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			Preface

			We all should have seen it coming.

			For almost four decades, the Republican Party had been defined by a man, Ronald Reagan, and his movement, the Reagan Revolution. Reagan was the most unlikely of revolutionary figures, a modestly successful actor with a self-effacing style and no intellectual pretensions. Yet he personally had made the Republican Party into a conservative party, and his legacy continued to inspire the movement’s leaders, animate its policy debates, and stir its voters’ emotions long after he left the scene.

			Over time, however, emerging signs—chief among them grassroots anger at the political and financial establishments and frustration over the impact of conservative policies on the party’s new working-class base—suggested that the foundation Reagan had built was starting to crack, though those signs were largely ignored or dismissed. Finally, the foundation collapsed. In fact, it’s possible to pinpoint the moment when Republicans closed the door on the Reagan Revolution and opened the door to a new era, the populist and nationalist era of Donald Trump. It came on the evening of July 20, 2016, when Senator Ted Cruz strode to the podium at the Republican National Convention at Quicken Loans Arena, in Cleveland.

			Cruz, a tall and striking figure with a shock of jet-black hair, a perpetually intense air, and the kind of self-assured oratorical style born of years as a college debater, was there to deliver a concession speech, acknowledging that he had lost a bitter nomination fight to Trump. The arena floor was crowded and buzzing in anticipation. Like boxing fans bored by the preliminary fights and eager to see the main card, delegates were milling around restlessly, waiting for the Cruz speech to begin. As he waited behind stage, text of his speech tucked into his pocket, Cruz wasn’t sure exactly what he was heading into, though he sensed it might be dramatic.

			
			Cruz had arrived in Cleveland after running for president explicitly as the heir to Ronald Reagan. Indeed, Ted Cruz loved Reagan, and had been preparing to follow in his footsteps his entire life.

			One of Cruz’s most vivid early memories was, as a nine-year-old, cheering on from afar as Reagan debated President Jimmy Carter in the 1980 presidential campaign. As the son of a Cuban émigré, Cruz admired Reagan’s staunch anti-Communism, his embrace of free markets, his vision of America as a shining city on a hill that attracted people from around the globe.

			The senator’s father, Rafael, had been a young pro-Castro revolutionary in Cuba. After being jailed and beaten by soldiers of Cuba’s old Batista regime, he fled to the United States in 1957 with nothing but a hundred dollars his mother had sewn into his underwear.

			Two years later, after Castro had taken over, Rafael returned to Cuba for a visit and was horrified at what he saw as the tyranny of the country’s new Communist government. Rafael Cruz became an ardent anti-Communist. In his new home in America, he naturally became a champion of the most anti-Communist party he saw on the scene, the Republican Party. “I’ve joked that in a Cuban household, there were two parties, the Republicans and the Communists,” Ted Cruz says now. “That is only somewhat tongue in cheek.”

			Cruz remembers growing up in a home that was passionately political. “There was an urgency about politics,” Ted Cruz recalls. “You didn’t just read the newspaper or watch the news and go, ‘Oh, that’s interesting.’ ” Cruz’s aunt Sonia had fought in the counterrevolution against the Castro regime and was thrown in prison and tortured for doing so, and that pain burned bright within the family. “What I heard growing up,” Cruz says, “is that having principled men and women in office is how we protect ourselves from tyranny. And so, as a little boy, if you’d asked me, ‘What do you want to do in life?’ I would have said, ‘I want to defend freedom.’ ”

			
			When Reagan won that 1980 presidential election, launching a conservative wave that would become the most powerful force in American politics, Cruz knew he wanted to be part of it. “I think there is an entire generation of conservatives for whom Ronald Wilson Reagan will always be our president, in much the same way the World War II generation referred to FDR as our president,” he says.

			He was ardent in his beliefs and the way he expressed them; indeed, some considered him obnoxious in his certitude and self-confidence. He entered Princeton University, and one of his roommates there would later recall Cruz saying his life’s goal was “to become like Ronald Reagan—a principled conservative and great communicator.” He became a star debater at Princeton and then a top law student at Harvard. His outsider status as an outspoken conservative in largely liberal institutions didn’t bother him. He reveled in it.

			After law school at Harvard, he entered private practice, but he also worked on the presidential campaign of George W. Bush in 2000. He then became Texas’s solicitor general, effectively the state’s top lawyer. His entry into elective politics was typically audacious: In his first run for public office, in 2012, he defeated a far more entrenched Texas Republican to win a seat in the United States Senate.

			After that victory, he was approached by Stephan Penley, an artist who does patriotic art, who offered to create a painting of Reagan for Cruz’s Senate office. Cruz accepted, and commissioned a painting of the iconic moment when Ronald Reagan stood at the Berlin Wall and beseeched the leader of the Soviet Union to “tear down this wall.” The resulting piece, a ten-foot-long monster, hangs in a place of honor in Cruz’s Senate office.

			
			So, heading into the 2016 presidential campaign, if there was anybody who thought himself entitled to claim the Reagan mantle, it was Ted Cruz. In his announcement speech, he specifically harked back to Reagan’s successful 1980 presidential campaign. He invoked Reagan regularly.

			Others in a crowded Republican field, who thought they themselves had pretty good records as lovers of Ronald Reagan, chafed at Cruz’s claiming of the Reagan legacy for himself. Yet Cruz seemed to fit into Reagan’s footsteps pretty well. Many in the old Reagan coalition and the conservative old guard did, in fact, line up behind him: David Keene, who worked for Reagan as long ago as 1976 and later ran the American Conservative Union, backed Cruz, as did longtime conservative fundraising wizard Richard Viguerie, who thought Cruz would march to the nomination.

			But it was not to be. As Ted Cruz and the rest of the world learned in 2016, the Republican Party had changed. It had become more blue-collar, more rooted in rural and small-town America, more disillusioned with the existing party establishment, more skeptical of free-market economics and global trade, more anti-immigration, and simply more angry. Its voters were ready to consider something different—radically different, in fact. They were ready for Donald J. Trump.

			Trump was a populist and a nationalist, but certainly not a traditional conservative. Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, who would become a Trump fan, says simply: “He’s not a conservative. He didn’t sit around reading National Review,” the traditional bible for conservative thinkers. Instead, Gingrich defines Trump as an “anti-liberal…a commonsense, practical person who understands how much of modern political correctness is just total baloney and how much our bureaucracies are decrepit and failing.”

			Corey Lewandowski, Trump’s campaign manager in 2016, when asked whether Trump is a conservative, replies: “He’s a pragmatist.”

			
			In fact, most conservatives were scornful of Trump. He certainly didn’t share a Reaganesque belief in the virtues of immigration. When Reagan launched his general-election campaign in 1980, he did so with a speech in front of the Statue of Liberty in which he praised generations of immigrants for the work they did in building the United States: “They brought with them courage, ambition, and the values of family, neighborhood, work, peace, and freedom. We all came from different lands, but we share the same values, the same dream.” When Trump launched his campaign, he did it a few miles away, in his eponymous Fifth Avenue skyscraper, with a speech in which he called Mexican immigrants rapists and drug dealers.

			Nor did Trump share conservatives’ devotion to free trade. In fact, he was utterly disdainful of the North American Free Trade Agreement, a trade pact with Canada and Mexico that was the culmination of a dream Reagan laid out when he called for a North American Accord in that same 1980 campaign. Trump openly praised tariffs as a tool in trade wars—even calling himself “Tariff Man” at one point—while conservatives disdained tariffs as a form of taxation paid by regular citizens. Conservatives believed in the magic of a free market unconstrained by government interference, while Trump openly tried to pressure and coerce private companies to act as he thought they should.

			Conservatives believe in limited executive power; Trump envisioned himself as a president with wide latitude to use executive orders to do as he pleased. Conservatives seek to reduce government spending; Trump proudly proclaimed he had no desire to cut the fastest-growing government programs, Medicare and Social Security. He scorned the seemingly endless war in Iraq that was championed by the Republicans’ neoconservative wing. Trump had been married three times, with a history of bragging about his extramarital sexual exploits, which would seem to have been a surefire turnoff for the party’s substantial evangelical religious wing.

			Yet none of that background disqualified Donald Trump in 2016. Much of it, it turned out, made him attractive. He was a disrupter at a time when many in a significantly changed Republican Party wanted precisely that: disruption.

			
			Cruz and Trump fought hard, even bitterly, to the end of that 2016 primary season. Trump called Cruz “Lyin’ Ted,” mocked the appearance of his wife, and, bizarrely, seemed to advance a theory that Cruz’s father had something to do with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Cruz, in turn, called Trump “a sniveling coward” and a “pathological liar.” Cruz won eight million Republican votes and even harbored some hopes right up until the party’s nominating convention that delegates would have second thoughts and bolt from Trump—something, as it happened, Trump’s campaign managers also worried was possible. But Trump’s strength was simply too much to overcome. He had won primaries and caucuses in thirty-six states and commanded news coverage throughout the primary season. By the time convention week opened in Cleveland, it was over.

			It was a bitter pill to swallow, not just for Cruz but for many other conservatives. It was as if an alien virus had invaded and taken over the body that conservatives had controlled for decades.

			As the candidate who had come closest to winning the nomination before it fell to Trump, Cruz was entitled to a nationally televised prime-time speech at the convention. Anticipation was high as the speech approached. How would Cruz handle the moment? What would he say about Trump, who had been formally nominated the night before?

			Against that backdrop, Cruz strode to the podium and began to speak. It began normally enough. The Texan was warmly welcomed by the crowd, and it seemed the moment might be one of unity. He talked about freedom and liberty and America’s promise to the world.

			But as the speech rolled forward, people noticed something: He mentioned Trump’s name only once, early in his remarks. When it became clear that Cruz didn’t intend to endorse Trump, the noise from Trump supporters began to swell. As it happens, I was on the floor of the convention at that moment, standing between the New York delegation, a hotbed of loud Trump supporters, and Cruz, high above on the podium. It was like straddling two worlds. “Say his name!” the Trump delegates shouted. Others yelled, “We want Trump!” and “Goldman Sachs!”—a reference to the investment bank where Cruz’s wife works, a favorite target for scorn from the populist troops in Trump’s army.

			
			Then, in a remarkable moment, Cruz seemed to implicitly suggest that conservatives not vote for the nominee of his Republican Party: “If you love our country, and love your children as much as I know that you do, stand and speak and vote your conscience, vote for candidates up and down the ticket who you trust to defend our freedom and to be faithful to the Constitution.”

			Boos rained down from Trump supporters in the crowd. The noise was so loud that at one point Cruz had to stop speaking for almost a full minute. At that point, there was more raw emotion—tension, anger, anxiety—than I’d ever experienced at any of the dozen or so conventions I’ve attended.

			As it turned out, the reaction was neither spontaneous nor accidental. Cruz had given a copy of his speech to Trump team members several hours ahead of time. They were pretty sure they knew what he would say—and what he wouldn’t say. Trump aides had pressured Cruz until the moment he walked onstage to add a line endorsing Trump, but he wouldn’t commit to do so. So the Trump team had their lieutenants in the state delegations—whips, in the political vernacular—organize an effort to shout down Cruz as he spoke. “What I did not anticipate is that the Trump campaign had whips on the floor of the convention,” Cruz recalls. “And they made a political decision to whip the delegates into booing. For a candidate who was looking to unify the party and win a general election a few months later, that was a surprising decision for their campaign to make.”

			Trump was watching this from out of sight, in a back room at the convention hall. Lewandowski, a brusque New Hampshire political operative with crew-cut hair and piercing eyes, had recently been deposed as Trump’s campaign manager, but that night he was sitting with the Trump family. The nominee-to-be, he recalls, “grew more and more agitated as Cruz went on and on.” There was still some hope that Cruz might ad-lib an endorsement. But when it became clear that wasn’t happening, Trump chose to upstage Cruz by walking out into the arena. “It was not planned,” Lewandowski says. “But as Ted continued to speak, it became more and more apparent that he was going to come out and make an appearance.”

			
			As the noise on the floor grew, Trump emerged into the seating area directly across the auditorium from Cruz and, before walking to his seat, flashed a thumbs-up at his supporters, which served to egg them on. Word of Trump’s arrival flashed through the crowd. Heads that had been watching Cruz swiveled to see Trump.

			At that moment, the conservative movement and the Republican Party, which together had been the most powerful force in American politics for the preceding forty years, essentially parted company. The party of Reagan had become the party of Trump.

			The story of how this happened is the most important political story of the new millennium. The primary lesson that emerges from a look back over the four decades of this evolution is as simple as it is profound: None of us should have been surprised by the rise of Donald Trump. The signs were there for years. The populist presidential campaigns of Pat Buchanan and Ross Perot; the anti-establishment, anti-intellectual vice presidential campaign of Sarah Palin; the Tea Party revolt; and, above all, the rancorous debates over immigration reform were just the most obvious of indicators. Most of us either didn’t take them seriously enough or had other explanations. The arc of this change also happens to track with my own journalism career. I arrived in Washington in early 1980, just as Reagan was seeking the presidency, and, save for a stint in the Middle East, have been chronicling this narrative ever since. As a result, I was lucky enough to see much of the history chronicled here firsthand, and to record it in the pages and on the website of The Wall Street Journal. In short, I had a pretty good seat for a very good show, and have woven in my own reporting and observations along the way in the telling.

			
			It is a tale filled with fascinating characters, many of whom I have come to know, as well as strange twists and more than its fair share of drama. Still to be answered, though, is the core underlying question: Is this turn toward nationalism and populism permanent, or a passing fad?

		

	
		
		
			
			Introduction to the Paperback Edition

			Just after 2 p.m. on January 6, 2021, a mob of Donald Trump supporters pushed through police lines at the Capitol Building, shattered windows, rammed open doors, and broke into the Senate chamber in an attempt to stop certification of the election of a new president, Joe Biden. Thus a movement that began when Trump rode down an escalator in the elegant setting of Trump Tower, on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, to announce his presidential candidacy was forever linked to a band of raging supporters, some in full body armor and one wearing a CAMP AUSCHWITZ sweatshirt, trying to hunt down Trump’s own vice president and the Speaker of the House.

			Trump was impeached by the House of Representatives as a result of that ugly day, making him the only president in American history to be impeached twice. He was later acquitted in a Senate trial, but not before seven Republican senators had voted to convict him. The party’s Senate leader, Mitch McConnell, while voting to acquit, nonetheless delivered a withering speech accusing Trump of “a disgraceful dereliction of duty” for having egged on the mob with “wild myths” that he had won the 2020 election vote before a hidden campaign of “massive fraud” took it away.

			By then, President Trump had officially become former President Trump, flying off into exile at his golf resort in Florida as President Biden took office. That left the Republican Party he had taken over, and the conservative movement he had upended, to ponder whether his populist and nationalist message would continue to dominate the party and supplant its more traditional policies and principles.

			
			The full answer will unfold over time, but the bottom line seems clear: Trumpism is likely to live on, even if Trump himself fades from the scene.

			To understand that conclusion, one must grasp both where Trumpism came from in the first place and where it went wrong. As this book seeks to explain, the Trump movement didn’t spring out of nowhere overnight. Rather, it was the culmination of forces that had been building over years, within the conservative movement and the Republican Party but also across the land more generally. Pat Buchanan, Ross Perot, Sarah Palin, the Tea Party, even Senator Bernie Sanders and Occupy Wall Street on the left—all were harbingers of Donald Trump, and signs of a populist movement building. Donald Trump himself may not have been inevitable, but somebody like him probably was. Having built up over a long period, those forces won’t simply dissipate.

			The roots of this movement are both economic and cultural. Across three decades, trade agreements left many Americans believing that a globalized economy was taking away their manufacturing jobs and hollowing out their cities, to the benefit of financial elites and the detriment of most everybody else. The 2008 financial crisis further stoked the fears and anger; regular folks lost their homes as investment banks got Washington rescue packages. In the views of people who would become Trump supporters, elites were benefiting while ordinary Americans were drowning.

			They weren’t entirely wrong. Income inequality—the gap between those at the top of the income and wealth scales and everyone else—began expanding in the 1980s and just kept growing. Worse, the financial elites didn’t merely benefit but also seemed contemptuous of the values and culture of those beneath them on the income scale.

			Or at least that’s the way a lot of people saw things. Meantime, a wave of undocumented workers fed fears that sinister foreign forces also were undermining their lives and their country. The truth is that new technology on the factory floor and elsewhere in the workplace probably had more to do with undercutting traditional jobs than did either illegal immigrants or cheap Chinese labor, but fear of the “other” was natural, and easier to embrace.

			
			Donald Trump didn’t create all these insecurities, but he gave angry voice to them.

			So if Trumpism was in many respects legitimate and broadly based in its root causes, how did it turn so ugly in its execution? In the aftermath of the January 6 violence, I grappled with that question in a piece for The Wall Street Journal. I started by talking with Chris Christie, the former governor of New Jersey, who ran against Trump in the 2016 presidential primaries. He had sounded some of the same populist notes but found he was drowned out by the sheer power of the Trump megaphone. Christie’s analysis was simple and direct: “One of the big concerns I’ve had all the way through the Trump presidency—and I’ve spoken to him about this directly—is that his behavior has obscured his message and his accomplishments. And worse than obscuring them, as time went on it was discrediting them.”

			More broadly, I wrote:

			
				In short, the problem has been the inability—or perhaps failure—of the GOP to separate Trumpism from Trump. In the view of John Kasich, a former governor of Ohio who also ran in 2016, the party chose in Mr. Trump “negative populism,” which sought scapegoats and defined itself by what it was against, rather than a “positive populism” defined by what it was for.

				Ultimately, a movement born of many Americans’ legitimate concerns about the effects of economic globalization and feelings of alienation from the nation’s political, cultural and financial elite was overwhelmed by Mr. Trump’s need to find enemies and grievances—and the bond he chose to build with those on the outer edges of society who shared that tendency.

			

			
			Trump made Trumpism about him, personally, and he also invited some of the darker, racist strands of the country to join him in doing so. Those uglier elements latched on—hard—and embraced Trump all the harder after a summer of racial reckoning and the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement. They came to the Capitol angry and dangerous on January 6, 2021.

			Yet for those who despise Trump, the uncomfortable fact is that, with all his flaws on full display, some 74 million Americans voted to give him a second term—far and away the highest number of votes any incumbent seeking reelection has ever received. Many of them are people simply troubled by the path of the country and afraid of the leftward tilt in the Democratic Party. For some, anti-police rhetoric and cancel culture have left them feeling ever more strongly that they are losing a grip on their country, and Trump represented a counter to those feelings.

			Only the fact that more than 81 million voters chose, after a year of lockdowns and unemployment, to vote for Joe Biden prevented Trump from winning reelection—and in the handful of key swing states, the difference was far narrower than those national vote totals suggest. Had Trump handled the pandemic better, there is reason to believe he would have won four more years.

			Leaving aside Trump’s false claims that the election somehow was stolen from him, the outcome suggests there is some enduring power to his message. Part of that power is, as Kasich suggests, largely negative: Trump bashes liberals and Democrats more and harder than anyone else, and his supporters love him for it. In an era when people define their political choices more by who they are against than who they are for, that is enough for many of his supporters.

			But there also is more substantive power to his America-first arguments—and those arguments actually could survive more easily if they were detached from him personally. In fact, one of the causes of the anger and resentment he stoked in working-class America, the rise of income inequality, actually grew worse during the pandemic. In February 2021, Jerome Powell, the chairman of the Federal Reserve, looked back over almost a year’s economic damage from the coronavirus and noted how those at the top had weathered the storm better than those at the bottom: “Aggregate employment has declined 6.5 percent since last February,” he said, “but the decline in employment for workers in the top quartile of the wage distribution has been only 4 percent, while the decline for the bottom quartile has been a staggering 17 percent.”

			
			White-collar workers with good computers and fast internet connections shifted to an online work environment, while restaurant servers, store clerks, and hotel cleaning staff lost jobs and struggled to stay afloat. On top of that, huge doses of government stimulus funds designed to keep the economy humming helped the stock market to rise 7 percent in 2020. If you had a good job and an investment account, you might have ended a horrible pandemic year better off. Meanwhile, if all those angry populists thought the world was treating them unfairly before, they had new reasons to think so.

			So the root causes of Trumpism live on. This presents challenges for both parties, and for the conservative movement specifically.

			Republicans seem to have three possible paths. The first is to acknowledge Trump as the de facto leader of their party and ride the waves he creates. Politically, the advantage of staying with Trump is that he excites his base as no other Republican can. At the same time, the risk in staying with him is that he can continue to drive away traditional moderate Republicans and the business community, as he did in the 2020 election—to say nothing of turning out the Democrats’ own base.

			The second option is to try to dismiss Trump personally and politically and return to a more traditional conservative message, with different messengers in the lead. Yet there is no obvious standard-bearer in that category. Traditional conservatives such as Senator Ted Cruz of Texas, once his leading adversary, have drifted toward Trump personally and toward his populism.

			
			The third option is to separate the party from him while trying to co-opt some of his message and keep his voters. The young conservative thinkers discussed in this book continue to work at that task, trying to find ways to adjust conservative economic philosophy to more directly address the concerns of the working-class voters Trump attracted, though this time with a more positive message. That means, among other things, stepping away from pure free-market economics and embracing a more active government role to help families and industrial America. That approach, though, sidesteps the extent to which Trump’s appeal is based in cultural rather than economic grievances.

			In any case, moving away from Trump surely would be a painful process, because his supporters have no problem going after Republicans they consider disloyal to their leader. They have more attachment to Trump—almost a cultlike attachment in some cases—than to the Republican Party or its conservative message. That was aptly illustrated when Nick Fuentes, a young pro-Trump commentator, addressed a crowd of Trump supporters in the aftermath of the 2020 election and shouted through a bullhorn that unless Republicans did everything possible to keep Trump in power, “we are going to destroy the GOP.” That set off a chant from the crowd: “Destroy the GOP! Destroy the GOP!” Similarly, when Senator Pat Toomey voted to convict Trump in the Senate trial over his role in inspiring the January 6 mob violence, a Republican Party official back in his home state of Pennsylvania told a television interviewer why the party should censure Toomey for his action: “We did not send him there to vote his conscience. We did not send him there to ‘do the right thing’ or whatever he said he was doing.” More than any other political leader on the scene, Donald Trump has the power to start a third party if he doesn’t like the way he’s being treated by Republicans.

			The Trump conundrum among Republicans and conservatives represents an opening for Democrats. They are the traditional party of the working-class man and woman, and Joe Biden, now the president and Democratic Party leader, has spent his career as the prototypical spokesman for middle-class and blue-collar Americans. If Democrats prove to be the party that can help Middle America survive the pandemic and recover from its economic travails, those actions could speak louder than any words from either party. Yet can today’s version of the Democratic Party, centered on urban elites and millennials, really win back working-class voters in Middle America?

			
			One of the wonders of the American political system is that parties and movements are always evolving. They change form as they adjust to shifting sentiments. Sometimes those adjustments are smooth, and sometimes, as currently, they are rough. Sometimes the adjustments come quickly, sometimes not. It took four decades for Republicans, the party of conservatives, to evolve from Ronald Reagan to Donald Trump. The only thing that seems clear now is that the party can’t simply go back.

			Gerald F. Seib, Chevy Chase, Maryland, February 2021

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			★ ★ ★

			The Rise of the Reagan Revolution

			Sunday, July 15, 1979, was a typically muggy summer day in Washington. The oppressive humidity merely added to the feeling that a hostile world was pressing in on the beleaguered capital, and the beleaguered Democratic president, Jimmy Carter.

			Newspaper headlines of the weekend spoke of gas shortages, soaring inflation, global chaos spreading across the land. The Wall Street Journal’s front page summarized the feeling on the Friday heading into that weekend with a long, gloomy story headlined “Public Turns Moody, Cuts Buying in Wake of Inflation, Gas Woes.”

			There was little doubt who was on the spot because of all this bleak news: Carter. Halfway through his third year as president, his job approval in the Gallup poll had dropped from 75 percent early in his first year to 28 percent—the lowest of his presidency, and just four points above the approval rating Richard Nixon scored before he resigned amid the Watergate scandal.

			The president himself was, if anything, adding to that sense of doom and gloom. Carter was an unusual political figure in almost every way—a kind of natural outsider who made the dramatic leap from peanut farmer to president in a relatively short time, and without making a lot of close friends along the way. He was a devout man who taught Sunday school, and whose moralistic style some saw as a sign of his inherent decency. Others viewed it as the mark of a sanctimonious attitude. Over the previous week and a half, Carter had done something nobody in Washington had ever seen before: He canceled a widely anticipated televised speech, fled the capital, and retreated to the presidential Camp David getaway to mull over the state of affairs.

			
			He asked dozens of prominent Americans to join him there to ponder how the country should proceed. Members of Congress were summoned, as were governors and religious and labor leaders. Walter Cronkite was there, as was Bill Clinton, the young governor of Arkansas. It went on for ten days. Carter soaked in advice and opinions and took notes with a blue felt-tip pen. The original, ostensible point of the retreat was to figure out how to deal with an international energy crisis. But soon the quest became something much bigger: how to get the country out of its funk.

			When the visitors had left, Carter sat down with his vice president, Walter Mondale, and a few staff members and speechwriters and began hashing out a different kind of nationally televised address to the nation.

			Finally, on the night of July 15, Carter sat at his desk in the White House and delivered one of the most remarkable speeches ever presented by an American president. It became known, universally, as the “Malaise Speech.” In fact, Carter never uttered the word “malaise,” but that term aptly captured how both the country and its president seemed to view their predicament in mid-1979.

			“I want to talk to you right now about a fundamental threat to American democracy,” Carter told the nation. “The threat is nearly invisible in ordinary ways. It is a crisis of confidence. It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart and spirit of our national will.”

			This loss of confidence, he declared, “is threatening to destroy the social and the political fabric of America.” Then, in a striking reversal from normal presidential rhetoric, Carter seemed to point the finger of blame not at his domestic opponents, or at bad luck, or at himself. Instead he pointed the finger of blame directly at American citizens—his countrymen—who were listening:

			
			“In a nation that was proud of hard work, strong families, close-knit communities, and our faith in God, too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption. Human identity is no longer defined by what one does, but by what one owns.” The nation, he said, had never fully recovered from the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and John and Robert Kennedy, or from the Vietnam War, or from Watergate, much less from the more recent shocks of hyperinflation and fuel shortages. “We are at a turning point in our history,” he told the nation.

			Nobody had ever heard a presidential address like it. In the end, Carter seemed to confirm for citizens that they were in a year that was shaking their world—and their confidence—to the core.

			More than that, the troubled summer of 1979 marked the end of a long period of liberal dominance, as embodied by the modern Democratic Party. The story of public life in America is, in many ways, the story of the ebb and flow of great ideological movements. At the end of the nineteenth century, the Second Industrial Revolution spawned the era of progressivism, personified by Teddy Roosevelt. That phase was brought to an end by Herbert Hoover and the Great Depression. The Depression, followed by World War II, gave rise, in turn, to Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal liberalism and the era of big government.

			For half a century, Roosevelt’s brand of liberalism was the dominant force in American politics. Liberals believe in the power of government to do good; starting with Roosevelt, they had put that belief into action. Just one small example: Virtually every town in America still carries monuments to the New Deal’s belief in public works—parks, libraries, bandstands, museums. Go online to a site called livingnewdeal.org and you can see a map of America covered coast to coast with measles-like dots. Each dot represents a Roosevelt-era project still in use today.

			Liberals were responsible for the two most important and beloved government programs in history, Social Security and Medicare. Under President Lyndon Johnson and his Great Society programs, liberals expanded the social safety net. They desegregated the military and championed the greatest civil rights advances since the end of slavery. They enacted minimum-wage laws, made workplaces safer, and allowed unions to grow in power.

			
			But by the late 1970s, liberalism had become creaky. Inflation was running wild, and unemployment was soaring. High tax rates appeared to be sapping the American economy of its vitality. The American auto industry, the very symbol of American manufacturing prowess, had lost its international edge, saddled as it was by high labor costs and even higher bills for generous retirement benefits promised to two generations of workers.

			The welfare programs that had saved so many Americans became the object of caricature on the right. Big cities, the epicenter of liberal politics, were a mess. Over-regulation had hobbled the American oil industry and left the nation dependent on foreign energy. As if to prove liberalism’s identity crisis, Democrats, the party that believed in the virtues of government regulation, had, in Carter, a president who tried to pivot to a new strategy of deregulation.

			Abroad, to show that they weren’t soft on Communism, liberals bent over backward to show they were tough, an impulse that led Lyndon Johnson to lock the country into a bloody conflict in Vietnam. The failure there appeared to diminish international fear of American might. The gas lines that snaked around American towns and cities by the late 1970s seemed a metaphor: To many Americans, it felt as though liberalism had, like the cars in everyone’s driveways, run out of gas.

			Certainly, the events that followed Carter’s speech drove home that impression of an America adrift in a world it no longer controlled. Three days later, the Sandinistas swept into power in Nicaragua. That fall, Islamic radicals launched a siege at Mecca, in Saudi Arabia. On November 4, students seized the American embassy in Tehran. And on December 24, the Soviet army invaded Afghanistan, setting off a chain of events that ultimately would lead to the demise of the entire Soviet system.

			At home, meanwhile, the economy headed into dangerous, uncharted waters that signaled, among other things, the decline of the post–World War II American dominance of global economic affairs. Inflation ran at an astonishing 10.4 percent for the year. Home mortgage rates soared well above 10 percent. Global oil producers had discovered that they truly had the United States over a barrel, and the result was soaring gasoline prices and shortages.

			
			The year’s events marked the transition of the American economy from one driven by cheap oil and heavy manufacturing into one that would come to be dominated by technology and services. U.S. manufacturing employment hit its historic peak in 1979, then began a long decline. Union membership did the same. Real hourly wages of Americans hit a peak and began a slide that continued for three decades.

			In sum, powerful forces of change that had been bubbling just below the surface for years, gathering heat and power, burst to the surface in the latter half of 1979. It’s hard to overstate now just how disconcerting all this was. America was supposed to control the world; now it was being pushed around. America was supposed to make the best cars, but the cars Detroit was producing were ugly and unreliable and were now being surpassed in quality by, of all things, Japanese cars. The indignities came in forms large and small. At a little restaurant in my hometown of Hays, Kansas, inflation was pushing up costs so fast that the owner decided to order menus with no prices printed on them; instead he would simply write the prices in erasable ink, to make it easier to raise them in the weeks and months ahead.

			Events this psychologically disorienting are bound to have profound political consequences. In this case, there were two big impacts. The first affected Jimmy Carter personally. Many Americans concluded he was a good man but simply in over his head. His problems were so abundant that people actually speculated whether the presidency had become too big for any one person and should be split into two, with one president for foreign affairs and another for domestic affairs.

			The other, broader impact had to do with how Americans viewed the entire political system. They began to seriously question the continued viability of the liberal compact that had prevailed since the Great Depression. In retrospect, it took Jimmy Carter’s failures to set the stage for Ronald Reagan’s success.

			
			On the day Carter delivered his Malaise Speech, Reagan was living in California, four years removed from his last official political position as governor of California and busying himself doing regular radio commentaries and writing a newspaper column. He remained a household name in America—and was at least the titular leader of the conservative movement.

			Reagan’s journey to this point in life was, as he well understood, the stuff of American myth. Before World War II, he had made the unlikely journey from mediocre student to Iowa sportscaster to Hollywood film star. In perhaps his most famous role, he played Notre Dame football star George Gipp, picking up along the way a dip-of-the-head mannerism when speaking that he later said was a boon to him as a political speaker. That role also earned him the nickname that would follow him through his political career, “the Gipper,” sometimes used fondly, sometimes mockingly.

			As his film career began to fade, he moved on to television and then to corporate hucksterism, serving as a kind of national spokesman for General Electric Co. The GE role came as Reagan’s political views were evolving, and his corporate job pushed that evolution along. Though he once was a fan of Franklin Roosevelt’s Democrats, he traveled the country preaching the virtues of free enterprise and minimal government interference in economic affairs. That was the GE gospel, but it also reflected the way Reagan’s encounters with Communist sympathizers in Hollywood had soured him on the politics of the left. He committed his best thoughts, lines, and stories to a growing stack of index cards that provided the material for his speeches; an assortment of those cards, all covered in Reagan’s tight handwriting, is on display at the Reagan Presidential Library, in California. They fleshed out his worldview, one skeptical of government intervention in the private economy.

			Reagan was, as one would expect, given his Hollywood background, a handsome man with an easy and approachable style. He brought to the political stage, as he had to the silver screen, a shock of dark brown hair, perpetually ruddy cheeks, an easy grin, and a kind of glint in his eye. He usually seemed easygoing, though he also could set his chin and harden his gaze when seeking to add some gravity to a point. All those characteristics helped him develop a bit of a national following on the right in the early 1960s. That following exploded in size when, in 1964, on the eve of the presidential election, he delivered a rousing nationally televised speech on behalf of Senator Barry Goldwater, the Republican presidential nominee and an outspoken conservative. The Reagan speech was entitled “A Time for Choosing.” But it came to be known as simply “The Speech.” In it, Reagan explained why he had switched from Democrat to Republican and, beyond that, delivered the purest distillation of the emerging conservative creed.

			
			He decried the nation’s tax burden, Washington’s deficit spending, the mounting federal debt, and the size of the government. Though the budget deficit was minuscule by today’s standards, and economic growth was humming along at more than 5 percent annually, it was true that federal spending was creeping upward. Government growth, Reagan declared, would sap away individual freedom in service of a ballooning central government run by elitists in Washington: “This is the issue of this election: whether we believe in our capacity for self-government or whether we abandon the American Revolution and confess that a little intellectual elite in a far-distant capital can plan our lives for us better than we can plan them ourselves.” He closed with a rousing passage extolling America as both land of the free and beacon for the world, in words with which he would forever be identified: “You and I 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.”

			The speech was an instant success, though not nearly enough to save Goldwater, who lost to President Lyndon Johnson in a landslide of historic proportions.

			
			In retrospect, it’s clear that Goldwater was both ahead of his time and the wrong man to turn the country to the right. The successes of liberal governance were too abundant and widely appreciated in 1964. The American economy still dominated the globe; the American middle class was growing. Unions had helped blue-collar workers make spectacular gains; they could send their kids to college, enjoy luxuries in life that eluded their parents, and look forward to a secure retirement, thanks to Social Security and, soon, Medicare. The assassination of President John Kennedy just a year earlier had helped make the Democratic president a revered figure and served to rally many American voters to the side of his successor, Johnson.

			The threat to liberty from creeping government intrusion, about which Goldwater was so alarmed, seemed too distant and esoteric to too many Americans. Besides, Goldwater himself was a bit scary. He talked as if he was prepared to consider nuclear war with the Soviet Union if that was what it would take to rid the planet of the Communist threat. His words could sound extreme, an assessment Goldwater seemed to confirm when he declared that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.”

			It was decidedly not yet time for a conservative revolution.

			Still, the fame Reagan himself earned in 1964 convinced him to run for governor of California two years later. He won, and did so again in 1970. From there, Reagan ran for president, and hard, in 1976, daring to challenge the incumbent president from his own party, Gerald Ford. Ford, mild-mannered and a great believer in the virtues of bipartisan compromise, was the very embodiment of his party’s moderate faction. Reagan was the conservative rabble-rouser. But, it should never be forgotten, he was also an entertainer. He knew how to strike the chords that would move an audience, and he listened carefully for for the opportunity to hit those chords. David Keene, then a young political operative who ran the Reagan operation in the South in that campaign, recalls that Reagan was still in the habit of talking off note cards, which he would shuffle around between stops, testing which lines worked best with which audience.

			
			Almost by accident, he found an issue that excited the conservative Republican base. At a speech in Sun City, Florida, Reagan threw in a line he’d used before, without great effect, objecting to the Ford administration’s efforts to negotiate a treaty turning control of the Panama Canal over to the country of Panama. He declared, “We bought it, we paid for it, it’s ours, and we’re going to keep it.” At that, Keene says, “the roof blew off the place.” So Reagan used the line again at the next stop, and the next stop, to the same reaction, and he kept hammering the issue for the remainder of the campaign.

			Reagan made it a close race—close enough that the outcome of the nomination fight wasn’t clear until delegates cast their ballots at the party’s convention in Kansas City, nominating President Ford as the Republican standard-bearer. As the Reagan challenge wound down, Ford called Reagan to the convention’s podium and invited him to speak.

			Reagan seemed to address the crowd extemporaneously, though in fact he gave a truncated version of the acceptance speech he had prepared, just in case. He called on Republicans and disillusioned Democrats alike to band together to end “the erosion of freedom that has taken place under Democrat rule in this country, the invasion of private rights, the controls and restrictions on the vitality of the great free economy that we enjoy. These are our challenges that we must meet.” It was a virtuoso performance; the crowd roared in response to Reagan’s defense of conservative principles. Ford, the nominee, seemed stiff and boring by comparison.

			By 1979 Reagan was preparing to run again, against Jimmy Carter, who had narrowly beaten Ford in the general election. But his path to the nomination was hardly assured. He had come close in 1976, but he also had been portrayed as a conservative extremist by moderates in his own party. “It was easy to paint him into a right-wing corner, which was the whole point of the Ford ’76 campaign,” recalls Charlie Black, then a top Reagan political aide. “In that campaign we did some pretty conservative things, [speaking] against the Panama Canal treaties and attacking Henry Kissinger and all those kinds of things.” So, Black says, after the 1976 campaign Reagan ended up being seen in many quarters as an extremist: “He didn’t have support or a lot of friends in the Northeast, in the Midwest, [but he] had a lot of grassroots conservative support.”

			
			While Reagan should have been the natural Republican front-runner at the outset of the 1980 campaign, he had problems. Tom Roeser, a former Nixon aide who subsequently worked for Quaker Oats in Chicago, got a call early in the campaign season from John Sears, Reagan’s campaign guru, saying Reagan was going to be visiting Chicago and asking Roeser to put together a group
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