservative evangelical Christians committed to promoting their values in

national discourse. 

The emergence of figures such as Jerry Falwell and organizations like the

Moral Majority exemplified this trend. Falwell and his colleagues

successfully galvanized grassroots movements by framing political choices

in terms of morality and spiritual rectitude. They asserted that America was

at risk of losing its foundational values, thus mobilizing an army of voters

who viewed politics as an extension of their religious convictions. The
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elections of Ronald Reagan were transformative, as he solidified the alliance

between conservative politics and evangelical Christianity, prominently

positioning religion within the fabric of national identity.

Phillips points to the impact of the media in amplifying religious narratives.

The advent of cable news and the internet allowed many religious leaders to

bypass traditional media gatekeepers, enabling a direct dialog with their

audiences. This shift created a platform for the proliferation of messages that

echoed religious ideologies and reinforced the notion that America was a

divinely favored nation. The 2000 presidential election, where George W.

Bush campaigned as a born-again Christian, pushed the envelope further,

indicating that religious affiliation could powerfully influence electoral

outcomes.

The author also scrutinizes the sociopolitical consequences of this

intertwining of faith and governance. The rise of religious influence has

often translated into policies that reflect conservative interpretations of

social issues such as abortion, LGBTQ rights, and education. For example,

the debate surrounding teaching evolution in schools versus creationism or

"intelligent design" exemplifies how religious beliefs can permeate scientific

dialogue and educational content. Proponents of religious education argue

that these teachings are foundational to understanding human origins, while

critics warn that this undermines scientific literacy and academic integrity.
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Moreover, Phillips warns of the dangers of conflating nationalism with

religion, noting that this often leads to a divisive societal atmosphere. The

narrative of American exceptionalism has been imbued with religious

undertones, portraying the United States as a nation with a divine mission.

This urgency has often colored discussions about foreign policy, particularly

in relation to regions perceived as morally or spiritually "lesser." The

intersection of faith and militaristic policies has culminated in foreign

interventions framed as struggles between good and evil.

Phillips concludes the chapter by underscoring the complexities of this

religious resurgence. While the mobilization of faith-based groups has led to

significant political power and influence, it has also introduced an element

of polarization that threatens the foundational pluralism of American

democracy. As religious doctrine increasingly transcends church walls and

permeates the political landscape, the lines between church and state blur,

raising essential questions about the nature of governance in a society that is

ostensibly committed to the separation of these realms. 

In this thoughtful exploration, Phillips lays the groundwork for

understanding how the rise of religious influence is not simply a backdrop to

American politics but a central and vital narrative that continues to shape its

trajectory.
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2. Chapter 2: The Economic Shifts: From
Industrial Powerhouse to Debt-Fueled Nation

In "American Theocracy," Kevin Phillips explores the profound economic

transformations that have characterized the United States throughout the

20th and 21st centuries, emphasizing the nation’s transition from a robust

industrial powerhouse to a precariously debt-fueled economy. This chapter

delves into the fundamental shifts that have occurred in America’s economic

landscape and the implications of these changes on American society and

global standing.

The Industrial Age, which reached its zenith in the mid-20th century,

established the United States as the world’s leading economic power. Driven

by manufacturing, innovation, and a strong labor force, American industry

thrived on the production of goods that defined both American prosperity

and global markets. Cities burgeoned with factories, and the post-World War

II era saw an unprecedented economic boom fueled by a combination of

military spending, a burgeoning middle class, and expanded access to higher

education. Phillips underscores how the industrial economy was

underpinned by principles of productivity and economic sovereignty,

fostering a sense of national identity rooted in labor and material success.

However, starting in the latter part of the 20th century, particularly during

the Reagan era, the U.S. began its transition into a service-oriented
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economy. Phillips argues this shift was not merely an economic evolution

but a philosophical pivot toward capitalism that prioritized financialization

over manufacturing. He describes how American industries offshored jobs in

search of cheaper labor, leading to widespread deindustrialization.

Manufacturing cities, once humming with the vibrant energy of production,

found themselves bereft of employment opportunities, particularly in the

Rust Belt regions like Detroit and Cleveland, contributing to socio-economic

declines and exacerbating wealth inequality.

As the industrial base eroded, Phillips identifies the rise of consumer culture

driven by the availability of credit as a central component of this economic

transformation. Credit became a lifeline for consumers who could no longer

rely solely on stable manufacturing jobs to support their livelihoods.

Mortgage-backed securities, credit card debt, and personal loans

proliferated, enabling Americans to maintain standards of living despite

stagnating wages. This culture of debt extended to the federal level, where

government spending surged, often financed through borrowing rather than

revenue. Phillips presents a stark view of the consequences of such an

approach—an economy increasingly reliant on debt, with the national credit

card maxed out and economic stability hanging by a thread.

One of the most illustrative examples Phillips cites is the aftermath of the

2008 financial crisis. The collapse of major banks and financial institutions
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revealed the vulnerabilities inherent in a debt-fueled economy. The crisis led

to widespread foreclosures, the loss of millions of jobs, and a massive

contraction of wealth, predominantly affecting the middle and lower classes.

In its wake, the response was not a return to robust regulation of financial

markets, but rather a government bailout of banks—an act that underscored

the systemic risks of an economy built on borrowed time and money. The

long-term implications of this pivot were significant, reflecting a broader

trend toward economic instability and uncertainty.

Phillips also discusses the role of government policy in propelling these

economic shifts. From deregulation to tax incentives favoring wealth

accumulation and investment in financial products rather than industries,

policies have often reinforced the transition away from industrial production.

The increasing influence of Wall Street in shaping national economic

policies further entrenched these dynamics, leading to a focus on short-term

gains at the expense of long-term manufacturing capabilities.

In conclusion, Phillips argues that America’s economic fate is increasingly

tied to the paths it chooses amidst these shifts. The reliance on debt not only

undermines personal and national financial security but also raises pressing

questions about the country’s economic future and its ability to reclaim the

industrial prowess that once defined it. As American society continues to

grapple with the consequences of these economic shifts, the underlying
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challenges of wealth inequality, job loss, and financial insecurity loom large,

prompting a critical examination of the values that will guide its future

economic policies.
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3. Chapter 3: Oil and Empire: The Geopolitical
Forces Reshaping America

In Chapter 3 of "American Theocracy," Kevin Phillips delves into the

profound impact of oil on American geopolitics, exploring how the United

States’ reliance on oil has reshaped not only its foreign policy but also its

internal dynamics. Phillips begins by detailing the historic relevance of oil as

a cornerstone of American power and prosperity, tracing its ascendancy

from an agricultural nation to a global superpower deeply dependent on

energy resources. 

Phillips stresses that oil is much more than a mere commodity; it is a

strategic asset that has fueled military might, economic expansion, and

diplomatic leverage. He draws connections between the quest for oil and the

United States' involvement in various conflicts, particularly in the Middle

East. The author argues that American foreign policy has increasingly

revolved around securing oil supplies and maintaining access to energy-rich

regions. The consequences of this dependence are multifaceted, affecting

both foreign relations and domestic policy.

A critical examination of the U.S.’s relationship with the oil-rich countries

of the Middle East highlights the complexities at play. Phillips references

pivotal events such as the 1973 oil embargo, where Arab oil-producing

nations imposed restrictions that led to an immediate and profound energy
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crisis in the United States. This situation not only heightened awareness of

oil’s importance but also set in motion a series of economic and political

responses that shaped subsequent American foreign policy initiatives. The

resolve to ensure a steady flow of oil has often led to the prioritization of

relationships with authoritarian regimes, complicating America’s stance on

democracy and human rights in the region.

The chapter also explores the intertwining of oil and military engagement,

presenting a case study of the Gulf War in the early 1990s. Phillips argues

that while the official narrative framed the conflict as a quest for liberation

and the restoration of national sovereignty, the underlying motivations were

closely linked to securing oil supplies and stabilizing the market in favor of

American interests. This aspect of military engagement establishes a pattern

where wars are often justified under the guise of security or freedom, yet

deeply rooted in the pursuit of energy resources.

Furthermore, Phillips discusses the emergence of a national identity tightly

woven with oil consumption. The culture of suburbanization and the

American lifestyle—characterized by car dependency and expansive energy

use—are all tied to the availability of cheap oil. As America’s domestic

energy consumption increased, so did the need for foreign oil imports,

leaving the nation vulnerable to geopolitical shifts and crises in

oil-producing countries.
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As the chapter progresses, Phillips emphasizes the repercussions of

America's oil addiction, particularly concerning the environment and climate

change—issues that are often sidelined in favor of short-term geopolitical

maneuvering. The quest for oil leads to not only conflicts but also ecological

disasters, and the author warns that the unsustainable nature of fossil fuel

dependence poses a long-term threat to both national security and global

stability.

For Phillips, this reliance on oil and the imperial mindset surrounding its

acquisition represent a dangerous trajectory, propelling America towards a

future fraught with conflict and instability. The lessons learned from

historical engagements and America’s unique position in the global oil

market suggest the need for a fundamental reevaluation of energy policies.

He advocates for a transition towards sustainable energy sources to mitigate

the geopolitical and ecological ramifications of oil dependency.

In conclusion, Chapter 3 encapsulates how the geopolitical forces shaped by

oil have reconfigured America’s role in the world, with implications that

extend beyond mere economics into national identity, foreign policy, and

environmental sustainability. Phillips presents the notion that oil has not

only driven American prosperity but has also paved the way for systemic

challenges that the nation must reckon with to secure a viable future.
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4. Chapter 4: The Interplay of Religion, Politics,
and Military Power in the 21st Century

In Kevin Phillips’ "American Theocracy," Chapter 4 critically examines the

intricate relationship between religion, politics, and military power in

21st-century America, emphasizing how these elements intertwine to shape

national policies and international relations. Phillips articulates a compelling

narrative about how religious ideologies have increasingly infiltrated

American governance, using the backdrop of the nation’s military endeavors

to illustrate his points.

At the heart of the chapter is the premise that the United States has

experienced a fundamental shift in its political landscape, particularly since

the turn of the millennium. The ascendance of evangelical Christianity and

its profound influence on policy-making are outlined with significant

examples, notably the administration of President George W. Bush. Phillips

argues that this period saw the melding of religious fervor with political

ambition, resulting in a governance style that was not merely reactive to

international threats but was also assertively shaped by theological beliefs.

Bush’s approach to foreign policy, particularly in the context of the War on

Terror, exemplified this interplay where military actions were justified

through a religious lens, framing conflicts in terms of good versus evil, often

invoking divine support for American troops.
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Phillips delves into specific instances, detailing how the rhetoric utilized by

the Bush administration painted the United States as engaged in a cosmic

struggle, thereby galvanizing public support through religious sentiment.

This strategy not only legitimized military interventions in countries like

Iraq and Afghanistan but also solidified a domestic base of support that was

markedly influenced by evangelical beliefs. The pastor of the influential

megachurch in Texas, like many others, stood in solidarity with political

figures, echoing themes that resonated with religious voters, thereby

establishing a cycle of mutual reinforcement between military actions and

religious endorsement.

Additionally, the chapter highlights the role of the military as a bastion of

conservative values, with many service members espousing strong religious

beliefs. Phillips posits that there has been a growing phenomenon of military

personnel engaging in religious activities, from services held on bases to

pro-Christian groups aiming to provide support and community amongst the

troops. This fusion of military might and religious ideology raises critical

questions about the ethical implications of warfare and the broader narrative

around "American exceptionalism."

Phillips further explores the implications of this intertwining on American

democracy itself. The evangelical movement's growth and its increasing

prominence in American politics illustrate a significant transformation in the
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national dialogue. Political candidates, from local races to presidential

elections, increasingly engage with faith-based issues, often positioning

themselves as aligned with a specific interpretation of Christianity. The

chapter reflects on how this alignment affects policy decisions related to

war, healthcare, education, and more, framing them within a religious

context.

Case studies such as the controversies around the military's role in

promoting evangelical Christianity highlight tensions that arise from this

fusion. Instances where soldiers are pressured to conform to religious

practices or where military chaplains advocate specific beliefs serve as a

backdrop for the chapter’s critical analysis. Phillips raises concerns that such

developments may undermine the principle of separation of church and state,

reshaping the identity of military service as increasingly intertwined with

religious nationalism.

In conclusion, Chapter 4 of "American Theocracy" paints a complex picture

of how, in the 21st century, the synergy of religion, politics, and military

power creates a unique dynamic in American society. Phillips warns of the

repercussions this interplay holds for democracy and civil governance,

suggesting that as long as leaders leverage religious sentiment for political

gain and military endorsement, the United States may increasingly align

itself with a theocratic framework that challenges its foundational values.
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The chapter invites readers to reflect on the long-term impacts of this

relationship and urges a reevaluation of the core principles that underpin

American democracy.
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5. Chapter 5: The Future of American
Democracy: Challenges and Potential Pathways
Forward

In this pivotal chapter, Kevin Phillips explores the current landscape of

American democracy, underscoring the multifaceted challenges it faces and

outlining potential pathways towards a more stable and equitable political

system. Phillips argues that the interplay of religious influence, burgeoning

economic inequality, and geopolitical maneuvering has resulted in a

democracy that is increasingly at risk of erosion.

To begin with, Phillips asserts that one of the most pressing challenges to

American democracy is the deepening polarization within the electorate.

This polarization is not merely a product of differing political ideologies;

rather, it reflects profound divisions along cultural, economic, and religious

lines. National elections are becoming battlegrounds for competing

worldviews, often leading to a sense of existential crisis rather than

candidacy debates rooted in policy or governance. For instance, the stark

contrast between urban liberals and rural conservatives highlights how

geographical divisions compound ideological ones, pushing political

discourse to more extreme positions and weakening the capacity for

compromise.

In addition to polarization, Phillips discusses the significant impact of
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economic inequality on democratic structures. Over the past several decades,

wealth has increasingly concentrated in the hands of a small elite, leading to

a disconnect between policy-making and the needs of the average citizen. He

cites the influence of money in politics, particularly through lobbying and

campaign financing, as a key factor that undermines the principle of ‘one

person, one vote.’ Wealthy donors can skew political priorities, resulting in

legislation that favors corporate interests over the public good. This is

poignantly illustrated by examples such as the financial bailouts during the

2008 economic crisis, which prioritized the stability of large banks over the

millions of Americans facing home foreclosure or job loss.

Moreover, Phillips warns of the rising influence of religious groups in

shaping political agendas, which he perceives as potentially divisive. The

intertwining of evangelical Christianity with mainstream political parties,

particularly the Republican Party, raises questions about the secular nature

of governance in a diverse society. He highlights the implications of this

relationship, pointing to policy decisions that can reflect the interests of a

specific creed rather than the collective needs of all citizens. The debates

over reproductive rights and LGBTQ+ rights serve as contemporary

flashpoints, where religious convictions can clash significantly with civil

liberties, further alienating segments of the electorate.

In light of these challenges, Phillips puts forth several potential pathways
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forward to revitalize American democracy. Central to his argument is the

call for reforms aimed at reducing the influence of money in politics.

Campaign finance reform, such as publicly funded elections or stricter limits

on donations, could help level the playing field, ensuring that a more diverse

range of voices is heard in the political arena. By addressing the structural

inequalities that allow money to dictate political outcomes, there is a chance

to rebuild trust in democratic processes.

Another pathway Phillips suggests is the promotion of civic education and

engagement. He advocates for a renewed emphasis on teaching the

principles of democracy in schools, which could foster a more informed

electorate capable of critical thinking and complex discussion. Greater

emphasis on local governance and participatory democracy could also

empower citizens to take a more active role in shaping their communities,

thus reinvigorating the democratic spirit from the ground up.

Finally, Phillips underscores the importance of bridging the ideological

divides that currently fracture American society. Initiatives aimed at

fostering dialogue between opposing viewpoints, rather than casting out

dissenting voices, can help to rebuild the social fabric. Bipartisan efforts on

key issues such as climate change or healthcare can serve as a model for

cooperation, showing that even deeply divided factions can find common

ground.
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In conclusion, Chapter 5 of "American Theocracy" presents a sobering yet

hopeful analysis of the future of American democracy. While the challenges

posed by polarization, economic disparity, and religious influence are

daunting, Phillips posits that with concerted effort and innovative reforms, it

is possible to reconvene the democratic ethos that has underpinned

American society. The potential pathways forward he outlines serve not only

as a roadmap for restoring faith in democracy but also as an opportunity to

create a more inclusive and equitable political system for generations to

come.
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