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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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ONE OF MY TEACHERS in graduate school insisted that “a history must serve its readers with explanations that suit the horizons of their curiosity and with writing that entertains and stirs them.” Heeding this admonition led me to the unusual style of this book, which requires an explanation.

This book is one part biography, one part narrative chronicle, and one part political analysis—an amalgam that does not easily fit into a recognized nonfiction genre. It attempts to explain how and, more importantly, why Ronald Reagan became president in 1980. A capacious narrative seemed the best style to convey this broad theme. Winston Churchill noted the necessity of capturing the wider context of a person in his four-volume account of his ancestor, the Duke of Marlborough: “In a portrait or impression the human figure is best shown by its true relation to the objects and scenes against which it is thrown, and by which it is defined.”

The decade-and-a-half preceding Reagan’s ascent to the White House was arguably the most politically tumultuous for the nation since the decade before the Civil War. The events shaping the political climate of the country seemed to be larger than the personalities who tried to master them. To the extent that Reagan came to express the soul of America, it is necessary to understand the trials of that soul. Reagan, to borrow a metaphor from his first career, was only occasionally at center stage during these years, which is why he enters and leaves this narrative like a supporting actor.

Frederick Maitland wrote that the essential matter of history is not what happened but what men and women thought and said about it. This narrative pays special attention to the contemporaneous perception and evaluation of events. This not only offers frequent moments of irony when seen from the perspective of today, but also foreshadows the shape of a number of controversies that are still very much alive now.

Two special notes. First, although this narrative is hard on liberals and liberalism, it is not intended that “liberal” be taken as a pejorative. The years covered here—1964 to 1980—begin with the apogee of liberalism and end with its nadir, so it cannot be a happy time for liberals to contemplate. Yet it is my hope that liberal-minded readers will engage this narrative in a spirit of self-criticism, and also with an eye toward correcting any errors of fact or interpretation that have led me to an unduly harsh or unfair judgment. There ought to be more thoughtful occasions for political argument between Left and Right than Geraldo and Crossfire. It is my hope that this book can provide such an occasion. There have been many narratives that cover one half or the other of this story, i.e., the trials of liberalism or the rise of conservatism. I have sought here to bring the entire spectrum together into an interactive whole.

Second, one of the omissions of this account is that it slights the place of Nancy Reagan, whose role and influence on her husband is widely perceived, even if many of the details still remain private. I hope to remedy this defect in a second volume of this work, which will be tightly focused on Reagan’s White House years, when the center stage spotlight fell fully on him alone. Liberals take heart: the second volume will reflect on what the Reagan experience teaches about the limitations of conservatism, and how conservatives may be failing to learn from the mistakes of liberals before them.

—Rescue, California, June 2001





PROLOGUE:
THEME OF THE BOOK
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SCENE 1: LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, OCTOBER 1964. FADE IN …

THAT BARRY GOLDWATER was heading for a landslide defeat of historic proportions had been evident for months before the November election. Goldwater and his partisans also knew. Goldwater himself had fueled media hostility with his intransigent rhetoric, most notably his infamous phrase: “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice, moderation in the defense of justice is no virtue.” Then, too, the nation’s natural caution and desire for stability worked against him. President John F. Kennedy’s assassination was still too fresh in mind. Lyndon Johnson had been president for less than a year, and having three presidents in 14 months, William F. Buckley Jr. observed at the time, is the kind of thing people go for in banana republics, not here.

One seemingly small scene was still to be played out in the closing days of the doomed campaign: a nationwide TV address by Ronald Reagan. In what would have been a great historical irony, the Goldwater campaign almost stopped Reagan from making what was to become known as “The Speech.”

Reagan’s latest movie, The Killers, co-starring Angie Dickinson, had opened earlier in the year to a poor box office and mixed reviews. Originally intended for TV, the movie was deemed too violent and was diverted to theatrical release. Reviewers thought Reagan’s character, a tough-guy con man who is killed at the end, didn’t fit the nice-guy persona he had portrayed in previous movies—a persona that was obvious type-casting. The most jarring moment in The Killers was the roundhouse punch he delivered to Dickinson, knocking her to the floor. But Reagan had been getting fewer and fewer movie roles. In 1964 he was supposedly rejected for a lead role in The Best Man because, a United Artists executive said, “Reagan doesn’t have that presidential look.”1 The Killers was his first movie role in nearly 10 years. It would also be his last.

It didn’t matter. He had made a good living for several years as a spokesperson for General Electric, traveling the nation giving speeches with a conservative theme. GE dropped him in 1962, coincidentally the same year Reagan finally joined the Republican Party—after having been a lifelong Democrat who had voted for Franklin Roosevelt four times, and who had appeared on campaign platforms with Harry Truman in 1948. He had also campaigned for Helen Gahagan Douglas against Richard Nixon in the 1950 California Senate race, and throughout the 1950s he declined invitations from the Democratic Party to run for Congress.

Reagan’s conversion from a New Deal liberal to a Goldwater conservative in the 1950s is an underappreciated phenomenon, chiefly because it is yet another sign that Reagan was ahead of his time. As of the end of the 1940s, Reagan could still describe himself as a “near hopeless hemophiliac liberal.” What happened to Reagan ideologically in the 1950s would happen to countless liberal intellectuals in the 1970s. Reagan could be considered the first “neoconservative,” which Irving Kristol, the ex-Trotskyite, famously defined as “a liberal mugged by reality.” Reagan’s detractors assumed that someone—his second wife Nancy, perhaps—had talked him out of his liberalism. Reagan himself explained it in 1976: “Eventually what happened to me was, because I did my own speeches and did the research for them, I just woke up to the realization one day that I had been going out and helping to elect the people who had been causing the things I had been criticizing. So it wasn’t any case of some mentor coming in and talking me out of it. I did it in my own speeches.”2 This was much the same formula for the wave of conversions to conservatism in the 1970s and 1980s. But how did Reagan come to see all by himself so much earlier than anyone else that liberalism’s lack of a limiting principle would be its undoing, especially since the most severe derelictions of liberalism lay in the future?

Reagan played a small role in the Goldwater campaign before the fall. He gave a speech at the Republican National Convention in July, and, as co-chairman of California Citizens for Goldwater, gave several fundraising speeches in California. A speech before a thousand Republicans at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles attracted the attention of several prominent Republicans. These Republican leaders asked Reagan if he would speak on national television for Goldwater if they could raise the money to buy TV time. Reagan agreed.

Reagan taped “The Speech” before a live audience, and a half-hour of national airtime was booked on NBC for October 27, a week before the election. But then the Goldwater campaign got cold feet. Reagan criticized Social Security in the speech—one of the issues that had been an albatross around Goldwater’s neck for the whole campaign. But Reagan’s reference to Social Security was mild (Goldwater reportedly said, “What the hell’s wrong with that?” after he heard a tape of the speech). More likely the opposition to Reagan’s speech among Goldwater’s campaign managers stemmed from the “not-invented-here” syndrome, along with annoyance over the commissions the campaign’s ad agency wouldn’t collect from this independent effort. Even though Goldwater himself had assented to the speech, his campaign manager, William Baroody, kept up the pressure to quash the speech until a few hours before its broadcast, backing down only in the face of firm pressure from Reagan’s influential supporters.

Called “A Time for Choosing,” its most memorable lines were borrowed from Franklin Roosevelt and Lincoln: “We have a rendezvous with destiny. We’ll preserve for our children this, the last best hope of man on earth, or we’ll sentence them to take the last step into a thousand years of darkness.” He also invoked the words of John Winthrop about America being “A shining city on a hill.” “The Speech” would echo in American politics for 30 years, with Reagan repeating the “rendezvous with destiny” and “shining city on a hill” themes countless times. Reagan repeated many of Goldwater’s policy themes, but there was something strikingly different about Reagan’s conservatism. Whereas Goldwater’s conservatism seemed angry and pessimistic, and wanting to overturn the past, Reagan exuded a forward-looking optimism rooted in the latent greatness of America. This was not the non-ideological Chamber of Commerce kind of conservatism, the kind that led Richard Nixon to say in the 1960 campaign, “It’s the millions of people that are buying new cars that have faith in America.” That kind of conservatism won’t stir anyone’s soul. For Reagan, faith in America transcended its material accomplishments. Though it was not evident at the time, Reagan’s stylistic conservatism promised to lead the Republican Party out of the post-New Deal-era wilderness.

The speech was a spectacular success, generating several million dollars in campaign contributions, mostly in small sums. Time magazine called the speech “the one bright spot in a dismal campaign,” and David Broder wrote that the speech was “the most successful political debut since William Jennings Bryan.” A star was born—except he was already a star. The starstruck immediately began to ponder whether Reagan could make the transition to public office. The day after the election, a group of conservatives in Owosso, Michigan, formed “Republicans for Ronald Reagan.”3 Henry Salvatori, an oil industry tycoon and leading California Republican, immediately began talking to his friends about the idea of recruiting Reagan to run for governor of California in 1966. From there, it was immediately though silently assumed, he could run for the White House. Salvatori, auto dealer Holmes Tuttle, Union Oil chief executive Sy Rubel, and several other prominent Republican businessmen would soon form the “Friends of Ronald Reagan” committee to promote his candidacy. Other California Republican leaders, still smarting from Richard Nixon’s loss to Pat Brown two years before, were cool to the idea. After all, Reagan was just an actor.

SCENE 2: WASHINGTON, D. C., JANUARY 20, 1981. FADE IN …

“GOLDWATER,” COLUMNIST GEORGE WILL wrote, “won the election of 1964. It just took sixteen years to count the votes.” Sixteen years after Goldwater’s humiliation at the polls, Ronald Reagan stood on the west front of the U.S. capitol building—the first inauguration to take place on the side of the capitol that faces toward the broad expanse of the nation—and took the oath of office to be the 40th President of the United States. Reagan’s rise to the summit of American politics was the political equivalent of light speed. To those many who had been electrified by his debut speech in 1964, his ascension seemed inevitable; to everyone else it was nearly unthinkable. Perhaps more than any inauguration since Franklin Roosevelt’s in 1933, the inauguration of Reagan occurred at the climax of a crisis. The immediate crisis of the day involved the 53 Americans held hostage for more than a year by the revolutionary government of Iran. Inauguration day represented the 444th day of captivity; the previous year had proven to be an excruciating trauma for America. Negotiations seemed futile, and a military rescue mission had been a costly and embarrassing fiasco. The helplessness and frustration of the world’s most powerful nation was underscored on the CBS Evening News, which anchorman Walter Cronkite concluded each night by adding to his famous signoff a running total of the days in captivity (“And that’s the way it is, on day 310 of the Iranian hostage crisis”).

Now the release of the hostages was expected at any moment, perhaps during the inaugural ceremony itself, in which case, according to a prearranged plan, President Reagan would interrupt the ceremony—even if he was in the middle of his inaugural address—and invite now ex-President Carter to join him at the podium for a joint announcement of the hostages’ freedom. Anxiety was high. Even though a deal was done, you couldn’t be sure about the Iranians, who had shown complete contempt for international law and civilized behavior. As it was, the Iranians would delay the release until the inaugural ceremony was complete, a last slap at Jimmy Carter.

Beyond this immediate drama there simmered a number of deep problems that the new chief executive would face, chief among them the economy. In the 1960s, economists thought that government had at long last mastered the business cycle and solved the fundamental problems of inflation and unemployment. Policy could now “fine-tune” the economy, curbing inflation or unemployment whenever either one showed a blip. But by the late 1970s, none of the pillars of policy worked anymore. Inflation in 1980 was over 12 percent. Unemployment was over 7 percent, and real wages were stagnant or falling. In 1971, President Nixon had declared a national emergency and imposed wage and price controls when inflation reached only 6 percent. Since then, the dollar’s slide continued unabated, losing more than half its purchasing power—“the longest and one of the worst sustained inflations in our history,” the new president called it in his address.

A number of ancillary events accompanied the economic crisis. Twice during the decade Americans had endured long lines to purchase gasoline, even though world oil reserves were abundant. The price had tripled, and gasoline rationing coupons, not seen since World War II, had been printed and warehoused for imminent use. The stock market, having suffered in 1974 its worst slide since the Great Depression, was at about the same level in 1980 as it had been in 1970. More than a few financial sages had declared “the death of equities.” The price of gold, always the leading barometer of economic confidence, soared to an unprecedented $800 an ounce. The new chairman of the Federal Reserve, Paul Volcker, warned that the American standard of living would have to decline. Then he jacked up interest rates.

The economic crisis seemed related, somehow or dimly, to the general crisis that had befallen American democracy most acutely since Watergate, and perhaps more generally since the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963. It had been one long downhill slide for America’s elite institutions, both public and private, since those bright glittering days of “Camelot.” By 1979, for the first time since public opinion surveys had been taken, the majority of Americans doubted that the future would be better than the past, or even equal to the present. In its wrap-up edition in 1979, Newsweek magazine observed that there was “a growing sense that the country’s institutions and leaders were no longer up to managing problems that were simply too complex to grasp.”

The most doubtful institution of all, according to the conventional wisdom, was the presidency. Presidents Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and now Carter were reckoned as failures to one degree or another, and the notion was gaining credence that the presidency was an inherently impossible office in our modern complex world. Some thought America had become “ungovernable.” Many leading political scientists thought wholesale reform of the presidency was necessary—either a single, six-year term, or a change to some kind of parliamentary system that would provide the president more power to be “effective.” Above all, elite opinion, that is, the professional pundits and academics who constitute America’s “chattering class,” held out little hope of success for the former actor who was about to assume the office. He was much too lightweight.

In short, it seemed that the “American Century” was over, that an era of American optimism and progress had come to a close. The concatenation of Vietnam, Watergate, the recurrent energy crisis, the swooning economy, the increasingly disorderly world scene, and the failed presidencies associated with these events robbed Americans of their native optimism. President Carter had not helped matters by decrying a “crisis of confidence” in a famous speech in 1979, though Nixon had said very nearly the same thing in a speech in 1971. The two presidential uses of “crisis of confidence” could serve as bookends for the decade. Columbia University’s Amitai Etzioni said of the 1970s that “the trauma and scars had the same psychological impact on America that the loss of the empire had on Britain.” Former Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger told Newsweek that he worried that the ebbing of American power and influence in the world might become a rout, and that “the ’80s look to me like a period of bleakness and confrontation.”

Ronald Reagan literally began his first moments in office flying in the face of this pervasive climate of American decay and decline. There was a clear thread between “The Speech” in 1964 and what he told the American people on this day. Though America had changed dramatically since 1964, Reagan had not. This would be his great strength in the eight years to come. “These United States,” he said early in his address, “are confronted with an economic affliction of great proportions. … Idle industries have cast workers into unemployment, causing human misery and personal indignity.” But he used these melancholy observations merely to set up his resounding rejection of the pessimism gripping the nation. “We are too great a nation,” Reagan said, “to limit ourselves to small dreams. We are not, as some would have us believe, doomed to an inevitable decline.” He specifically rejected the reformist theme that the presidency, or our democracy in general, was inadequate to the times. Sounding a Jeffersonian note, Reagan asserted:


From time to time, we have been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people. But if no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern someone else?



Reagan had so fully internalized the thought of so many of his political forebearers, such as Jefferson, Lincoln, and Roosevelt, that it is not clear whether he knew he was paraphrasing them. Reagan had said much the same thing about self-government in his first inaugural address as governor in 1967, and now again in 1981. Where he got it is no mystery. In his first inaugural address in 1801, Thomas Jefferson said: “Sometimes it is said that man can not be trusted with the government of himself. Can he, then, be trusted with the government of others? Or have we found angels in the forms of kings to govern him? Let history answer this question.”

Reagan’s inaugural address was a classic mixture of his simultaneous optimism and harshness toward what he always saw as the chief impediment to American greatness—big government. “It is no coincidence,” he said, “that our present troubles parallel and are proportionate to the intervention and intrusion in our lives that result from unnecessary and excessive growth of government.” But Reagan seldom made a criticism of government without also paying high tribute to the innate strength of American freedom and individualism, which would triumph anew if only we restrain government to its proper size and scope. “We have every right to dream heroic dreams. Those who say that we are in a time when there are no heroes just don’t know where to look.”

Reagan closed: “We can and will resolve the problems which now confront us. And, after all, why shouldn’t we believe that? We are Americans.”

There were remarkable echoes of FDR’s 1933 inaugural address in Reagan’s own address, especially the abiding faith in American democracy and the innate optimism that uplifted listeners. It was not the first or the last time that Reagan would invoke the words and images of his great predecessor. It is not merely this coincidence that led presidential scholar Richard Neustadt to call Reagan “a New Deal Republican.” Arthur Schlesinger tells us at the outset of The Age of Roosevelt that “The fog of despair hung over the land” as FDR assumed office in 1933. With FDR’s inaugural address, “Across the land the fog began to lift.” Reagan seemed to strike much the same effect in 1981. He was exactly the right man for the moment.

Yet Reagan’s moment transcends his time in office. Like FDR, Reagan became the central figure of an era of American life that pre-dates and post-dates his official career. Just as FDR cast a long shadow over the next generation of American political life, Reagan’s shadow over our subsequent political course is proving to be similarly long, and may still be lengthening. Even the greatest and most successful politicians typically end their careers with a large note of failure hanging over their head. Lincoln died with the question mark of reconciliation and reconstruction; Woodrow Wilson left office amidst the failure of the League of Nations treaty; FDR died, and Churchill left office, with World War II won, but with the seeds of the Cold War clearly germinating; Truman left office amidst the debacle of the Korean War. Reagan left office with the Cold War still going, and with astronomical budget deficits that threatened the nation’s well-being for as far as the eye could see—a seemingly long-term legacy of failure.

Yet within a breathtakingly short time by political standards, the Cold War was over and the nation’s biggest fiscal problem was what to do with its soaring budget surpluses. Both events lent a large measure of vindication to Reagan’s designs. His huge budget deficits, Lou Cannon, author of President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, has remarked, now look like the wartime deficits of the final campaign of the Cold War, and therefore as a bargain. Although other leaders at home and abroad deserve their share of the credit for these happy events, it is hard to conceive of their advent without Reagan. During the first few years of Reagan’s post-presidency, surveys of academic historians ranked him near the bottom of all presidents. Now he is climbing, Truman-like, in esteem. A recent survey of academic historians by C-SPAN ranks him 11th among all presidents, above Andrew Jackson, John Quincy Adams, and George Bush. (The C-SPAN survey ranked Reagan 4th in the category of “public persuasion,” ahead of John F. Kennedy and Woodrow Wilson.)

RONALD REAGAN REMAINS a misunderstood figure, even by his ideological friends, but especially by his many critics. Too many contemporary accounts still treat the conservative movement, and its greatest champion, Ronald Reagan, as an alien force in American life. The presumptive right of liberals and liberalism to rule America lurks beneath the surface of most historical writing in our time. Even authors who affect a sympathy and admiration for Reagan, such as Lou Cannon, nonetheless cannot seem to avoid heavy notes of condescension in their writing about Reagan.

On top of this general bias, there is the particular problem of Reagan himself. He is a paradox, a seemingly simple man whose simplicity masks great complexity, making him a far more complicated character than many of his obviously intricate Oval Office peers. For example, when he was governor of California and later during his presidency, political people were put off by his penchant for talking endlessly about Hollywood, while during his acting career Hollywood people were put off by his incessant talk of politics. Few understood how the dynamic between Reagan’s two lives worked for him. Politics, it has been said, is show business for ugly people; it offers the same fame, fortune, and familiarity as the silver screen. Much of the resentment of Reagan’s show-business life among career politicians and their news media sycophants was perhaps subliminal envy at Reagan’s dual success, and at some level Reagan understood this.

The denigration of Reagan’s acting career formed the basis for much of the liberal underestimation he experienced. It was a huge blunder by his opponents, for his acting experience was central to his political success, as Reagan himself remarked upon shortly before he left the White House. “I don’t know how you could do this job and not be an actor,” Reagan told a network anchorman in 1988. The liberal columnist Murray Kempton, certainly no admirer of Reagan, succinctly observed that “he could suggest that fluoridation induces hair on the palms of the hands and maintain a tone pregnant with common sense.”

Consider how Reagan used to mispronounce “government.” Through out his political career Reagan reduced government to a two-syllable word: “guv-mint.” “Guv-mint spending,” “big guv-mint,” and other combinations sprinkled Reagan’s speeches. See, his critics would say, this shows his simplemindedness. Few stopped to ponder that Reagan began his career as a professional broadcaster, and was highly expert in diction and pronunciation. His subtle twist of “government” into “guv-mint” could not have been a mindless accident; it was surely a deliberate artifice. “Guv-mint” conveyed contempt for government without having to sneer. It took Garry Wills, an insightful but unfriendly observer of Reagan, to notice that Reagan’s inspiration probably came from Mark Twain, who has Huck Finn’s father complain: “Call this a govment! Why just look at it and see what it’s like.” But it wasn’t until 1987 that Wills figured this out.4

Other critics fastened upon Reagan’s penchant for telling “whoppers”—wildly inaccurate statistics or supposedly true stories that were easily exposed as exaggerations or falsehoods—as evidence of the man’s unfitness to be taken seriously. Reagan could bring audiences to tears with the story of the airman who went down with his injured wingman in a flaming bomber in World War II, including recounting the airman’s words to comfort his comrade: “It’s okay—we’ll go down together.” Aside from the implausibility that someone could have heard these words spoken, it turned out the story originated in a World War II-era movie (though not one of Reagan’s). Another time Reagan spoke of a black cook who had taken up arms at Pearl Harbor as evidence of declining segregation in the armed forces—a seemingly apocryphal story that reporters thought was surely untrue. (Reagan was right about this one, it turned out.) The one that stuck most in the craw of liberals was Reagan’s “welfare queen” in Chicago public housing who supposedly collected public assistance under more than 100 separate names. The news media looked high and low, but no such person could ever be found.

Nearly all politicians tell whoppers to one degree or another. Most politicians, such as Lyndon Johnson, Bill Clinton, or Al Gore, tell whoppers about themselves, in an act of obvious self-aggrandizement. Reagan’s whoppers were never about himself, but always about the deeper meaning of America, both what was right with America and what was wrong with America. That’s why the accuracy of his whoppers was always secondary to their teaching, which resonated deeply with Americans who had grown disaffected with the leadership of the nation. Even when Reagan didn’t have his facts right, there was usually a kernel of truth about the American character, or its corruption under the sway of liberal dogma. His critics refused or were unable to admit this, and it has warped their ability to judge Reagan.

On the surface Reagan is the most unlikely president in American history, which is why so many of his critics dismiss him as a fluke. Nearly all modern American presidents are the products of Ivy League or comparable educations, and enjoy long careers inside “The Establishment” before ascending to the Oval Office. Even the unlikely presidents who don’t fit this mold—Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson—nonetheless rose through the ranks as political insiders (and owed their presidencies in the first instance to the accident of death instead of popular election). And even Richard Nixon did penance for his humble outsider origins, working as a New York lawyer during his eight-year interregnum between the vice presidency and the presidency. Reagan, by contrast, came from tiny Eureka College in Illinois, where the presidency of the local Rotary Club is the highest office most alumni reach. Reagan was also the only president who has ever served as the head of a labor union, having served as president of the Screen Actors Guild six times—an experience that is much underrated in explaining Reagan’s outlook and success.

Reagan is the first and arguably the sole authentic “outsider” president of our century. Only Jimmy Carter (an Annapolis graduate) comes close as an outsider, and his election really was more of a one-time reaction to Watergate than the expression of changing political trends in America. Hollywood, though regarded today as an important cash cow and megaphone for political causes, is not really a fully respected member of The Establishment. And although most successful politicians have a touch of the thespian, the thought of a president, let alone a major state governor, coming from the ranks of Tinsel Town struck enlightened members of The Establishment as abhorrent. Reagan’s popularity over two terms as governor of California did little to prepare The Establishment for his eventual accession to the White House. “Reagan’s election,” John P. Roche, a former head of the liberal Americans for Democratic Action, wrote in 1984, “was thus an 8-plus earthquake on the political Richter scale, and it sent a number of eminent statesmen—Republican and Democratic—into shock.”5

To paraphrase Churchill’s remark about the Soviet Union, Reagan presents his biographers and critics with a riddle wrapped inside an enigma shrouded by a mystery. While Reagan can be described, he is nearly impossible to explain. Even such an astute observer as Henry Kissinger described Reagan’s performance in office as “astonishing” and “nearly incomprehensible.” Reagan did not have the kind of obvious, all-consuming ambition for higher office that characterizes—and mars—so many conventional politicians, like Richard Nixon or Bill Clinton. He is said to have been without close intimate friends, yet the role of Reagan’s friends—the self-styled “Kitchen Cabinet” for instance—was crucial to his ascent. Without the urging and support of his friends and associates, Reagan’s rise would not have been possible.

The book on Reagan even to this day is that he was lazy and uninterested in the details of politics and policy. Yet he was a highly energetic and decisive person, which doesn’t square with the “lazy and uninformed” caricature of the man. Above all, he was a serious man. Beneath the affable and easy-going exterior, the penchant for delegation and eschewing details, beat the heart of one of the most determined and stubborn figures in American political history. Reagan’s method is an object lesson in successful statesmanship that eludes many of the brightest minds today. Newsweek put its finger on the heart of the matter way back in 1970 with the offhand observation that “He cares little for the details of governing, very much for the principles of governance—and those principles are as fixed and unyielding as scripture.”6 Lou Cannon, perhaps the first major journalist to take Reagan seriously and who saw early his potential to reach the White House, summarized him thus: “As a governor, Reagan had revealed an executive’s temperament: He had the ability to go to the heart of the matter.”7 For the presidency—where the details are beyond any person, no matter how large and bright the staff around him—this is a much more important attribute.

Reagan was the epitome of sincerity in an age when, as Lionel Trilling famously pointed out, the virtue of sincerity had lost its credibility with the intellectual class. Lionel Barrymore is attributed with the remark that the secret to acting is the ability to fake sincerity, and too many observers of Reagan missed the irony of this remark and made it into an axiom by which to decode Reagan. But Reagan cannot be refracted through such a crude prism. This is one reason why Reagan was so seemingly mysterious to the intellectual class (in which class one must include his befuddled official biographer Edmund Morris), who struggled to find the hidden “authentic” Reagan only to miss that the “sincere” public Reagan was the real thing. Observers pondering the Reagan mystery point to the seemingly ironic title of his 1965 autobiography, Where’s the Rest of Me?, a line taken from his best movie performance in King’s Row. “The rest of me,” Reagan thought, was in plain sight in his subsequent political career, in his mixture of unlimited optimism and dedication to the cause of individual freedom. “Ronald Reagan doesn’t change personalities when he turns from the TV cameras and enters his private office,” wrote Charles Hobbs, one of his associates from his days in Sacramento, in 1975. “Peel off the layers of formality that he adds for his public appearances and you find only an increasingly informal version of the same person.”8

The key to both his sincerity and his decisiveness was his utter self-confidence. His one-time campaign manager John Sears—a person who did not share Reagan’s ideology—offered an apt summary of Reagan’s secret in 1980, before Reagan’s presidency commenced (but after Reagan had fired Sears): “Since the primary prerequisite for handling the presidency is to ignore the immensity of it, a president must find the confidence to do so in self-knowledge. … Reagan knows himself better than most presidents and has kept his identity separate from politics. Reagan knows who he is and therefore he possesses the first prerequisite for being a good president.”9

The greatest shock about Reagan was that he meant what he said. His “simplicity” was his chief virtue, and the key to his success. No one in Establishment politics could quite believe Reagan when he repeatedly said in various forms, “I say there are simple answers to many of our problems—simple but hard.” “It’s the complicated answer that’s easy,” Reagan liked to say, “because it avoids facing the hard moral issues.” No one wants to take such simplicity at face value, but with Reagan what you saw was what you got. Beneath his easy geniality was a tough center. In this regard Margot Asquith’s description of the young Churchill applies equally to Reagan. “What is it that gives Winston his preeminence?” Asquith wrote in her diary at the time of Churchill’s 40th birthday. “It is certainly not his mind. I have said long ago and with truth Winston has a very noisy mind. Certainly not his judgment—he is constantly very wrong indeed. … It is of course his courage and color—his amazing mixture of industry and enterprise.” It is often suggested that Reagan was a creature of his “handlers,” but at many points Reagan was often a minority of one against the advice of his political strategists and policy advisers, showing an independence of mind to go along with his force of character.

If Reagan wasn’t the most intelligent or intellectual politician of his time, he instinctively grasped not only the power of ideas, but also the crucial relationship of ideas to power. It is a great injustice to suggest that Reagan got his ideas secondhand or in a superficial way. Lee Edwards, author of an early biography of Reagan, recalls being once left alone in Reagan’s study while then-Governor Reagan went to the kitchen to prepare cocktails. Edwards began browsing Reagan’s bookshelves, and was astonished to find dense works of political economy by authors such as Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek heavily underlined and annotated in Reagan’s handwriting. This seemingly unintellectual politician was endlessly clipping articles from opinion journals, and even selected several senior appointees in his administration based on articles he had read in Commentary, Policy Review, or National Review. While Reagan was uninterested in the details of policy, he was much more deeply interested in the ideas behind policy than the average politician. As the recent collection of Reagan’s extensive handwritten drafts of his radio speeches demonstrates, he had an interest in and capacity for a broad range of public affairs that surpasses most presidents and active politicians. Isaiah Berlin popularized the obscure epigram from the classical poet Archilochus: “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.” Most politicians are, or pretend to be, cunning foxes. Reagan was a hedgehog; he knew one big thing—government is a threat to liberty, both in its vicious forms such as communism or socialism, but also in its supposedly benign forms, such as bureaucracy. This central insight, combined with his acting background, enabled him to be more cunning than the craftiest political fox.

At the same time Reagan absorbed and championed the work of leading conservative idealogues, it should be recognized that he was an unorthodox conservative in many ways. Although he hearkened back to the “good old days” of black and white (in both senses of the phrase) Hollywood movies, his future-oriented optimism vitiated what otherwise could have been a stereotypical “turn-back-the-clock” outlook. Conservatives occasionally took notice and complained about these tergiversations. In 1985 George Will wrote, “[Reagan] is painfully fond of the least conservative sentiment conceivable, a statement from an anti-conservative, Thomas Paine: ‘We have it in our power to begin the world over again.’ Any time, any place, that is nonsense.” Yet Reagan believed this at a visceral level, and it is a key to his optimism.

Of equal importance to Reagan’s character and views were the times in which his political career was incubated. The argument of this narrative is that Reagan will never be fully appreciated or understood unless he is placed in a broad context, unless the swirling currents and trends he and his supporters engaged are explored and diagnosed. Reagan’s rise depended more on circumstances than most other presidents.

Reagan would have been unsuccessful as a politician in the 1940s or 1950s. He acquired his salience, in other words, precisely on account of the ideological polarization, the breakdown of the American liberal consensus, of the 1960s. The propitious moment for Reagan required that this polarization deepen and ripen in its consequences by 1980. Compelling counterfactual scenarios can be played out that have Reagan failing miserably as president had he been elected in 1968, or perhaps even 1976. In a dramatic sense that perhaps only an actor like Reagan could understand, his drive to the White House was not the matter of one campaign season, but should be understood as a 16-year unfolding of events upon which the 1980 campaign was merely a capstone. On the eve of his election to the presidency in 1980, National Review observed: “Ronald Reagan is the most important political figure produced by the conservative movement in the 1960s. Historians will undoubtedly view him in retrospect as a political spearhead, a candidate whose emergence marked a permanent turning-point.”10 This judgment began to settle in even before his presidency was completed. The Wall Street Journal’s Vermont Royster observed in 1987: “Ronald Reagan, in short, did not create the ‘Reagan revolution.’ He rode it to success because the time had come. Had his instinct not been in tune with the times in 1980 he would have lost, as did Barry Goldwater in 1964 when the time had not yet come.”11 Perceptive liberals recognize this as well. Thomas Byrne Edsall and Mary Edsall wrote in their 1991 book Chain Reaction:


[W]hile Reagan’s role was indisputably critical, he was more a principal agent within—rather than the prime mover of—a sea change involving forces substantially more profound and extensive than the fortunes of the two political parties or of their candidates. To see Ronald Reagan as the cause of an ascendant conservatism minimizes the significance and consequence of large-scale social and economic transformations—developments beyond the power of any single political player to determine.12



These “large-scale transformations” are the elements of the story this book aims to tell. Others, such as official biographer Edmund Morris, plumb the inner recesses of Reagan’s character and tell the “inside” story of major events. The “outside” story is just as important, and in telling the outside story of Reagan and his times it is best to begin at the beginning, when Reagan first seriously appeared on the national political scene in 1964.

THE GENERAL CONTEXT of Reagan and Reaganism can begin to be understood by contrasting two famous presidential utterances. In a spontaneous moment on the campaign trail in September 1964, President Lyndon Johnson stood up on the roof of his car in Providence, Rhode Island, and ad-libbed: “And I just want to tell you this: we’re in favor of a lot of things and we’re against mighty few”—as good a single sentence definition of Great Society liberalism as can be conceived. Thirty-two years later, one of his successors in the Oval Office stood before Congress on the eve of his re-election campaign and proclaimed, “The era of big government is over.”

These two remarks can stand as bookends for the political history of the last third of the century in the United States. Between the first statement and the second statement, public confidence in the federal government, according to Gallup Polls, declined from over 70 percent to less than 20 percent. In between also came Reagan. His critics and even a few of his friends view him merely as an instrumental figure, a fortuitous beneficiary of circumstances. A great American wit (Woody Allen) has said that 95 percent of life is just showing up. Reagan, his detractors think, simply had the good luck to hit his marks when the footlights were turned up on his adopted ideology. Many in the liberal remnant continue to think Reagan prospered by default, or because of the incompetence of the Democratic Party. Historian George Nash wrote in 1981: “If one were Hegelian, one might say the 1964 election created a thesis, the Great Society, and an antithesis, Ronald Reagan, who now, as President, is attempting to curb the excesses which the Great Society has wrought.”13

Certainly chance and circumstance go a long way toward determining historical events, but it is a misjudgment to attribute Reagan’s rise and success merely to chance and circumstance. “Luck,” the great baseball manager Branch Rickey once said, “is the residue of design,” and there was a design behind Reagan’s political career that, while widely praised and admired, is not fully appreciated, and hence not successfully emulated by his Republican would-be successors. In other words, in matching a man and his times, it is not enough simply to know the man. You need to see how the times beckon the man, and vice versa. Although Reagan may have been an unlikely president, he was not an accidental president.

Two things happened in the 1960s and 1970s that made Reagan both inevitable and necessary. The first was a significant change in the character of American democracy—both how it worked and what it did. Reagan’s arrival on the national political scene coincided with the beginning of what might be called the “third wave” of the progressive administrative state. The idea of the “progressive administrative state” began with the Progressive Era, when a bipartisan movement enhanced the power and scope of the national government’s administrative apparatus to cope with what it saw as the new and threatening problems of a rapidly industrializing economy and society. Some of the problems of the modern economy were misperceived and mistakenly dealt with, and the idea of the “administrative state,” along with the ideologized version of “progress” that Woodrow Wilson and others promoted, did violence to America’s constitutional understanding, leading directly to the contentiousness about jurisprudence that continues to rage right down to our day. But this is the subject for another book.

The stage was nonetheless set for the twentieth century. The second wave of the progressive administrative state was of course the New Deal, where the idea of the administrative prowess of the national government was married to the new and highly convenient economic doctrine of Keynesianism—the idea that employment and economic growth depended ultimately upon aggregate demand that could only come in adequate amounts from the government. (“We achieve full employment and rapid economic growth by ensuring a sufficient volume of demand in the economy” was John Kenneth Galbraith’s simple formula.14) The ostensible success of the New Deal carried into the post-war years and was seemingly confirmed by the sluggish economic performance of the Eisenhower years. Liberals thought the three mild recessions of the 1950s were due mainly to Republican resistance to spending enough money. “The only difference in domestic policy,” Galbraith wrote, “is that liberals sought to do by calculated action—by public expenditure, deliberate deficits, tax reduction—what conservatives hoped to accomplish by balanced budgets, incantation, regular prayer and, perhaps, the sense of national dedications instilled by speeches by Richard Nixon.”15

With the resumption of liberal Democratic rule starting in 1960, the third wave of the progressive administrative state began. Between the end of the Second World War and the beginning of the Kennedy administration in 1961, a seemingly profound development had taken place; Daniel Patrick Moynihan called it “the professionalization of reform.” Social science research had been a booming business in the late 1950s, and it seemed as though the time had come for this new knowledge to guide policy. “How do you find the Kennedy administration?” a popular joke of the time began. “Take a left at Harvard Yard.” “Confidence in the therapeutic power of reform had never been higher,” historian Allen Matusow wrote in The Unraveling of America. What this meant is that the prestige of intellectuals had never been higher. “Removed from his own discipline,” Henry Fairlie wrote in 1965, “no one is more vain than the intellectual.”16 Sure, FDR had had his “Brains Trust” during the New Deal, but the New Deal was mostly a big civil engineering project, while the new intellectuals of the 1950s and 1960s were ready to launch a huge social engineering project.

The premise of the administrative state is that our public problems are complicated, with “no easy answers,” whose remedy requires sophisticated legislation and extensive bureaucratic management. Anyone who says otherwise (like Ronald Reagan) is a “simpleton.” But the creed of the administrative state makes the idea of citizen self-government seem quaint or obsolete, and it causes our government to be remote and esoteric to average citizens. Having eroded the old-time simplicity of popular government, liberals would come to wonder why they were no longer popular with simple average citizens.

The new frontier of the administrative state that began in the 1960s manifested itself most significantly in three ways: the Vietnam War, the War on Poverty, and the rise of social (as opposed to merely economic) regulation. These enterprises drew upon the common taproot of the cult of expertise, and were closely related to one another. All three would erode public trust in government, and public esteem for the liberalism that spawned them.

The Vietnam War—America’s Gallipoli—nearly dealt a deathblow to American confidence and resolve. The consensus view among liberal writers is that the war resulted from the narrow vision of leaders hewing un-blinkingly to the Cold War doctrine of “containment,” and the utter catastrophe of the war called into question both containment and broader Western aims in the Cold War. The antics of Joe McCarthy in the 1950s had brought anti-Communism into disgrace among many liberals, and Vietnam would provide the second strike against the anti-Communist cause. Vietnam was worse because it was begun by liberals. Liberals always thought that the Vietnam War could be compartmentalized into a box wholly separate from the domestic policy initiatives of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, but this narrative will argue that there was a common intellectual root—a “fearful symmetry,” to borrow William Blake’s famous phrase—between the Great Society and the Vietnam War.

The kind of social regulation begun in the 1960s and 1970s was, as we shall see, of a wholly different kind from the regulation of the Progressive and New Deal eras, and in many ways is ill-suited for American law and politics. Regulation is arguably more significant than mere taxation and spending, because its cost is hidden and, moreover, regulation subtly changes the relationship between the citizen and his government. Rising American resentment toward government often owes more to resistance to regulation than it does to high taxes and wasteful spending. While the balanced budget and fiscal restraint have become a bipartisan principle—at least in speech if not in deed—the political parties, and the American people, remain sharply divided about the regulatory functions of government.

The disaster of Vietnam and the manifest failure of the War on Poverty led to a dramatic transformation of liberalism—it lost its optimism and confidence, and liberalism took on at times the patina of crabby anti-Americanism. Liberalism’s loss of confidence and optimism in such a short period of time—it happened virtually within the span of 10 years—represents one of the most drastic transformations of a dominant idea in history. “Most liberals,” Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote in 1975, “had ended the 1960s rather ashamed of the beliefs they had held at the beginning of the decade.”17 Democratic Senator Henry Jackson observed at the same time that liberals had become “demoralized by these overwhelming social issues.”18 The confidence and optimism behind the Great Society prompted a mad dash toward a finish line that turned out to be a mirage. But while liberalism as an ideology may have lost its prestige, its legacy—the administrative state—had a momentum that promised to keep it in place and growing for a long time to come.

With the Great Society in ruins by 1968, it seemed that time had run out for post-New Deal liberalism, and conservatives placed great hope in the election of Richard Nixon. Nixon said all the right things and hated all the right people, and he entered office with the intent of rolling back the Great Society. Yet Nixon proved to be not just a disappointment to conservatives, but a failure, as both government spending and the scope of regulation galloped ahead during his tenure in the White House. On top of it all, the herald of the “emerging Republican majority,” as a famous book of the time predicted, had no coattails; even in landslide victory, Nixon barely budged the Democratic—and mostly liberal—dominance of Congress. The task would require someone not only more personally appealing, but also even more ferocious in his attitude about liberal governance. Reagan was the only person who fit the bill.

Reagan was the first national political figure since Calvin Coolidge to make a frontal assault on the esoteric premises of the administrative state.

Reagan anticipated the public distrust of the federal government years before it became obvious, and he understood instinctively the reasons why it would happen. In 1968, Reagan observed in a speech in New York:


At the moment there appears to be a panic fear afloat in the air, partly due to a feeling that government is now a separate force beyond the people’s control, that their voices echo unheeded in the vast and multitudinous halls of government. I do not remember a time when so many Americans, regardless of their economic and social standing, have been so suspicious and apprehensive of the aims, the credibility, and the competence of the Federal establishment.



To Reagan it was “obvious” that “the sophisticated approach of seeking complicated answers by government to complicated problems isn’t necessarily the best approach.” Reagan saw the thread of administrative expertise running through foreign policy as well. The prosecution of the Vietnam War offered an important object lesson for Reagan: “The fetish of complexity, the trick of making hard decisions harder to make—the art, finally, of rationalizing the non-decision, have made a ruin of American foreign policy.”

The other big thing that began in the 1960s was what might be called America’s cultural revolution. The cultural upheaval of the 1960s was also a disaster for liberalism, one from which it has still not fully recovered. Part of this cultural revolution manifested itself in the rise of the so-called New Left. The New Left that sprang to life in the mid-1960s brought grief to President Johnson and the Democratic Party, but it would also eventually clash directly with Reagan, first when he was governor of California, but also later as president, after the New Left had grown up a bit, put on weight around the waistline, and taken its place among the institutional furnishings of American life.

But many degrees removed from the extreme of the New Left the cultural revolution manifested itself in profound changes in American manners and mores. Yet here we encounter a striking paradox that lies at the heart of the political dynamic of America today. Since 1964, America has increasingly embraced political conservatism and rejected political liberalism. Yet at the same time Americans have become more conservative politically, they have become more liberal socially and culturally. What has been called “lifestyle liberalism” has advanced in tandem with political conservatism. (The term “lifestyle,” it is worth noting, did not make its debut in Webster’s International Dictionary until 1961.) Or, as Tom Wolfe put it, what was rebellion 30 years ago is now ordinary high school life. The tolerance of, if not approval for, abortion, homosexuality, illegitimacy and single motherhood, casual sex, pornography, coarsening of language, degraded educational standards, and public disorderliness—to name a few—grew alongside public disapproval for big government, even though Reagan and the conservative movement crusaded against both phenomena. “Eight years of Ronald Reagan hardly slowed the advance of political correctness,” Shelby Steele wrote. “He won the Cold War, but not the culture war.”19 Should we conclude, then, that there is little or no connection between politics and culture? Or is it possible that, like the relationship between the money supply and inflation, there is a lag time in how political ideas play out in cultural and social life? There are many signs that the latter might be the case.

Opinion polls today tell us that uppermost in the concerns of Americans is the problem of “values” or “moral decay,” and “family values” are close to the center of political discourse. There are some encouraging signs that a reversal in the trends of moral and cultural decay may be under way. Teen pregnancy, to take one measure, is declining. Households headed by single mothers are now the object of elite disapprobation, where they had been previously the object of elite celebration. Approval of abortion is noticeably slipping; a Los Angeles Times poll in 2000 found that only 43 percent of the public approved of the-Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion on demand, down from 56 percent in 1991. The public concern with “values” is thought to represent a new phase of our public life, but in fact it may represent merely a more acute phase of a long-running strain of public sentiment that our elites have assiduously sought to ignore.

Reagan brought the same kind of simplicity to cultural issues that he did to policy issues. In addition to the principles of anti-Communism and limited government, Reagan also called for the “rejection of moral permissiveness.” While the liberal establishment talked of the “idealism” of youthful protesters in the 1960s, blunting any criticism of even their worst behavior, Reagan took the no-nonsense approach that became a slogan on the wall of his office in Sacramento when he became governor: “Obey the rules or get out.” Again Reagan was ahead of the experts and the chattering classes in knowing what was on the minds of the people. In a 1967 article that sought to explain to the cosmopolitan readership of Commentary the inexplicable rise of Ronald Reagan, political scientist James Q. Wilson observed:


Surveys I have taken, and others I have read, indicate that the single most widespread concern of middle-class Americans is over the “decline of values”—evidenced by “crime in the streets,” juvenile delinquency, public lewdness, and the like, but going much beyond these manifestations to include everything that suggests that people no longer act in accordance with decent values and right reason.20



Wilson, of course, would later become a well-known “neoconservative,” and a champion of the cause of moral virtue, which he argued in a substantial book entitled The Moral Sense. But in 1967, this Harvard professor expressed the conventional wisdom on the subject of the place of moral concern in politics:


In many places, especially the Northeast, our political institutions (happily) do not allow such views to play much part in elections. Parties, led by professionals, instinctively shun such issues, feeling somehow that public debate over virtue is irrelevant (what can government do about it?) and dangerous (nobody can agree on what virtue is or that your party has more of it).



That same year, Pat Moynihan wrote that “Family is not a subject Americans tend to consider appropriate as an area of public policy.”21 By 1980, Wilson surveyed the Reagan phenomenon again, and recognized its salience: “Reaganism stands in opposition to those who believe in the unrestrained right of personal self-expression and the need for government to rationalize all other aspects of human affairs by rule and procedure.”22 (Wilson avowed in 1967 that not only did he not sympathize with Reagan, but that “even if I thought like that, which I don’t, I would never write it down anywhere my colleagues at Harvard might read it.” Wilson is today the Ronald Reagan Professor of Public Policy at Pepperdine University.)

The kind of liberalism Wilson and others espoused in the mid-1960s certainly did not comprehend how the growth of the welfare state and the expansion of the regulatory state might have an adverse effect on the cultural and moral life of the nation. Wilson’s change of mind is emblematic of how much the nation has learned from the experience of the last 30 years; America’s thinking about social and political life has changed more than perhaps any nation in such a short time. The central idea of modern liberalism was that the state must be the primary agent for expanding the scope of individual liberty; chiefly this was to be accomplished through economic growth, ever-expanding social insurance schemes, and a touch of redistributionism. Today liberalism is thought to have lost its confidence and coherence as social insurance programs head for ruinous insolvency while economic growth is thought to depend almost wholly on the private sector. What remains undecided at this point, however, is whether our change of mind will continue to carry forward into our moral and cultural life as well.

Reagan may be judged at the moment as having been less successful in challenging the premises of lifestyle liberalism than he was in challenging big government liberalism. But in the fullness of time Reagan may yet come to be seen either as the turning point, or as the last gasp of the old morality. The linkages between politics and culture are unclear these days. Machiavelli famously taught that there is no connection between politics and morality, or, somewhat more precisely, that those politicians who exercise a prudent disregard for traditional morals will be more successful and achieve greater heights than politicians who bow to conventional morality. It was the medieval version of the modern slogan, “Character doesn’t matter.” Yet the amorality of Machiavellian politics has never sat well in America. The political philosopher Leo Strauss wrote that “The United States of America may be said to be the only country in the world which was founded in explicit opposition to Machiavellian principles.” America’s political culture, spectacularly founded on the natural rights of man and therefore assuming the mantle of justice, has always exhibited a clear sense of shame on those many occasions when the practice of our political leaders and institutions has not lived up to our ideals.

A gradual coarsening of American political life has taken place in recent years, however. By the late 1990s America seemed to have made its peace with Machiavellian politics in the person and presidency of Bill Clinton. Whereas within living memory a divorce was considered a nearly insurmountable handicap to Adlai Stevenson and Nelson Rockefeller (but not, significantly, to Reagan), today a large majority of Americans apparently accepts the idea that marital infidelities on a gargantuan scale are purely private matters and unrelated to the performance of public duties. While the “era of big government” may be over, the era of lifestyle liberalism seems to be advancing unabated at the moment.

This change in moral sentiment did not happen overnight, and the crucial transitions and taboo-smashing incidents that prepared the way for this moment are a key part of this narrative. This narrative begins, like Arthur Schlesinger’s Age of Roosevelt, with “the crisis of the old order,” which in this case was the twin crises of the old order. The coming of the Great Society began the crisis of American liberalism, while the coming of Goldwater and Reagan represented a crisis for the Eastern Republican establishment. Above all, the long view offered here is designed to bring clarity to that fact that what is here and elsewhere referred to as “the crisis of liberalism” has not been resolved, in part because the crisis of liberalism is also the crisis of conservatism. It is also the crisis of conservatism because American conservatism shares the central premise of American liberalism, that is, the principle of individual liberty. For modern liberalism, the principle of individual liberty has metastasized into the principle of unlimited individual autonomy, which cuts the ground from under traditional codes of moral restraint. Conservatives, still struggling to consolidate their positions against Great Society liberalism, are struggling to articulate a retail position against the new redoubt of lifestyle liberalism. While the crisis of the old order may have been resolved in favor of political conservatism, the clash today over lifestyle liberalism might well be called “the crisis of the new order,” and it promises to dominate our politics and culture for the next generation.

Time is a stream, Richard Neustadt reminds us. You have to jump into it while it flows by, without exploring all the tributaries that make it run full. This narrative jumps in the stream where Reagan did—in 1964, when the GOP was at its nadir. The conventional wisdom was that it could only recover by becoming a moderate “me, too” party, offering a slightly more responsible and frugal form of liberalism. There was thought to be little promise for someone of Reagan’s views. But the Republicans’ 30-year drive to dominance owed more to the ascendancy of Reagan rather than Rockefeller or Romney.

Telling this story with a tolerable degree of detail requires that we recall many names and events, some familiar and others obscure or half-forgotten. When Reagan first arrived on the scene, the liberal Ripon Society was still a major force in the Republican Party, just as the liberal Americans for Democratic Action (to which Ronald Reagan was once a member) was a significant force in the Democratic Party. In the early 1960s conservatism was still strongly associated with the kooky extremes of the John Birch Society. Today all three organizations have faded from view, and their pre-eminence at the time has been largely forgotten. And though this narrative is partial to Reagan and his cause, it aims to be fair to both sides of the great argument in America over the scope and role of politics and government. In this the narrative seeks to follow the method Lord Charnwood followed in his great biography of Lincoln: “Nor should the writer shrink too timidly from the display of a partisanship which, on one side or the other, it would be insensate not to feel. The true obligation of impartiality is that he should conceal no fact which, in his own mind, tells against his views.”23

In addition to including the reasonable criticism of Reagan, this narrative also aims to tell the liberal’s side of the story with due respect and sympathy, and does so partly from the perspective of the one figure whose experience bridges the entire time-span in view: Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the thinking man’s liberal, whose advice, had it been followed, might have saved liberalism from running aground and the Democratic Party from its electoral ruin at the hands of Reagan. Moynihan might be regarded as the Forrest Gump of American politics; he has been on the scene, if not right in the middle, of most of the prominent controversies in America from 1964 until his retirement from the Senate in 2000. Like Forrest Gump, his detractors on both the Left and the Right think he didn’t always understand what was going on around him, which means that he didn’t fit into the pre-cut categories by which most of our public discourse takes place.

Moynihan’s biographer, Godfrey Hodgson, notes the similarities between Moynihan and Reagan: “Both had family backgrounds in the Middle West. … Both had fathers who were Irish Democrats and alcoholics. Both started out as active New Deal liberals; indeed both were on the board of Americans for Democratic Action, the liberal high command. Both were shocked by the revival of the Left in the 1960s, and by the cultural upheaval that accompanied and ultimately buried it. Both were especially angry with student radicalism.”24 Part of their different outlook might be ascribed to their geographical divergence in early adulthood: Moynihan settled among the intellectual culture of the northeast, while Reagan settled amidst the entrepreneurial culture of the southwest. Moynihan was personally fond of his fellow Irishman in politics, though he always held Reagan’s political views in disdain, which he barely but politely concealed, perhaps out of recognition that Reagan effectively tapped into the popular disaffection with liberalism that Moynihan tried in vain to warn liberals against. “These goddamned elitist liberals almost succeeded in running the working man out of the Democratic Party,” Moynihan loudly complained in the mid-1970s.25 “And into the hands of Reagan,” he might have added.

But unlike Reagan, Moynihan never abandoned the idea of activist government and the traditional liberal creed, and was dismayed with what he rightly saw as the abdication of realism among liberals. “Wishing so many things so,” Moynihan wrote 30 years ago about the “fatal flaw” of liberals, “we all too readily come to think them not only possible, which they very likely are, but also near at hand, which is seldom the case. … There now remains no question in my mind that the calamities of the Democratic administration-of-all-talents in the early 1960s were owing to hubris.”26 “[B]y the end of the 1960s,” Moynihan ruefully concluded in 1973, “the Democratic party was near to having exhausted its potential as an agent of social change.”27

If any person can claim vindication for his record of criticism and prognostication, it is Moynihan. Like a biblical prophet, he is without honor is his own time (not to mention his own party). Yet he is the right person to confront the conflict between politics and culture outlined previously. In 1986 Moynihan wrote: “The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society. The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.” A succinct statement for the theme of this book, and the course of the next generation.
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CHAPTER ONE
HINGE: THE APOGEE OF
LIBERALISM IN 1964
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THE YEAR 1964 was the Year of Lyndon. Lyndon Johnson and his party won a smashing victory at the polls, with Johnson racking up a lopsided 61 percent of the vote, the most since Franklin Roosevelt’s 1936 landslide. The Democratic Party picked up 37 seats in the House of Representatives (giving them 295 to the Republicans’ 140), and 2 seats in the Senate, giving them 68. Democrats also picked up 530 seats in state legislatures. These were the biggest majorities the Democrats had enjoyed since the glory days of the New Deal. The election seemingly confirmed—as if any confirmation was needed—the presumptive right of moderate liberals to rule America. “Johnson’s sweep,” political scientist Samuel Lubell wrote in a once-famous book, The Future of American Politics, “re-established the [New Deal] majority, releasing a new push of revolutionizing political change.”1

It was the kind of victory from which dreams, and ambitious legislative programs, are made.

It was a victory from which the Democratic Party has never recovered, even to this day.

It would not become evident for a long time that Goldwater’s was the most consequential election loss in American history, or that 1964 would prove to be, in the words of Michael Barone, the “hinge year” in postwar American life.2 This was the year that would set in motion the major controversies of the next generation, many of which are still unresolved today. Even before the story of the Goldwater campaign and its significance can be told, it is necessary to understand how 1964 unfolded.

Lyndon Johnson
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