A Brief Look at the Work of Andrew Sullivan


Andrew Sullivan is very conservative in the traditional sense. He is against big government, religious, family oriented, and an advocate for personal responsibility. However, Sullivan is also homosexual, and homosexual issues are as big a driver in his writing than any other. While many would assume this to be an impossible relationship, Andrew is able to create his own worldview in which these subjects meld into a fitting framework without sounding hypocritical. Sullivan analyzes extensively the issues of the conservative party, Catholic church, war on terrorism, and gay marriage extensively while also sounding off on the topics of influence, responsibility, and politics. And all along the way he interjects personal interludes to emphasize points and connect the reader to who he is as a person.


Most of Andrew’s moral direction has been with him since an early age. He grew up in a small town in southern England (Biography). His parents were working class, conservative, and catholic. They instilled in him the importance of family and loving one another.
Being family oriented pained Andrew at many points of his young adult life since he did not have an interest in the opposite sex. Confused, he shunned relationships and focused his energy on various academic clubs to avoid thinking of the issue. He recalls writing at the time “I’m a professional human being. But what do I do in my private life?” (Why The M Word Matters To Me). This increased academic focus did pay off, however. He graduated from Oxford with a BA in Modern History and Modern Languages. He then went on to get a Masters in Public Administration in 1986 and a PhD in Political Science from Harvard in 1989. During this period he was also an accomplished actor in both Britain and the USA; was President of the Oxford Union; and interned at The Daily Telegraph, the Centre For Policy Studies, and The New Republic. Also, while taking a break from pursuing his PhD, he worked as an associate editor for The New Republic while freelance writing for five other publications. After completing a prize winning thesis, his key job until 1996 was as editor for The New Republic during which he expanded the magazine’s role beyond politics. Sullivan eventually came to realize he was homosexual and became outspoken on the subject in the early 1990s. On top of that, he tested positive for HIV in 1993 (Biography).
Andrew has been reconciling his conservative views with his homosexuality through writing ever since going public with it. In the article Here Comes The Groom, he states that “conservatives who deplore promiscuity among some homosexuals should be among the first to support [gay marriage].” In the article he explains how some of the gay leadership still wants to maintain a subculture status, but how a majority of gays in America want acceptance. Sullivan foresees a judicial nightmare if local domestic partnership laws are to remain the arbiter of monogamous homosexual relationships. Through civil gay marriage, Sullivan wants to create a more traditional relationship structure throughout the gay community. In the same article, Andrew sees marriage as such a large benefit that “it would foster social cohesion, emotional security, and economic prudence,” in the gay community.
Besides just fitting his life into the conservative framework, Sullivan has deep insight into the party itself. Former president Ronald Reagan is a role model for Andrew. He writes “Reagan is still, in my view, the architect of our modern world,” in A Mash Note. In said article, Sullivan lays out all the ways in which Reagan had a commanding run in office. Politically, Andrew was impressed with Reagan’s tax cuts and forthrightness towards the Soviet Union. Sullivan writes “Classic Reagan. Simple. Intelligible. True,” in response to a snippet a Reagan speech describing the power of the free market. Sullivan also discusses how Reagan was constantly writing and refining his use or words. Certainly it’s clear that Andrew also is impressed with Reagan’s writing and speaking style on a personal level.
Sullivan uses Reagan’s politics as a base when describing recent issues of parties and politicians. He feels that Clinton was a complete counterpoint to Reagan. While Clinton was aware of the public through polling and modified his views to fit the majority, Reagan was aware of the public through polling but tried to bring the public’s perception in line with his own (A Mash Note). In the article Crisis of Faith, Sullivan forecasts a big division within the Republican party between the small government “conservatives of doubt” and the big spending “conservatives of faith”. Andrew sees the faith conservatives as having commandeered the “old liberal spirit” for their own moral initiatives. He senses that the only thing keeping the doubt conservatives from breaking party lines is the fear that the democrats will gain greater influence. However, these doubt conservatives would much rather see control left to the people themselves to work out rather than mandated from above. Because the faith conservatives are more and more zealous in there mandates and spending, the party will split eventually from lack of common platform, in Sullivan’s view. He uses the example of the Terry Schiavo case to illustrate how far the divisions within the Republican party have gotten. While doubt conservatives were horrified to see the federal government getting involved in a state matter, the faith conservatives were spearing various members of the judiciary with labels like “satanic”. Sullivan sees the Republican party as being corrupted by the imposing neo-conservatives and that redemption of the party would entail going back to its traditional, limited roots.
An exception Sullivan makes on his limited government stance is on defense spending. Andrew thinks of the 9/11 events in a more monumental way than many others. He rejects comparisons to Pearl Harbor stating that the attack was not on America’s military, but rather America’s heartland (Why Did It Have To Be A Perfect Morning?). In the same article he writes “This was not a terrorist incident. This was not a massacre. This was the first act in the first war in which America itself is at stake. This has never happened before.” As an immigrant himself, Sullivan constructs how the separation of America from the rest of the words has always created a myth of security which has always held America’s diverse inhabitants together. He thinks the terrorists themselves understand this well and used this knowledge to craft an attack which would hit the collective American psyche hard. Since American military might and technology can’t be beaten, why not bypass the need to face-off with America by going straight to the civil structure? Sullivan thinks it is amazing none of America’s one time rivals, such as Russia, had never come up with such a scheme. “Like judo fighters, they used the might and freedom of the United States as a lever to fight back.” Sullivan surmises terrorists are betting that America will not have the stomach to take on a long run war.
Sullivan’s theorizes on the fundamentalist mindset in the article Who Authorized This. He puts forward the notion that our constitutionally imbedded pursuit of happiness is a radical departure from the older thought that happiness comes through virtue and virtuous acts. In fundamentalist Islam today, all of the leisure-like activities Americans partake in are still evaluated to moral inspection. And so any activities which do not promote virtue within Muslim values are demonized. What Americans see as freedom, fundamentalists see as abandonment of responsibility where people’s souls are concerned. Since the American system has been so successful and is gradually spreading globally, these fundamentalist middle eastern countries can either accept theological certainty’s departure or they can completely rebel against such a system to avoid even small adaptations in that direction.
In the article Still Pro-War, Sullivan lays out why the war on Iraq was the better option. He argues that the best way to prevent another attack on America’s core is to destroy the terrorist base of operations. Then, to diffuse the trend of Arab dictatorships, create a democracy. Now that the war has removed Saddam, Andrew embraces the favorable changes which have happened, such as freedom of speech in Iraq and the resulting internal reforms in countries such as Libya, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iran. He tries to remain objective with his optimism however. He even went so far as to cast a reluctant vote for Kerry during the 2004 elections, citing the Bush administration’s mishandling of the war.
Sullivan also evaluates his role as a homosexual within the Catholic church. He is infuriated by how the church does almost nothing to punish the pedophile clergy; instead the church blames homosexuality in general to glaze over the subject, which berates even the good homosexual clergy. Sullivan would prefer the church instead give homosexuals a destination, even if that means to tell them there is nothing more for their moral destination in life than being a celibate clergyman (Is the Church Dying?). When arguing his own view in support of gay marriage, Andrew makes sure to differentiate between marriage and civil marriage to respect the Catholic church’s views on homosexuality (Why The M Word Matters To Me). 

Since Sullivan has a lifelong connection to the church, he does not take a light view of the happenings within the church. In his article Superstar, he criticizes the late pope John Paul II as being more of an actor than an effective leader. Sullivan gives him credit for getting the church more visible publicly. But few changes were made over his tenure, even though such progressive events such at the Second Vatican Council urged for a less hierarchical church. John Paul II made efforts to suppress conversation on anything outside of core doctrine and promoted loyalists when he could. As a consequence the quality of the priesthood suffered. And then the former pope covered up the rape of many children at the hands of the clergy. Sullivan accuses John Paul II of looking away from such issues as a way to avoid real questions about such issues as priest celibacy or homosexuality. What is at issue in Sullivan’s words is “the collapse of the moral credibility of the church hierarchy among its own laity” (Is the Church Dying?). Sullivan hopes that reevaluation of church mores might be dealt with now that there is a new pope.

Many other areas catch Sullivan’s attention outside of these core, critical ones. Most arguments he makes are tailored well to all major arguments in the public consciousness. Much of this ability comes from reader response he receives from his web log. In his article A Blogger Manifesto, Andrew describes how revolutionary this fact could be in bringing more accurate opinion journalism to the masses. He also hypothesizes how media advertising could morph into a whole new system of directed impressions. He compares initial online magazines’ attempts for efficient funding to how television initially borrowed the radio format’s advertising methods. Through web logs, Andrew thinks the system is evolving into its natural market form.

In another area, he emphasizes personal responsibility throughout his writing. He wants to be a role model for people who are in similar situations. He is not accepting of behavior he views as preventable. In his article Porky Populism, he puts together a very sarcastic view on the Fat Acceptance convention in Boston. In Still here, so sorry Sullivan brags about being 41 and in the best shape of his life. It is true that there is a narcissistic tone to Andrew’s writing at times, especially when related to responsibility.

Sullivan has an outstanding ability to develop connections where conventionally there are none. He strives to influence public policy to move towards his utopian view of society. While he always puts the most research and passion into the larger society-based subjects, he is always writing about smaller things along the way. He is almost always consistent and very coherent. This allows the reader to get a very good grasp on how Andrew truly views the world. Much of his material makes points that are not discussed in great detail elsewhere. Sullivan has found his niche in today’s political consciousness.
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