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Morning in America


Introduction

Ronald Reagan’s Defining Vision for the 1980s—and America

There are no easy answers, but there are simple answers.
We must have the courage to do what we know is morally right.
RONALD REAGAN, “THE SPEECH,” 1964

Your first point, however, about making them love you, not just believe you, believe me—I agree with that.
RONALD REAGAN, OCTOBER 16, 1979

One day in 1924, a thirteen-year-old boy joined his parents and older brother for a leisurely Sunday drive roaming the lush Illinois countryside. Trying on eyeglasses his mother had misplaced in the backseat, he discovered that he had lived life thus far in a “haze” filled with “colored blobs that became distinct” when he approached them. Recalling the “miracle” of corrected vision, he would write: “I suddenly saw a glorious, sharply outlined world jump into focus and shouted with delight.”

Six decades later, as president of the United States of America, that extremely nearsighted boy had become a contact lens–wearing, famously farsighted leader. On June 12, 1987, standing 4,476 miles away from his boyhood hometown of Dixon, Illinois, speaking to the world from the Berlin Wall’s Brandenburg Gate, Ronald Wilson Reagan embraced the “one great and inescapable conclusion” that seemed to emerge after forty years of Communist domination of Eastern Europe. “Freedom leads to prosperity,” Reagan declared in his signature dulcet tones that made fans swoon and critics cringe. “Freedom replaces the ancient hatreds among the nations with comity and peace. Freedom is the victor.” Offering what sounded then like a pie-in-the-sky challenge or a pie-in-the-sky prayer, President Reagan proclaimed: “General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization: Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”

Another seventeen years later, on June 11, 2004, Ronald Reagan’s funeral climaxed a week of Lincolnesque commemorations. Contradicting its own editorial line, the New York Times front page hailed Reagan for “project[ing] the optimism of [Franklin D.] Roosevelt, the faith in small-town America of Dwight D. Eisenhower and the vigor of John F. Kennedy.” The 2004 Democratic nominee, Senator John Kerry, gushed: “He was our oldest president … but he made America young again.” The Massachusetts Turnpike, a central artery carrying hundreds of thousands of opponents now often caricatured, eighties’-style, as Chardonnay-sipping, NPR-listening, New York Times–reading, Reagan-hating yuppie liberals, flashed an electronic sign saying: GOD SPEED PRESIDENT REAGAN. The respect and affection millions expressed, be it in silence, tears, or wistful reminiscences, constituted Ronald Reagan’s final gift to the American people. “He brought us all together for one last time, wherever we were,” Reagan’s speechwriter extraordinaire Peggy Noonan wrote.

In the 1980s Ronald Reagan offered his fellow Americans a perspective, a set of glasses that helped their “glorious sharply outlined world jump into focus.” For some, it was a “miracle” that would see America revive, the Soviet Union falter, and the once seemingly unassailable Berlin Wall fall. For others, Reagan’s vision represented a national myopia that was immoral, adolescent, and dangerous. But then as now, whether they “shouted in delight” or muttered in frustration, few could deny Reagan’s significance—or the importance of the decade he dominated, as his funeral confirmed.

Reagan’s vision represented his keystone contribution to the 1980s, a decade of boom times and boom-time values. Perhaps the biggest consumer revolt of the period came in 1985, when the Coca-Cola company unveiled “New Coke,” a sweeter, tangier, more Pepsilike version of America’s national beverage. Reporters played the grassroots backlash as a modern American Revolution, defending “baseball, hamburgers, Coke,” although some critics simply grumbled that New Coke did not mix well with their rum. When Coca-Cola retreated, Senator David Pryor, an Arkansas Democrat, called old Coke’s resurrection “a very meaningful moment in the history of America. It shows that some national institutions cannot be changed.” This “rebellion” was a quintessential 1980s’ story: in the disproportionate reaction to a minor, symbolic problem; in the application of 1960s’ grassroots tactics to a decadent, consumer culture issue; in the anger of “Reagan country” mobilized against change; in the sweet strains of nostalgia and patriotism mingling with self-indulgence; in the gap between the simple media story line and the messier realities.

The centrality of a soft drink to the identity of both New Coke and Classic Coke advocates reflected America’s epidemic consumerism. New technologies, ideologies, and bureaucracies, along with revolutions in economics, marketing, advertising, and conceptions of leisure, had transformed the cautious American customer, once wary of chain stores, into the 1980s’ sale-searching, trend-spotting, franchise-hopping shopper. Spurred by Reagan’s gospel of progress and prosperity, Americans happily indulged themselves. “God wants you to succeed,” Reverend Robert Schuller preached from his “shopping center for God,” the $19.5 million Crystal Cathedral seating three thousand.

Shopping became the great American religion, with advertising jingles uniting Americans through a common liturgy. Loudmouths in stadiums would shout “Tastes great,” echoing a popular Budweiser commercial for light, spelled lite, beer. The Pavlovian crowd would respond: “Less filling!”—round after round after round. Malls sprouted like mushrooms across the landscape, creating huge, homogenized, artificial environments, killing off main streets and helping franchises gobble up individual entrepreneurs. And Americans became more obsessed than ever with having the latest, the hottest, the best—an obsession exemplified by the craze for cherubic-faced Cabbage Patch dolls, the must-get gift of Christmas 1983 that arrived with a birth certificate and hospital papers.

Reagan’s rhetoric made this prosperity patriotic—and transcendent. To the millions who happily began to view the world from his perspective, Reagan’s “vision thing” was more than a perception game or an exercise in image-making. A surprisingly nimble politician, Ronald Reagan understood the alchemy of leadership, especially in the modern world. More than anything else, and transcending all the president’s half-steps and hypocrisies, missteps and muddles, Reagan’s all-American outlook defined his times. Reaganism was liberty-laden but moralistic, consumer-oriented but idealistic, nationalist but individualistic, and consistently optimistic. Cataloguing Reagan’s attributes is not enough; they must be seen in action and understood in context. Reagan’s vision, this gift, demands that the two stories be told together, chronicling Ronald Reagan and America in the 1980s, the decade he dominated and helped define.

In Search of Reagan: The Greatest President Since FDR?

Nearly a quarter of a century after Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, Americans still have trouble discussing Reagan intelligently, objectively, reasonably. He seems easier to lionize, or demonize, than analyze. Reagan’s near-canonization in June 2004 celebrated a Churchillian leader, an extraordinary character who saved America, shrinking government, restoring pride, triggering prosperity, and winning the cold war. Nevertheless, most academics and liberals charge that “Mr. Magoo,” this “amiable dunce,” ruined America, unleashing the evil genie of mass selfishness, while shredding the social safety nets Democratic presidents from Franklin Roosevelt through Lyndon Johnson had so carefully woven. Even as hundreds of millions worldwide heard Baroness Margaret Thatcher toast a “great president, a great American, and a great man, who, as former Canadian Prime Minister Brian Mulroney said, enters history “with certainty and panache,” even while hundreds of thousands clogged the freeways of Los Angeles and the streets of Washington to salute the flag-draped coffin, others condemned Ronald Reagan’s insensitivity to blacks, gays, women, and the poor. Contradicting its obituary, the New York Times editorial page condemned Reagan’s—and his successors’ “simplicity, which expresses itself in semi-detached leadership and a black-and-white view of the world.”

Like him or hate him, the funeral coverage confirmed that Ronald Reagan was the greatest American president since Franklin D. Roosevelt—using the Time man-of-the-year standard of “the person who most affected the news and our lives, for good or for ill.” Reagan’s combination of visionary rigidity and tactical fluidity reinvigorated the presidency. His Hollywood-slick, small-town faith in America as a shining “city upon a hill” restored many Americans’ confidence in themselves and their country. Gradually, remarkably, despite being underestimated, Reagan helped shift the terms of the debate in America. As the political scientist Aaron Wildavsky would note after Reagan’s successful 1984 reelection bid against Walter Mondale: “If Mondale was so smart, and Reagan so dumb, why did the Democrats campaign on Republican issues?” Nostalgia for Reagan’s courtliness and firmness elevated the fortieth president’s standing in polls assessing chief executives. Even the great liberal historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., recently ranked Reagan with Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, and Theodore Roosevelt as “forceful and persuasive presidents” who “impose[d] their own priorities on the country,” despite “the absence of first-order crisis.”

Not only were Reagan’s prosperity-filled, budget-busting, government-bashing, nation-building, image-making, morale-boosting, flag-waving, cold war–ending eight years defining, but Reagan and Reaganism still influence the White House, Washington, the United States, and the world. Reagan’s first Democratic successor, Bill Clinton, ran for reelection in 1996 with the Reaganesque boast that “the era of big government is over,” while the issue of cutting taxes was the central domestic motif for the two Bushes, who followed Reagan. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Americans enjoyed what we should call the Ronald Reagan–Bill Clinton presidential boom, the Paul Volcker–Alan Greenspan Federal Reserve boom, or the high tech–information age–sixties kids-reach-their-earning-potential–baby boom boom. And we are well into the second decade of Germany’s peaceful reunification—part of a worldwide post-Communist democratic and capitalist revolution—remembering that it was Reagan who challenged Gorbachev to “tear down” that wall.

All over, signs abound that, for better or worse, we live in a Reaganized America. We see it in America’s emergence as the world’s only superpower, and in the capitalist resurgence in the United States and abroad. We see it in how Reagan’s Sun Belt conservatism continues to shine—or cast a shadow—in the courts, the Congress, and state capitals. We see it in the continuing cultural conversation about our values and souls. We see it in the blurring of popular and political culture, as prime-time television shows model themselves on White House life and create a fictional president more popular than the actual incumbent, as stars queue up for political runs to join California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger in politics, and as presidents and their wives play the fame game like Hollywood celebrities. We see it in the polarizing effect of simple, visionary doctrines such as George W. Bush’s war on terrorism, which galvanized most Americans while alienating an articulate, passionate minority. We see it in the new economy, the cutting-edge technologies, the growth in service jobs rather than manufacturing, and the debate over the gap between the richest and the poorest. We see it in the conspicuous spending that continues to consume so many of us and the unwillingness of too many of us to help the less fortunate. We see it in the continuing battles over the issues that brought Reagan to power: abortion, affirmative action, the budget, Social Security, taxes. And we see it in the sentimental patriotism that he helped revive, as evidenced by America’s resolve during the Gulf War, the country’s unity-in-pain after September 11, and our ever-kitschier national celebrations.

The Reagan Treatment

Ronald Reagan was not an idiot. The need for such a declaration reflects the breadth of opinions about him—and the depths to which the debate can sink. Even his loyal wife Nancy Reagan admitted that her husband constructed a “wall” around himself. And he was remarkably, sometimes dangerously, uncurious. But that does not make Reagan “an apparent airhead,” as his official biographer turned fictionalized memoirist Edmund Morris said; nor does it make him uniquely “enigmatic”—an overused term that diverts attention from Reagan’s accomplishments.

Many biographers demonstrate Reagan’s elusiveness by recalling the time Michael Reagan approached his father, who was officiating at the boy’s graduation. Extending his hand, Governor Reagan said: “My name is Ronald Reagan, what’s yours?” Michael may have felt rejected. And psychobiographers can revel in such stunning indifference to one’s child. But there is a more benign explanation. The progressive journalist William Allen White noted that after years in politics, William McKinley “became galvanized with a certain coating of publicity. He lost his private life and his private view. … He walked among men a bronze statue, for thirty years determinedly looking for his pedestal.” Decades as a Hollywood star and a politician conditioned Reagan to retreat into a shell while in public, to play his part without being engaged. The Michael Reagan incident may indicate the coping mechanisms of a celebrity imprisoned within his own “galvanized … coating” rather than revealing a uniquely “enigmatic” man.

In fact, Ronald Reagan’s political career relied on his first-class temperament. His light touch, his affable manner, the sparkle in his eyes telegraphed a warmth that belied claims he was a right-wing bogeyman. Without his conservative grounding, Reagan would have floated away; without the image-making, he would have sunk under the weight of his rhetoric. Reagan’s optimism was heartfelt and legendary, springing from his faith in America, the resilient, innocent era that nurtured him, and his storybook rise from the shame of having a drunken, ineffectual father and a religiously iconoclastic mother in small-town USA to Hollywood fame and presidential immortality. Reagan was a great deflector, ready to blame the media, the Russians, or individuals, but rarely taking failures upon himself. When his first wife left him, he said “I was divorced,” dodging responsibility; when the Iran-Contra scandal exploded, he bemoaned the journalistic “lynch mob” that “prevented the remaining hostages from being released.”

Even opponents often succumbed to the Reagan charm. If Lyndon Johnson’s infamous “treatment” entailed hovering, dominating, invading his victim’s space, with an implicit threat reinforcing the physical intrusion, the Reagan treatment was more subtle, minimalist, McLuhanesque. This president lured, appeased, and distracted, inviting his victim into his charmed circle, his can-do worldview, all reinforced with a well-aimed anecdote or witticism. Reagan believed in getting people to “love you, not just believe you,” in public and in private. “I think I gained that knowledge in show business,” he said, “and out on the road I do my very best to establish a personal relationship—even with a crowd. It’s easy for me, too, because the truth of the matter is I do like people.”

Ronald Reagan’s Bully Pulpit

Reagan was a great teacher, an extraordinary preacher, a master of parables, conveying complex ideas in short, friendly soundbites that stirred the American soul. Reagan worked his magic as America’s favorite storyteller, improvising a narrative about the present and the future rooted in Americans’ mythic past. Although his policies sometimes proved divisive, he is best appreciated as a harmonizer, a fabulist who reconciled apparent contradictions, a sentimentalist surprisingly adept at forging unlikely coalitions. And for all the talk about the Reagan “Revolution,” the president often played the pragmatist, not the ideologue; the politician, not the idealist.

Reagan delighted in Theodore Roosevelt’s “bully pulpit.” Inspiring the masses while infuriating his critics, he spoke impressionistically, telegraphically, and sometimes inaccurately. Reagan and his aides tended to value salesmanship over statesmanship, trusting “the Talent’s” ability to woo the public. Criticized by women, attacked by blacks, Reagan’s aides worked harder to “communicate our present attitudes”—without reconsidering policies.

Reagan’s impressionism worked because he sounded so sincere. Newsweek’s Meg Greenfield marveled at Reagan’s “gift” of “saying the most incredible things” credibly. In 1982 Reagan told Chicago school kids that the British used to hang criminals for possessing guns. Reporters jeered. Echoing his boss’s approach, Deputy Press Secretary Larry Speakes replied: “Well, it’s a good story, though. It made the point, didn’t it?”

Reagan defended himself from accusations of inaccuracy with his characteristic mix of populism, self-assurance, and good humor. “I have never claimed to be a whiz kid, a robot, a bionic adding machine, or a walking encyclopedia,” he said, using quaint language in the computer age to identify with the masses and mock the elites. With the self-assurance of old age, Reagan impressed other world leaders by shrugging off criticism. He was who he was, Canada’s Brian Mulroney later recalled. Unlike many younger, thin-skinned leaders, Reagan was not a work in progress. The smooth, affable showman enjoyed laughing at himself. When opponents attacked the air force’s costly B-1 bomber, he quipped: “How did I know it was an airplane? I thought it was vitamins for the troops.”

Rather than rethinking liberal fundamentals, Democrats preferred to caricature Reagan as a lucky boob whose public relations elixir bewitched Americans. The result was a series of Reagan “upsets,” from his election in November 1980, through his string of congressional successes in 1981, through his reelection in 1984, and including his managing of Mikhail Gorbachev and the twilight of Communism. Reagan made a career of being underestimated—thanks to the arrogance of Democrats and reporters.

In fact, Reagan had more depth. Thousands of documents housed in the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library prove that Ronald Reagan was a thinker, a writer, an engaged politician. For decades he drafted his own speeches—and he remained his own best speechwriter. Even as crushing presidential workloads reduced him to editing his ghost-writers’ drafts, Reagan often substituted vivid prose for policy jargon, powerful yarns for broad principles, inclusive “we” language rather than distancing abstractions. Similarly, the White House lobbying records reveal the relish with which Reagan did his “homework,” calling up members of Congress, arm-twisting gently, and diligently recording the results.

Reagan’s White House was uniquely positioned to exploit some profound cultural changes. Theodore Roosevelt’s turn-of-the-century bully pulpit had become the late twentieth century’s most formidable sound stage. Democrats such as Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy, Republicans such as Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon, had expanded, invigorated, and wired the presidency. Dominating the federal government and the media, the president became the focal point of the country, not just its politics. The White House offered one of America’s most effective backdrops; for one who could appreciate its potential, being president was the greatest public role. Reagan brought to this souped-up soapbox an ease with the cameras, a fluidity of formal speech, an ear for popular concerns, an instinct for mass leadership, and an appreciation for the presidency’s public relations power. The 1980s would be Reagan’s decade because Reagan skillfully rode and often took credit for one independently generated cultural wave after another, ranging from the founding of CNN, MTV, and USA Today, to the reign of Dallas and Dynasty on television, and the transition from Walter Cronkite to Dan Rather at CBS News—all of which occurred at the start of Reagan’s administration.

Conservatives bristle at characterizations of their hero’s accomplishments as largely symbolic, especially because it feeds the liberal caricature of Reagan as a snake-oil salesman. But, particularly in the modern American polity, symbolic leadership is significant. Tone counts. The “Rhetorical Presidency” lives and thrives. When many historians talk about the idealism John F. Kennedy inspired in the 1960s, they wax lyrical. Yet when many talk about the song Reagan sang, they turn cynical. Obviously, differences in content remain relevant. But neither liberals nor conservatives should underestimate the modern president’s power to shape the nation’s self-perception and worldview, or the centrality of that mission in molding an administration’s legacy.

Reagan’s Poetic Politics: Merging Politics and Culture

From the perspective of the early twenty-first century, the 1980s loom large. During that decade the information age began, spawning a new economy, a new politics, a new culture, a new look, and a new flight from communal concerns to individual lifestyle obsessions. Examining the 1980s illuminates how our contemporary world was shaped—and distorted.

Presidential historians have underestimated the cultural impact presidents have, especially in the modern age. This book builds on this assumption, that to understand Ronald Reagan—and the era he dominated—we need to recognize Reagan’s presidency as a cultural and political phenomenon. More so than his predecessors, and building on the examples of Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy, Reagan’s brand of leadership partially transcended day-to-day politics and helped shape American culture. Presidents continue to captivate America’s collective psyche, and a president like Reagan, who set out to resurrect the grandeur of his nation and his office, remains especially intriguing.

Armed with his easy grin, his sunny disposition, and an array of anecdotes trumpeting traditional American values, Reagan repeatedly merged culture and politics. Reagan’s boundary jumping entailed more than the occasional Clint Eastwood or Rambo reference that came so easily to the former Hollywood star. In his preference for storytelling over policy-making, in his tendency to paper over divisive issues with unifying themes, in his poetic politics of symbols and images trumping the Jimmy Carter–Tip O’Neill prosaic politics of logrolling and coalition building, Ronald Reagan brought to life the academic notion of “political culture.” Reagan “was a performer in an era when we were only beginning to realize that performing was one of the most important things a presidential candidate could do,” notes Roger Simon of U.S. News & World Report. Reagan demonstrated that politics was more than a power game and a question of resource allocation, it often involved a clash of symbols and a collective search for meaning.

Reagan’s gruff political consultant Ed Rollins called his boss “the last American hero.” This label captured the president’s outsized status in many American eyes as well as the nostalgia-laden fear of the complicated present that Reagan tapped into so effectively. Reagan became a hero by helping to restore America’s confidence, which then helped insulate him from some of the vicissitudes that weakened his predecessors—and helped distract Americans from some of his greatest fiascos, including the Iran-Contra scandal. This model of cultural leadership, with the larger Reagan storyline eclipsing the prosaic and sometimes tawdry details of the Reagan presidency, accounted for Reagan’s “teflon” that so mystified and frustrated his critics.

The Reagan Storyline

Assessing the politics and the culture of the times uncovers a Reagan storyline. It is a simple story, told repeatedly, divided into three parts. The first part tells the sad tale of America in the 1960s and 1970s, a country demoralized, wracked by inflation, strangled by big government, humiliated by Iranian fundamentalists, outmaneuvered by Soviet communists, betrayed by its best educated and most affluent youth. The result was four failed presidents: Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter. Part two has Ronald Reagan riding in to save the day, with a mandate for change. Reagan’s relentless, eloquent, often soaring rhetoric reshaped American horizons, building on century-old ideals, responding to decades-old frustrations, utilizing the challenges of the moment. His revolution, in his telling, lightened the tax burden crushing Americans, cut many regulatory shackles handcuffing American business, and revived America’s military. Just as Franklin D. Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration played to the consumer, the businessman, and the worker, Ronald Reagan’s America in recovery played to the citizen, the businessman, and the soldier. The result, part three, was Morning in America—the great party known as the 1980s, when the stock market soared, patriotism surged, the Soviet Union crumbled, and America thrived.

Reagan and his minions delighted in this tale. They told it so frequently, and so brazenly, that they alienated some fellow Republicans, who occupied the White House from 1969 to 1977. Nixon and Ford administration veterans bristled when President Reagan called the 1970s a “decade of neglect,” a time when “those in charge seemed to be operating under the notion that a weaker America is a more secure America.” “I resent being lumped in with Carter and the Democratic Congresses on this vital issue,” Gerald Ford scolded two former subordinates now working for Reagan in 1984—Vice President George Bush and Chief of Staff James Baker.

This Reagan storyline of decay and renaissance was all the more remarkable given its tenuous relationship to the truth. Ronald Reagan’s two terms were not the eight-year idyll many now recall. Reagan’s revolution was not as dramatic as many now claim, and the morning in America was not as cloud free. Even Reagan’s poll ratings were not that consistently high. In particular, the Reagan recession of 1981 to 1982 generated the most unemployment since the Great Depression; midway through Reagan’s first term, pundits were eulogizing yet another failed administration. Even at the height of the Reagan boom, serious questions lingered about the mounting debt, about the growing gap between rich and poor, about the fraying of Reagan’s vaunted “safety net,” about the threat of Japanese and German economic dominance. And even once Reagan’s poll ratings recovered, pollsters consistently discovered far more affection for the man than support for his policies.

The 1980s: A Meeting of the Man and the Moment

Historians have long pondered the dynamics between historical actors and forces, between, as they used to say, the man and the moment. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wonders what would have happened had the assassin who killed Chicago’s Mayor Anton Cermak in February 1933 hit his target, President-elect Roosevelt, and had the automobile that merely bruised England’s future prime minister crossing Fifth Avenue fourteen months earlier crushed Winston Churchill. Historians are not supposed to play counterfactual games, but one leap prompts another. Suppose Ronald Reagan had wrested the Republican nomination from President Gerald Ford in 1976, and then defeated Jimmy Carter. Would a Reagan presidency beginning in 1977 have been as effective? Reagan would have imposed the same ideas, habits, and personality on a country that was less confident economically, strategically, culturally, ideologically. To the extent that Reagan benefited by playing off Carter, the malaise talk, the Iranian hostage debacle, and the general frustration pent up during the Ford-Carter years; to the extent that a show like Dynasty went into production in 1979 and not in 1975; to the extent that the “USA USA” cheering after the plucky American team’s surprising Olympic hockey victory occurred in 1980, Reagan may have been lucky to lose in 1976.

Reagan was not the first president to be funny, eloquent, patriotic, or even optimistic. His supposedly malaise-ridden predecessor, Jimmy Carter, sported a million-watt smile and the confidence-inducing slogan, “Why Not the Best?” During the 1977 inauguration, Carter called for “a new beginning, a new dedication without our Government, and a new spirit among us all.” Yet Carter warned, prophetically: “A President may sense and proclaim that new spirit, but only a people can provide it.” Ronald Reagan was not simply lucky in getting the American people to “provide” that new spirit in the 1980s, he was sufficiently savvy to turn whatever coincidences came along the way into his—and America’s—good fortune.

Reagan’s extraordinary skills found fertile soil and the right political climate, at the right time. The economy improved. Deregulation intensified. The baby boomers matured. Corporations became more popular. Soviet Communism imploded. Meanwhile, media attention shifted from liberal suburbanites’ rebellion against the authoritarian establishment and stultifying conformity to conservative suburbanites’ rebellion against big government and high taxes. Ronald Reagan’s message resonated more effectively. His ability to hijack historical forces, and define them, improved.

Reagan’s governing style suited this new society and political culture obsessed with the pursuit of happiness. It was low-impact governing, minimizing demands and mass-producing happy endings. Reagan served out dollops of traditional American fare promising limited government and maximal salvation in modern, media-friendly packages. A politics of postures and images, alternating with a focus on a few discrete issues that engaged him fully, stirred an audience exhausted by the grandiose promises of yesteryear and distracted by Entertainment Tonight. Ronald Reagan was remarkably chipper, even-keeled, friendly, happy to trade jokes and quips. Biographers can deem this persona enigmatic and problematic; most Americans found it alluring and reassuring. Reagan’s compulsive affability fed an optimism that also resonated with Americans, who were desperate for can-do, upbeat leadership after the traumas of the 1960s and the anxieties of the 1970s. And along with this affability and optimism came a great faith in the American experiment. Ronald Reagan’s old-fashioned patriotism shaped both his anti-Communism and his broad, inclusive, seductive vision that in 1984 would be summarized in the campaign ad celebrating “Morning again in America.”

This optimism and pro-Americanism forged a governing template useful to future presidents from both sides of the aisle. Ronald Reagan taught Bill Clinton and George W. Bush the importance of big-picture governing, of integrating cultural and political leadership, of shaping a transcendent narrative that could insulate the president from the inevitable missteps and even larger scandals and errors. One cannot understand how Bill Clinton survived the Monica Lewinsky scandal, how George W. Bush thrived after September 11, without first understanding Ronald Reagan’s model of presidential leadership.

Unfortunately, the results of this alchemy with the American people were often mixed. There was a sense in the 1980s of “Morning in America,” as the economy soared, the Soviet Union faltered, and American patriotism surged. But there was mourning in America, too, as the social pathologies of crime, drugs, ghettoization, failing schools, family breakdown, and ineffectual immigration policies persisted along with a growing superficiality and selfishness, even hard-heartedness, as the wealthy seemed to reap Reagan’s bounty disproportionately.

Ronald Reagan’s 1980s was the decade of supply-side economics, the Laffer curve, and budget-slashing politics, of tax cuts, regulatory freezes, the Evil Empire, and defense hikes, when arcane talk about balancing the budget and the reconciliation process became regular dinner table fare. “Big government” was the problem, not the solution; it was something to “get off our backs” rather than to protect us or bring into our lives. Liberals, bureaucrats, and special interests were bad; a safety net and entitlements for the “truly needy” were acceptable; businessmen, budget-cutters, and the Moral Majority were good. Thanks to Reagan, and the first Republican Senate since 1954, in fact the first Republican House of Congress in almost thirty years, the Republicans defined much of the political agenda for the coming two decades.

The 1980s: Gilded and Guilty or Renewed and Reaganite?

The Reagan mourning rites revealed that two competing stereotypes shape public discussion of the 1980s. When politicians and pop culture impresarios refer to “the eighties,” they usually mean the vapid, hedonistic, amoral years of America’s new gilded age, when yuppies reigned and greed was good. Perpetuated today in eighties’ parties and in movies such as Adam Sandler’s The Wedding Singer, the eighties’ stereotype recalls Wall Street excess and political selfishness; an era when junk bonds and trashy values created deficits “as far as the eye could see” and triggered the multibillion-dollar Savings and Loan crisis. Rogues who defined the times include jailed moguls such as Ivan Boesky and Leona Helmsley; disgraced ministers such as Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart. In 1992 Bill Clinton ran for president against this version of the 1980s. “The Reagan-Bush years have exalted private gain over public obligations, special interests over common good, wealth and fame over work and family,” Clinton charged when launching his campaign. “The 1980s ushered in a gilded age of greed, selfishness, irresponsibility, excess, and neglect.”

Yet when Ronald Reagan died, most of the press and public defined the same era as one of renewal and idealism, of national unity and glory. A collective act of national amnesia ignored how reporters mocked Reagan, how Democrats like Senator Edward Kennedy blasted his “unilateral,” militaristic, reckless, and divisive foreign policy, how hundreds of thousands of Europeans protested against the president repeatedly. Most Europeans deemed him, Professor Michael Mandelbaum reported in 1985, “ill equipped for the responsibility that he bears, a kind of cowboy figure, bellicose, ignorant, with a simplistic view of the world pieced together from the journals of right-wing opinion and old Hollywood movies.” Instead, two decades later, one letter the New York Times printed recalled “a simpler time … when all things seemed possible and Americans felt good about their country.” In eulogizing Reagan, President George W. Bush endorsed the “great man” theory of history, calling the Reaganized eighties “one of the decisive decades of the century as the convictions that shaped the president began to shape the times.” Time’s commemorative issue claimed the Reagan era created “an America that is stronger militarily, more dedicated to free enterprise, more mindful of the virtues of self-reliance and more confident in its own powers.” Even Bill Clinton, now an ex-president, said Reagan “personified the indomitable optimism of the American people” and kept “America at the forefront of the fight for freedom for people everywhere.”

Clearly, the political fights of the 1980s persisted into the twenty-first century. “To conservatives, 1980 is the year one,” CNN’s Bill Schneider explained. But Ronald Reagan’s conservative utopia for some created a liberal dystopia for others. “I think the world would have been better off if he had not been President,” the AIDS activist and playwright Larry Kramer told People.

This book tries to go beyond the clashing oversimplifications of both the “eighties’ decadence” and “Reagan renewal” stereotypes. In fact, America would have to wait a decade—and silence the Democratic opposition by electing a Democratic president—for this “eighties”-style cultural revolution to proceed unchecked. In many ways, Bill Clinton’s rollicking, hedonistic 1990s became what many social critics feared Ronald Reagan’s 1980s would be.

To the extent that Reaganism helped paved the way for Clintonism, Reagan succeeded by being trendy rather than countercultural. Despite Reagan’s traditionalism, his faith in individualism and his passive nature mostly furthered the various social and cultural revolutions he disliked. Even while believing they were choosing the old-fashioned way, Americans ratified many social changes by incorporating them into their lives. It was often an unhappy fit, sending indices of social pathology and individual misery soaring, yet Americans were acclimating to many of these problems. Increasingly “the underclass,” the “teen-suicide epidemic,” and “family breakdown” were becoming familiar, static phenomena rather than crises to be solved.

Overall, Reagan’s 1980s accelerated the social solvents he blamed on the 1960s and 1970s. Going from the “Me Decade” to the “Mine All Mine Decade,” citizens in Reagan’s America felt less engaged, less constrained, less interdependent than ever. In the individualism he worshiped, the hypocrisy he embodied, and the politicization of moral discourse he facilitated, Reagan further undermined the traditional collective mores he so proudly hailed. And as more of a compromiser than a revolutionary on social issues, he continued to institutionalize some of the changes. Most liberals were too busy demonizing Reaganite “greed” and blindly defending the 1960s, big government, and anything Reagan opposed to notice, while most conservatives were simply too busy defending their hero just as blindly.

Nevertheless, throughout the 1980s, and subsequently, critics from the Left and the Right mourned America’s growing “decadence,” and some recognized that Reagan helped leach America’s “social capital,” pollute America’s “social ecology,” and diminish Americans’ sense of citizenship and community. This process of communal fragmentation had been developing throughout the twentieth century, from the hedonism of the 1920s’ flappers to the atomism of the 1950s’ corporate drone. Yet in the 1980s it seemed to have reached the tipping point. After the social revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s, the process of decitizenization, if you will, seemed more ubiquitous, more blatant, less reversible. That this untrammelled individualism and resulting anomie came wrapped in a red-white-and-blue package, delivered by an old-fashioned gentleman distinguished by his midwestern courtliness and all-American idealism, accompanied by America’s great cold war victory and the world’s turn from flirting with socialism to appreciating capitalism, fed the clashing stereotypes and interpretive confusion.

A Watershed Decade: Where the 1960s and the 1980s Meet

Looking back, then, the 1980s emerge as a watershed decade, a time when the Great Reconciliation between Reaganite conservatism and 1960s’ liberalism occurred. For all the talk about repudiating the New Deal, dismantling the Great Society, and undoing the 1960s’ social and cultural revolutions, many innovations became routinized and institutionalized. The tone changed, Americans overall felt less mopey and less gloomy, less idealistic and more materialistic, but the melodies lingered on, from environmentalism to feminism, from the rights revolution to the continuing revolt against authority. Reagan, at heart, was not a revolutionary. He was more a conciliator than a reformer, to the frustration of ideologues like David Stockman and to the great relief of many others.

Surprisingly, Reagan’s moderate traditionalism provided cover both for the decadence of the age and for the vitality of many 1960s-style revolutions. Progressives mourned the death of the sixties even as the 1980s consolidated many of the most dramatic lifestyle transformations. Yes, the civil rights movement seemed to falter, but Jesse Jackson ran for president, Michael Jackson dominated the music world, Bill Cosby revived the TV sitcom, Oprah Winfrey became an American icon, and, most important, millions of blacks entered the professions, moved into good neighborhoods, received better educations, and progressed. Even AIDS, the deadly scourge neglected for too long by President Reagan and too many gay leaders, ultimately helped mainstream gay life and highlight America’s scientific wizardry.

The 1960s continues to define the baby boom generation just as the Depression and World War II defined the boomers’ parents. Reagan wanted to confront the legacy of the 1960s. Reagan himself did not realize—and would never acknowledge—just how many aspects of the 1960s he and his comrades either aped or incorporated. From the way the conservative movement mimicked some of the 1960s’ “movement culture,” to the mainstreaming of granola and blue jeans, of Naderism and environmentalism, the 1980s did more to advance the sixties agenda, such as it was, than to dismantle it, especially culturally.

Some of the intensity of the sixties’ movement, combined with the ferocity of the anti-Reaganite opposition, morphed into the 1980s’ identity politics and political correctness. Here, too, a great mystery persists. Even critics usually acknowledge Reagan’s role in resurrecting American patriotism and restoring some American consensus. And yet the 1980s also spawned movements rejecting the fundamentals of American identity, as European postmodernist ideas overran the universities and insinuated themselves into the media, Hollywood, and much of the Northeastern and Californian elite.

At the same time, in the 1980s American capitalism and entrepreneurship rallied. The 1970s’ economic failures—notably in the automobile industry—were repaired in the 1980s. And the technological innovations that would shape the 1990s’ boom developed in the 1980s. Microwave ovens, videocassette recorders, facsimile machines, and personal computers were beginning to revolutionize the American economy and the American home. The titans of “the new economy,” the Microsofts, MCIs, Sprints, Intels, and Time-Warners, were forming, merging, consolidating, growing.

Reagan’s renewal, such as it was, was not simply economic or political. It was ideological, cultural, and philosophical, too. Reagan’s bedrock faith not just in America, but in God and in a higher purpose to life, recalled the Founding Fathers’ simple, not very ritualistic, deism. While Reagan did not attend church regularly, he said he prayed frequently—and believed deeply. Similarly, Reagan’s anti-Communism was more than reactionary. His embrace of capitalism, democracy, and freedom itself stemmed from a broader philosophy of history. As President George W. Bush recognized in eulogizing Reagan, “The ideology he opposed throughout his political life insisted that history was moved by impersonal tides and unalterable fates. Ronald Reagan believed instead in the courage and triumph of free men, and we believe it all the more because we saw that courage in him.”

Before the eighties’ stereotype petrifies, historians sensitive to the complexities must reevaluate that decade. Rather than condemning the eighties as a new Gilded Age when the wealthy partied and the poor languished, rather than worshiping the era as a conservative Golden Age when America united and good triumphed, it is more illuminating to speak of an Era of Good Feelings, when most Americans felt better about themselves and their country, thanks partially to Ronald Reagan. Feelings are ephemeral and idiosyncratic. And the happy mood did not always comport with reality—or prove enduring. Nevertheless, that optimism, trusting that America was following the right track and fulfilling the right ideals, set the cultural tone.

Defining a Decade of Ordinary Life: Only Yesterday, and Today

Although all historical writing has been described as trying to nail Jello to a wall, writing a book like this is particularly daunting. How can one dare define a decade, a year, a moment in the life of this raucous and wonderful collection of a quarter-billion souls? Reviewing the previous decade from his vantage point in 1931 in Only Yesterday, the journalist Frederick Lewis Allen described the “ordinary” day a “typical” middle-class American family, the Smiths, experienced in May 1919. Using the same technique to look at January 20, 1981, Ronald Reagan’s inaugural, also proves illuminating. This Mr. and Mrs. Smith would follow a fashion timetable similar to their grandparents’. Mr. Smith’s standard business suit would not change much over the decade, although in 1981 he would never consider wearing a shirt with a different-colored collar. Mrs. Smith would experience more dramatic fashion upheavals. At work, she wore Halston suits to command respect; at home, she might slip into her Calvin Klein jeans, amused by those who objected to fifteen-year-old Brooke Shields cooing in a commercial: “You know what comes between me and my Calvins? Nothing.” CBS had banned the ad.

Mr. and Mrs. Smith would drive to work in Japanese cars, having soured on American gas-guzzlers. In the office, both Mr. and Mrs. Smith would monitor the continuing effects of stagflation, the one-two punch of unemployment and inflation, with soaring interest rates.

The Smiths would struggle home through rush hour traffic, despite leaving considerably after five, and pick up some ethnic variety of takeout food on the way home. Their door would have a double lock—added after a recent rash of break-ins. They would each have a beer—increasingly an imported or domestic specialty brand—or share a bottle of California wine, their pot-smoking days over, although some friends occasionally snorted cocaine at weekend parties. After watching CBS News with Walter Cronkite, they would settle down for an evening of prime-time TV—mostly viewing shows on the three dominant networks, CBS, NBC, and ABC. Lacking a remote-control TV, they would drift off to sleep with the television droning, with the channel set to their local NBC affiliate, for Johnny Carson’s melange of one-liners, zany antics, and celebrity guests, punctuated by Ed McMahon’s sycophantic guffaws. Hipper and more insomniac couples would have to wait until 1982 before Late Night with David Letterman premiered, in the slot an hour later.

Unlike their grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Smith used birth control to postpone the start of their family, so both could solidify their careers and save for their starter house in the suburbs. Thanks to the great inflation, DINKS like them, double incomes, no kids, were buying simple four-bedroom houses from blue-collar retirees with stay-at-home wives. “The older generation had it easy,” the Smiths often thought, sobered by the $300,000 cost of a house their parents could have purchased decades ago for one-tenth that amount.

About half their friends were married—one couple having recently separated just as the husband finished his medical training. Mrs. Smith worried about her single female friends who despaired about their long-term prospects. Mr. Smith’s bachelor buddies seemed carefree.

If the Smiths voted in the 1980 election, and barely half of their fellow Americans did, they probably voted for Ronald Reagan. However, they were more disappointed by Jimmy Carter than wowed by Reagan, and they briefly considered voting for the independent John Anderson. Mr. Smith wondered if an actor had the gravitas to govern, and Mrs. Smith feared Reagan might be too bellicose with the Soviets and too harsh on the poor. Both voted for their incumbent Democratic congressman to temper Reagan’s Revolution. By January, perceptions of the incoming president shifted, with less talk about his Hollywood background or doctrinaire anti-Communism, and more celebrations of his confidence and patriotism, which seemed contagious. Even if neither would ever fully embrace his program, the Smiths were warming up to this fatherly figure, and happily bid farewell to Carter.

In 1981 these people would still think of Apple as a fruit, not a computer; of “power ties” as electric lines, not fashion statements; of Madonna as a theological figure, not a celebrity; of Sonny Bono as a rock star, not a politician; of The Big Chill as blowing in from Canada, not Hollywood; of “greenmail” as a colorful letter, not a predatory financial tactic; of a secretary, not a fancy tape recorder, as an answering machine. AIDS would sound like helpers, not a scourge; Iran-Contra would sound like a folk dance with a Mideastern twist, not a scandal; a salad bar would sound like a contradiction in terms; and Boy George would evoke thoughts of the first U.S. president when he was young and menacing cherry trees.

Miami Vice would not sound suitable for polite company. CNN, MTV, ESPN, and VCR would mean nothing, with PC meaning neither a personal computer nor politically correct. Rapping meant communicating intensely or tapping lightly, not chanting rhythmically; a mouse squeaked but did not click; windows broke but did not crash; people wore boots but could not reboot. California Adonises surfed, television couch potatoes didn’t. Trump referred to bridge, not buildings. The Berlin Wall was up, the stock market down. The Supreme Court was all male. And America’s most famous Turners were Ike and Tina, not Ted.

This book examines some of these phenomena that defined millions of American lives, analyzing what stayed constant and what changed—and why. Each chapter will focus on a particular year from 1980 to 1990, emphasizing themes that defined that year. Most chapters begin in a particular location, illustrating the theme while testifying to the nation’s diversity. The resulting portrait shows how Ronald Reagan dominated the 1980s, while also showing that this decade, like so many others in our history, was a time of high drama, great progress, and intense frustration—a time when more people than ever before fulfilled the American dream, but many of us, in true American fashion, from the Left and the Right, realized it was not yet enough—and justifiably demanded liberty and justice and equality and prosperity and meaning and morality and community for all.


1980

Cleveland

“There You Go Again!” Defeating Defeatism—and Jimmy Carter

I would like to be president, because I would like to see this country become once again a country where a little six-year-old girl can grow up knowing the same freedom that I knew when I was six years old, growing up in America.
RONALD REAGAN, CAMPAIGN SPEECH, 1976

Even though he was president of the United States, the most powerful man on earth, Jimmy Carter was nervous. True, he dismissed his opponent, Ronald Reagan, as a lightweight. But three weeks before the November 1980 presidential election, the numbers were looking soft.

It had not been an easy twelve months, with the crown prince of Camelot, Senator Edward Kennedy, challenging Carter for the Democratic Party nomination, the Iranians kidnapping American diplomats, the Russians invading Afghanistan, the military failing to free the hostages, and special prosecutors investigating brother Billy’s lobbying for Libya. Besides, American morale was down, and the economy was plummeting. Inflation and interest rates were soaring—both were in the double digits.

The presidential debate was taking place in Cleveland, Ohio, a symbol of America’s ills. Once Cleveland was one of the Northeast’s many jewels, a glittering gem on that prosperous, productive I-90 necklace circling the Great Lakes along with Syracuse, Rochester, Buffalo, Toledo, and Chicago. Now “the mistake by the lake,” like its sister cities, was a sad punchline, another disaster area. “What is the difference between Cleveland and the Titanic?” wags asked. “Cleveland has a better orchestra.” Cleveland suffered all the urban Rust Belt diseases—crime, racial conflict, decaying infrastructure, “deindustrialization,” pollution. In 1969 the Cuyahoga River, brimming with chemical gunk, burst into flame, epitomizing the Northeast’s decline.

The presidency had aged Jimmy Carter. Still healthy at fifty-three, over a decade younger than his Republican rival, Carter jogged, played tennis, swam, hunted, fished—when he had time. But his face, newly creased, wore the burdens of office. His brown hair had grayed considerably.

Carter looked like a pinched parson in his severe Sunday suit during his ninety-minute debate with Ronald Reagan. He occasionally bared his teeth, but the grimace was nothing like the full-toothed million-watt smile that defined his Cinderella-like rise to power in 1976. During the debate, straining to appear folksy, he invoked his daughter Amy when advocating nuclear arms limitations. But Americans were not ready to consult a thirteen-year-old girl regarding global strategy. The perfectionist, usually unflappable president ended his flaccid performance by thanking “the people of Cleveland and Ohio for being such hospitable hosts during these last few hours in my life”—his syntax suggesting he was facing the executioner, not the electorate.

By contrast, Ronald Reagan triumphed that October night. After stumbling early on in Iowa, Reagan had run a smooth primary effort. The general campaign began with some gaffes, as the candidate seemed to endorse creationism, praised Vietnam as a “noble cause”—which would sound less controversial a decade later—and suggested that trees generate more air pollution than cars. Despite the occasional protest sign picturing a tree saying “Stop me before I kill again,” Reagan had shrugged off the errors and plunged ahead.

Reagan was an accomplished showman, a veteran actor who could not understand how anyone could master modern politics without a show business background. Reagan’s ease set a winning contrast to the president’s stiffness. When Carter attacked, Reagan shook his head, kindly, condescendingly, more sad than angry, and dispatched the incumbent president by laughing off the criticism, saying, “There you go again.”

Even though many liberals grumbled that Jimmy Carter governed from the right, even though many conservatives grumbled that Ronald Reagan moderated his views to win, this election offered Americans a dramatic choice. It was not just a contrast between Reagan’s affability and Carter’s intensity, between the actor and the engineer. Rather, the two candidates had contradictory diagnoses of America’s problems—and clashing cures. Jimmy Carter was steeped in 1970s’ pessimism—or realism—deeming America’s problems complex, and its resources limited. Still, he trusted government to help Americans overcome. Ronald Reagan was the candidate of 1950s’ optimism, confident that the people who framed the Constitution, settled the West, freed the slaves, industrialized the continent, and crushed the Nazis could solve any problem. But Reagan believed that government was part of the problem, not the solution.

“I’ve learned that only the most complex and difficult tasks come before me in the Oval Office. No easy answers are found there—because no easy questions come there,” Carter said in his acceptance speech in New York City, itself a symbol of America’s age of complexity. To Reagan, such thinking was defeatist and un-American. Reagan “utterly reject[ed]” the view “that the future will be one of sacrifice and few opportunities.” Speaking a month before Carter in Chicago, rooting himself in America’s heartland, and his own all-American, small-town Illinois hometown a short drive away, Reagan proclaimed: “The American people, the most generous on earth, who created the highest standard of living, are not going to accept the notion that we can only make a better world for others by moving backwards ourselves. Those who believe we can have no business leading this nation.”

Both candidates pitched the campaign as a referendum on the 1970s, and a referendum on the new conservative ideology evolving from the older, prickly, less user-friendly 1960s’ Barry Goldwater take-it-or-leave-it, we-need-extremism-in-defense-of-liberty variety. The winner of such a clash of opposites would naturally proclaim a broad mandate. And it was not easy to push Ohio and New York, Massachusetts and Minnesota into the Republican column as part of Reagan’s forty-four-state sweep. Yet in 1980 the electoral verdict was less clear. Even as Ronald Reagan campaigned on the contrasts, even as he promised to return Cleveland and other American communities in crisis to a golden age, even as he forged a potentially revolutionary coalition, this shrewd politician and his aides banked on riding an anti-Carter wave into the White House.

The 1970s: America Unmoored—and Unhappy

It made sense to build a strategy around rejecting Carter, for Americans were grouchy in 1980. Too many Americans saw too many Cleveland-like pathologies too close to their own homes. Potential voters seemed unhappy with Carter, Reagan, and the independent maverick, Illinois Congressman John Anderson. It had been a rough decade. It was not just the litany of traumas Carter mentioned in his acceptance: “the civil rights revolution, the bitterness of Vietnam, the shame of Watergate, the twilight peace of nuclear terror.” The 1970s was a time of political drift, international weakness, moral upheaval, and economic disaster. Carter’s “misery index” from 1976, combining inflation and unemployment, nearly doubled in four years from 12.5 to over 20. When the campaign began in September, the annual inflation rate was 22.3 percent, the prime rate at 11.25 percent. As the inflation rate, the unemployment rate, and the divorce rate all soared, American confidence plummeted.

The 1970s should have been a great time for Americans, a time when the promise of the 1960s was fulfilled and a “time to heal,” in President Gerald R. Ford’s words, from the previous decade. The civil disorder of the students’ revolt had ended. America of the 1970s had many new programs, policies, philosophies, and practices to improve life. The civil rights movement had triumphed. Grassroots action, Supreme Court decisions, and political leadership had dismantled the ugly Jim Crow structure oppressing blacks and trapping southerners in a vicious, defensive politics of yesteryear. The Great Society was a fact of life, fighting poverty, advancing education, building housing, welcoming immigrants, protecting the environment. Détente had begun. The United States was negotiating with its formerly unapproachable Communist adversaries, the Soviet Union and China. Moreover, women were empowered, gays galvanized, youth energized. Americans were freer than ever to express themselves, to follow their destinies, to explore their inner selves, to indulge sensual whims. Clothing was looser and more informal, sex more casual and more available, leisure more ubiquitous and more stimulating. Life itself was easier, blessed by a host of technological and pharmaceutical facilitators, from the pill to the calculator, from the digital clock to the microwave oven.

Instead, a great pall, a spectre of failure, a fear of disaster haunted American society. Civil rights had degenerated from seemingly clear black and white issues to a morass of competing choices over busing, housing, jobs, and college admissions. The Great Society was bogged down in bureaucracy, generating taxes and regulations rather than guaranteeing social justice. Détente had dissolved into an alphabet soup of acronyms, with SALT treaties to manage MIRVs and ICBMs, even as the Soviet Union appeared more aggressive than before. And amid all the leisure, all the liberation, all the toys, all the questing, and all the ESTing, many individuals were worrying, families were imploding, communities were exploding, and the nation seemed adrift.

Individual anxiety mirrored and intensified the sense of communal failure. It was not just the once almighty dollar’s eroding purchasing power. It was not just the declining sense of political power. Rather, the great liberation movements of the 1960s had left many Americans feeling unmoored. The process of redefining the roles of husbands and wives, parents and children was wrenching. The sexual revolution, and its noxious partner, the divorce revolution, disrupted countless lives. In the 1970s the number of men living alone doubled, as millions of husbands responded to Time covers trumpeting divorce and no-fault divorce laws by breaking up families. “One million American children lost their families to divorce in each year of the 1970s,” the journalist David Frum notes, “but the experts counseled the parents not to worry.” Eventually, however, experts left and right would link family disintegration to jumps in crime, anger, depression, and social dysfunction, with one analyst lamenting the new “moral wilderness filled with children seeking revenge against older generations who have seemed to turn their back on them.”

The sixties ended messily. America sustained a series of unprecedented blows in the decade leading up to the 1980 election. So many aspects of the Vietnam debacle would haunt America: the loss of life; the loss of credibility among generals, politicians, and parents; the loss of a foreign policy consensus; and, eventually, the loss of Vietnam itself. As the United States retreated from Vietnam, it endured the oil embargo and the Watergate crisis, culminating in a runaway inflation, and the first presidential resignation. Gerald Ford’s tenure suffered from his unpopular Nixon pardon, South Vietnam’s collapse, and clashes about busing, even in the supposedly enlightened North. Pillars of the society, from New York City to Chrysler, flirted with bankruptcy. A host of either-or polarizing issues emerged that resisted the American instinct for compromise. There seemed to be no middle ground on abortion, drug use, busing, or women’s liberation. When Americans celebrated their nation’s bicentennial in 1976, the country was reeling.

The political, economic, diplomatic, military, and social hits were bad enough, but Americans seemed strangely unable to cope with these challenges. Americans appeared resigned and fed up. Their faith in their government ebbed, as did their faith in their own effectiveness. In 1959, 85 percent of Americans surveyed considered their “political institutions” the source of their greatest pride in their country. By 1973, 66 percent polled were “dissatisfied” with the government. At the same time, the percent of people who believed that what they thought “doesn’t count much anymore” jumped from 37 percent in 1966 to 61 percent in 1973. Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry and other Hollywood movies caricatured mayors, police chiefs, and bosses of any kind as sniveling, bureaucratic, and ineffectual. Many responded by abandoning the public sphere, following, as the former yippie Jerry Rubin did, a “journey into myself.” Others stewed. The bicentennial-year hit movie Network had Americans shouting out their windows: “I’M MAD AS HELL AND I’M NOT GOING TO TAKE IT ANYMORE.”

Americans’ new combination of resignation and anger threatened the body politic. “This is the great danger America faces,” Congresswoman Barbara Jordan warned at the 1976 Democratic convention, “that we will cease to be one nation and become instead a collection of interest groups; city against suburb, region against region, individual against individual. Each seeking to satisfy private wants.” By 1980 a new phrase, NIMBY, represented citizens’ response to proposals to build landfills, prisons, sometimes even schools or factories near their homes: “Not in My Back Yard.”

The energy-inflation dynamic illustrated how America’s psychic crisis exacerbated substantive challenges. Thanks to the Arab oil embargo, crude oil prices tripled from the fall of 1973 to New Year’s Day, 1974. As the gas-pump prices soared from thirty cents to over a dollar per gallon, inflation mushroomed. Wholesale prices jumped 14 percent from 1973 to 1974, making a 1967 dollar in consumer prices worth sixty-eight cents. The age of the great inflation had arrived.

Surprisingly, Japan, an energy-addicted island with far fewer natural resources than the United States, did not suffer the same inflation. The oil shock that hit the United States created ripple effects due to structural economic weaknesses and the crisis of confidence. The economy took longer to recover as Americans struggled with a new curse, stagflation, a one-two punch of unemployment soaring along with inflation.

This same downward spiral overwhelmed many American cities. Fear, frustration, and defeatism exacerbated urban economic and social problems, especially in the northern Rust Belt. As factories closed and America lurched from a manufacturing economy to a service economy, Business Week questioned America’s “economic viability.” From 1969 to 1979, industries representing seventeen thousand jobs a year left Cleveland, part of an estimated loss that decade of thirty-two to thirty-eight million American jobs due to what analysts called the “deindustrialization of America.” With steel, chemical, and auto part plants closing, with old houses collapsing, with the infrastructure of streets, sewers, bridges, and tunnels crumbling, with the urban budget tanking, with schools deteriorating, and with crime and taxation rising, middle- and upper-middle-class whites began fleeing to the suburbs, and to the Sun Belt. Cleveland lost 9.6 percent of its population from 1970 to 1973. By 1980 the population of 572,532 was back to 1910 levels.

Along with other cities such as St. Louis, Detroit, Philadelphia, and Baltimore, Cleveland relied on federal grants for over half its revenues. Mismanagement and turf battles compounded the problem. Cleveland defaulted on fourteen million dollars in notes to local banks, the first big city to default since the Depression. The populist antics of Dennis Kucinich, the thirty-two-year-old “boy mayor,” infuriated civic leaders and invited coast-to-coast mockery. “Welcome to the banana republic of Cleveland,” one businessman sighed.

The failures resonated in city halls, state houses, and the White House. By the 1960s the American presidency had become the keystone of American political culture. It now became the focal point of America’s rush toward disaster. A litany of aborted presidencies began with John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, Lyndon B. Johnson’s premature retirement in 1969, Richard Nixon’s forced resignation in 1974, and Gerald Ford’s embarrassing defeat in 1976. “We’ve been a nation adrift for too long,” Jimmy Carter preached in 1976. “We want to have faith again! We want to be proud again!”

Unfortunately, Carter soon joined this march of failure. Carter squandered goodwill with his arrogance, amateurism, impulsiveness, and half-measures. He seemed unable to whip inflation, manage the energy crisis, tame the media, or master foreign affairs. He alienated liberals by cutting the budget and deregulating the airlines, trucking, and banking; he shocked conservatives by embracing new values, boosting the minimum wage, and chiding cold war allies for human rights violations. By June 1979 Carter was less popular than either Johnson or Ford at their respective nadirs, with a record low of 33 percent approval. Increasingly, and characteristically for the times, experts were beginning to question the viability of American democracy and the presidency.

The year preceding Carter’s reelection effort was particularly horrible. On November 4, 1979, Iranian “students” overran the U.S. Embassy in Teheran and took over fifty Americans hostage. The daily count on the news—“America held hostage,” “Day 112”—epitomized American impotence, as did ABC’s new 11:30 P.M. “Iran reports,” often hosted by a journeyman reporter Ted Koppel, which in March 1980 became a regular news program, Nightline. Six weeks after the hostage-taking—two days after Christmas—the Soviets began a massive airlift into Afghanistan that would eventually land nearly eighty thousand troops there. Carter, who had hoped to befriend the Soviet Union, felt betrayed. That spring, a rescue attempt to free the hostages failed, with America’s commando units defeated by mechanical failure and desert sandstorms. Eight soldiers died. The Carter administration, according to Henry Kissinger in 1980, “has managed the extraordinary feat of having, at one and the same time, the worst relations with our allies, the worst relations with our adversaries, and the most serious upheavals in the developing world since the end of the Second World War.”

These foreign policy challenges occurred amid domestic mayhem. Senator Edward Kennedy challenged Carter for the Democratic nomination. By July, although Kennedy lost, Carter had to alternate preparing his convention acceptance speech with slogging through personal records to refute allegations about improper contacts between his brother Billy and the Libyan government. And as the countdown to November 1980 began, mortgage rates hit 20 percent and inflation hit 13.3 percent for 1979, and another 12.4 percent in 1980. Economic growth, which had averaged 2.2 per year from 1948 to 1973, limped in at 1.2 percent per year for 1980. Carter would title the chapter of his memoirs covering that summer “Beleaguered.”

Seeking the Right—and Left—Answers

While Americans—and their president—suffered, they also searched for solutions. From the left, many hoped to complete the 1960s’ unfinished business. On the right, many hoped to turn back the clock and exorcise the spirit of the sixties.

It is too facile to conclude that in the 1970s the movements from the sixties flagged. While the civil rights movement, the sexual revolution, and feminism seemed to lose momentum, each progressed. Richard Nixon, despite being the Left’s bête noire, institutionalized many Great Society reforms. Social spending under Nixon went from $55 billion, constituting 28 percent of the budget, to $132 billion or 40 percent of the budget. The Federal Register listing governmental regulations grew 19 percent under Johnson, 121 percent under Nixon, and 27 percent under Carter, weighing in at 87,102 pages by 1980. Nixon also presided over the government at a time when many of the movement’s initiatives became standard operating procedures. The story of liberalism in the 1970s, therefore, is more than fights over affirmative action, abortion, busing, and the equal rights amendment. In the 1970s these movements consolidated their hold on American politics and culture. From a gun-shy diplomacy to a healthy skepticism about the government line, the movement sensibility—and critique—endured.

In the 1970s there was a great deflection from politics to culture, from statecraft to lifestyle. The focus of the battle shifted from the streets and the corridors of power to the homes and the schools. The sixties’ look—which had been the province of a relatively small elite—went mainstream in the 1970s. Jeans and granola, long hair and marijuana spread from college to high school, from elite enclaves to Main Street U.S.A. Living and looking like a hippie was no longer the statement it had been as the behavior and the look became ubiquitous.

The women’s movement would emerge as perhaps the most influential movement of the 1960s, and in the 1970s it made major strides. In 1970 only 30 percent of women with children under six worked; by 1985 more than half did. Women rushed into the professions, transforming their work environments, their families, and the society, along with their own destinies. By 1984 one-third of law graduates were female, up from 3.6 percent in 1962 and 12 percent in 1972. By 1978 more women than men were entering college, revolutionizing the way Americans learned and earned, lived and loved.

The spread of these movements also provoked some backlash movements, from grassroots tax rebels to the Christian fundamentalists’ “Moral Majority.” In 1964 pundits declared that President Lyndon Johnson’s landslide victory over Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater buried American conservatism for a generation. Actually, Goldwater’s unapologetic right-wing crusade helped reorient the movement ideologically and tactically. Twenty-seven million people voted for Goldwater—a total dwarfed by the 43 million who voted for Johnson, but one similar to the 31 million who would vote for the liberal Hubert Humphrey in 1968, and the 29 million who would vote for George McGovern’s 1972 antiwar campaign. Moreover, an impressive 3.9 million Americans worked for Goldwater, providing a dynamic nucleus for the future. The Goldwater campaign also marked the national political debut of the Moses who would eventually lead the conservatives out of their wilderness, Ronald Reagan.

To win in American politics, conservatives had to stop being so grouchy. Conservatives kept long lists of people they despised, programs they hated, innovations they feared, movements they abhorred. Caught by their instinctive disdain for the liberals’ instinctive faith in finding the right government program for every problem, conservatives flirted with policy nihilism; their clear sense of what they did not want preempted discussion of what they did want. After Goldwater’s defeat, the new House minority leader Gerald Ford struggled to counter the “widespread, but erroneous, impression that Republicans have no constructive ideas.” Liberals were too quick to invent new agencies to try to eliminate enduring human miseries; conservatives were too likely to mutter “Let them eat cake.” “Whether the problem is crime or woefully inadequate educational systems we must present well-rounded, thoughtful, complete, precise, specific, responsible, compassionate and philosophically sound solutions,” Congressman Mickey Edwards, a committed conservative, insisted in 1978. “To tell an elderly widow she must die of exposure because she cannot pay her utility bills, or to tell her she must eat dog food because the Constitution ordains promotion, not provision, of the public welfare, is incorrect and absurd. … Opposition to wrong solutions is not a political program.”

Ronald Reagan’s Goldwater-Conservatism-with-a-Smile

The 1964 election taught that conservatism needed a lighter touch and pragmatic leadership. Lyndon Johnson’s Democrats caricatured Goldwater and his people as cranky, trigger-happy Neanderthals, defying the era’s progressive optimism. The conservative movement was so weak that American historians had bleached conservatism from the American tradition, transforming Thomas Jefferson’s inaugural hope, “We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists,” into the Louis Hartz and Richard Hofstadter consensus dictum that we are all liberals. In fact, the sixties’ supposed liberal utopia would resurrect American conservatism. While liberal fireworks on campus monopolized attention, conservatives quietly stoked ideological flames that would prove more combustible and enduring. Reagan could motivate Americans by identifying many challenges that infuriated them, while reassuring them that they would overcome. “We have a rendezvous with destiny,” Reagan proclaimed in what became known as “The Speech,” broadcast on NBC on October 27, 1964. “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.”

This tension, the fear of plunging into interminable “darkness” balanced by faith in American “hope,” resonated throughout Reagan’s life. Born in 1911, the son of an alcoholic shoe salesman, spending much of his unsettled boyhood in the all-American town of Dixon, Illinois, Reagan used his sunny personality to obscure his anxiety that neighbors would discover his father’s secret. Young Reagan even adjusted his own name to improve his image, calling himself “Dutch” because “Ronald” was not “rugged enough for a young red blooded-American boy.” As a part of the Hollywood dream factory of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, Reagan starred in films that entertained Americans by upsetting them, then delivering the requisite happy ending. To survive in Hollywood, Reagan had to project the necessary self-confidence to win the next role while struggling with the actor’s insecurity that every completed job was his last one. At home, as a member of what Warner Brothers called “one of the most important First Families of the film colony,” Reagan played the role of the happy husband, the “Mr. Norm” the fan magazines demanded, while covering up the strains that ultimately destroyed his first marriage to Jane Wyman. “I was divorced in the sense that the decision was made by someone else,” Reagan would say, demonstrating characteristic passivity in the face of crisis.

In the 1950s, while in his forties, Reagan rebuilt his life. He remarried—an actress, Nancy Davis. He started a new family, with daughter Patti born just seven months after the Reagans’ 1952 marriage, and Ronald Prescott Reagan born six years later, joining Maureen and Michael, the two children from his first marriage. And he transitioned toward a new career, getting a second wind in Hollywood by hosting television’s General Electric Theater, and traversing the country as GE’s “Ambassador of the Film World.” As the actor evolved into the politician, Reagan continued his balancing act. Reagan’s opponent in the 1966 California gubernatorial campaign, the incumbent Democrat Pat Brown, treated Reagan as if he were Goldwater. “Like Barry Goldwater, he is the spokesman for a harsh philosophy of doom and darkness,” Brown snapped. But it was hard to pin that tag on such a charming optimist. Goldwater was likely to sneer, as he had in 1962, that the University of Colorado was “a haven for un-American ideas”; Reagan, by contrast, laughed that student radicals “act like Tarzan, look like Jane, and smell like Cheetah.” Similarly, at his swearing-in ceremony as governor—having dispatched Brown handily—Reagan addressed his fellow citizens and movement allies, saying, “For many years now, you and I have been shushed like children and told there are no simple answers to complex problems which are beyond our comprehension. Well, the truth is, there are simple answers—but there are no easy ones.”

Even critics marveled at Reagan’s finesse, his ease in his own skin, his comfort at the helm. “The former California governor is a bright, if not original, thinker. He radiates traditional American values,” the editor of the leftist Nation, Carey McWilliams, wrote in June 1980. “He is not a hater. He likes people. He appears to feel that there is good in almost everyone. He is a very secure man; what you see is what he is.”

In a dynamic all-too-familiar to many couples, Nancy Reagan’s more brittle mien accentuated Ronald Reagan’s reputation for niceness. Mrs. Reagan’s 1950s-style protective ways and adoring gaze enraged feminists and many of the female journalists covering her. “Nancy, people just don’t believe it when you look at Ronnie that way—as though you’re saying, ‘He’s my hero,’” a friend warned. Mrs. Reagan responded, “but he is my hero.”

The resulting cultural and political crossfire helped cast the Reagans as role models for America’s embattled traditionalists. Blinded by their hostility, critics would deploy many sexist clichés to mock the woman Ronald Reagan called “Mommy.” Nancy Reagan became the heavy, the “Lady Macbeth” who lured the once-Democratic union leader toward the dark side of conservatism, the striver who pushed him into politics, the “Dragon Lady” who terrified the help. Contrasting the genial husband and stressed-out wife, such stereotypes helped maintain that sunny aura that served Reagan so well.

Reagan’s Goldwater-conservatism-with-a-smile would unite disparate constituencies: Protestant evangelicals infuriated by what they considered to be an immoral liberal minority’s assault on American values; blue-collar Catholics frustrated that the Great Society did not help them as the New Deal had helped their parents; southerners estranged from the Democrats’ civil rights agenda; neoconservative intellectuals alienated by the sixties’ legacy and fearing Soviet expansion; corporate leaders dumbfounded by the Democratic addiction to big government and hostility to big business; homeowners crushed by the double whammy of an eroding dollar and soaring property taxes; and residents of the Sun Belt fed up with high taxes and burdensome regulations. The constituencies galvanized and mobilized in the 1960s and 1970s.

In many ways, the new conservatism was Reaganesque even before it was Reaganized. Maturing beyond the John Birchers’ 1950s sourness, many mixed the modern gospel of consumerism with a reverence for tradition and a disdain for Communism. Speaking to everyday people in everyday language about everyday problems afflicting individuals, families, communities, schools, and churches, these “suburban warriors” shifted, the historian Lisa McGerr notes, “from tirades on socialism and Communism, and toward attacks on liberal ‘permissiveness,’ ‘welfare chiselers,’ ‘criminality,’ and ‘big government.’” The resulting conservatism was more dynamic, optimistic, individualistic, modern, welcoming, expansive, popular, relevant, and American. Flashing the 1970s’ smiley face, not the previous decades’ scowls, this blow-dried conservatism was Marshall McLuhan cool, not Huey Long hot. It was a movement of managers and professionals, not farmers and union workers; of the car pool, not the pool hall; of the television studio, not the pep rally; of the Crystal Cathedral, not the Ku Klux Klan; of California dreaming, not Mississippi rancor; of air conditioning and deodorant, not hand-held fans and sweat-soaked shirts. More anti-abortion than anti-Communist, more Ronald McDonald than Joseph McCarthy, these new activists mounted tax revolts not racial attacks, seeking to improve their lifestyles, not save the world.

Gradually, conservatives relinquished the romance of losing but being right for the thrill—and responsibility—of winning but having to compromise. Gaining experience far from the klieg lights of Broadway, when their time came the conservatives took over the Republican Party smoothly, easily, having already learned from their mistakes, having mastered organizational and communication skills. In forging a party of the Sun Belt and the West, conservatives were not just fighting Democrats. Conservatives had to defeat the Upper East Side silk stocking Republican liberalism of Nelson Rockefeller and Jacob Javits, and the pragmatic Republicanism of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford.

By 1980 the network of organizations and periodicals that sustained conservatives through the wilderness years had grown. Organizations such as the Young Americans for Freedom positioned alumni throughout Washington. Magazines such as the National Review were now integrated into the Beltway mainstream. Foot soldiers energized by evangelical churches and New Right direct mail appeals were primed. And while by no means hip, conservatives were affecting popular culture. The Empire Strikes Back, the sequel to the 1977 blockbuster, Star Wars, opened in May 1980. Star Wars “came out of my desire to make a modern fairy tale,” George Lucas, himself no conservative, would note. “Fairy tales are how people learn about good and evil, about how to conduct themselves in society.” Such myths offered welcome ballast in a society adrift.

Among highbrows, Free to Choose, Milton and Rose Friedman’s bestselling book and popular PBS series, preached that “Economic freedom is an essential requisite for political freedom.” While liberals would fret about “The Reagan Detour” in the march toward progress, conservatives would produce one provocative, best-selling, manifesto after another, be it George Gilder’s Wealth and Poverty, Charles Murray’s Losing Ground, or Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind. These books spurred debate and changed the American ideological universe. Similarly, as the Heritage Foundation and the American Enterprise Institute began to find their voices, and their financial angels, these foundations and other think tanks would be to the next generation of conservatives what Harvard and Yale had been to New Deal and New Frontier liberals—both intellectual hothouse and meal ticket. Conservatives enjoyed an ideological renaissance. Budget-cutting talk spread in Congress as grassroots campaigns against property taxes in various states boosted the popularity of the Kemp-Roth 30 percent tax cut and faith in “supply-side economics.”

Just as the American labor movement succeeded only by turning to “bread-and-butter” unionism rather than more radical, European, incarnations, the tax revolt helped create a successful, populist, bread-and-butter conservatism. Soft-pedaling their more radical views about the income tax being “un-American and illegal,” activists such as the retired businessman Howard Jarvis addressed inflation-weary Americans’ frustrations. They were tired of seeing their tax bills soar as their salaries grew but their earning power shriveled; they resented paying ever higher property taxes on a house they could not afford to leave, because everything else had become so expensive. In June 1978, when Californians by two to one passed Proposition 13, a state constitutional amendment limiting local property taxes to 1 percent of market value, it triggered what the New York Times called a “modern Boston Tea party” nationwide. Terrified, thirty-seven states would reduce property taxes, twenty-eight would cut income taxes, and even Massachusetts, known as “Taxachusetts,” would face a referendum on the November 1980 ballot, capping local property taxes at 2.5 percent. Proposition 2½ would pass as spending caps also proliferated nationwide.

Since the 1950s, Ronald Reagan had been preaching against high taxes squelching Americans’ desire to work. In his syndicated radio broadcast on the eve of the California vote, Reagan attacked Jimmy Carter’s plan to make taxes more “progressive,” meaning raising taxes for those earning $20,000 or more. Calling it, in his folksy way, “getting the most feathers possible from the fewest geese in order to minimize the quacking,” Reagan asked “can we steepen the tax brackets any more than they are without being totally unfair to those who work & earn & make this country go?”

This was Reagan’s gift. He could make what had sounded extreme in Goldwater’s terms—and during Goldwater’s times—seem reasonable. “My definition of a Republican conservative is an American of integrity, progressive in his creative thinking, who strives to make this a better place in which to live and raise children, and accomplishes that result by the application of hard work and sound common sense,” he said in 1966. “A conservative Republican is a good American citizen with both feet on the ground.” As times changed, and his message resonated better, Reagan deployed ever more pointed anecdotes proving how illogical, voracious, and insensitive to the individual big government could be.

By 1980 the federal government was indeed a behemoth. The half-trillion-dollar-a-year federal budget ate up nearly one-quarter of America’s gross national product. Spending on all levels of government consumed 36 percent of the GNP. The federal government employed more than one million people in non-defense-related services and doled out billions of dollars in subsidies to farmers, physicians, small businesses, oil companies, auto manufacturers, railroads, airports, exporters, and importers. There were dozens of federal agencies supervising, regulating, and micromanaging American life.

This greedy, growing leviathan, which devoured hard-working Americans’ tax dollars, was also an angel of mercy feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, healing the sick—one of every two households in the United States received some form of federal, state, or local government support, 37 million individuals accepted Social Security assistance, 50 million children attended 170,000 schools, and a quarter billion Americans enjoyed the use of 29,500 post offices, 1 million bridges, and 4 million miles of roads.

Americans had begun to grumble about the bureaucratic regulations emanating from Washington, which cost private businesses an estimated $100 billion and generated ten billion pieces of paper annually. Many citizens, who on average worked mornings to pay the government and afternoons to feed their families, resented the arrogance of federal employees who could ruin livelihoods with the flick of their government-issued bics. Amid hyperinflation and steep interest rates, most Americans came to believe that the large federal budget deficits were ruining the economy. Still, most Americans expected the government to continue supporting the poor—and subsidizing whatever pet project proved useful in their own lives.

Nevertheless, conservatism’s “happy warrior,” populist pitch, and growing infrastructure could only do so much. Reagan and his supporters would boast of forging a cohesive conservative movement. In fact, this often unruly gang of groups alienated from the Great Society, the Democratic Party, and the Carter presidency found a temporary way station but not a home; a fleeting alliance, not an enduring coalition. Even as they tasted early successes such as the tax revolt, conservatives were discovering the age-old American lesson that ideological movements often achieved mass success only by betraying—or at least constricting—their beliefs. Congressman Mickey Edwards’ 1978 lament haunted the decade: conservatives seemed unable “to consistently convert favorable public sentiment into legislative victories” or effectively “change or form public opinion.”

A Nasty Campaign

With morale plummeting and inflation soaring, with Americans and the presidency itself seemingly held hostage to the whims of Iranian extremists, with liberalism listing but still dominant, with conservatism ascendant but still marginalized, it would be a nasty campaign. Both candidates “are at the bottom of the list,” one Virginian griped. “Carter is inept at making decisions. … Reagan is inept at thinking, period.”

A rare ray of light appeared early in the campaign, when Illinois Congressman John Anderson boldly preached gun control to the National Rifle Association and peddled détente to the American Legion. Garry Trudeau, the cartoonist, was charmed, and the students who rallied around Anderson became known as “Doonesbury kids.” Anderson’s primary season popularity prompted an independent, third party run. This crusade would spawn a string of great white reportorial campaign hopes—independent, unconventional straight-shooters who enjoyed early surges. Reporters, liberals, and independents would swoon, the mavericks would flourish momentarily, before wilting under the exposure. Still, in a disaffected age, such lone crusaders as Anderson, Paul Tsongas in 1992, Bill Bradley and John McCain in 2000, and Howard Dean in 2004 would “inspire a generation of young people to get involved—often for the first time,” one former “Doonesbury kid,” Matt Gerson, would note.

If Anderson the straight-shooter was a novelty, Ronald Reagan was an anomaly. Reagan was a conservative crusader with a pragmatic gubernatorial record. He was an amiable ideologue, an accommodating extremist. He was charming but opinionated, glib but bookish in an anti-intellectual, Reader’s Digest sort of way, rooted in the Right but wooing the center. The campaign contradictions would be the paradoxes of his presidency. “Let Reagan be Reagan,” conservatives would plead during the second term. What they meant was let loose Reagan the right-winger. Yet in balancing, in contradicting, in roaring right while staying center, Reagan really was being Reagan.

Although Reagan was a crowd-pleaser, he wanted the job to advance his ideals. From the start he craved the presidency’s bully pulpit. Explaining himself to a former General Electric PR man, Reagan wrote: “The voice from that podium is louder than any voice out there in the countryside.” Noting Pope John Paul’s recent trip to Poland, Reagan asked, “Would he have inspired so many if he were not Pope?”

Reagan wanted that voice to be conservative, and he did not shy away from that label. Having been a politician for nearly two decades, Reagan understood politics as the art of the possible: “If I found when I was governor that I could not get 100 percent of what I asked for, I took 80 percent.” This kind of balancing, an approach honed during his years negotiating as the head of the Screen Actors’ Guild, impressed the economist Milton Friedman, who said, “You want a principled man, which Reagan is. But he is not a rigidly principled man, which you don’t want.”

Reagan was a populist. This son of small-town Illinois had spent his life running away from the Midwest while glorifying it. But Reagan was happiest when occupying that Midwest in his mind, that nostalgia-soaked village where people were friendly, life was smooth, choices were clear, values were eternal, and the sunshine was golden. Reagan conjured that vision often and effectively, moving his party toward celebrating those honest Joes and Janes who were the legendary back-bones of those mythical towns. Speaking at the Veterans of Foreign Wars Post 3181, in Florence, South Carolina, Reagan appealed to the broad middle road. “We Republicans have to show people we’re not the party of big business and the country-club set,” he said. “We’re the party of Main Street, the small town, the city neighborhood; the shopkeeper, the farmer, the cop on the beat, the blue-collar and the whitecollar worker.”

Reagan’s new populism did not play to the dispossessed, but to those with some possessions to lose. Rooted in post–New Deal prosperity, this was a populism of the new American middle class, of the post–World War II phenomenon that created history’s first mass middle-class society. Building on the tax revolts of the 1970s, the silent majority’s anxieties about the 1960s, and nostalgia for the 1950s, Reagan’s populism resonated with millions who left the slums for the suburbs but still felt like “forgotten men”—and women.

Reagan took pride in his ability to play to Main Street, to marshal the statistics and anecdotes detailing governmental outrages he had amassed for decades mobilizing Americans against big government and world Communism. Years before Ross Perot blasted “gotcha” journalism, reporters debunked Reagan’s tidbits. Reagan said the Occupational Safety and Health Administration had 144 regulations regarding climbing ladders; “Gotcha,” it was 2. Reagan claimed General Motors used 23,300 workers to fill out government paperwork; “Gotcha,” it was 5,000, mostly for tax (of course this figure could have sounded outrageous had it been presented first). Reagan also confused Indonesia with Indochina, Afghanistan with Pakistan.

Long-suffering aides often perpetuated the impression of a lazy, disengaged, even dumb candidate, rather than a preacher on a roll. Reagan was “stubborn” and would stop repeating something he had read “somewhere” only if they could disprove it. When reporters asked Guy Vander Jagt, the Republican Congressional Campaign Committee chairman, if he thought Reagan was shallow, the congressman replied: “It depends on how you define ‘shallow.’”

Yet Reagan as populist preacher understood that, as one senior aide put it, “A campaign speech is a metaphor. You can never dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s.” Reagan applied his “aw shucks” approach to the “Gotcha” game. “I’ve been on the mashed-potato circuit for a number of years,” Reagan chuckled, “and I have learned from experience to be pretty sure of the documentation of a statistic or figure I use.” In this culture clash with reporters, the populist commitment to the essential truth trumped the elitist obsession with individual facts. Mentioning the “mashed-potato circuit” evoked nostalgic feelings, while reinforcing his message that the details are not just unimportant but difficult to prove. The big picture counted, despite the quibbles of naysaying reporters and pedantic academics.

Such talk mollified supporters, but it unnerved many of the undecideds. Reagan came across as stupid or reckless or both. “He’s a nitwit,” one voter proclaimed. “I worry that Reagan puts his mouth in gear before his brain is running,” one “undecided” told Time. “He’s shallow, superficial, and frightening,” said another.

More seriously, Reagan had not convinced many he could cut taxes and boost defense spending without breaking the budget. The “Laffer curve,” named after the economist Arthur Laffer, claimed that cutting taxes could generate additional revenue by stimulating the economy. But the theory was unproved, and Democrats estimated the tax cuts would lead to a $282 billion revenue loss and budget deficits as high as $30 billion. Even corporate leaders were “lukewarm” on Reagan, a Fortune survey found, and skeptical of his “simple formulas.”

While Reagan’s economic policy risked ruining the economy, many feared his foreign policy could destroy the world. “We believe that a Ronald Reagan victory increases the chances for nuclear war,” The Nation warned. One twenty-two-year-old nursing student admitted: “I’m afraid things are going to blow sky high.”

Reagan did little to mollify those concerns. A reporter once asked if he wanted to “bring back the cold war.” Reagan snapped: “How stupid can you be? When did it ever go away?” “The American people are not going to elect a seventy-year-old, right-wing, ex-movie actor to be president,” Carter’s right-hand man, Hamilton Jordan, sneered.

In an attack so pungent that some newspapers shifted it to the editorial page, Garry Trudeau’s “Doonesbury” comic strips depicted a TV newsman’s journey into Reagan’s brain. The “reporter,” Roland Hedley III, discovered an overactive “hypothalamus, the deep dark coils of human aggression,” “many” frayed nerves in “the left hemisphere of Reagan’s cerebrum, traditionally … the home of logic, analysis and critical thinking,” and “The Fornix, Reagan’s memory vault, storehouse of images of an idyllic America. With 5 cent Cokes, Burma Shave signs, and hard-working White people.” In that spirit, President Carter claimed that a Reagan win would divide “blacks from whites, Jews from Christians, North from South, rural from urban.”

Just like their California colleagues in 1966, Democrats in 1980 overestimated the impact Reagan’s sloppiness and extremism had on voters, and thus underestimated him. Carter’s statement backfired. Reagan seemed too nice to be that kind of demagogue. He had no George Wallace snarl. The attack diminished the president and triggered talk of his “mean streak.” The backlash increased pressure on Carter to debate Reagan, setting up the Cleveland confrontation.

At the time, debating was a mark of desperation for both candidates. In the sixteen-years after the 1960 John Kennedy–Richard Nixon debates, candidates in the lead had refused to level the playing field by debating. In 1976 both Carter the outsider and Ford the nonelected incumbent felt compelled to debate. Four years later, Carter at first refused, and in September Anderson and Reagan debated. Finally, in the waning days of the campaign, Carter, now the defensive incumbent, succumbed and agreed to the one, ninety-minute, Cleveland clash before 80.6 million Americans on October 28.

In Cleveland Reagan’s warm, blurry visual style triumphed over Carter’s linear, formalistic, more print-oriented approach. As during the Nixon-Kennedy debate twenty years earlier, Carter may have won on points, but Reagan made the better visual impression. “I think appearance is more important than a whole bunch of facts—how you look, how you act, and how you present yourself,” William E. Timmons, Reagan’s deputy campaign manager, noted before the debates. To Democrats’ surprise, Ronald Reagan, the lifeguard, sportscaster, movie actor, and Las Vegas pitchman who had co-starred with Bonzo the chimp, bested Jimmy Carter, the braniac nuclear engineer and incumbent president who had apprenticed with the legendary genius Admiral Hyman J. Rickover.

Election Day Blues

On Tuesday, November 4, 1980, the weather was mostly sunny west of the Mississippi Valley, but gloomy and cloudy in the Northeast. A satellite photograph of the Northeast shrouded in clouds offered a meteorological reflection of shifting American power dynamics. Americans were particularly churlish that day, with their disappointment in the candidates compounded by the unhappy coincidence that it was the first anniversary of the Iranians’ assault on the American Embassy.

High in the stratosphere, the Voyager 1 space probe hurtled toward Titan, Saturn’s “mysterious moon,” days away from its closest approach to the ringed planet. Alas, the technological prowess and idealism the Voyager represented guaranteed neither peace nor prosperity. Gold was up, the dollar was down, and the stock market rallied hoping for a Reagan victory, with the Dow ending at 937.20. Inflation continued its rampage. A new issue of Treasury bills with an average yield of 13.029 percent was the highest since April; corporate profits had declined broadly the previous quarter, although more moderately than before.

That morning, newspaper readers would ponder some perennial world conflicts, as Colombia contemplated another initiative to end its rebel insurgency, the “troubles” between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland haunted the Irish by-elections, and Zimbabwe’s dictator Robert Mugabe threatened to seize white people’s farms. In the United States, the crime epidemic continued to ruin lives and fray the social fabric. New Yorkers were “dressing down” to avoid attracting criminals. “You can’t walk on the street in New York and be female,” one woman said. “I wonder if we shouldn’t all wear chadors with our jewelry and our bodies and our vulnerability underneath.”

Election Day was a minor holiday, with schools and banks closed, but it would not be the rollicking nineteenth-century festival with torchlight parades, candidate serenades, and hours-long stump speeches. Politics was no longer the national pastime. Politics now competed with dozens of other diversions in America’s leisure culture. In the World Series, the era’s two great third basemen, Mike Schmidt and George Brett, had battled it out, with the Philadelphia Phillies beating the Kansas City Royals for their first world championship ever. That fall, Americans laughed at the comedic chaos of Airplane and The Blues Brothers, cried at the pathos of Ordinary People, and sang out “Ce-le-brate good times … come on,” with Kool & the Gang. Johnny Carson, the king of late night TV, kept Americans laughing by claiming to have consulted Amy Carter about “what she thought were the most important issues to make jokes about” and asking: “Who do you want running our nation for the next four years … Nancy or Amy?”

The best-seller lists also reflected American’s colorful palette of diversions, as well as some common trends and fears. Sidney Sheldon’s glitzy Rage of Angels introduced a female lawyer who bested two male rivals. Irving Wallace’s cold war thriller The Second Lady had the Soviets replacing the president’s wife with a double, while Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre’s The Fifth Horseman imagined a twenty-four-hour race to discover a thermonuclear device Libyan terrorists planted in New York. On the nonfiction lists, Douglas R. Casey’s Crisis Investing “for the Greater Depression of the 1980s” reflected the financial anxiety; Richard Nelson Bolles’ What Color is Your Parachute? furthered the quest for professional self-fulfillment; Douglas R. Hofstadter’s Godel Escher, Bach offered post-1960s metaphysics; while the popularity of Herman Tarnower and Samm Sinclair-Baker’s Complete Scarsdale Medical Diet fed the growing obsession with fitness, even as the trial of Jean S. Harris for murdering her lover, Dr. Tarnower, progressed through the courts.

The eighty-three million voters casting their ballots that day represented barely 50 percent of the electorate—only 71 percent were even registered to vote, with those who were white, middle-aged, and better educated disproportionately represented. Rather than swarming party headquarters for the vote count, most Americans would spend Election Night watching televised election returns anchored on CBS by Walter Cronkite, on NBC by John Chancellor, and on ABC by an experimental, integrated team of Frank Reynolds, Peter Jennings, Barbara Walters, and the first black anchor, Max Robinson.

The Cleveland debate proved decisive. Gallup polls estimated that Carter dropped 10 percentage points during the campaign’s final forty-eight hours, one of the most dramatic shifts ever observed. A last-minute Iranian announcement of terms for the hostages’ release—timed to remind Americans of their frustration with Carter’s impotence—combined with the Cleveland debate fallout to shift millions of “undecideds” to Reagan. The result came to be known as the Reagan “landslide,” with Reagan winning 51 percent of the popular vote to Carter’s 41 percent, and Reagan winning 489 electoral votes to Carter’s 49. The Republican renegade John Anderson received no electoral votes and 7 percent of the popular vote, although 13 percent of those deciding in the last week voted for him.

At first glance this appeared to be an electoral earthquake, a “counter-revolution,” as Newsweek called it, a “MASSIVE SHIFT … RIGHT,” as U.S. News & World Report headlined. The Democrats also lost the Senate, losing liberal lions such as George McGovern, Frank Church, Birch Bayh, and John Culver. Democrats lost thirty-three seats in the House, including that of John Brademas, the House majority whip. They lost six of thirteen contested state houses and over two hundred seats from all the state legislatures. Pundits announced a realigning election, akin to Franklin Roosevelt’s 1932 win.

Reagan bested Carter in the South and the West, solidifying Richard Nixon’s new Sun Belt coalition. Reagan won over 40 percent of the union vote, as well as nearly half the Catholic vote, breathing life into a critical 1980s phenomenon, “the Reagan Democrat.” Reagan wooed 24 percent of registered Democrats, an impressive figure that nearly constituted his victory margin. Carter’s percentage of the Democratic vote plummeted from 81 percent in 1976 to an estimated 66 percent. Reagan, by contrast, received 80 percent of the Republican vote—a mark of party discipline that would be the key to Reagan’s strength with the electorate and in Congress. Middle-aged white males made up the heart of Reagan’s constituency, with 53 percent of men and only 38 percent of women voting for Reagan, while 57 percent of whites and only 14 percent of blacks voted for him.

Nevertheless, the landslide was less resounding than it appeared. The electorate’s volatility offered one hint. The electorate’s negativity was another. Peter Hart’s polls found that “More voters held negative attitudes toward each Presidential candidate than in any campaign since polling began measuring such factors.” The referendum was more anti-Carter than pro-Reagan.

The great conservative realignment was chimerical. Only 28 percent of those bothering to vote identified as “conservative,” only 13 percent as strong Republicans. Reagan’s conservative ideology motivated only one Reagan voter in ten. Americans had not turned conservative regarding welfare, abortion, or the equal rights amendment. Voters wanted lower taxes and fewer regulations, but they still considered government the national problem-solver.

Ronald Reagan, whom many still called “an aging movie star” rather than a former two-term California governor, had triumphed. In his campaign he rehearsed the themes of rebirth and reorientation he would cling to throughout the decade. Yet Reagan lacked the mandate for change most people thought he now had. Not only did Reagan lack a mandate, but with all the doubts about his extremism and his intellect unanswered he entered the White House as the most unpopular president-elect in modern American history. No victorious candidate since polling began in the 1930s had such a low public approval rating, had so many millions opposed to him. Characteristically elated and not intimidated, the president-elect set off to create a mandate—or an illusion of one—that the voters had refused to provide.


1981

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue

The Ronald Reagan Show, the New Dynasty, and David Stockman’s Reaganomics

I place myself in the “seller” category of leadership.
RONALD REAGAN TO MURRAY RATZLAFF, 1983

Ronald Reagan ambled into office amid a grand display of inaugural opulence. Not since the Kennedy debut twenty years before had an inauguration made such a cultural stir. And, as John Kennedy had, Ronald Reagan deputized Frank Sinatra to fete him in style. The legendary singer represented Reagan’s Hollywood roots and the journey so many “Reagan Democrats” traveled from the New Deal to this new dynasty.

The president’s thousand-dollar morning suit, the First Lady’s $10,000 gown, the sixteen-million-dollar inaugural price tag, the private planes landing at National (soon to be Reagan) Airport, the limousines deployed on the ground, and the decision to mount the inauguration facing west all signified Reagan’s new direction. The celebration of wealth reflected Reagan’s conventionality as well as the anomaly that his odes to traditional values coexisted with his role as an avatar of American consumption, a maestro of materialism. While Reagan did not possess as big a stock portfolio as the moguls toasting his debut, he enjoyed another prized American asset—celebrity. Like his predecessor Dwight Eisenhower, Reagan loved socializing with wealthy men who had succeeded in one realm neither of these sons of the Midwest ever mastered. Reagan’s inaugural revealed a characteristically open American approach to wealth, not as something to be resented because aristocrats monopolized it, but as something accessible to be enjoyed, directly or indirectly, and worshiped.

Reagan would attract blame and praise for ushering in this new era of greed and ostentation. Yet an era often ushers in a presidency. Democratic politicians usually rise to power by riding a popular wave, not by convincing millions to vote for something radical. Presidents can shape the times, as Reagan did; they cannot create the times. The man and the moment were well matched.

The economic miseries of the 1970s undermined the legitimacy of the New Deal and the Great Society, just as the counterculture of the 1970s left many Americans yearning for the “good old days.” Splashy consumption became a way to demonstrate confidence and take back the night. A week before Reagan’s inauguration, one of Hollywood’s legendary producers, Aaron Spelling, acknowledged this new opulent era by launching Dynasty, a prime-time television soap opera. Dynasty aped the other great prime-time soap opera Dallas, which debuted in April 1978 but only became television’s top-rated show during the 1980 to 1981 season, when Americans seemed more concerned with “who shot J.R.,” the scheming oil baron, than who would be the next president.

Ronald Reagan helped invent the 1980s in a matter of months. During his mythical “first hundred days,” and in the months thereafter, the new president helped establish a new national tone, shaping otherwise inchoate stirrings. Proof of a collective desire for a new mood bubbled up in 1980. The national euphoria—and sense of vindication—that greeted the “Miracle on Ice,” the American Olympic team’s surprise hockey triumph over the Soviet Union in February 1980, demonstrated what the Washington Post called “hero-starved” Americans’ yearning for a return to patriotism and national “self-esteem.” John Lennon’s murder in December 1980, during the presidential transition, underscored the sense that a new era—with a new ethos—was emerging. Lennon was eulogized as the ideological Beatle, the Beatle with the sixties’ soul. By 1987 Nike used John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s anthem, “Revolution,” to sell sneakers, as public discussion of the legendary rock group centered around the modern gods of celebrity and money. Two months after the inauguration, Walter Cronkite would retire as the CBS News anchor. With his avuncular style, Reagan would replace “Uncle Walter” as the kindly paterfamilias of America’s ever-changing family.

Like the B-movies he starred in, like the TV soap operas that would prove so popular during his tenure, Ronald Reagan was a man of standard formats, reassuring Americans by following scripts they loved. As Reagan prepared for his inauguration in January, the dynamic movie-making duo of the producer George Lucas and the director Steven Spielberg prepared for the June release of what would be one of the decade’s biggest hits, Raiders of the Lost Ark. In this 1930s-style adventure, the screenwriter Lawrence Kasdan drew upon “all of our greatest, most productive myths about ourselves. Being strong, resourceful and quick. It’s your best dream of heroism.”

Reagan hoped to apply that optimism and heroism to save the American economy. While he was not quite Gordon Gekko in Oliver Stone’s 1987 movie Wall Street proclaiming “greed is good,” Ronald Reagan happily echoed his hero Calvin Coolidge that “the chief business of the American people is business.” Reagan transformed Washington, DC, legitimizing a new conservative “counterestablishment,” as Sidney Blumenthal would call it.

In 1981 Ronald Reagan was at the top of his game. The American people had not given him the mandate he sought, so he conjured up one. The 1980 election had provided him with only a Republican Senate, so he set out to woo the House of Representatives, despite its Democratic majority. Reagan swept into Washington, DC, with great flair. His inauguration promised to redeem the troubled capital city and the beleaguered nation, bringing the élan of Dynasty to dispirited Pennsylvania Avenue. His mastery of symbols was more than smoke and mirrors; in 1981 Reagan would focus on the meat and potatoes of the American economy and government. Reagan’s young, zealous budget-slasher, David Stockman, epitomized the Reagan Revolution’s great potential—and many promises—as hundreds of Reaganauts crossed the Beltway, moving into what antistatist conservatives had long deemed to be enemy territory.

By August of that remarkable year, Reagan had imposed a sweeping package of tax cuts, defense hikes, and government rollbacks on Washington’s bureaucracy, and on America. His assertive leadership in economic matters and during crises such as the PATCO (Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization) strike reaffirmed the presidency’s potential power to skeptical Washington insiders, both Democrats and Republicans. Yet, never again would Reagan achieve such success. Some of these same dazzled, intimidated denizens would teach the outsider a thing or two about Washington gridlock—and high-stakes trench warfare. Stockman would see his stock plummet within that first year, as both savvy reporters and sharp-elbowed bureaucrats reminded the midwestern moralist about American government’s “Madisonian,” meaning fragmented, nature. This first year of the Reagan Revolution demonstrated just how far Ronald Reagan and his revolution could go, as well as suggesting how, and why, he reached his limits.

The Reagan Narrative: Manufacturing the Mandate

After their November victory, Reagan and his men labored to hide one important fact—there was no Reagan mandate. A postelection strategy memo recognized that no Roosevelt-like realignment emerged because neither the new leader nor his program enjoyed mass support. The Reaganites would have to manufacture their mandate, and seize their moment, as John Kennedy had.

The mandate mantra was central to the Reaganites’ success. Reagan’s aides understood that mandates were constructs, “that political mandates generate both their form and force from expectations.” “Reagan’s mandate is ‘change,’” they insisted. Literally underlining this notion in their blueprint for the first few weeks they wrote: “the 1980 presidential election should be viewed as an axial event demarking a major political opportunity for redrafting the policy agenda.” Trying to “restructure the political agenda for the next two decades,” they acted as if “The public has sanctioned the search for a new public philosophy to govern America.”

The January 20 inauguration would allow Reagan to set the tone and pitch his vision. Contrary to his reputation, Reagan planned the inauguration carefully. A White House report later stated—exaggerating mildly not wildly—that both Reagan and his wife “were involved in most of the details concerning the inauguration,” opting for formal attire and the ceremony on the Capitol’s western side.

Meanwhile, an army of aides worked to conquer the behemoth that Reagan had been denouncing for decades, the American government. Even though Republicans had been in power only four years earlier, this transition would be dramatic. Reagan’s policy guru Martin Anderson helped assemble The United States in the 1980s, 868 pages of conservative ideas. Anderson would later note that “seventeen of the people who contributed to or advised on the book held important positions in the Reagan administration.” Cabinet appointees would seize power armed with the Heritage Foundation’s 1,093-page guide, Mandate for Leadership: Policy Management in a Conservative Administration. Old Nixon and Ford hands collaborated with young ideologues to produce this blueprint for bureaucratic revolution. As early as August 1980, a “pre-election transition planning operation” had amassed a data bank of 30,000 prospects for 87 top administration positions and their 170 deputies. Since the spring, a Policy Task Force had been meeting with 326 people divided into 25 working groups. These initiatives launched a new, ideologically charged, and politically savvy generation into the executive branch.

Talk of the Reagan mandate, the Reagan Revolution, the Reagan realignment reinforced the staff plotting. The year began with a valentine to the president-elect, as Time designated Reagan “Man of the Year.” The seventy-year-old Reagan appeared as an American superman, a handsome, broad-shouldered “success story” who even defeated the aging process: “Reagan’s face was ruddy, in bloom, growing younger by the second.”

The political analysis of this “boyish man … whose time had definitely come” was equally exuberant. Time deemed him “the idea of the year,” enjoying a “philosophical as well as personal” triumph. Time defined Reagan’s “mandate” as “specific: to control inflation, to reduce unnecessary governmental interference in private lives and in business, to reassert America’s prominence in the world.”

Tuesday, January 20, 1981, in Washington was unseasonably warm at 56 degrees. As the new day dawned, the two men who had fought for the privilege of being inaugurated that day followed their different destinies. Jimmy Carter, still president, was exhausted. His eyes bloodshot, his face unshaven, he had not been to bed since early Sunday morning. Carter was excruciatingly close to freeing the fifty-two hostages in Iran. The complex deal involved transferring to Algeria nearly eight billion dollars in frozen Iranian funds from twelve different banks.

A picture taken early that morning captures the surreal ending to Carter’s presidential dream. A worn president sits on his Oval Office couch, massaging his graying temples. Wearing a casual sweater—reflecting recent fashion and decorum revolutions—he looks like a defeated college football coach. To his right, on the couch, sits an equally dejected Hamilton Jordan, Carter’s chief of staff. Jordan’s sideburns testify to his youth, and the trends of the 1970s, some of which helped propel him and his unlikely patron from the Georgia backwoods to power. In the corner, on a separate chair, sits an elegant if only slightly rumpled Lloyd Cutler, symbolizing the Democratic establishment about to lose its power. To his left, slumped in a chair, his tie loose, his left hand stifling a yawn, sits Vice President Walter Mondale, one of the 1960s’ leading liberal lions. Mondale’s pose says it all: liberalism is exhausted and defeated.

At 6:47 A.M. Treasury Secretary G. William Miller reports: “All the money is in the escrow account.” President Carter graciously calls his successor “to give him the good news.” But Reagan prefers “not to be disturbed.” Three-quarters of an hour later, Carter’s wife Rosalynn comes in with a razor, followed by a barber. “Jimmy, you have forgotten to shave and you need a haircut,” she admonishes him gently. Three hours and ten minutes later, still waiting for the hostages to take off, Rosalynn returns: “Jimmy, the Reagans will be here in fifteen minutes. You will have to put on your morning clothes and greet them.”

Reagan begins his day relaxed. While Carter has been enduring sleepless nights, micromanaging the Iranian deal, Reagan has been reveling in patriotic tunes and medaillons de veau, watching one hundred thousand out-of-town guests gobble three-and-a-half tons of jelly beans and consume millions of canapés. In a harbinger of the mass marketing of brand-name mementoes that would soon be drowning America in monogrammed junk, the inauguration was partly financed by sales of inaugural knick-knacks, presented in a sixteen-page catalogue. Guests snatched up $5 inaugural medals, $650 Boehm Nancy Reagan roses, and $1,875 bronze replicas of a Remington statue, along with designer scarves, ties, and tote bags emblazoned with Reagan’s initials, RR.

Eschewing the Carter era’s cardigans and jeans, the Reagans championed a new designer ethos. Americans wanted to return to glamour, evidenced by Dynasty’s premiere the week before the Reagans’. Eighty million people a week would soon be watching this Dallas knockoff as popular culture echoed, intensified, and mass-produced these themes of the Reagan inaugural. Work on the show had begun over a year and a half earlier, preceding Reagan’s election. “We sort of anticipated the Reagan era, viscerally,” Esther Shapiro, one of the show’s creators, would say in 1988. “We picked up on the glitz and glamour of it.” Shapiro and her husband and partner Richard were baby boomers itching to upgrade. “I wore granny dresses in the 1960s. I baked bread, I marched in peace marches, I made speeches,” Mrs. Shapiro said. By 1981, “I felt like dressing up again.”

The Shapiros, along with the king of TV schlock Aaron Spelling, believed Americans had a “renewed need for romance.” They set out to create “the ultimate American fantasy family,” worth over two hundred million dollars and living in a forty-eight-room mansion. Dynasty would be a powerful cultural force throughout the decade. Former President and Mrs. Ford would appear in cameo roles, along with Henry Kissinger, mixing fantasy and reality. This yearning for glitz coincided with a new, fond “awareness of business,” as the publishing tycoon Malcolm Forbes would note. “Capitalism is back in, people realize that getting rich is just somebody entrepreneuring.”

Reagan’s own conservative movement harbored an ascetic streak that recoiled at such excess. “When you’ve got to pay $2,000 for a limo for four days, $7 to park, and $2.50 to check your coat at a time when most people in the country can’t hack it, that’s ostentation,” the conservative stalwart, Senator Barry Goldwater, grumbled. Radical Democrats such as Congressman Ronald Dellums agreed, blasting the “incongruity between President Reagan’s apparent call for sacrifice … and the wall-to-wall furs and limos.” Yet many establishment Democrats like Lyndon Johnson’s aide Horace Busby acknowledged that Reagan had a mandate to bring a “class show” and suggested that critics were “hitting the wrong button to suggest that the U.S.A. is a dried-up, resentful little country.” Leo Lerman of Vogue insisted that the poor also enjoyed the opulence. “People want to see well-being, which gives them a sense of security,” Lerman argued. In Reagan’s America, the glamour of supposedly “classy” displays would trump, or at least obscure, class resentments.

At 8:31 on inauguration morning, the president and the presidentelect finally spoke. The hostages were in planes, awaiting takeoff. An hour later, the Reagans sat in George Washington’s pew at St. John’s Episcopal Church, and Nancy Reagan felt “history closing in on us.” Carter and his aides now realized that the Iranians were procrastinating so that the hostages would not be freed “on his watch.” “They clearly can’t know the inauguration schedule,” Jordan muttered, once again underestimating the Iranians, their hatred for America, and their special disdain for his boss.

The meeting of the incoming and outgoing presidential couples proceeded smoothly, if coolly, with the men taking one limousine down Pennsylvania Avenue, followed by their wives. Reagan later forgave the Carters, saying that having left the White House himself, he could understand their sadness. Never one to miss an opportunity for a democratic homily, Reagan said: “One of the great things about America is how smoothly we transfer presidential power.” Recalling Rosalynn Carter’s stony silence in the limousine, Nancy Reagan would sigh, less charitably, “Fortunately it’s a short ride.”

Ronald Reagan took the oath of office. The sun burst through the clouds as if on cue. Reagan’s twenty-minute address defined the Reagan narrative and his mantra: “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem. Government is the problem.”

Transcending the contemporary chatter about “special interests,” Reagan embraced “a special interest group that has been too long neglected … ‘We the people,’ this breed called Americans.” Central to Reagan’s patriotism was his optimism. “It is time for us to realize that we are too great a nation to limit ourselves to small dreams. … Let us renew … our faith and our hope.”

Reagan’s first minutes in office were his best. Striding into the President’s Room of the Senate, Reagan signed an executive order freezing federal civilian hiring. “This begins the process of restoring our economic strength and returning the nation to prosperity,” he said. As the inaugural luncheon in Statuary Hall ended, Reagan announced, “With thanks to Almighty God, I have been given a tag line, the get-off line everyone wants at the end of a toast or speech.” The hostages “now are free of Iran.” Ayatollah Khomeini had given the old performer a great gift to help “begin an era of national renewal.”

After a shrewd courtesy visit to the Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill—who felt snubbed by Carter at the 1977 inauguration—Reagan rode down Pennsylvania Avenue to his new home. He followed the path of Thomas Jefferson, who, after his second inaugural in 1805, rode back by horse to the White House, trailed by congressmen and other Washingtonians. A century later, Theodore Roosevelt reflected the nation’s exuberance and his own egotism by presiding over a three-and-a-half-hour inaugural parade of thirty-five thousand people. In 1976 Jimmy, Rosalynn, and Amy Carter walked down the avenue, to repudiate the imperial presidency. Now, Reagan wanted to restore American grandeur. A limousine whisked him to the White House reviewing stand. The hour-long inaugural parade would feature a sea of American flags and eight thousand marchers, including the band from Reagan’s hometown high school in Dixon, Illinois.

The presidential parade route told a tale of America in 1981, illustrating challenges ahead and resources available. Known as the “Avenue of the Presidents” and “America’s Main Street,” Pennsylvania Avenue grew with the nation. Named by Jefferson in 1791, the avenue represented the separation of executive and legislative powers—and their links. The avenue had been home to slave markets and music halls, congressional boarding houses and grand hotels. It had witnessed inaugural parades and funeral processions, the Union Army’s 1865 victory parade and Coxey’s 1894 “army” of the jobless, as well as the 1932 Bonus Marchers.

The avenue was striking, a grand canyon with mammoth government buildings jutting skyward, epitomizing the governmental gargantuanism Reagan detested. Yet by 1981, Pennsylvania Avenue had decayed. Depression bankruptcies in the 1930s, the government building boom of the 1940s, and the lure of suburbia during the 1950s precipitated the urban rot of the 1960s. During his inaugural parade, John Kennedy deemed the avenue a disgrace.

Although the 1968 riots after Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, assassination spared Pennsylvania Avenue, the neighborhood declined. Terrified shoppers avoided downtown, patronizing new suburban shopping malls. Kennedy’s administration had begun to think about redeveloping Pennsylvania Avenue. As in so many other areas, Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society implemented Kennedy’s dream. As a result, Reagan paraded along a work in progress. Most encouraging were two projects finishing in the 1980s: the Willard Hotel’s face-lift and the United States Post Office Building’s $20 million renovation. Built between 1892 and 1899, distinguished by its 315-foot clock tower above its eight stories, the Romanesque structure escaped demolition thanks to preservationists. Since 1816 when Philadelphia purchased Independence Hall to save it, America’s capitalist compulsion to develop had clashed with Americans’ patriotic desire to preserve. “The Pavilion” at the old Post Office would become a model of 1980s-style gentrification, opening in 1983 as a “multiuse complex” with eight floors of federal offices over three floors of novelty shops and ethnic restaurants in a building graced with a sweeping atrium, flooded with sunlight from a skylight. In 1988, demonstrating again that being good to history could be great for business, Union Station would open after a $160 million renovation, featuring 130 “unique” shops, and attracting over twenty-five million visitors annually.

Alas, it was easier to revive one historic street or one decrepit railroad terminal than the blighted city. Reporters surveying vast stretches of the nation’s capital described the urban “moonscape” of deserted buildings and burnt-out cars, peppered with ghetto litter—discarded needles, soda cans, and fast food wrappers. These were signs of what sociologists now called the “underclass,” residents of these “inner-city war zones” who had succumbed to addiction, alcoholism, lethargy, and despair.

In these neglected neighborhoods, residents hoped for a change but feared rejection. Raymond B. Kemp, a local pastor said, “Maybe we’re ready to say it’s time to work on ourselves for a while. I’m not sure that’s half bad. Maybe it’s time to say the government isn’t interested in giveaways but it is interested in helping people do bootstrapping things.” Some of the overwhelmingly white conservatives who preached the gospel of people doing “bootstrapping things” were also moving into some of these neighborhoods. Most, however, settled in the city’s white and wealthy Northwest quadrant, or nested in the suburbs. The focus that January day was on society’s winners, not those left behind.

The Debut of Ronald Reagan, Inc.

With Reagan’s inauguration the conservative movement came of age—and came to power. Conservatives had constructed an alternative universe, a mirror image to the Harvard–Brookings–New York Times nexus few could access. Fueled by ideas, funded by corporate angels, a network of intellectuals and political activists inhabited an incestuous world of think-tanks and journals. The National Review, Human Events, American Spectator, Commentary, the Public Interest, the National Interest, and the all-important Wall Street Journal published and republished articles by scholars affiliated with conservative think-tanks such as the American Enterprise Institute, Stanford’s Hoover Institution, Georgetown’s Center for Strategic and International Studies, and the aggressive new kid on the block, the Heritage Foundation. Anticipating the age of mass emails, at the touch of a button Heritage could contact sixteen hundred scholars in its computer banks to advance an idea, or counterattack.

Reagan’s inauguration shifted the conservative movement’s center of gravity to Washington, DC. Once epitomizing all that conservatives abhorred, the city would increasingly be their home. Aping Roosevelt’s New Dealers and Kennedy’s New Frontiersmen, these Reaganauts would establish roots in Washington, creating a “government in exile” when Democrats returned to power, as well as a powerful magnet luring Republican administrations rightward.

“What’s important isn’t Ronald Reagan,” his first National Security Adviser Richard V. Allen said. “It’s the set of attitudes he brings into office with him.” Hundreds of “movement conservatives” embodying those attitudes populated the Reagan administration and radicalized the federal bureaucracy. These conservatives, in the words of Dr. Tevi Troy, in his book on White House intellectuals, would be “detail experts,” insinuating Reagan’s ideas into all levels of government. Terrel Bell, the secretary of education, recognized his inferior status, heading “a department sired by Jimmy Carter … and publicly designated for abolition.” Bell resented the administration’s samurai warriors, sporting Adam Smith “cuff links and neckties,” self-appointed “keepers of the conservative dogma,” who would mock Bell saying: “My, are you still here?” “Do you need help on moving expenses?”

The modern presidency Reagan inherited had grown too big for one man. Elections now offered Americans a choice between two opposing teams. In an age of weakened parties, the teams had a Republican or Democratic flavor, but the candidate dominated. Like a privately held corporation, the modern presidency ostensibly reflected the boss’s desires, but the hundreds of appointees, managing thousands of workers, had wide discretion. In 1933 Franklin Roosevelt had fewer than 100 White House staffers, only 71 presidential appointees, and 50 different agencies reporting directly to him; half a century later there were more than 350 White House staffers, 600 presidential appointees, 1,700 employees in the Executive Office of the President, and approximately two million government workers. Even without a president as open to delegating and taking direction as Reagan, the inauguration marked a sweeping changing of the guard, the debut of Ronald Reagan, Inc.

More than just an ideologue, more than just a showman, Reagan was a politician. Through years in the public eye, and building on his own innate reserve, Reagan developed a certain amiable aura. He was no Lyndon Johnson plunging into a room and splaying out his insides all over in a manic compulsion to dominate and seduce everyone he met. Nor was he a Richard Nixon fighting his own retiring personality, hiding his contempt for most people he met. Rather, Reagan was ready with a quip, happy to gladhand, happier to have people gravitate to him, but not willing to “bond” too intensely.

As a politician acutely sensitive to people, Reagan understood that he needed to woo the locals, especially considering their hostility. His inauguration culminated a charm offensive that began after his election. As Nancy Reagan archly recalled, “Ronnie wanted” to show “the local power establishment … that despite our images in the Eastern media, the president-elect wasn’t a shoot-’em-up cowboy, and his wife wasn’t a fluffhead.” Working the Washington parlor circuit, the Reagans even accepted a dinner invitation from the Washington Post’s publisher Katharine Graham. If Graham was the high priestess of Washington’s liberal establishment, her Georgetown mansion was the holy of holies. At the door, Reagan kissed Mrs. Graham warmly on both cheeks—prompting her maid to snap: “I hope she enjoyed that because that’s the last time that will ever happen.” But the Reagans would remain friendly with Graham and others—to the chagrin of many Republican revolutionaries. The head of the Conservative Caucus Howard Phillips thundered, “If by June the Washington establishment is happy with Ronald Reagan, then you should be unhappy with Ronald Reagan.”

Conservatives would often be unhappy with Reagan’s lighter touch, his pragmatic style, his compulsive amiability. But Reagan was more effective as a happy warrior than an angry ideologue. Reagan’s hobnobbing also contrasted with Jimmy Carter’s contempt for “permanent Washington.” As veterans of Hollywood, another company town, the Reagans understood the game. Just as they always lived on the outskirts of Beverly Hills, they flirted with the Washington establishment without “going native.”

On the night of January 20, the Reagans floated from one inaugural ball to another, eventually reaching all ten. As usual, to the thousands of overdressed supporters who had overpaid for tickets, the balls were crowded, chaotic, and uncomfortable. But to the envious television audience, it all looked glamorous. Typically, the warm, fuzzy image would obscure the messy realities, the big picture would triumph over pesky details.

Reagan’s inauguration calcified and popularized the Reagan narrative. In 1987 Burton Yale Pines of the Heritage Foundation would detail the five key “lessons of Reaganomics”: growth is good, the entrepreneur is a “hero,” “fair government” is limited government because individuals “almost always can solve problems better than government can,” “competition … breeds creativity,” and all four together “create a dynamic economy.” Reaganomics is “more than an economic theory,” Pines preached, building on American “optimism,” the “inherent dignity of man,” and “the knowledge that frontiers are conquered by human energy and creativity. … Reaganomics is also a theory of how the world works and a theory of what man can do to change the world.”

The forward-looking vision, rooted in an understanding of the American past, as well as the “inherent” qualities of both the American and “man” were themselves characteristic of Reaganism. Typically, here was a think-tank expert analyzing, validating, and propagating Reagan’s ideas, which meshed with popular attitudes beyond the Beltway. For example, public confidence in business had grown throughout the 1970s even without the presidential seal of approval, rising from 48 percent in 1972 to 69 percent seven years later. Such a process typified the conservative echo chamber Reagan helped establish to spread Reaganism, and to build on the extraordinary but by no means inevitable success of his inauguration extravaganza. Strategists understood that “of all the demanding roles, functions, and titles a president carries, such as Commander in Chief, Leader of Party, Chief Executive Officer—the ones that will be most crucial in this initial period of Ronald Reagan’s governance will be Teacher, Communicator, and Motivator.” Thanks to his mastery of those public roles, Reagan now had his mandate to change as well as to govern. The coming months would test his mandate’s reach.

The Education of a Budget-cutting Wunderkind

With their sensitivity to the symbolic, Reagan’s aides understood that “the central thrust of the presidency will be defined during the early period.” Remembering the Bay of Pigs and other rookie fiascos, they also feared “making big mistakes.” Reagan’s team would monitor the first day, the first week, the first month, the first ninety days, and the first one hundred days—assessing the “symbolic as well as substantive values” of the president’s actions at each plateau.

Reagan’s White House ran, thanks to an impractical scheme that worked. Reagan relied on a triumvirate, deviating from the Nixon-Ford trend toward concentrating power in one powerful deputy. James A. Baker III became chief of staff. He would work closely but not happily with Michael Deaver, the deputy chief of staff, and Edwin Meese, III, the White House counselor. The patrician Baker, a George Bush buddy from Houston, represented the Republican establishment and the business community, providing the ballast and the bucks for Reagan’s Revolution. The slick Deaver, a public relations wizard and Nancy Reagan’s confidante, focused on the Reagans’ personal needs and political image. And the rumpled Meese, who worked with Reagan as governor, was the ideologue whose conservatism would be tempered by Baker’s corporate sensibilities and Deaver’s spin control. The tension of three powerful personalities straining to go in three different directions somehow propped up the administration. The three created a team that was more moderate than conservatives wished, but conservative enough to terrify liberals.

The same was true of Reagan’s cabinet. Conservatives distrusted the secretary of state, Alexander M. Haig, Jr., once Henry Kissinger’s aide, and the moderate secretary of defense and establishment Republican, Caspar Weinberger. Frustrated, the conservative Senator Jesse Helms voted against Weinberger’s confirmation. Instead of an ideologue as attorney general, Reagan chose a California crony, William French Smith. Treasury Secretary Donald T. Regan was from Wall Street—with no political pedigree—and Secretary of Health and Human Services Richard Schweiker was a liberal Republican, a dying breed by 1981. The secretary of education, Terrel Bell, another moderate who identified himself as the “only nonmillionaire,” would deem his colleagues “the water gang,” drinking constantly during meetings to keep the prostates functioning, for “ours was not a youthful group.” The columnist Patrick Buchanan acknowledged the cabinet’s “competence” but asked: “Where is the dash, color and controversy—the customary concomitants of a Reagan campaign?” The only fire-and-brimstone conservative cabinet member was James Watt, an interior secretary hostile to environmentalists.

As the Reaganites marched into Washington and delivered marching orders to the nation, Democrats remained shell-shocked. “Each day’s headlines arrive like war communiques,” progressives mourned. “Strom Thurmond, who will now preside over the Senate Judiciary Committee, announces he wants a repeal of the 1965 Voting Rights Act. The prospective Secretary of the Department of Education has two children who have never spent a day in public schools. … There is talk of new bombers, new missiles, and old-style covert action.”

Meanwhile, Reagan and his aides tackled America’s “economic mess.” On February 5 President Reagan’s nationally televised address repudiated half-a-century’s worth of domestic policy. Reagan advocated tax cuts of 10 percent per year over three years and budget cuts of forty to fifty million dollars in the coming fiscal year. The man most responsible for devising this sweeping “Program for Economic Recovery” was the new director of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), David Stockman.

Within weeks of taking office, this once-obscure congressman had become the toast of the nation. Newsweek gushed about “the wunderkind of Washington,” whose “frail good looks and boyish charms” complemented his “buzz-saw intellect.” The Washington Post called him “the most important member of the board of directors the new president has assembled” and “a lightning rod to deflect the political outcry the policy will provoke.” Even the crusty Democratic House Speaker, Tip O’Neill, marveled at Stockman’s ability to tick off arcane budget items “boom, boom, boom. I’ve never seen anybody who knows the operation like this kid—he’s something else, believe me.”

Stockman truly was a “wonder boy.” He had entered Congress barely four years earlier. This linchpin of the nation’s economic program, this key to the success of the Reagan presidency, was only thirty-four years old.

David Stockman’s story puts a human face on Ronald Reagan’s Revolution. It illustrates a complex tale of taxing and spending, of employment training acts and aid to families with dependent children, of entitlements and block grants, of billion-dollar price tags and rosy economic scenarios. A midwestern farm boy who made it to Harvard and Washington, this baby boomer, like many, imbibed 1960s’ radicalism before shaping 1980s’ conservatism and materialism—by 1986 Stockman had become an investment banker.

Stockman was born in 1946 at the start of the baby boom, that transformative demographic tidal wave. Despite growing up as the eldest of five on the family farm in Scottsdale, Michigan, Stockman exhibited some of the traits of the stereotypical suburban boomer. He clashed with his authoritarian father, admired Martin Luther King, Jr., and rebelled in college, growing his hair long, marching with Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), sympathizing with the North Vietnamese. And, also typically, Stockman evaded the draft in a career-enhancing way, by enrolling in Harvard Divinity School. Ultimately, Stockman, like many of his peers, was too American, too soft, too bourgeois, too reasonable for serious revolution. These molly-coddled naifs preferred Peter, Paul, and Mary to Marx, Mao, and Che.

At Harvard, Stockman concluded that only capitalism could sustain the democratic spirit he relished as both radical and conservative. A brilliant networker, Stockman parlayed a baby-sitting job with the legendary professor Daniel Patrick Moynihan into a seminar entrée with the journalist David Broder, who recommended him to Illinois Congressman John Anderson. In 1976 Stockman won a congressional seat from a seven-term Republican, even though congressional staffers were not supposed to run against incumbents from the same party.

By now, the young congressman had embraced the free market gospel of F. A. Hayek and Milton Friedman. The Great Society’s two-front war against Communism and poverty proved staggeringly expensive. Indexing Social Security benefits and other “entitlements” to the cost of living accelerated government obligations—and inflation—at a time of galloping inflation. Stockman, along with millions of others, soured on big government’s social and political baggage, let alone its costs. By the late 1970s there were twenty times the number of amendments introduced per appropriations bill than there had been in 1963, reflecting growing congressional impotence and rancor.

In Congress, David Stockman found a soulmate—Congressman Jack Kemp. The ambitious, former Buffalo Bills quarterback converted the young congressman to “supply-side” economics. This fiscal gospel preached that high taxes and cumbersome regulations strangled the economy. Keynesian economics instructed governments to spend their way out of recessions, even if deficits resulted. More government programs would give citizens more money, triggering prosperity. Supply-siders preferred to cut taxes and manage the money supply. During recessions, if the Federal Reserve Board lowered interest rates, making money cheaper, more citizens would have more money, reawakening prosperity. Arthur Laffer, an economist, sketched his soon-to-be-famous curve on a napkin, illustrating that cutting taxes also stimulated the economy, and thus increased revenues.

“Supply side” repudiated the governmental status quo while promising ideological, social, and technological salvation to this romantic baby boomer. In fact, the social fabric could be restored if well-meaning government policies would no longer misguidedly perpetuate racism and poverty while breeding irresponsibility and crime. Stockman was inspired: “For the first time since my shaggy-haired days in the East Lansing coffee house, I began to feel as if I were part of a movement.”

The supply-side siren helped revive American conservatism just as liberalism floundered. Yet conservatives remained in the desert, still searching for their Moses. Initially, Stockman dismissed Reagan as an “ancient” and “cranky obscurantist.” The double whammy of 1980—inflation at 13 percent and interest rates soaring to 21 percent—radicalized Democrats and Republicans. The budget had to be balanced. The great end-of-century American standoff emerged. Liberals wanted to “balance up,” raising taxes to fund the inflation-bloated expenditures. Conservatives like Stockman wanted the budget “balanced down,” shrinking the unwieldy monster.

Stockman met another brainy young rebel, a former economics professor, Phil Gramm. On March 12, 1980, the Texas Democrat and the Michigan Republican launched their “Bipartisan Coalition for Fiscal Responsibility,” proposing thirty-eight billion dollars in cuts. A turning point in American politics, here was a rough draft of the Reagan budget, a year before Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, with no input from California. By assuming the “appearance of being an expert,” Stockman also had a dry run in trying to pass what would be the Reagan budget.

Stockman and Gramm helped reverse the national discourse: “For the first time since the New Deal, everyone was talking about cutting the budget instead of adding to it,” Stockman later exulted. Between 1975 and 1979, twenty-eight state resolutions would call for a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution. Budget skirmishes began to monopolize Congress’s time and reporters’ attention.

Stockman recognized that “for better or worse, Reagan now was the voice of the revolution.” Kemp insisted he had converted the former actor to the supply side. Stockman helped on the campaign, impersonating his old boss John Anderson during debate preparations, then lobbied to direct OMB. Still, Stockman never forgot his first impression of Reagan as “affable” yet “distracted,” and with “only the foggiest idea of what supply side was all about.” Stockman would keep the criticism to himself for years. When he finally let loose in his 1986 memoir, his portrait of Reagan was devastating.

Finding the Limits of Stockman’s and Reagan’s Mandates

The myth of the Reagan mandate coalesced so quickly because Reaganite conservatism offered one coherent explanation to America’s many problems. Reaganism blamed liberalism for the disorder and despair, the inflation and recession, for chaos in the cities and humiliation abroad. Reaganism promised to relieve the tax burden, repress inflation, reduce crime, revive prosperity, rejuvenate the cities, restore morality, rekindle pride, revamp the military—in short, to renew America. What Stockman and his band of theorists called supply-side economics, Reagan called common sense.

Throughout his eight years in office, Reagan would cling to his three goals of cutting taxes, eliminating regulations, and boosting defense. The president was happy to see budget cuts, but he assumed they would follow if big government was sufficiently starved of tax revenues. Stockman’s priority, by contrast, was cutting the budget. The OMB director realized that if Reagan lowered inflation, government revenues would drop—inflation triggered “bracket creep,” whereby artificially higher salaries catapulted workers into higher tax brackets but lower purchasing power. The Laffer curve predicted that lower taxes would raise government revenues by feeding prosperity, but it never promised that the increase could compensate for the loss of inflation-fed governmental revenues. The Reagan-Stockman plan, like the Reagan-Stockman alliance, was doomed from the start.

Like Franklin Roosevelt, Reagan wanted to reshape the country in a “First Hundred Days” blitzkrieg. The economic crisis reinforced Reagan’s political calculation that his illusory mandate gave him limited time. Stockman became the whirling dervish of budget cutting, chopping left and right. An equal opportunity slasher, Stockman targeted corporate freebies such as the Export-Import Bank, as well as the welfare state’s signature programs. He wanted to cut defense while cutting education, energy, housing, and health. Only across-the-board cuts could tame the budgetary behemoth and retain credibility, he believed.

Stockman became the Reagan revolution’s poster-child. Stockman’s role was particularly important because the new president was not a detail man. “I place myself in the ‘seller’ category of leadership,” Reagan would confess. Just as Franklin Roosevelt the master showman told two speechwriters fighting over contradictory policies to “weave the two together,” Ronald Reagan settled arguments between his aides by smiling and saying, “Okay, you fellows work it out.” Reagan’s dependence on his staff suited the modern corporate presidency. In Hollywood Reagan learned that an actor was the public tip of a huge iceberg. One scene in Knute Rockne: All American involving only a farmer and a horse, he recalled, required seventy people on location. Yet Reagan had not made it to Washington without a backbone. “Some in the media delight in trying to portray me as being manipulated and led around by the nose,” Reagan would fume. “I’m in charge and my people are helping to carry out the policies I set.”

Stockman was crazed, enslaved to the difficult timetable the 1974 Congressional Budget Act imposed. The bill consolidated what was once thirteen easily padded appropriation bills into one comprehensive “reconciliation” process. The Carter administration had already presented a budget for the coming fiscal year, 1982. Reagan wanted to chip away at some allocations for fiscal year 1981 as well as for the future.

Reagan presented his Program for Economic Recovery to Congress and sixty million TV viewers during his first address to a joint session of Congress on February 18, 1981. In a thirty-five-minute speech, the president proposed eighty-three major program cuts totaling $41.4 billion for 1982 and tax cuts totaling $53.9 billion, averaging 10 percent a year for individuals over three years. He also asked the Congress to cut $4.4 billion in outlays for fiscal 1981. Ignoring the doubters who predicted budget deficits as high as $25 billion by 1984, Reagan estimated that his program would yield a $500 million surplus by 1984. Actually, the 1984 deficit would be $185.3 billion, and by 1988 the total U.S. federal debt would be $2.6 trillion.

The Reagan revolutionaries knew they were ambitious. The budget cuts were a means to an end. “With all the talks about cuts we can’t forget that the purpose of our being here is to get control and change the direction of government,” read the February 9 talking points Dana Rohrabacher prepared for Reagan. Even in this initial call, Reagan and Stockman acknowledged that they were proposing “a substantial reduction in the growth of federal expenditures” only. The program also called for tax cuts, regulatory rollbacks, and a new and more effective monetary policy.

Reagan tempered his conservatism with compassion, or at least the appearance thereof. Reagan’s vow not to dismantle the “social safety net” illustrated America’s consensus in favor of the social welfare state. Whereas David Stockman, the radical baby boomer, did not “think people are entitled to any services,” Reagan, the Depression baby, did not dispute the government’s responsibility to protect the “truly needy.” Early in February Reagan safeguarded seven basic social programs serving eighty million people at an annual cost of $210 billion. Reagan limited his revolution by protecting Social Security’s Old Age and Survivors Insurance; Medicare’s health program for the elderly; the Veterans Administration disabilities program; Supplemental Security Income for the blind, disabled, and elderly poor; school lunch and breakfasts for low-income children; Head Start preschool services; and the Summer Youth Jobs Program. With entitlement programs consuming approximately 60 percent of domestic federal expenditures, and with half of these programs subject to automatic Cost of Living Adjustments (COLAs), Reagan could only chip away at the budget with a toothpick rather than an ice pick.

And yet, even with these limits, Stockman encountered great resistance. He expected hostility from congressional Democrats, the “liberal media,” and entrenched Washington bureaucrats. He was shocked, however, by his cabinet colleagues’ antagonism as each one went native, protecting new bureaucratic turf.

Perhaps Stockman’s biggest disappointment was Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger. Serving under Reagan in California and in Washington as one of Richard Nixon’s domestic gurus, Weinberger became known as “Cap the Knife” for his budget-cutting zeal and bureaucratic savvy. Yet, now, as secretary of defense, “Cap the Glutton” was relentless, maneuvering to increase the defense budget by 10 percent per year, not the 5 percent Reagan initially proposed. When Stockman and Weinberger met with the president, Weinberger outfoxed Stockman by addressing the overall rationale for a defense increase, rather than quibbling over how much growth there should be. Weinberger illustrated his point with simplistic Pentagon flip charts, Stockman recalled. One showed a cartoon of three soldiers. The first, a pygmy with no rifle, represented Jimmy Carter’s budget. The second, “a four-eyed wimp who looked like Woody Allen carrying a tiny rifle,” represented the bespectacled Stockman’s proposal. And the third, representing Weinberger’s proposal, was “G.I. Joe himself,” in full combat gear, brandishing an M-60 machine gun.

Stockman was flabbergasted. “It was so intellectually disreputable, so demeaning, that I could hardly bring myself to believe that a Harvard-educated cabinet officer could have brought this to the President of the United States,” Stockman recalled. “Did he think the White House was on Sesame Street?”

Although not quite Sesame Street, it was time to play Let’s Make a Deal. The fatherly Reagan said what he usually said to clashing advisers: “Now why don’t you fellas get together and see if you can work it out in this area in between.” Ultimately, Stockman realized that to Reagan and his aides, “supply side” meant have your cake and eat it too. Stockman wanted to administer cod-liver oil—he proposed drastic budget cuts to fund the tax cuts and defense buildup. Stockman attributed his loneliness in the administration to Reagan’s cluelessness and softheartedness. Stockman’s revolution needed an “Iron Chancellor,” not an amiable former actor.

The Reagan Juggernaut Peaks

Surprisingly, most Democrats conceded a mandate to Reagan and Stockman. Alice Rivlin, a liberal economist heading the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office, noted in April 1981 that the “public mind” now linked the problems of “the interfering government and the rising tax burden … (not surprisingly).” On Capitol Hill, many Democrats rode the popular wave. It was not just southern conservative “Boll Weevils,” who had long been cooperating with the Republicans. Even Dan Rostenkowski of Chicago, the powerful chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee, caved. Looking back on the tax cut fight, Secretary of the Treasury Donald Regan would blame Rostenkowski for starting a bidding war with Republicans over who would give which tax goodies to which special interest.

Democrats were divided; Republicans, united. To Tip O’Neill, the true headline of the congressional year, and the secret to Reagan’s success, was Republicans’ remarkable unanimity on key votes. Inside the White House, senior staffers formed the Legislative Strategy Group to shepherd legislation. Chaired by Richard Darman, a mercurial, aggressive, and brilliant James Baker protégé, the LSG arm-twisted Republicans. When one, Iowa Senator Roger Jepsen, threatened to stray on a difficult foreign policy vote to sell the air force’s sophisticated AWACS to Saudi Arabia, the LSG kept him in line. “We just beat his brains in,” the White House political director Ed Rollins exulted publicly, if indiscreetly.

Administration officials were tougher with Democrats. In March Reagan’s political operative Lyn Nofziger complained that some congressional Democrats had announced administration initiatives in their home districts. “Would you please tell all the Members of the Cabinet,” Nofziger barked, “that god damn it, if they have any announcements from their departments that affect specific states or districts—they contact the Republicans and not the Democrats. … There is no reason in the world to give them any credit.” Helping Democrats, Nofziger feared, might “damage the President’s opportunity to change this country around.”

The president was happy to woo members of congress with a softer touch. Reagan spent many nights calling legislators from both sides of the aisle, congratulating them on their birthdays, inquiring about their families, selling his program, and assessing where they stood. Reagan took his homework seriously, checking one after another off his list, and summarizing the call. “Mission accomplished. He sounds like he wants to help,” “RR” scrawled after congratulating Democratic Senator David Boren on his fortieth birthday. “He’s gung ho and working all out to bring about a win for Gramm-Latta,” the budget reconciliation bill, Reagan reported after speaking to another conservative Democrat, Congressman D. Douglas Barnard, Jr., of Georgia. Reagan’s congressional whiz, Max Friedersdorf, who identified many of the targets and prepared the briefing papers, noted: “A presidential phone call would do much to solidify the congressman’s support of the administration on future votes.” Despite being from Georgia, Barnard had “never received a phone call from Carter during his presidency.”

In the arena of congressional relations that first year, Reagan’s intelligence shined through, in the effective speeches he gave, in the subtle assessments he made of legislators’ positions after calling them, and in the quick responses he filled out on sheets summarizing congressional correspondence. Regarding one complaint about “a lack of leadership” in the past on refugees, the president joshed, “but we don’t have a lack of leadership now—or do we?” To requests to prevent a corporate takeover, he wondered, “more gov’t intervention?” Asked about the Department of Education’s “future status,” he wrote, “I hope it has none.” When Congressman Peter Peyser sent a poem opposing budget cuts, with the line “it needs understanding and a sense of fair play, if you give it all that, you will carry the day,” Reagan insisted: “We’re being fair!” In short, here was a president tackling many issues, sticking to his ideological guns, indulging, in the privacy of his study, in word play and repartee. Here was an engaged, supple, if doctrinaire mind at work.

Reagan’s budget proposal provoked a power struggle between his Republican revolutionaries and Democratic defenders of the welfare state. Reagan’s aggressive salesmanship and “‘Godfather’ tactics” outraged his rival Tip O’Neill. “Members of Congress have never been subjected to such White House pressure—not even during the years of Lyndon Johnson,” O’Neill complained. Despite the momentum generated by his splashy inauguration, stirring speechmaking, and dramatic posturing, despite enjoying the first Republican majority in the Senate since 1954, the president faced formidable opposition. The House of Representatives remained solidly Democratic. “Every day we will be fifty-one votes short in the House to pass the President’s legislation even if all Republicans vote with us,” Vice President George Bush told the cabinet. The “permanent government” of Washington bureaucrats and media bigwigs remained hostile to Reagan’s intentions. And while many Americans agreed that the welfare state was broken, few agreed on how to fix it.

Reagan’s rhetorical assault on the New Deal triggered a cultural civil war. After feeling smothered for so long, the “silent majority” roared. White ethnics, nouveau riches businessmen, and America’s petite bourgeoisie of white-gloved, church-going ladies with their country-club-joining Chamber of Commerce husbands lashed out against the skeptical academics, cynical reporters, sybaritic studio heads, and control-oriented bureaucrats who seemed to be propping up the welfare state. From the Democratic side of the aisle, Franklin Roosevelt’s coalition of the forgotten, minorities, women, workers, and people of conscience mobilized against a mean-spirited politics of the rich. Among the top ten television shows, Reagan’s America was the America of Dallas, the Dukes of Hazzard, and Little House on the Prairie—one of the president’s favorites—an America of individual wealth, rich, colorful regional identities, and timeless values; “their” America was the America of 60 Minutes, Alice, The Jeffersons, Three’s Company, and M*A*S*H, an America of doubters, aggressive minorities, single mothers, libertines of ambiguous but omnivorous sexual identity, and wisecracking subversives.

The early skirmishes in this war soured the president’s traditional honeymoon. Despite its Republican majority, the Senate Budget Committee skewered Stockman and other Reaganites. Prospects for passage in the House were bleaker. Reagan was running into trouble. The more specific he was about his plans, the less popular he became. Americans seemed more enamored with the idea of budget cuts, and with the budget cutter, than with the actual budget cuts. Furthermore, Reagan’s activism—so essential to the success of his administration—risked depleting his already limited political capital.

By mid-March reporters declared the surprisingly brief “honeymoon” over. The president’s approval rating of 59 percent was lower than most other modern presidents’ rating two months into their administrations. “REAGAN DIP IN POLL TIED TO SPENDING CUTS,” the Los Angeles Times proclaimed.

Reaganauts acknowledged the “resistance to change” and the ambitiousness of their vision but were undeterred. The president seemed unruffled. He was his usual affable self, charming legislators with his Irish wit, performing at his stage-managed public appearances, delivering the occasional speech. On March 30, as he left the Washington Hilton after addressing the AFL-CIO’s National Conference of the Building and Construction Trades Department, the president heard “what sounded like two or three firecrackers.” Jim Brady, Secret Service Agent Tim McCarthy, and policeman Tom Delahanty fell. Reagan and his bodyguards realized the president was hit only after they had sped away and Reagan had reprimanded his bodyguard Jerry Parr for such a violent push into the limousine. Once again, in a continuing and unwelcome tribute to the presidency’s unique position in American life, a crazed lone gunman had shot his way into American history.

Few Americans knew how close their president came to dying. In mid-June Reagan would write to the widow of an old school chum in Eureka, “I’m very lucky and the Lord really had his hand on my shoulder. Literally, a sequence of minor miracles strung together to help me have a recovery that is complete.” Reagan’s “miracles” included the fact that “the entire surgical staff of George Washington Hospital were just concluding a meeting” when he walked in, and “I had the top medicos by my side in half a minute.” Furthermore, “the bullet, which had glanced off the side of the car, hit a rib before entering the lung which helped stop it about one inch from my heart.” And the bullet itself, a “devastator” bullet, failed to explode on impact.

Ronald Reagan not only defeated death that spring day, the old actor rose to the occasion, tossing off quips that obscured the severity of his wounds and mimicked the insouciant Hollywood heroes of the 1940s. When one nurse held his hand, he joshed “Does Nancy know about us?” He told his surgeon: “I hope you’re a Republican”—prompting the classy response: “Today, Mr. President, we’re all Republicans.”

Americans delighted in their leader’s sang-froid. Reagan’s miraculous recovery offered a welcome bookend to Kennedy’s traumatic murder. The failed assassination of the oldest man elected president helped exorcise the sixties’ defeatist spirit, just as the murder of the youngest man elected president helped trigger a decade of national chaos and doubt.

The failed assassination had great political benefits. Reagan had already emerged as a man most Americans loved to like. His poll ratings shot up, a sense of patriotism soared, and opposition to his programs stilled, temporarily. By May 8, a little more than one hundred days after the inauguration, the Democratic-controlled House of Representatives passed Reagan’s budget with a comfortable sixty-vote margin. “HOUSE PASSES DEEPEST BUDGET CUT IN HISTORY,” the Los Angeles Times proclaimed, hailing the “270–154 vote” as “A BIG VICTORY FOR PRESIDENT.” The first round of the Reagan Revolution reduced the personal income tax rate by almost one quarter and dropped the capital gains tax from 28 to 20 percent, yielding a historic tax reduction of $162 billion. By the summer, Reagan had eliminated $35 billion in domestic spending from Jimmy Carter’s submission, and defense spending had ballooned. By 1986 the defense budget would be double 1980’s allocation.

Ronald Reagan’s public counterrevolution in 1981 was as dramatic as Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “First Hundred Days” in 1933. That spring it promised to be as far-reaching as Lyndon B. Johnson’s legislative burst of Great Society building in 1965. Reflecting the Washington tropism craning toward power regardless of principle, Reagan’s swashbucklers were in demand, even in Georgetown. “Petrified Party: Will the Democrats Rise Again?” William Schneider wondered in the Los Angeles Times.

The public and the press began to view events through a Reaganite prism. In a stunning rejection of the previous status quo, 86 percent of those surveyed by Gallup in April predicted “very severe economic problems” in the future “if previous economic policies are continued.” Three out of four in the survey approved of Reagan’s economic program overall, even as respondents disagreed with specific measures, especially particular spending cuts. Many applauded when the president in his triumphal return to Capitol Hill after the assassination attempt rejected the previous decades’ truism about America being a “sick society.” “Sick societies don’t produce young men like Secret Service agent Tim McCarthy, who placed his body between mine and the man with the gun simply because he felt that’s what his duty called for him to do,” Reagan thundered.

Pundits affirmed the president’s vision and searched for signs of change. “Finally, the Watergate Spirit is Dead in America,” the columnist Joseph Kraft declared when the Nixon-busting Washington Post stumbled into its own scandal—a reporter, Janet Cooke, received a Pulitzer Prize for a story it turned out she concocted about an eight-year-old heroin addict. And The New Republic ran the series “Limousines and Raspberries” to probe the “new appreciation of luxury and personal enrichment” Reagan’s administration brought “to public policy.”

That summer of 1981, Reaganism peaked. The Reagan legislative steamroller continued to flatten the Democratic opposition in the Congress, with the passage of Kemp-Roth tax cuts on the heels of the Stockman-Weinberger mix of social program cuts and defense increases. In July Reagan nominated an Arizona judge, Sandra Day O’Connor, to be the first female Supreme Court justice, demonstrating Reagan’s pragmatic centrism on social issues. In August the president’s dramatic showdown with PATCO, wherein he fired eleven-thousand government air traffic controllers who obeyed the union’s strike call, solidified his image as a no-nonsense leader determined to repudiate his predecessors’ weaknesses and liberal instincts.

More than eleven thousand members of the Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization, PATCO, struck in early August. Reagan gave them forty-eight-hours to return to work. Then, echoing his hero, Calvin Coolidge, who faced down the 1919 Boston police strike, and throwing in some John Wayne swagger, Reagan fired them all.

Cleverly demonizing the union of well-paid experts as greedy, Reagan approached the strike as a “moral issue” of respecting “our oath of office,” his Secretary of Transportation Drew Lewis reported. Polls would show that 67 percent of Americans agreed with their leader—and most agreed enthusiastically, making this one of the fledgling administration’s “defining moments.”

The effect was electric. “It struck me as singular,” Donald Rumsfeld, President Ford’s chief of staff and previously a Reagan skeptic, said. “You had a president who was new to the office and not taken seriously by a lot of people. It showed a decisiveness and an ease with his instincts.” Reagan’s resolve inspired trust in the business community, at home and abroad. “I’ve asked so many leading European financiers when and why they started pumping money into this country,” a British businessman based in Washington said years later, “and they all said the same thing: when Reagan broke the controllers’ strike.” The chairman of the Federal Reserve Board at the time, Paul Volcker, said that “defeating the strike was the most important single action” the administration took “in helping the anti-inflation fight” because it transformed “the climate of labor-management relations” “profound[ly]” and “constructive[ly].” Similarly, Reagan’s speechwriter Peggy Noonan recalled that his resolve showed the Soviets they were facing a formidable opponent.

In his disingenuous, golly-gee-whiz way, Reagan would deny thinking “of it in such terms at the time, but I suppose the strike was an important juncture for our new administration. I think it convinced people who might have thought otherwise that I meant what I said.” Reagan’s musings were half true—the action sent out a bold, illuminated signal, and he knew it.

By September, however, the Democrats counterattacked with the “fairness” issue. Reagan’s legislative successes during the spring and summer allowed his rivals to blame him for the growing recession. Much of the next seven and a quarter years would be spent scrambling on the scrimmage line Reagan and his men had initially reached with breakneck speed. If the first half-year of the Reagan era could be considered to be a conservative blitzkrieg, politically, the next seven and a half years became trench warfare. Reagan failed to advance his revolution much further, but Democrats also failed to undo the effects of his initial assault. From refreshing, cleansing, sometimes inspiring, sometimes terrifying, promises of revolution in 1981 would emerge a frustrating, polarizing, enervating legislative gridlock.

Stockman Falls, Reaganism Stalls

That autumn, Stockman the wonder-boy fell from grace. On November 10 Lesley Stahl of CBS revealed that Reagan’s budget director quickly realized that the Reagan Revolution would produce huge deficits. During his slash-and-burn budget-drafting frenzy, Stockman met periodically with William Greider of the Washington Post. Greider published twenty-four pages in The Atlantic Monthly filled with Stockman’s ruminations about a revolution gone sour, as it soured, and as he soured on it. Much of the article described Stockman’s budget-cutting zeal and vision. But the article also contained some explosive quotations. Most controversial was Stockman’s characterization of the Kemp-Roth tax cut as a “Trojan horse.” Stockman blamed this quotation on the unclear ground rules. Still, it sounded as if Reagan’s supply-side doctrine was a sham, and that Reaganism’s high priest, David Stockman himself, knew it.

Humiliated, Stockman offered to resign. But Reagan’s avuncular character, which so frustrated Stockman, now rescued Stockman. In a melodrama James Baker choreographed, Stockman met the president for “a visit to the woodshed,” then met reporters. Aides speculated that Baker brokered the apologia “so he would own the budget director.”

Reagan excused his young charge by blaming the press. Privately, Reagan condemned Grieder as “an admitted liberal” and a “journalistic prostitute.” The president assured alarmed friends that “If you read the article carefully, you’d see that Dave’s quotes were not the damning part, it was the writer’s interpretation.”

Stockman remained at OMB, but with clipped wings. No longer Reagan’s general in the budget wars, he functioned as chief accountant. He continued to warn about the soaring deficits while approving Reagan’s budgetary subterfuges. He watched as Reagan blasted Keynesianism and promiscuous federal spending while introducing an era of camouflaged Keynesianism. When Stockman threatened to resign in 1984 rather than sign off on a trillion-dollar deficit, Jim Baker feared that Democrats would exploit it during the campaign and snapped: “You do that and you’ll stab the president right in the back. … Let me remind you of something my friend,” the earthy chief of staff continued. “You’ve made as many mistakes as the rest of us around here. So stick that unwarranted pride of yours right up your ass, and get back in the trenches with the rest of us.”

The results of Reagan’s fiscal “dreamland” were surprising. Despite the massive federal deficits, the Great Inflation ended. And after a sharp but relatively short recession, the economic miracle of the 1980s and 1990s began. Many economists attributed the low inflation rate to the very tight monetary policy of the Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker, a Carter appointee. Volcker graciously shared credit with Reagan, saluting him for his PATCO leadership and for not interfering. Here, Reagan’s instincts and ideology meshed. Reagan, like Volcker, believed the supply-side doctrine that inflation could be controlled by adjusting the money supply, and he knew that Volcker was the money supply manager. Nevertheless, in the crude accounting of the presidential credit sweepstakes, Reagan, not Carter, earned the bragging rights for the economic boom.

Stockman’s frustration mounted. Early in the president’s second term, and after Jim Baker left the White House to become secretary of the treasury, Stockman resigned. A year later, in 1986, he published The Triumph of Politics: How the Reagan Revolution Failed. The memoir was the first in a wave of kiss-and-tell books by Reagan officials. Only Donald Regan’s revelations two years later, that Nancy Reagan’s astrologer dictated presidential scheduling, would prove as devastating.

His initial prominence, the Atlantic betrayal, and such stinging memoirs published so early, popularized Stockman’s version of events. His portrait of the doddering president, the sham revolution, and the insensitive, incompetent, and indecisive administration became the reigning stereotype. The portrait, however, is flawed. It does not explain Reagan’s considerable political skills, attributing any successes to luck. It also judges the Reagan Revolution by Stockman’s key criterion—budget cutting—when Reagan had other priorities. Furthermore, the Stockman stereotype rests on what he came to realize was a naive conception that Big Government could be dismantled overnight.

Stockman discovered, to his chagrin, that America’s government was “Madisonian.” Such a “government of checks and balances, three branches, two legislative houses, and infinitely splintered power is conservative, not radical. … It shuffles into the future one step at a time.” After fifty years, Americans were addicted to the welfare state status quo. There was no consensus to go cold turkey, and as a consensus politician Ronald Reagan would not impose it.

A Minor Political Miracle: A Midcourse Correction

Nevertheless, for all his frustration, Stockman helped pull off a minor political miracle. Reagan never enjoyed a Republican majority in the House of Representatives, and so he failed to veer his country sharply to the right. He did, however, further Jimmy Carter’s budget-cutting and deregulation policies, while flooding the upper levels of Washington bureaucracies with conservatives. Overall, Reagan succeeded in adjusting the country’s navigating coordinates. As a result, America’s ship of state tacked to the right by one or two degrees, a subtle midcourse correction whose impact became clear only years later, even as it kept the New Deal welfare state intact.

So, yes, the Reagan revolution was not as far-reaching as Stockman wished, but if not “revolutionary” it was significant. The first Reagan budget—Stockman’s budget—injected the Stockman-Kemp “era of budget subtraction” into the American political mainstream. It allowed Ronald Reagan to take credit for a broader conservative movement. Even Tip O’Neill would concede that “the formulas of the past are no longer adequate” and the “new approaches to improving our economy can and must be tried.” For the next twenty years at least, American politics would focus on retrenchment and cost-savings, budget cuts and tax cuts, deregulation and policy redefinitions. Even as Reagan and Stockman saddled the American government with unprecedented budget deficits, they sensitized the American people to the dangers of deficits. In being criticized for generating such debt, Reagan was being hoist on his own petard. In that sense, Ronald Reagan truly was the Moses of the conservative revolution, leading his people toward the Promised Land, but never reaching it.

Despite that failure, the majority stuck to the new path. In 1996, fifteen years after Stockman’s failed budget coup, the first Democratic president to serve since Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, won reelection only because he embraced the Reagan way. It was Clinton, not Reagan, who enacted a welfare reform bill that peeled millions off the welfare rolls. It was Clinton, not Reagan, who announced in his State of the Union: “The era of big government is over.” It was Clinton, not Reagan, who balanced the budget.

By the time David Stockman was forty, his place in history was secured, but his career in government was over. He became an investment banker. In becoming a stock man, Stockman enhanced his value as a stock character. As the hippie-turned-Reaganite cashed out, he joined millions of other baby boomers in the great, nearly-two-decade-long economic boom. For Stockman, as for many of his peers, ambition trumped their youthful idealism, and economics triumphed over politics.

Ironically, John Hinckley’s attempt to assassinate Reagan boosted the president’s public standing and helped ram through his program. As a result, most successes in the first seven months were more personal than political. Cashing in on his popularity, Reagan failed to make the policy sale. Polls showed that millions of Americans doubted Reagan’s supply-side magic; they just liked the new president.

The early success gave Reagan’s attack on the Great Society an enduring legitimacy. Yet the assassination attempt helped pass the program without forcing Reagan to convert the public. The counterattacks, and Reagan’s endorsement of “entitlements” and “the social safety net,” limited his revolution. Symbols, not substance; Reagan’s personality, not his ideology, triumphed. “It’s clear the President’s overall strength is greater than the sum of his strengths on individual issues,” one 1986 White House memo would concede. “We can never avoid this fact—only turn it to our advantage.”

Ronald Reagan proved no more willing than Roosevelt, Kennedy, or Johnson had been to demand sacrifices. The budgetary compromises Reagan continued to accept reflected the power of the Democratic House and the entrenched power of the welfare state. Some called the impasse between Reagan’s budget-cutting and the Democrats’ “tax and spend” approach “gridlock.” Others recognized it as the historic, moderating force of the American consensus, one more proof of the Framers’ genius.

Here then, at the peak of Reagan’s power, three anomalies that would haunt his presidency would emerge. His aura of great success would obscure certain very important failures. His failures to create a public revolution would obscure many subtle, less reported successes. And Ronald Reagan would be far more popular personally than his program was politically.


1982

Hill Street

The Other America’s Blues

Is it news that some fellow out in South Succotash someplace has just been laid off that he should be interviewed nationwide?
RONALD REAGAN, MARCH 1982

Every Thursday night, the ritual would be repeated. The tall, muscular, aging sergeant, a classic blue-collar ethnic hero, would review his troops. The outfit included Bobby Hill and Andy Renko, the cool black cop coupled with the cranky but lovable redneck; Lucy Bates and Joe Coffey, the lonely but competent female cop coupled with the handsome, irrepressible ex-jock. Within minutes, plot lines would be forming, dialogue would be flying, camera angles jumping. The Sarge would dismiss the officers, then remind them, after silencing the din: “Let’s be careful out there.”

Nearly seven years and sixteen Emmy Awards later, the location of the Hill Street precinct remained a mystery. The writers originally set the groundbreaking television series in the South Bronx, but NBC’s censors objected, fearing charges of racism. Hill Street thus achieved a kind of mythic ubiquity. Devotees argued: Chicago, Pittsburgh, Buffalo. Hill Street could be anywhere the inner city was volatile, the slums were seething, the infrastructure was crumbling, the social structure was rotting, and working class heroes like Hill Street’s cops struggled to keep order.

Hill Street Blues premiered in January 1981, as did Dynasty and the Ronald Reagan Show. Hill Street never achieved the other two’s popularity, but it demonstrated the flip side to Ronald Reagan’s America. If Reagan’s America was monochromatic, Hill Street was multicultural. If Reagan’s America was booming, Hill Street was sinking. If Reagan’s America played to the rich, Hill Street serviced the poor and working class. If Reagan’s America was safe and orderly, Hill Street was dangerous and chaotic.

The 1980s offered a competing narrative of crime, social disorder, race, recession, and Reaganism. Out of this came the sharpest opposition to Reagan, the deepest anger in 1980s’ America. Flummoxed throughout much of 1981, the Democrats came roaring back in 1982, fighting what came to be known as “the fairness issue.” In defending the poor, standing up for blacks, and embracing the welfare state, Democrats rediscovered their voice and vision. The Democrats’ leader on Capitol Hill, Tip O’Neill, clashed repeatedly with the president in 1982, struggling to preserve not just the Democratic Party but the entire New Deal political order. With what Democrats now called the “Reagan recession” growing, with unemployment reaching Depression-era levels, Democrats would roll back some of the Reagan tax cuts and win back House seats during the November 1982 midterm elections.

Yet even as the Democrats rallied, exit polls suggested that the president remained popular, and millions remained ready to give Reagan’s program a chance. Moreover, ten days after the election, the dedication of the Vietnam War memorial once again reaffirmed President Reagan’s ability to dominate America’s consciousness and shape the national narrative. Ironically, Reagan’s skill at such moments seemed to highlight his tendency to sidestep rather than solve many other pressing problems. This gap between his effectiveness when he was engaged and his neglect of so many other important issues obscured the progress that nevertheless sometimes occurred while enraging many who suffered or felt ignored. Moreover, tragically, in the heat of the partisan to-and-fro, Democrats and Republicans, each in their own way, built a political vision based more on a politics of consumption and the sovereign self than on a politics of citizenship and the commonweal.

The resulting politics focused on goodies not the good and intensified anger at the margins even as satisfaction at the center soared. The majority may have been charmed by Dynasty, but a vocal minority living metaphorically on Hill Street raged. In the cultural and political equivalent of the rich getting richer as the poor got poorer, conventional patriots grew more conventional, patriotic, complacent, as the rebellious grew more restive.

Crime and Race: The Reign of Terror in American Cities

Ronald Reagan talked tough about law and order, but statistics told a different story. The crime epidemic that began in the 1960s peaked in the 1980s. Rates of violent crime grew an average of 5 percent annually. In 1981 crime would take twenty-two thousand lives, devour $8.8 billion, and hurt one-third of all American households—while fewer than 10 percent of violent crimes resulted in incarcerations. In a rare foray into everyday concerns, Chief Justice Warren Burger blasted the “reign of terror in American cities.” Before the American Bar Association in February 1981, Burger bemoaned this nearly “impotent society” failing to control the epidemic. Burger asked: “Why do we show such indignation over alien terrorists and such tolerance for the domestic variety?”

The crime rate would begin dropping only in the 1980s but would remain unacceptably high. “We are terrified,” one Miami resident wrote the president. “We are prisoners of our own homes—unable to walk into our own yard after dark. We lock the children out while they play and watch anxiously for their return.” Americans bought guard dogs, iron bars, floodlights, and entry into gated communities. Spending as much as $500 million annually on private neighborhood patrols and $2 billion on home burglar alarms testified to a stunning national failure. A government that cannot protect citizens on the way to the grocery store is feeble indeed.

When Reagan took office Americans were starting to notice a bizarre series of eighteen, perhaps twenty-three, child murders in Atlanta since 1979. This Sun Belt boomtown was competing with Detroit and Washington, DC, for the dubious title of “Murdertown, USA.” Black parents in Atlanta seethed, convinced that because the victims were black and mostly street kids, the police, the media, and the politicians dithered.

The Atlanta Child Murders devastated the loved ones of the young people who left to play with a friend, to fetch something for their parents, never to return. This kind of a story would increasingly monopolize American attention. It remains mysterious—no one is sure what linked all the victims, just who constituted a victim, and even whether the man convicted, Wayne Williams, was guilty. The tragic tale of homicide was spiced with racial and sexual overtones—all the victims were black, and some were male prostitutes. The government appeared incompetent throughout the case, feeding conspiracy theories and a continuing multimedia fire. Until a black man was arrested, many blacks assumed the killings were “racially motivated,” and, as Newsweek said, that this “resurgence of white racism” was “one more indicator of how the nation has grown increasingly indifferent to civil rights” thanks to Reagan.

Once the media packaged the “Atlanta Child Murders,” modern America demonstrated its odd mix of mawkishness and generosity. Headlines about “THE TERROR IN ATLANTA” nationalized the tragedy and humanized the victims. Heartbreaking photographs of the victims abounded. In Harlem, ten thousand people marched. In Columbus, Ohio, a campaign for $10,000 raised over $35,000. In Atlanta, a Sammy Davis, Jr., and Frank Sinatra concert raised $263,000. “Each of us has shed tears for the children who have died,” one huge card with three hundred signatures read. The condolences came from California’s Folsom Prison.

A president could do little to solve the murders, especially a budget-cutting federalist. Yet despite being a local problem, crime became a presidential headache in the media age. In authorizing an FBI investigation, dispatching Vice President George Bush to Atlanta, and granting $1.5 million (which eventually grew to $5 million) for the investigation, Reagan showed he understood that the political realities trumped the constitutional theory, especially when it came to sensational crime stories. Dismissing charges of racism amid “one of the most tragic situations that has ever confronted an American community,” Reagan thundered: “This administration is totally colorblind.”

The Atlanta Child Murders demonstrated how Americans experienced the crime wave personally and collectively. For the afflicted one-third of the nation in any year, crime was an individual trauma—a car stolen, a purse snatched, a home invaded. Lurid stories reported in the press and dramatized on television then stoked the real fears these incidents generated. Nonfictional crime sold newspapers—as with the Atlanta stories—while fictional tales sold books, movies, and television programs. The eight thousand murders and one hundred thousand violent acts the average American “witnessed” in the media before even reaching junior high school intensified the fear, making crime a political issue—one that Reagan used in his rise to power. The “increase in crime is proportionate to the decrease in punishment,” Reagan insisted, dismissing the “sociological fairy tale … that poverty causes crime.” During the Great Depression “we had possibly the lowest crime rate in our history at a time when poverty was most widespread,” yet since the Great Society, from 1950 to 1975, “poverty dropped by 55% [violent] crime increased by 160%.” Incensed that a young man who knocked down a seventy-eight-year-old woman and stole her purse received “1 year in jail and a year’s probation,” Reagan called for a return to common sense: “Let’s just start treating 17 y[ea]r old muggers, robbers, rapists & murderers like muggers, robbers, rapists & murderers.”

Crime should have been a simple issue for politicians but it was not. Discussions of crime, meaning violent, urban, street crimes, touched issues of race and poverty. Reagan had to tread carefully here, like most Americans. When most whites talked about “crime,” they rarely meant black on black crime—although blacks suffered disproportionately. Most whites rarely meant white crime, and certainly not white collar crime—even though more criminals were white than black. What most whites—and their leaders—meant was the black crime wave, the disproportionate percentage of street criminals who were black. In 1980, while only 12 percent of Americans, blacks accounted for 44 percent of arrests for violent crimes and nearly 30 percent of arrests for property crimes, with some estimates that blacks committed as much as 70 percent of robberies.

Even though few people felt comfortable addressing the black crime issue in public, this scourge helped kill 1960s’ liberalism. The Great Society treated crime as a sociological problem, not a moral one, blaming crime on frustration, poverty, and oppression. But when the crime rate skyrocketed in the 1960s, many decided that the Great Society generated more crime, not less. Conservative social scientists such as Charles Murray insisted that, thanks to Big Government, poor Americans, like the rest of the society, were “Losing Ground,” the title of his surprise best-seller in 1984. Murray warned that the new approaches to welfare, crime, and education created “incentives to fail,” including a minimal risk of punishment, especially for juveniles. In Chicago, juveniles were arrested an average of 13.6 times before being committed to reform school “for the first time.” Murray taught: “It is possible that steps to relieve misery can create misery.” That conclusion, lubricated by fear, undermined the civil rights movement. Fights over affirmative action and busing exacerbated tensions, building on the unspoken yet palpable dread of black crime.

Polls suggested that Americans agreed about how to fight crime. Surveys that Reagan’s aides collected to bolster their anticrime crusade suggested that 83 percent of Americans believed the courts had been too lenient, with 91 percent acknowledging the need for “at least some improvements.” “An overwhelming majority wants the courts to get tough with criminals,” Reagan strategists discovered.

“More prisons for more criminals” seemed to make sense. But reporters scoffed at such sloganeering, and liberals feared minorities would be targeted. Critics also mocked Reagan’s great contradiction: a desire to control crime but not guns, despite what Time called “the highest rate of murder by guns in the world.” Even after an unstable transient wielding one of America’s fifty-five million pistols shot him, Reagan opposed gun control. “I’ve always supported the stiff penalty [for handgun-related crimes] and believe a check on purchases is doable,” he would explain.

Ronald Reagan was not a racist, but in this realm as elsewhere his approach was more anecdotal than theoretical, more scattershot than systematic. He often recalled bringing home two black friends on his college football team because the Dixon hotel barred them, and his parents “didn’t even blink.” Yet Reagan and his allies happily exploited white anger for political gain. Republicans often emphasized the close Democratic-black alliance.

In the 1980s you did not have to be a Reagan Republican to tap into white rage. Republicans used the crime issue to woo whites in the once monolithically Democratic South while tough-talking urban Democrats forged coalitions with Republicans and blue-collar ethnics. New York’s Ed Koch was a straight-shooting Democratic mayor willing to burst liberal shibboleths and confront the ugly realities of black crime.

Still, no one could govern in the 1980s with an overtly racist appeal. Disregard the “High Proportion of Crime in [the] Black Community,” White House strategists suggested. The issue should “be ‘crime’ in general—not just crime in black communities. This issue gives the impression of a crackdown on black criminals only.”

The days of George Wallace had ended. Yet a conservative politician like Jack Kemp, who courted the black community, would remain the exception. As the party of Lincoln became the party of Reagan, a subtle form of denial became the operative Republican approach to race relations. Championing the noble American ideal of “colorblindness,” heir to the Nixonian tactic of using “law and order” to exploit white fear, instinctively ducking confrontations, Reagan improvised a clever strategy that would appear to be “compassionate conservatism” to supporters—and some successors—even as it felt like “benign neglect” to most blacks. On this, and so many flashpoints, Reagan preferred to change the subject than to risk getting burned. Nevertheless, the race issue would fester, shaping American politics even as it often lurked offstage in discussions of crime and other issues.

Reagan versus Blacks: Reviving “War, Pestilence, Famine and Death?”

Crime was indeed a serious issue, demonstrating the government’s failure to “preserve domestic tranquility.” Nevertheless, both Ed Koch’s blunderbuss and Ronald Reagan’s soft touch further alienated the black community. Most blacks did not feel invited to Ronald Reagan’s patriotic street festival. Many did not partake of the great barbecue his policies promised. Most blacks resented Reagan for being tone deaf on racial issues. In January 1982, in the seventh annual assessment of the “State of Black America,” noting black unemployment soaring to 16 percent and teenage unemployment approaching 46 percent, fearing that “the social safety net is in shreds,” John E. Jacob, the president of the National Urban League, mourned: “Never [since the first report in 1976] … has the state of Black America been more vulnerable. Never in that time have black economic rights been under such powerful attack. Never in that time have so many black people been so alienated from their government.” The anger simmered, the rhetoric escalated, even as the community prospered. In 1983, at a time when more blacks than ever before were streaming into the universities, the professions, the suburbs, when the percentage of blacks defining themselves as middle class, 30 percent, doubled compared to the late 1960s, the civil rights activist Jesse Jackson called a Reagan budget cut “another case of mass murder, of economic genocide.”

Relations between the Reagan administration and the black community were doomed from the start. Not only did the Reaganites win as little as 7 percent of the black vote. Not only were there few black Republicans, and even fewer black Reaganites. The Reaganite faith in small government dismayed most blacks. During the 1960s liberalism and blackness had become intertwined. By the 1980s, civil rights entailed more than dismantling segregation or eradicating racism. Civil rights fit into a broader ideology of government activism demanding a redistribution of economic and social power. Most black leaders pushed for more regulations, especially regarding civil rights, and more generous welfare programs.

Benefiting from a disproportionate share of government benefits, blacks would suffer most from budget cuts. Reagan’s revolutionary rhetoric clashed with civil rights rhetoric. While black leaders warned that “deregulation” was often a “code word” for dismantling civil rights programs, Reagan preached that welfare had created “a kind of bondage in which the people are made subservient to the government that is handing out the largesse.” And Nathaniel Scurry, the assistant director for civil rights at the Office of Management and Budget, argued, usually, “a dream bureaucratized is a dream deferred.”

Moreover, Reaganite ideology, even at its most colorblind, repeatedly slighted black needs. Often presidents hired special liaisons to the various ethnic and racial communities, or at least designated a prominent aide from that community to serve as an informal liaison. Hoping to serve the American people as one “interest group,” Reagan did not hire a “special assistant for minority affairs.” Thus there was no high-level black insider who might have prevented some unnecessary tiffs.

Reagan echoed John F. Kennedy that “the rising tide lifts all the boats,” promising that a boom would benefit all. Most Americans agreed with the president. In February 1982, after some clashes with the black community, and some retreats, Reagan’s pollster Richard Wirthlin found 30 percent of all respondents thought the government was paying “too much attention to blacks and other minority groups,” 38 percent thought it was about right, and only 25 percent thought too little. Remarkably, the registered Democrats responded as the general population did.

In an administration filled with corporate executives, there was much agenda setting. One exercise divided “the Administration’s Policy Areas and Goals” into four: Economic Recovery, National Security, Social Renewal, and National Resources Enhancement. Within “Social Renewal” the shadow of crime loomed large, with one of five major goals being “Improve the quality of life through the reduction of fears over personal safety and by raising confidence levels of American people in their future.” But in a thirteen-page memorandum, the words “civil rights” did not appear, and of 210 specific items, only 3 addressed the black agenda: “minority enterprise/expanded ownership,” “voting rights,” and “busing to achieve integration.”

President Reagan made his first major speech to a black audience in June 1981, to the NAACP annual convention in Denver. Tensions were already percolating over the budget cuts, ties with South Africa, tuition tax credits, block grants, states rights, and “perhaps the most emotional issue,” according to one aide, “extension of the Voting Rights Act.” Strategists debated whether the president should explain his program “in detail” and “how it will effect the poor and Blacks,” or simply take “a visionary approach … since we are unlikely to win them over with lots of specifics.”

Ronald Reagan’s budget cuts are reviving “war, pestilence, famine, and death,” NAACP Chair Margaret Bush Wilson told the convention. When she introduced the president of the United States to the crowd of five thousand, Mrs. Wilson added: “The NAACP does not necessarily subscribe to the views which are about to be expressed.” As the audience guffawed, Nancy Reagan fumed, and Ronald Reagan reddened.

Nevertheless, the old pro smiled, waved, and delivered a warm but pointed address. Denouncing “bigotry and violence,” championing “equal treatment of all citizens,” Reagan acknowledged that the president “must represent all the people of the land” not just “those who voted for him.” He reiterated that “the health of the economy” was the key to “the well-being of blacks,” like “every other American,” and that “Free enterprise is a powerful workhorse that can solve many problems of the black community—that government alone can no longer solve.” Reagan ended by saluting a black soldier in Vietnam who threw his body on a live grenade and whose “last whispered words were, ‘You have to care.’ Let us care. Let us work to build a nation that is free of racism, full of opportunity, and determined to loosen the creative energies of every person of every race, of every station, to make a better life.”

This kind of appeal usually charmed and disarmed most Americans. First, Reagan mollified his audience, by addressing the special interest. Then, he articulated his ideology and defended his policy stance. Finally, he wrapped himself and his audience together in an all-American parable. The NAACP’s executive director, Benjamin Hooks, had already announced there would be no standing ovation. The audience reaction was so cool that a week later, Reagan’s talking points for a meeting with black supporters scripted the quip: “Thanks for the applause. Gee, I wish you had been at the NAACP convention.”

Pollsters found “an unusual degree of polarization.” Two-thirds of whites approved of the president’s performance in a September 1981 Gallup poll, while only 14 percent of blacks did. Similarly, 70 percent of blacks disapproved of Reagan, while only 20 percent of whites did. One CBS poll early in 1982 would find that the percentage of blacks who thought the president cared a great deal about the poor was negligible.

Reagan continued to clash with the black community over such sacred cows as affirmative action. It was an ideological dispute blunted by politics. At his first press conference, when asked if the government would abandon the affirmative action policies improvised since the Johnson administration, Reagan denied a retreat while peddling backwards. “There will be no retreats,” he said. “This administration is going to be committed to equality. I think there are some things, however, that may not be as useful as they once were, or that may even be distorted in practice, such as some affirmative action programs becoming quota systems.”

Reagan’s personnel choices offended black leaders too. Reagan’s first nominee to head the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), William Bell, was a black businessman from Detroit with no track record. Stunned by the nearly unanimous denunciation from civil rights groups, Connecticut’s independent Republican Senator Lowell Weicker snapped: “Whoever came up with that nominee should be shot.” Bell was eventually replaced by another, better-qualified, black conservative, Clarence Thomas.

Reagan nominated yet another black conservative, Clarence M. Pendleton, Jr., to chair the Civil Rights Commission. Pendleton at least had a track record. He opposed “quotas, proportional representation, or the setting aside of government contracts for minority businesses.” Still, he, too found the administration’s mixed signals confusing, with Reagan opposing “racial quotas” while claiming to “favor voluntary affirmative action programs.” “It is my belief that the administration is speaking with too many voices on the subject of equal opportunity,” Pendleton told Ed Meese in January 1982, “and since my confirmation hearings are pending I would appreciate it if the president would make clear his position with respect to affirmative action.”

The Reagan administration feared the statistical rigidity of many government programs often yielded unintended consequences. That objection led to administration dithering on an even more symbolically powerful issue, extending the Voting Rights Act. First passed in 1965, extended in 1970, and set to expire in August 1982, this seminal law empowered the federal government to police electoral violations that had inhibited blacks from voting. By October 1981 congressional Democrats were proposing a nationwide “effects test” that would use percentages of minorities in the general population as benchmarks to judge discrimination, rather than seeking discriminatory “intent.” Reaganites feared establishing “a quota system for electoral politics.” Redistricting plans might be “vulnerable unless they produced electoral results mirroring the population make-up.” Even while acknowledging that “the Act has been the most successful civil rights legislation ever enacted”—and popular too—the White House risked appearing to oppose it.

With “exquisitely bad timing,” the administration presented its objections to a Senate committee in late January 1982, while enmeshed in yet another civil rights controversy. This time, the issue was the tax-exempt status of racially segregated private schools. Here, too, Reagan and his aides were thinking abstractly about a broader principle, while the black community perceived shocking racial insensitivity.

For months Congressman Trent Lott of Mississippi, Senator Strom Thurmond of South Carolina, and other conservative legislators lobbied to stop the Internal Revenue Service from denying a tax exemption to racially segregated schools such as Bob Jones University, a fundamentalist Christian school. The 1980 Republican platform denounced the policy, which the Nixon administration initiated. Administration lawyers approached the question technically, concluding that no law authorized the IRS to deny tax exemptions due to racial discrimination. In the ideological hothouse of the Reagan administration, the issue became one of “not allowing bureaucrats to make social policy,” as Ed Meese put it. Meese presented the issue—as a departure from a Carter-era policy not a Nixon one—at a White House staff meeting. Michael Deaver later said, “I just heard that it was a reversal of a Carter policy, and at that point I tuned out.” The president also did not register much of a reaction and it slipped by, with no blacks around the table, and no one concentrating on minority concerns. One Reagan adviser later reported, “Nobody focused on the marketing of it.”

When the firestorm hit, Reagan’s legendary triumvirate was embarrassed—and divided. “My god, what is this thing?” Deaver asked Meese at their regular Monday breakfast. Meese repeated his mantra: “We do not want IRS bureaucrats setting social policy.” Deaver replied: “We could have gone about this in a better way.”

Deaver understated the case. A “senior White House aide” told Newsweek that the decision created “our worst public-relations and political disaster yet.” Mayor Richard Hatcher of Gary, Indiana, denounced this “consistent effort to destroy the civil rights progress for which this country has paid a dear price.” This administration faces a “crisis of confidence” in its handling of women’s issues and minority rights, Senator Edward Kennedy thundered at a hearing. Attorney General William French Smith said, “The President doesn’t have a discriminatory bone in his body.” The civil rights activists packed into the hearing room snickered.

Meese, the ideologue, became the scapegoat as Deaver the public relations whiz did damage control. “This president is the most fair-minded man I’ve ever known,” Deaver told reporters, furiously spinning the story. “All of those involved failed to see the sensitivity of the issue. It’s a shame his reputation has to be tarnished by faulty staff work.”

Backpedaling, the White House tried to defend the principle while dodging charges of racial insensitivity. Reagan advocated legislation authorizing Congress to change the tax code and deny the tax-exempt status. “[A]gencies such as the IRS should not be permitted, even with the best of intentions and to further goals that I strongly endorse, to govern by administrative fiat by exercising powers that the Constitution assigns to the Congress,” Reagan wrote Tip O’Neill in transmitting the legislation to Congress. The next day at a press conference, Sam Donaldson of ABC News grilled the president, asking: “Are you responsible for the original decision, or did your staff put something over on you?” Laughing, Reagan said, “Sam—no one put anything over on me. No, Sam, the buck stops at my desk. I’m the originator of the whole thing, and I’m not going to deny that it wasn’t handled as well as it could be.”

A year into the Reagan presidency, memos abounded about the “perception in the Black community that this Administration is closing its doors to Blacks.” Administration officials hunted for a “Black Strategy.” The president recognized the problem. In weighing Senator Mark Hatfield’s suggestion to write a letter advocating increased federal funding for black colleges, Reagan noted, it “might serve to change the image a little.”

Surprisingly, an administration professing faith in individual choice and hostile to the “cheap politics” of tokenism began playing the affirmative action game of counting “blacks in presidential personnel.” Reagan aides began arranging meetings with “black White House staffers” and boasted when government contracts went to “minority-owned businesses” such as Welbilt Electronic Die Corporation, a South Bronx defense contractor. Just before a White House “Salute to Lionel Hampton,” one aide noticed that fewer than twenty invitations of over eight hundred had gone to blacks. “Lionel Hampton will be a token at his own event,” the staffer warned.

In fairness, such tokenism had become standard. And Republicans shrugged that they needed to play the game of minority appointments, “especially since our policy options are more limited than those of the Democrats.” Still, it left the administration open to charges of hypocrisy and that in finding such appointments “merit seemed less important than their roles as pawns on an affirmative action chessboard.”

Overall, the Reagan administration’s assault on the civil rights agenda was more rhetorical than real. Ronald Reagan effectively conveyed the white man-in-the-street’s distaste for “reverse discrimination” and for busing children miles away from their homes. But Reagan’s inherent caution when governing and the commitment of so many in the government, the judiciary, and the corporate world to these racism remedies spread the “EEO/AA” gospel. With corporations institutionalizing equal employment opportunity/affirmative action procedures, in this realm, as in so many others, the liberal status quo persevered.

Typically, Reagan attributed most blacks’ criticism to miscommunication. Secure in his identity as someone who was raised in a household “where the only intolerance … taught was intolerance of bigotry,” Reagan resented charges of racism. Reagan told black Republicans that he usually ignored personal attacks, “but one charge I will have to admit strikes at my heart every time I hear it. That’s the suggestion that we Republicans are taking a less active approach to protecting the civil rights of all Americans. No matter how you slice it, that’s just plain baloney,” Reagan said, adding a touch of midwestern outrage. Typically, Reagan focused on broadcasting the message. “If those who share my philosophy have had any failure, it’s been a failure to communicate what’s in our hearts to the black community,” he said in September 1982, yet again trying to mollify blacks. “I sure hope he can sell this one,” one White House aide sighed to a reporter about Reagan’s outreach effort to black colleges.

With these efforts, Reagan was playing for white votes more than black votes. The center would not hold if he appeared too extreme. One official said that the controversies “have hurt us with moderate Republicans as well as independents. We’ve come across as insensitive on civil rights matters,” he said, “and we’ve got to take steps to show that this is not so.” For blacks, however, the crisis went deeper. As one black official said, “The main concern of blacks is not the specifics but their general fear of racial retrogression at the hands of the Reagan administration.” And the columnist William Raspberry noted, “You can’t fix that one with PR.”

Yet, it was a PR question. By most objective standards, most blacks advanced during the 1980s, just as the civil rights bureaucracy, ideology, and enforcement infrastructure became more entrenched. But whereas, when playing to his right, Reagan often delivered symbolic but not substantive progress, many to his left experienced objective progress but felt slighted symbolically, feeding much of the partisan bitterness of the times.

Clash of the Titans: Ronald Reagan v. Tip O’Neill

Ronald Reagan’s racial skirmishes were beachheads in a larger war. With polls finding that only 9 percent of whites thought the Reagan administration treated blacks unfairly, elections would not hinge on race, although it shaped the broader dynamic. By 1982 the Reagan magic seemed to be fading, and the Carter-era crankiness threatened to return. Thanks to Reagan’s 1981 successes, it was now “his” economy, and “the Reagan recession.” Democrats regrouped and counterattacked on the fairness issue, blaming Reaganism for throwing deserving young mothers off welfare rolls, making hardworking families homeless, and spreading poverty and misery.

Democrats despised Reaganomics’ inconsistency. The budget cuts did not extend to “corporate welfare.” Appalled by “the mean-spirited,” inequitable philosophy behind this “rich man’s president,” the Democratic stalwart Tip O’Neill would later lament “the hatred for the poor that developed all across America. … I blame the president for allowing this kind of selfishness to become respectable.”

Reaganism triggered a necessary debate about the nature of the welfare state. Underlying these questions were philosophical issues surrounding the government’s proper dimensions, the obligation of the fortunate to the needy, and, ultimately, Americans’ commitment to each other. “After all,” Tip O’Neill noted, “the Constitution begins with the words, ‘We, the people.’ It does not begin, ‘I, the individual.’” While conservatives often dominated the best-seller lists, liberals dominated the op-ed pages, with essays like “Exploding Some Myths about Social Programs” in the Los Angeles Times or arguing in Harper’s how Ronald Reagan was “Making the World Safe for Plutocracy.” Even as the political balance wavered, Democrats and liberals tended to be on the defensive intellectually and ideologically.

In Washington, DC, these sweeping philosophical, historical, economic, and ideological debates often became mired in political horse-trading and posturing. But in a bipolar, personality-driven media universe, both these transcendent and petty concerns became concentrated in a clash of the titans. Especially early on, much of this complicated, multidimensional debate over a nearly trillion-dollar budget with tens of thousands of individual entries played out as a legendary struggle between President of the United States Ronald Reagan and Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill.

Beefy and bulbous, with a mane of white hair and a back-slapping persona, Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., seemed to have sprung to life from the pages of the Boston political classic The Last Hurrah. O’Neill was so easily caricatured that the Republicans ran an effective ad campaign in 1980 starring a fat, white-haired, slovenly Tip lookalike driving a gas-guzzler. This obvious stand-in for the Speaker of the House embodied insatiable government, and the Democrats’ role as the party of yesterday. Tip O’Neill is “big, fat, and out of control—just like the federal government,” said one of the Speaker’s harshest critics, New York Republican Congressman John LeBoutillier.

O’Neill’s biography was more manna for his critics. Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on December 9, 1912, nearly two years after Reagan, O’Neill was steeped in Boston Irish politics, seasoned by the New Deal and the Great Society. As John Kennedy’s successor in Congress, with a voting address around the corner from his childhood home in North Cambridge, O’Neill could be identified with both the blue-collar northeastern ethnic ward and the liberal Ivy League campus, for better and worse.

On one level, Reagan and O’Neill made for a study in contrasts: the smooth movie star versus the gruff pol, the ideologue versus the fixer, the forward-looking Sun Belt millionaire resenting taxes and regulations versus the hidebound symbol of Northeast decline who never met a government program he did not like. But the two peers were also similar. Both were publicly gregarious yet privately remote. “My father was the kind of guy who would say he loved you publicly, but not privately,” said O’Neill’s son Tommy. Both Reagan and O’Neill were old-fashioned and far from hip. Upon hearing that Congressman Barney Frank proclaimed his homosexuality, O’Neill announced: “Barney is coming out of the room.”

Actually, despite the Reaganites’ claims, this was no clash between the politics of tomorrow and the politics of yesterday. Both politicians yearned for a lost Arcadia; they just located the ideal in different epochs. Reagan’s paradise was the mythical turn-of-the-century Dixon he never quite inhabited and spent his lifetime escaping. O’Neill’s Arcadia had that midwestern small-town feel with an urban Catholic twist—and, unlike his boyhood in the 1920s, was insulated from some hardships thanks to the New Deal–Great Society “safety net.” Both Reagan and O’Neill instinctively understood the appeal of Cheers the Boston-based sitcom that began in 1982 about life in a bar “Where Everybody Knows Your Name,” as the theme song went. Both felt displaced in a society that was so modern, technological, anonymous, even as both took refuge in the social distances.

The titans clashed on the airwaves as well as in the corridors of power. Reagan’s telegenic good looks and smooth presence intimidated O’Neill. The Democrats lacked an authoritative “setting” comparable to the Oval Office. Fearing “the imbalance of media exposure,” aides coaxed O’Neill into the television age. “To be more effective on television, you must pay great attention to your appearance as well as your performance,” O’Neill’s media adviser Jerry Colbert urged. “When you are appearing before 100 million people for a one-minute speech or a five-minute press conference, it is worth 20–25 minutes of preparation to package it correctly.” Pushing the boss’s buttons, Colbert noted, “In the final analysis, it is the image of the Speaker, the Irish people, and the Democratic Party that you will be projecting.”

Gradually, Colbert, Chris Matthews, Ari Weiss, Kirk O’Donnell, and other staffers helped O’Neill master modern politics. He lost forty pounds, wore nicer clothes, and allowed his aides to make him up and brush down his suit. “I was the highest elected Democratic official in America,” O’Neill recalled. “The President took me as the symbol of the Democratic Party—that I was fat and big and out of shape and a big spender. … He thought I was going to be easy to handle. But he kind of misjudged.”

O’Neill proceeded carefully as the Reagan administration took power. Republicans brought their imaginary mandate to life amid headlines emphasizing Democrats’ disarray. Some Democrats demanded aggressive leadership. New York’s Governor Mario Cuomo said the 1980 “losses” should not “panic our party into a desperate search for a new philosophy.” Cuomo proposed “better articulation” of Democratic ideals and rebuilding the organizational “apparatus.”

O’Neill read his mail and watched the polls. He understood that while Reagan lacked a policy mandate, many Americans wanted this president to succeed. Throughout 1981 citizens demanded that O’Neill give the new president a chance. Some were so insistent that aides suggested he fly on military jets rather than spending so much time in airports being buttonholed, and sometimes abused.

O’Neill engaged in two balancing acts. He would have to keep his fractured party together, balancing the liberals’ demands that he defend the New Deal with the moderates’ demands that he indulge Reagan’s desires. And, in public, he would have to be loyal, respectful, and just supportive enough to be patriotic, without being too obsequious or sharing the blame for Reaganism’s errors.

The personality click between the two pols helped. Reagan and O’Neill traded jokes, acting like two comradely Irish sparring partners. Reagan seized on a comment O’Neill made about how Republicans and Democrats could be friends after six o’clock and on weekends. For the next six years, Reagan would often begin difficult discussions by asking, “Is it after six o’clock?”

All this “Tip and Gip” posturing could not obscure O’Neill’s contempt. The Speaker reviled Reagan as a lightweight and a traitor to their class. At their first meeting, O’Neill condescendingly told the president-elect, “You’re in the big leagues now.” O’Neill would record that the clueless Reagan “seemed genuinely surprised to hear that”; Reagan would remember replying that, having been “the governor of one of the largest states in the union,” he had been in the big leagues “for quite a while.” O’Neill would brand Reagan the “worst” president he had ever seen: lazy, disengaged, and wrong about almost everything. Reagan, who was constitutionally less dyspeptic than his rival, would muse, “As far as he was concerned, I was the enemy. I guess from his point of view, he was right.”

Still, the Speaker of the House had to demonstrate respect for the president of the United States. Once, on Sunday morning television—a setting more conducive to polite analysis than political fireworks—Charles Gibson asked O’Neill, regarding Reagan: “Do you think he’s a callous man?” “No, I don’t I think he’s very, very,” O’Neill strained for words, then shifted abruptly, “Well, I’ve never met a finer fellow.” When Gibson pressed, O’Neill, having regained his composure, blasted the Reaganauts, not Reagan himself: “I think that he has very, very selfish people around him.”

Ironically, O’Neill’s initial accommodationist strategy perpetuated the impression that Reagan had a mandate. During the first few months of the Reagan Revolution, O’Neill and the Democrats floundered. They searched for resonant language and effective tactics. The Zen strategy of quietly allowing Reagan to fail distressed O’Neill. O’Neill credited the New Deal with creating the great American middle class, postwar America’s crowning achievement. He often challenged corporate executives, asking how many “got help from Uncle Sam” at some point in their lives. Watching the Republicans try to dismantle those programs while raising money for defense and cutting taxes for the rich broke O’Neill’s heart.

In the spring of 1981, O’Neill noticed public support for Reagan souring as David Stockman targeted popular programs. “The school lunch program is cut,” O’Neill shouted. “Job training is cut below the ones we made. … There is going to be alarm in America.” Yet, repeatedly and especially after Reagan was shot, the president’s mythic popularity stymied O’Neill. Marveling at the display of leadership, at this White House’s willingness to twist arms and stand for something, O’Neill sighed, “There is not much we can do to counteract it. … How the attempted assassination has turned the program of the Congress, I don’t know, but it has done that.”

O’Neill’s passive sentence construction at the end was instructive. Much of Reagan’s initial success stemmed from Reagan’s timely message and passionate leadership. Moreover, Democrats were operating in a changed environment, a world of limited budgets and growing skepticism about government programs. But Democrats preferred to believe, as Mario Cuomo did, that their ideas still worked, they just needed better communication and organization. And while the “attempted assassination” did “help” by spotlighting Reagan the man, not his program, O’Neill and the Democrats needed to concentrate on redefining their party’s message and honing their strategies rather than simply marveling at this seemingly natural phenomenon beyond their control. Similarly, the tendency to mock and demonize Reagan simultaneously added to this Democratic denial while confusing the public. It was hard to believe that the president was both clueless and malevolent, especially amid so much early success.

Democratic Counterattack: Finding the “Fairness” Issue

That first spring, Reagan tried to rescue the Social Security program after benefits soared by over 500 percent during the 1970s. Fearing bankruptcy, he overstepped. On May 12 Secretary of Health and Human Services Richard Schweiker proposed reducing benefits for those who retired before the age of sixty-five, to discourage early retirements.

O’Neill had his opening. “By hitting Social Security, the president is hitting where people live,” O’Neill thundered. Generalizing from the few who contemplated early retirement to everyone in the system, O’Neill branded the proposals “a breach of faith with those who have worked their whole lives. As long as I am Speaker, I will do everything I can to see that the president does not get his way.”

O’Neill’s cynical overreaction worked. Even the Republican-controlled Senate rejected the plan 96 to 0. Social Security became “the third rail” of American politics, lethal to the touch. In December 1981 Reagan would charter a National Commission on Social Security Reform. Chaired by the economist Alan Greenspan, this joint House-Senate, Republican-Democratic, public-private entity would symbolize the governmental “gridlock” of the Reagan years. The need to contract out such a touchy issue to a panel of fifteen “elders” epitomized this term, which originated in the 1980 New York transit strike and gained popularity throughout this era of divided government.

Handing Reagan his first major legislative setback, Democrats finally found some traction. “That was the only bright spot for us then,” Kirk O’Donnell later exulted. “You bet they were ambushed. They were absolutely taken to the cleaners. It was after that when the ‘fairness’ question became serious.”

By August the Democratic counterstrategy coalesced. In an eleven-page memorandum that O’Neill called “The Plan,” O’Donnell proposed marrying Reaganism to the continuing recession. “The economy is no longer our burden; it is a Republican economy,” he wrote. Members returned from summer vacation armed with constituent stories detailing economic hardship. Talking about the “Reagan recession” shifted blame from Carter to Reagan as the “fairness issue” became shorthand for Reagan’s insensitivity to the poor.

As with the charges of racism, Reagan, insulted, blamed the “false image-building of the press.” When one “average” American chided the president for surrounding himself with rich people, Reagan responded that he grew up poor. He added: “I’ve kept contact with all the friends I knew in those days. And now, though it may be hard to understand, I’m surrounded more on a daily basis with the same kind of people I always knew than I am with the so-called rich; the security detail, aides and staff.” And that—two half-truths, one because he was not in touch with many old friends, a second because he was distant from those around him, be they servants or friends—was good enough for Reagan.

O’Neill mocked Reagan’s charming ability to deflect criticism. O’Neill fumed: “A member of Congress would say, ‘Mr. President, I am vitally concerned with the people I represent. There are many aged in my district.’ The president would say, ‘You don’t think I would do anything to hurt the aged of America, do you?’ … The member says, ‘I am concerned about education.’ The president says, ‘You don’t think I am going to destroy the educational system of America, do you?’”

O’Neill’s cool, patient aide Kirk O’Donnell struggled to override his boss’s instinct to take the bait and blast Reagan. In defending the New Deal too vehemently, O’Neill risked making the dispute personal. “[M]ake it a referendum not on Reagan but on his policies,” O’Donnell urged. “We should continue to drive home the notion that the administration tilts towards the well-to-do and is not really concerned about the average American.” Democrats became so incensed by Reagan’s insouciance and insensitivity they would neglect such advice. But O’Donnell helped establish the 1980s’ essential standoff. Reagan would remain popular. Democrats would become effective critics. And certain programs, including Social Security, would be untouchable.

In directing Democrats to “take the offensive,” O’Donnell detailed the party’s assumptions. “We are assuming that for a privileged few things will get better under Reagan but for most Americans it will not; that the average American not the wealthy is the wagerer in the Reagan Economic Gamble. And finally that a Democratic alternative exists that does not seek to fight inflation by sacrificing Americans’ dreams of home ownership, college for their children, and a secure retirement for themselves.”

By the 1980s government programs serving particular constituencies, be it Head Start for children, Guaranteed Student Loans for students, or Social Security for the elderly, remained not just popular but sacrosanct; the liberal program was neither. Similarly, individual incumbent members of Congress tended to be popular, yet their institution was not. The Democrats would win by harping on specifics; Reagan would win with his personality and his vision. Characteristically, a May 4, 1981 White House memo defending the Gramm-Latta Resolution made five points regarding the big picture: accusing the Democratic proposal of adding “$141.2 billion more in 3 years; of cutting $6.7 billion from defense; of providing “less tax relief ”; of resorting to “double-counting and illusory administrative savings”; and of being “business-as-usual in disguise: more taxing, more spending, continued ‘stagflation.’” By contrast, the Democratic majority whip, Thomas Foley, had issued an attack three days earlier listing twenty-one differences, specifying the gap in education, land and water conservation, discretionary health, Medicaid, transportation, food stamps, youth employment and training, child nutrition, and subsidized housing, among others. Both sides played to their strengths. Most Americans wanted a smaller budget and greater “tax relief,” but they also wanted the government to continue providing food, shelter, medical care, and education to those who needed it (and themselves if they benefited from it).

The Democrats’ language, personalizing programs with tales of woe, pricked Americans’ consciences at a time when they were supposedly becoming selfish and insensate. But the language and strategy would also lead to another characteristic of 1980s’ political culture, a sloppy tendency toward irresponsibility, a refusal to link the bigger picture with specifics, a language of government services as commodities people deserved but should not spend too much money on, rather than as ingredients integrated into a recipe for the common good. Critics would usually blame Reagan’s warm, woozy rhetoric of selfishness. In fact, both Democrats and Republicans fostered this culture of political irresponsibility and fantasy, this tendency, as the Harvard political philosopher Michael Sandel would call it, to view “economic arrangements” and government programs “as instruments of consumption, not as schools for citizenship.”

Charges of fiscal irresponsibility compounded the charges of favoritism and insensitivity. Reagan the alleged budget-cutter quickly became known as the creator of the $200 billion deficit. In fairness, Reagan cared more about lowering taxes and boosting defense than cutting the budget. He trusted lower taxes to “starve” the government eventually. But the Republicans traditionally belong to the party of fiscal sobriety; the Democrats were the Keynesian spendthrifts. Nevertheless, Democrats now railed against deficits. In 1983 Alice Rivlin would conclude that this “combination of policies … rising structural deficits and high interest rates—is really dumb.”

1982: Reagan’s Recession, Tax Increases, and Midterm Electoral Setback

Even more than the conceptual and political flaws, the 1982 recession helped derail the Reagan Revolution. The legions of needy people blunted the impact of David Stockman’s cuts and destroyed even the semblance of a consensus. Still, the Reagan cuts shifted the burden from the federal government to the states, forced a reexamination of key programs such as welfare, and transformed Washington’s governing culture. Coming after the Great Inflation and devastating stagflation, the conservative critique of the Great Society, Jimmy Carter’s budget cuts, the state tax revolts, and the Kemp-Roth-Stockman-Gramm brainstorming on Capitol Hill, Reagan’s transformation of much domestic politics into zero-sum budgetary politics took root. The focus remained on retrenchment, two social scientists discovered in 1983. “New spending initiatives are out of fashion.”

The cuts enacted before the recession prevented a spending surge during the recession. The number of households receiving federal assistance remained steady, despite the unemployment spike. Richard P. Nathan and Fred C. Doolittle of Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School found that the cuts concentrated on “entitlement grants (AFDC, medicaid, food stamps and school lunches)” and funding for “jobs and job training, compensatory education, and health and social services.” Ironically, the budget cuts bypassed Reagan’s mythical shirkers and welfare queens. Those “most affected” were “on the margin of income eligibility for means-tested programs,” meaning the “working poor” who worked hard enough and earned just enough to lose out on benefits once the government tightened eligibility rules.

Retreating, Reagan also accepted tax increases. Reagan the showman stubbornly called them “revenue enhancements,” and he insisted on maintaining the cuts in personal taxes so central to his ideology. Nevertheless, the Orwellian-sounding 1982 Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act (TEFRA) succumbed to fiscal and political reality. The legislation closed loopholes and reformed various corporate taxing procedures. James Baker’s aide Richard Darman would say that TEFRA’s $37.5 billion increase combined with a $3.3 billion jump in the gasoline tax through the Highway Revenue Act constituted “the largest single tax increase in history.”

Democrats in the 1982 campaign defended the working poor as well as their less fortunate fellow citizens. The Democrats had fine-tuned the “fairness issue.” Strategists learned that making it a “poor vs. rich issue” was less effective than pitching “a working and middle-income family vs. rich issue.” Recognizing that American elections are won in the center, consultants told Democrats to “talk about fairness to ‘working and middle income people,’ and NOT ‘fairness to the poor.’”

“Fairness” was not simply the strongest issue, it was the only effective issue for Democrats. “Stay away from foreign policy issues,” strategists advised. “Also, stay away from budget, deficit, and social issues as much as possible. Our credibility in these areas is near zero. … If voters cast their ballots along these issue lines, we generally lose.”

The 1980 election had jolted the party. The Republicans pushed their clearer message with more sophisticated campaigning techniques. “We have been out-conceptualized, out-organized, out-televised, out-coordinated, out-financed, and out-worked,” Democratic Chairman Charles Manatt lamented. In 1980 Republicans raised $109 million for their congressional candidates; Democrats raised $16 million. By mid-1981, Republicans had amassed $23,236,380; Democrats had collected merely $238,795, with debts totalling more than $1 million. Moreover, Democrats were balkanized, emerging, Adam Clymer of the New York Times wrote, more as “a federation of caucuses (black Democrats, labor Democrats, Asian-American Democrats, household Democrats) than a united party.” Such fracturing further eroded conceptions of common good in favor of fragmented and selfish appeals.

To defeat what Chairman Manatt called “Reagan Hood—giving tax breaks to the wealthy and cutting the school lunch program,” Democrats became more disciplined operatives and communicators. O’Neill deputized Tony Coehlo, a smart, ambitious California congressman, to update the Democratic congressional campaign and raise money. By fall 1981 the Democrats were circulating a fundraising letter warning of the dangers of a “right-wing” Republican takeover of the House—“If the Republicans win just as many seats in 1982 as they won in 1980.”

“Every American who cares about other Americans, who cares about civil rights and equal opportunity, who cares about clean air and clean water, who cares about poor people and old people and helpless people ought to care about the 1982 House elections,” Congressman Peter Rodino implored. Democrats had to “save Republicans from themselves,” Rodino begged. “These wolves in wolves’ clothing—ultra conservative ideologues, religious fanatics, corporate fat cats, reborn Reaganites, the single-issue zealots—are shoving traditional Republicans out the back door of their own party.”

Developing an unhealthy contempt for democracy, Democrats feared their message would not get across. At the start of the 1982 campaign, North Dakota Congressman Byron L. Dorgan warned Tony Coehlo about Republican plans “to blitz the national media.” Doubting the American people, Dorgan worried that “if Madison Avenue can sell ‘waxy build-up,’ ‘post-nasal-drip,’ and ‘excess stomach acid’ as major issues in our lives, then they can probably successfully portray the Republican economic program as the golden goose for America.”

Dorgan overlooked the changing political climate, which was starting to favor the Democrats. O’Neill’s assault had been doubly effective. Pollsters found that voters still perceived Republicans as the “fiscally sound party” and even “traditionally Democratic groups” were guardedly optimistic, but they were increasingly doubtful about the president’s program. More dramatically, the “fairness” issue combined with the “Reagan recession” had undermined support for the budget cuts by about 10 percentage points among all groups surveyed, except for “upper-income” voters. Now “43 percent feel those cuts went too far,” one survey reported. “Those who felt the cuts were ‘just right’ dropped 15 points from 42 percent in April to only 27 percent in late November.”

The strategy—and O’Neill’s patience—paid off. In November 1982 Democrats gained twenty-six seats. While the opposition typically gained seats in a midterm election, considering how miserable and divided the Democrats had been throughout 1981, this was a political miracle. “The breadth of dissatisfaction with Republicans among the American electorate was striking,” the Boston Globe noted.

Democrats now tried to bury Reagan’s mandate. A Democratic consultant, Bob Squier, declared that “The 1980 election was decided on the issue of personality.” Despite winning “the political equivalent of the Academy Award for Best Performance,” Reagan “thought that we had given him the award for best script.” This “misunderstanding” caused Reagan’s overreach. “Mr. Reagan, with more than a little help from the Democrats, turned the mandate in his head into the policy of this government—a policy that eventually changed ‘Reaganomics’ into a pejorative term,” Squier wrote. The result was 10 percent unemployment, a “post-Depression high,” and grounds for a Democratic counterattack, as “supply-side became trickle down.”

The deficit debate frustrated Reaganites. Complaints about deficits had long been a Republican truncheon used against free-spending Democrats. Now, as one White House staffer complained, there were “Budgets, budgets everywhere, but not one balanced sheet.” Even while clinging to the “basic principles of economic recovery—reduction in federal spending, regulation, waste and fraud, taxes, federalism, and stable money supply,” they sought to escape “the political dilemma caused by the deficit.” “How could we avoid rejection of the big-deficit-heavy-non-defense-cut-but-no-change-in-defense-and-taxes approach?” Reaganites wondered at meetings addressing “the rising deficit problem.” “Can we/should we tolerate our projected unemployment levels?” Reagan continued to insist that “in our perilous situation vis-à-vis the Soviets,” if forced, he would choose “rebuilding our defenses” over “balancing the budget.” Democrats argued that cutting taxes while boosting defenses destroyed the budget. Blaming “many years of past actions” instead, Reagan refused to raise taxes: “It will reduce the pressure on Congress to control government sending and could signal that we are retreating from our long-run goal of reducing federal spending and tax burdens.”

The Reagan Revolution was bogged down. The lightning legislative successes of 1981 now contrasted with the trench warfare of 1982, and the resulting loss of power. Yet even as Reagan’s program faltered, Reagan’s vision still appealed to many, and the president remained personally popular. One exit poll in November 1982 found that while 36 percent of voters surveyed deemed Reaganomics a failure, and only 6 percent considered it a success, 49 percent were waiting, giving Reagan’s program more time to succeed. This remarkable forbearance reflected Reagan’s success in tailoring his broader vision to Americans’ worries as well as the continuing faith many had in his leadership.

A week and a half after the midterm elections, Reagan had a chance to change the subject. In a twist that would soon be deemed Reaganesque, wherein art, or at least popular culture, inspired life, Jan Scruggs, a Vietnam veteran watching the movie The Deerhunter in 1979, had decided to resurrect an old idea of his and push for a Vietnam Veterans’ memorial. He wanted veterans to have that long-delayed “big parade down Constitution Avenue.” The ensuing architectural competition chose a haunting design of two 200-foot black walls, sunk ten feet into the Washington, DC, Mall, listing the 57,962 Americans lost. One West Pointer, Tom Carhart, denounced this “black gash of shame and sorrow, hacked into the national visage that is the Mall.” Eventually, adding a more conventional statue depicting three soldiers—and graced with a towering flagpole—mollified most critics.

With the compromise in place, the national ceremony commenced. The president and the First Lady lit a memorial candle at the National Cathedral, while hearing some of the 57,962 names intoned. “The names that are being read are of men who died for freedom just as surely as any men who ever fought for this country,” the president said, choking up. And seeking to unify the nation around his vision, Reagan said, “We’re beginning to appreciate that they were fighting for a just cause.” Throughout the decade, Reagan’s once controversial celebration of Vietnam as a “noble cause” would become increasingly mainstreamed in the American collective memory. It would be reflected in the strutting of Sylvester Stallone, Chuck Norris, and Arnold Schwarzenegger in macho post-Vietnam celluloid fantasies, in weighty novels such as Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country, and in the many tears visitors shed at Maya Lin’s stark, alluring, shoeshine-black wall. The summer hit song of 1982, “Eye of the Tiger,” the theme of Rocky III sung by the aptly named group Survivor about “a man and his will to survive,” warned: “don’t lose your grip on the dreams of the past / you must fight just to keep them alive.”

Nevertheless, it was easy to discount the Reagan aura, the power of Reagan’s popularity. This was especially true for journalists who doubted Reagan and Reaganism from the start. As a result, by the midpoint of Reagan’s first term, the new president seemed doomed to failure. With unemployment high, national morale low, and the administration seemingly adrift, Reaganism was looking suspiciously like Carterism with the focused, class-bound anguish of unemployment substituting for the broadly shared pain of inflation. “The stench of failure hangs over Ronald Reagan’s White House,” the New York Times claimed at midterm. With the president’s initiatives stalled, and with both former Vice President Walter Mondale and Senator John Glenn defeating Reagan in presidential trial heats, David Broder of the Washington Post and many others declared Reaganism dead.

Reagan remained unflappable. The president blamed reporters, charging that the press was delaying the economic recovery with “constant downbeat stories.” Once again relying on his aw-shucks routine, Reagan asked: “Is it news that some fellow out in South Succotash someplace has just been laid off that he should be interviewed nationwide?” Accusing reporters of the same crime they often attributed to the Reaganites, White House Communications Director David Gergen charged that “the electronic media, in particular, sometimes has difficulty covering stories that are fairly subtle. They need a picture to tell the story. So they sometimes go out and find a person in a wheelchair and portray him as [being] in dire straits as a result of the cuts in programs.” Alas, Reagan’s insouciance did not end the recession, or revive his presidency.

Hill Street: Conservative Dystopia or Seedbed of Liberal Dreams?

The confusion, the despair, the agonizing decline of liberalism, the empty and hypocritical promise of conservatism came through in every episode of Hill Street Blues. Hill Street Blues was a “conservative” show in that it sympathized with cops, derided much of the post–Warren Court justice system, and captured the fear haunting America’s cities. The declining slum around the station house was a conservative dystopia, eloquent testimony to liberalism’s follies. The Emmy Award–winning first episode of the show’s third season, broadcast on September 30, 1982, would depict the volatile aftermath of a nun’s rape and murder during a church robbery, proof of America’s depravity.

Yet the show was also deeply liberal. The multicultural cast and impoverished setting contrasted with the sanitized glitz of Reagan’s Washington, of Aaron Spelling’s Dynasty. Weekly visitors to Hill Street knew that Reagan’s America was not all gleaming monuments and designer dresses. The writers clearly preferred the Jewish liberal with a heart and a spine, Lieutenant Henry Goldblume, to the fascistic, buffoonish SWAT commando, the aptly named Lieutenant Howard Hunter. In the same September 1982 episode honored for great writing, Hill Street’s snarling, biting, master of gritty undercover work, Mick Belcker, would befriend Eddie Gregg, a gay prostitute. Many of the most affecting moments humanized blacks and Hispanics, from Althea Woodard’s portrayal of a saintly mother whose son was mistakenly shot by a police officer, to Lieutenant Ray Calletano’s poignant quest to prove himself as a cop, not as a Latino affirmative action project.

Gerald Ford and Henry Kissinger might get a cameo on Dynasty. Tip O’Neill would drop by Cheers—in addition to the match between the man and his setting, the son of his longtime assistant, Delores Snow, was the show’s casting director. But Ronald Reagan would never have visited Hill Street or its chaotic precinct house. The crime, the chaos, the fear, the diversity, did not fit into Reagan’s narrative—nor did the November unemployment rate of 10.8 percent, the highest since 1940; the market share of Japanese car-makers of 22.6 percent, up from barely 4 percent in 1970; or the Boland Amendment passed just before Christmas 1982, handcuffing American attempts to fight Nicaragua’s Sandinista government. Unable to reconcile John Winthrop’s centuries-old vision of the shining city upon a hill with Steven Bochco’s or Tip O’Neill’s contemporary apparition, Reagan did what he did so often—and so effectively—he ignored the contradiction and continued singing his seemingly guileless and surprisingly seductive song.


1983

Beaufort, South Carolina

The Big Chill and the Great Reconciliation: Where the Sixties Meet the Eighties

Preservation of our environment is not a liberal or conservative challenge, it’s common sense.
RONALD REAGAN, STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS, 1984

The Big Chill. Within weeks of its 1983 release it was no longer just a movie, but an event, a defining moment in the collective annals of the baby boom generation and the 1980s. Two decades later, the phrase remains resonant. People reuniting with old friends from high school, college, or camp speak of having a “Big Chill weekend.”

Surprisingly, “Big Chill” did not originally mean a chance to “chill together,” or hang out. Lawrence Kasdan titled his movie after the big chill that ran down his spine when a colleague said something politically offensive and Kasdan said nothing, fearing for his career.

The Big Chill represented the baby boomers’ lost 1960s’ idealism as they joined the “real world.” It was a world of careerism and cynicism, of great luxuries but deep disappointments, of stunning horizons but complex tradeoffs. The story of the former University of Michigan radicals reunited by their friend’s suicide solidified the baby boomer myth, that they all protested in the 1960s and then sold out to become 1980s yuppies. Reinforcing the point, the movie itself was a slicker, star-studded, Hollywoodized echo of John Sayles’ 1980 independent sensation, The Return of the Secaucus Seven.

While the hosts of the low-key original are New England school-teachers, The Big Chill’s weekend hosts are a running shoes mogul and his doctor wife, played by Kevin Kline and Glenn Close. The reunion takes place at their country manor in Beaufort, South Carolina, a Reaganesque site in a Reaganized South. All hints of racism have been swept under the rug—no blacks appear in the film.

A port town seventy miles from Charleston, founded in 1711 as a resort for plantation grandees, spared from destruction because Union troops occupied it during the Civil War, Beaufort had seen its aristocratic charm fade by the 1970s. A $5.2 million Waterfront Park revived the town. Its nine thousand residents prospered during the 1980s, mass-producing historical charm for tourists with disposable income, like the film’s protagonists.

“Tidalholm,” a 130-year-old plantation house, had served as a Civil War hospital and a twentieth-century guesthouse. In the movie, the house, which was restored in 1974, is spacious and well-appointed. The former radicals, now a divorced TV action star, a single female lawyer, a frustrated housewife, an aspiring novelist turned People celebrity journalist, and a wayward drug pusher, idealize their past as they agonize over the present.

These cinematic sixties’ refugees intensified the war about the decade’s legacy. Michael Ventura, a radical columnist, condemned the movie for replacing “memory” and “identity” with “an all-purpose, non-threatening nostalgia.” A Washington Post movie critic snapped, “Ultimately, The Big Chill is contrived to flatter and excuse the social and moral complacency of people who have good reason to feel foolish and perhaps shameful about the way they mistook themselves for revolutionaries while members of a fundamentally privileged and grotesquely overrated college generation.” Clearly, as the sociologist and former radical Todd Gitlin would note, in “talking about the ’60s,” Americans were “talking about where we are now.”

During the Reagan years the Great Reconciliation occurred. The few baby boomers who actually were radicals—but who then as now monopolized their generation’s voice—mostly made peace with America. The Vietnam War became a bad memory; the antiwar movement became bathed in nostalgia. M*A*S*H, the television show that since 1972 helped Americans deflect their anxieties about Vietnam by laughing at a Korean War sitcom, outlived its usefulness. By November 1983 many Americans would claim they had exorcised the curse of Vietnam by flushing out Cuban troops and Communist coup leaders from the tiny island of Grenada.

In 1983 the great economic boom—the baby boom boom, the Reagan boom—began. It was a boom of service jobs, not manufacturing, of the Sun Belt and silicon chips, not the Rust Belt and smokestacks. It was also a boom with its own cultural institutions and accents. Just as the 1920s’ boom became linked in the national imagination with the herky-jerky, grainy quality of the first “talkie” movies, this would be the boom of CNN twenty-four-hour news-reporting, USA Today trend-spotting, and MTV music video-watching; this would be the boom marking the debut of the modern network anchoring trinity of Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, and Peter Jennings. The entrepreneurs of the moment such as Lee Iacocca, Donald Trump, and Ted Turner would join President Reagan in elevating the pursuit of wealth, the compulsion to consume, and the desperation to succeed from selfish acts of individualism into altruistic acts of patriotism. This brazen ethos, along with the slick sensibility and colorful graphics of an increasingly wired world, would be part of the Big Chillers’ “yuppie” package.

Yet concentrating on yuppie excess tells only half the story. Yuppie attitudes and shopping habits reveal how the changing media context created this Frankenstein, and how the CEO as superhero ideal revived. But these yuppies had enough of a conscience, enough of a sixties’ sensibility, at least to feel a “Big Chill” down their spines when they went too far. Many in fact recoiled at the era’s hurly burly boosterism and spending orgies. Thus, even in Reagan’s America, new liberal ideas emerged and the expressions of sixties-style activism such as the nuclear freeze movement persisted. In 1983 a doomsday warning about The Day After a nuclear explosion would attract a television audience rivaling the final M*A*S*H audience. In 1983 America’s conservative president would sign legislation making the birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr., a federal holiday. In 1983 liberals would finally succeed in deposing Ronald Reagan’s plodding Environmental Protection Agency Director Anne Gorsuch Burford, as well as Reagan’s zealous Secretary of the Interior James Watt. This sustained clash between the 1960s thesis and the Reagan antithesis created a 1980s synthesis, exemplified by moderate Democrats’ “Third Way” between Reaganite tightfistedness and liberal excess; in an environmental movement that became institutionalized and mainstreamed as it felt besieged; and in the rise of the corporate activist, the consumer with a conscience, a society filled with people yearning to earn like Rockefellers, but occasionally live and sometimes even vote like Beatniks.

Heroes for the 1980s: Boomer Success—and Excess

The sixties’ revolution had failed, but many of the rebellions succeeded. In 1983 a new attempt to pass the equal rights amendment missed the necessary two-thirds vote in the House of Representatives, but the president would boast that women would fill nearly three-quarters of the new jobs “in managerial, professional, and technical fields.” The Miss America pageant—an ode to 1950s’ sexism—continued, but in 1983 the first black woman would win. Less grandly, for many, the extended adolescence of college and graduate school ended. It was time to get to work.

Born between 1946 and 1961, baby boomers ranged from twenty-two to thirty-seven years old in 1983. Just as Lawrence Kasdan and his fictional radicals settled into the world, so did their peers. Jane Fonda went from exercising her free speech as a dove and supporting Hanoi to hawking exercise tapes; millions of others purchased their first cars, homes, individual retirement accounts (IRAs), and 401Ks. With the free market “again becoming the focal point,” as Reagan said, it was time to earn and spend freely.

The boomers’ brashness and “let-it-all-hang-out-edness” transformed attitudes toward money in America. Law firms and investment banks went from gentlemanly, nine-to-five enterprises to raucous, fifteen-hour-day dynamos. Money in the 1980s, like sex in the 1960s, became a legitimate conversation topic and the great barometer, with people trying to figure out who was getting more than expected, who less; who was winning, and who was losing. And to a generation uniquely susceptible to peer pressure and big ideas, a generation committed to dismantling the traditional verities and questioning authorities, consumerism became all-consuming—these whipper-snappers were what they wore, ate, drank, and fancied.

Money served as a social solvent even while lubricating the arrivistes’ climb to the top. Millions of Americans now had enough disposable cash to buy expensive goods and services once limited to the upper-crust and to use their purchases to construct a private identity and a public persona. While every decade in the twentieth century upped the consumerist ante, the 1980s marked a giant step toward an almost reckless, autonomous individualism and away from the politicized, communally oriented “consuming public” protecting consumers’ rights. Consumer Reports functioned as a guide for goodies, not a Naderite prod to corporate responsiveness.

The enlightenment legacies of emancipation and individualism pushed to their logical—and often illogical—extremes left “the individual suspended in glorious but terrifying isolation,” Robert Bellah and his fellow sociologists would note. With little institutional, ideological, or moral traction, “matters of personal preference” predominated. Fundamental ethics about not “killing, stealing, and lying” floated in an individual and communal vacuum, “detached from any social or cultural base that could give them broader meaning.”

Americans’ pursuit of happiness degenerated into an obsessive pursuit of pleasure, both indulgent experiences and beautiful things. In 1967, at a high point of boomer idealism, 40 percent of college fresh-men polled said it was important to prosper financially; 80 percent sought a meaningful philosophy of life. Twenty years later, 80 percent desired wealth; only 40 percent valued an enlightened worldview. During another pointless night in some trendy club, the protagonist of Jay McInerney’s novel of yuppie anomie, Bright Lights, Big City, stumbles into a cocaine-stoked repartee, the “sexual equivalent of fast food.” After sharing some “blow” in the bathroom, a woman says, “I love drugs.” She asks: “Have you ever noticed how all the good words start with D? D and L.” The two then, ping-ponging, improvise a haiku of hedonism. She begins: “Drugs. Delight. Decadence.” “Debauchery.” “Dexedrine.” “Delectable. Deranged. Debilitated.” “Delinquent.” “Delirium.” “And L,” she says. “Lush and luscious.” “Languorous.” “Librium.” “Libidinous,” the protagonist adds, tipping his hand, and scaring off his prey.

Defining role models and building individual identities by how much people spent, what they bought, and where they partied obscured many of the boom’s social benefits and made the eighties’ decade seem more materialistic than it was. Even the Gilded Age appeared more community-oriented by comparison. In the post–Civil War age of excess, the robber barons were what they built: U.S. Steel, Standard Oil, Central Pacific Railroad. A century later, these tycoons were remembered by what they endowed: (Andrew) Carnegie-Mellon University, the (John D.) Rockefeller Foundation, (Leland) Stanford University. So many yuppie types were so ambivalent about their jobs, and so maxed out on their credit cards, that neither work nor good works defined them as much as their purchases and lifestyles.

This new money culture emerged as marketing was becoming more sophisticated. Market segmentation reduced Americans into subcommunities of anonymous purchasers. Despite limited popularity, Hill Street Blues had the right “demographic”—the elusive but spendthrift 18-to-35-year-old high-achieving male. As the cable revolution spread, American culture and politics would fragment further, even as Ronald Reagan sought to resurrect the great American middle, some common consensus.

Ronald Reagan was well suited to preside over this Great Reconciliation. Considered America’s oldest yuppie, his call for capitalist renewal fostered the money-media culture. His celebrity politics resonated with a society obsessed with The Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. His easy-listening nationalism gave a communal and even idealistic veneer to individualist, consumerist excess. Delighting in the four million new jobs created in 1983, toasting the trailblazers mastering computers and other modern miracles, Reagan would summarize the year’s accomplishments in his January 1984 State of the Union Address, saying: “Hope is reborn for couples dreaming of owning homes and for risk takers with vision to create tomorrow’s opportunities.” Reagan saluted two self-made entrepreneurs as “heroes for the eighties.” At the same time, Reagan was a perfect foil, with outrage against his “Neanderthal” politics easing yuppie guilt and fostering the delusion that this emerging American bourgeoisie had not lost its Bohemian edge.

The Search for the Quintessential Yuppie

Just as the phrase “the Big Chill” meant selling out, not hanging out; just as Reagan fostered materialism rather than facilitating idealism, the 1980s’ yuppie was ubiquitous but illusory. Perhaps America’s most famous yuppie, Michael J. Fox, was a Canadian actor who embodied the stereotype in his television hit, Family Ties, and in movies such as The Secret of My Success and Bright Lights Big City. But Fox differentiated himself from Alex P. Keaton, the blue-blazered conservative son of liberal parents on TV, saying, “How can I be a yuppie if I’d rather play hockey than squash?” Most Americans knew what a yuppie was—one poll found that 60 percent of Americans could define the term, while only 34 percent could identify the secretary of state. Many insisted they knew yuppies. Yet few admitted to being one. One Harvard Business School type, decked out in a V-neck sweater and wide-wale corduroys, singled out by his peers as the ur-yuppie, denied it: “I mean, hey, I drive an American car.”

Indeed, the term was pejorative. The word often appeared as an adjective modifying a crude characterization of a derriere, and many deemed the two words interchangeable. The deeper problem stemmed from American ambivalence about money and about the 1960s.

Americans wanted to praise and bury the 1960s. As “sixties parties” and Big Chill-type mea culpas proliferated, many overlooked the decade’s excesses and idealized the idealism—often to demonize eighties excesses and discount contemporary idealism. And, ironically, yesterday’s youth rebels experienced a generation gap in the opposite direction, bemoaning the shallowness of “kids today” who could not understand Easy Rider. In 1981 the critic Stephen Holden chided “the new generation of rock consumers … spoon-fed rock mythology,” imprisoned in false nostalgia for someone else’s music, “rather than looking forward to a new rock culture of their own.”

Even as sixties’ culture symbolized a “golden time” to their juniors, the children of the 1960s abandoned that past. Approaching middle age, many baby boomers became go-getters. Newsweek described the yuppie epiphany, “a sudden realization that poverty” was not romantic. For one, it came with a pathetic paycheck that liberated her from the “notion that to prove to everybody I was a good person I had to parade around as a good person by being a social worker.” For another, it was seeing brie cheese and pita bread in a friend’s refrigerator, “my first exposure to the expanded experiences of the planet.” These “conversion” tales illustrated the central tenet of the yuppie experience, an addiction to building an identity around exotic food, trendy clothing, slick cars, and all of the other supposedly finer things in life.

The archetypal yuppie built an identity on consuming rather than being, on things rather than relationships, on an aesthetic life rather than ascetic living. There was a fetishism to it, a competitive, status-oriented, and obsessive search for the right spice or accent piece. The yuppie church was the health club or bistro, the yuppie sacraments a rigorous exercise regime or the brilliantly idiosyncratic four-course meal.

Yuppies were wired into the new technologies as well as the latest trends. While Emily Post–types debated whether answering machines were efficient or rude, as they condemned the epidemic of the Sony Walkman interposing a wall of sound between pedestrians and society, yuppies embraced technology, especially computers. In its January 3, 1983, issue, Time magazine violated its “Man of the Year” tradition, designating a 1982 “Machine of the Year”—the computer. With 2.8 million units purchased for $4.9 billion, in “1982 a cascade of computers beeped and blipped their way into the American office, the American school, the American home,” heralding the “information revolution.”

By repudiating the 1960s with their march to materialism, yuppies became the shock troops of the Reagan restoration. Their excess reflected Reaganism’s success, seeking salvation through prosperity. “You can’t be apathetic if you’re jogging and you’ve got two jobs and nine plans for your life.” the druggie hipster Timothy Leary said sympathetically. To Leary, boomers had “smartened up,” becoming “Young Upscale Pragmatics.” Yuppiedom offered a certain perverse democracy, for this identity was purchased, not inherited. Having repudiated so many anchoring institutions, assumptions, and values in the 1960s, baby boomers now constructed new moorings out of chrome and arugula.

Yuppies were convenient scapegoats. By bashing yuppies as acquisitive Americans, one implicitly absolved oneself of guilt. Yuppie excess came to be your neighbor’s indulgence, not yours. Just as Tip O’Neill’s Democratic critique helped many Americans feel virtuous while advancing the Reagan revolution, the yuppie aversion helped baby boomers feel virtuous while reveling in the new decadence. All of this thirtysomething angst offered a hypocritical quick fix as the number of American millionaires increased sixfold in twenty years to 1.3 million people. Americans doubled the number of luxury car imports from 1982 to 1986, and lowered the age of first-time fur coat owners from fifty to twenty-six in ten years.

In fact, guilt also became commodified, with the right amount of agonizing supposedly indicating depth. The Yuppie Handbook detailed what the quintessential couple needed, including a six-figure salary, first-name familiarity with trendy maitre d’s, a renovated loft on a “decaying pier,” and “analysis four to five times a week, to question the value of the above.” The in-your-face openness of the sixties, the compulsive self-reflection of the seventies, shaped the guilt of the eighties.

The individual hypocrisy served a social function. This exorcism, the scapegoating, kept some moral ballast during these heady times. Having an opposition, however feeble, validated different lifestyles and offered alternatives to a society that, while entranced by the success and the excess, still instinctively recoiled at such lavishness.

People are complex and contradictory, they are not constructs or cartoons. The “yuppie” was a caricature. Fueled by media hype and partisan venom, it fed into both liberal fears and conservative fantasies of a rightward lurch. Americans were creating a new synthesis, with its own paradoxes. Baby boomers entered college as “Rebels in White Gloves”—in Miriam Horn’s apt phrase about Hillary Clinton and the Wellesley class of 1969. They became Pillars of Society in Faded Jeans, blazing their own idiosyncratic trail. In the 1980s, a Hillary Clinton would lean left politically but be conservative morally and socially; a George W. Bush would be Reaganite in his politics but profligate in his partying. Overall, the society was evolving so that even most intellectuals and liberals would look kindly on capitalism, and even many moralists and conservatives would tolerate—or at least indulge in when necessary—divorce, abortion, homosexuality, and other deviations from 1950s’ morality.

For all the moral and metaphoric value of the yuppie label, it was hard to find actual yuppies because this media illusion had little grounding in demographic realities. Experts noted that the 78 million baby boomers did “not think and act alike.” And when it came to Americans who were young (forty and under), city-dwellers, and professionals, the numbers plummeted. While there were approximately 60 million boomers, and 20 million of them were colleged educated or working in white-collar jobs, Americans under forty with enough disposable incomes to be yuppies, say $75,000 a year, made up only 0.3 percent of the population; such numbers did not a major movement make. It was more helpful to think of “yuppie” as an adjective, not a noun, as a shorthand usefully applied to some 1980s’ trends and attitudes that many indulged rather than as a mold for real people. Nevertheless, the search for the yuppie would continue. Not for the first time, and not for the last, American political culture and public discourse would be imprisoned within the confines of a convenient media construct.

The Changing Media Context: Concentration and Fragmentation

A superpower of nearly a quarter of a billion people could be conquered—or at least defined—by 0.3 percent of its population because of the peculiar way the American media operated. During the 1980s, the American media was becoming more fragmented yet concentrated. Even as niche marketing developed, even as the three-network oligopoly dissolved into the hundred-channel cable galaxy, the center of gravity in the media universe emerged stronger than ever. The speed with which the concept of a yuppie entered the culture and began setting standards demonstrated the power and ubiquity of the modern media.

Reagan navigated these profound cultural changes deftly. It was not just that Reagan knew how to speak in parables and visuals, or that his men knew how to tame the press. The 1980s would be Reagan’s decade because Reagan mastered this changing universe, milking and shaping the cultural changes in general, and the new media realities in particular.

In 1981, five weeks after Reagan’s inauguration, television news experienced a dramatic changing of the guard. On March 6, 1981, Walter Cronkite signed off for the last time as the CBS Evening News anchor. For nineteen years Cronkite had been the voice of America, America’s “favorite uncle” and “most trusted” public figure. Cronkite grew with the network news, helping to expand the nightly broadcast from fifteen minutes to thirty minutes on September 2, 1963, and facilitating the emergence of the nightly news shows as Americans’ bulletin board, their central source for news.

Cronkite’s reign as America’s top newsman was a tribute to many qualities that would soon be labeled “Reaganesque.” A son of the Midwest, in his case St. Joseph, Missouri, born in 1916, Cronkite matured amid the privations of the Great Depression and the patriotism of World War II. A journalist, not a showman, he sought to get the facts out and the story right. He covered World War II on the air and on the ground for United Press. After the war, he went into radio “for the money” and was soon organizing CBS’s Washington news bureau.

As Cronkite thrived, so did CBS News, the “New York Times of the airwaves.” Cronkite set the country’s agenda. “Never in the history of journalism have single voices reached so many people on a daily basis,” Cronkite would note. This “royal status” derived from and intensified television’s focus on personality, shifting the notion of the “news” from something objective to something subjective, and paving the way for a culture and politics of celebrity.

Cronkite’s calm reassured Americans as he reported the traumatic stories of the 1960s and 1970s. “He’s the national security blanket,” said the Washington Post’s Nicholas von Hoffman. Cronkite’s television persona was stiffer than his folksy personality, reflecting his generation’s public reserve. Cronkite would understand a president like Reagan, who would be known for always remaining formally dressed in the Oval Office.

On some levels, Walter Cronkite would have two successors. Ronald Reagan would replace Cronkite as the nation’s paterfamilias. At his best, Reagan was able to transcend the complexities of his policies, to reassure Americans. A White House interview prior to Cronkite’s retirement passed the torch. Reagan gave Cronkite one of the highest compliments in the old actor’s arsenal: “You’ve always been a pro.” At the same time, Dan Rather would lead television, the network news, and journalism itself into a more central but more complicated role in American society. Dan Rather’s emergence as anchor symbolized the rise of the critical, investigative TV journalist. Rather’s reputation stemmed from Watergate. “Are you running for something?” President Nixon asked Rather in 1974. “No, sir, Mr. President, are you?” Rather snapped.

Rather would never replicate Cronkite’s air of authority. Rather was more intense, less measured, more engaged. If Walter Cronkite was Gregory Peck, or Ronald Reagan, wafting through the airwaves with a smooth, confident, midcentury, midwestern masculinity, Dan Rather was Dustin Hoffman with more standard good looks, darting ahead thanks to a plucky combination of hard work, a sharp mind, and relentless ambition.

Rather’s CBS desperately clutched the cloak of respectability Cronkite wore with ease. The cloak, however, would fray thanks to the competition of other news sources, the rise of “infotainment,” news bureau budget cuts, and a conservative counterattack against the media’s ingrained skepticism and “liberal bias,” which targeted CBS and Dan Rather. Rather would also share the spotlight with two other anchors who emerged in 1983, ABC’s clipped, aristocratic Canadian, Peter Jennings, and NBC’s genial midwesterner, Tom Brokaw.

Cronkite’s departure coincided with other transformations in network news. Portable minicameras freed correspondents to roam and beam pictures back to New York via new communications satellites. The computer revolution enhanced the graphics, injecting exciting visual aids that upstaged the text. The invasion into the once sacred preserves of the news divisions by entertainers such as ABC’s Roone Arledge would further revolutionize the way news stories were told and the kinds of stories that were considered news.

A month after Dan Rather’s debut, as the CBS news division struggled with a nine-point ratings drop, all three networks confronted the great threat to their collective hegemony. In April 1981 CNN sued the three networks and the Reagan administration, demanding equal access to the White House press pool. This suit, combined with Cronkite’s retirement, heralded cable’s ascent. Cable would be in 57 percent of American homes by 1989, and CNN would earn bragging rights as the nation’s network for news, broadcasting to fifty-one million American households and more than eighty nations.

Ted Turner created CNN. A bold, manic Atlanta entrepreneur, Turner cut his teeth selling billboard space in the South. If Walter Cronkite was the John the Baptist of television news, spreading the gospel of sober, factual, apolitical reportage, Turner was the anti-Christ. Turner viewed news as a profitable form of entertainment. On his Atlanta television station, Turner had fulfilled his FCC obligations by broadcasting the news at 3 A.M. He spiced the offerings with various antics, including a co-anchor, “Rex the Wonder Dog,” and a roving “Unknown Announcer” with a paper bag over his head. Turner hated the networks: “What those networks are doing is making Hitler Youth out of the American people—lazy, drug addicts, homosexuals, sex maniacs, materialists, disrespectful.”

Thanks to the magic of satellite and cable, Turner parlayed a mediocre UHF station into a national “superstation,” raising his hometown’s profile, boosting the sports franchises he owned, including the Atlanta Braves, and getting rich. Turner reasoned that HBO had beaten him to movies, ESPN had beaten him to sports, and “the three networks” covered “regular series kinda stuff. … All that’s left is news!”

Cable News Network, offering round-the-clock news coverage, began broadcasting on June 1, 1980. After a rocky start that had people mocking the “Chaos News Network,” CNN stabilized, and Americans were soon steeped in raw news footage, a contrast to Cronkite’s sculpted news tidbits. With CNN functioning like the Associated Press, offering constant bulletins, the network news shows had to become more like magazines, justifying the time lag from occurrence to reportage, even if only a few hours, with slick packaging and more speculative stories. CBS News’s new president, Van Gordon Sauter, demanded “infotainment” aimed at “the heartland.” The more highbrow news crew grumbled that CBS was not “some second-rate tabloid.”

Committed to covering live action around the globe and around the clock, CNN would help further nationalize American politics and undermine the traditional news cycle. At the same time, the spread of cable further fragmented the country, as the network oligopoly dissolved and hundreds of small-niche cable stations competed for viewer attention. With the “big three’s” share of the national audience dipping from 85 percent to 67 percent by the end of the 1980s, David Letterman would quip: “TV is becoming like Radio.”

TV was also becoming like radio in forging new links with the music business. In August 1981, as Reagan celebrated his legislative triumphs, MTV began. MTV would drown the nation in a flood of videos and further dilute the ability of politics to command center stage. The rise of niche networks like MTV and ESPN, the sports network founded in 1979, and the pursuit of all-entertainment all the time facilitated a low-intensity engagement with politics. This suited Reagan and contrasted with the high intensity of just a few years before, when Walter Cronkite and his ABC and NBC rivals could command the nation’s attention and focus its agenda.

Market research created MTV. The brainchild of Robert Pittman, a twenty-seven-year-old Mississippi native and radio programmer, MTV targeted baby boomers’ neglected younger siblings. Pittman, whose career would also involve reviving Six Flags Amusement Park, managing the Century 21 real estate company, and building the AOL-Time-Warner behemoth, worshiped entertainment as intensely as Walter Cronkite worshiped the news. Music is “a peg” 12-to-30-year-olds “use to identify themselves.” Pittman believed.

Pittman agreed with Ted Turner that on cable, “narrowcasting” was the way to go. Americans would watch particular channels, not specific shows. Targeting the “culture of TV babies,” with short attention spans and an addiction to sensation, who would “watch, do their homework, and listen to music at the same time,” Pittman wanted a nondemanding but stimulating medium.

Reflecting the media’s growing comprehensiveness and cockiness, MTV marketing was innovative and enveloping. Executives seeking cable operators to adopt their fledgling network deployed celebrities. Pete Townshend and Mick Jagger, David Bowie and Madonna whined “I want my MTV!” Mobilizing the couch potatoes of what would soon be called “Generation X,” they said: “Pick up your phone, call your local cable operator, and demand your MTV.”

Using 1960s’ grassroots tactics to develop a 1980s’ institution worked. MTV became a financial and cultural juggernaut. With eager record companies feeding free programs, with videos mimicking the visual language and pacing of commercials, and in turn shaping subsequent ads, the line between advertising and programming blurred. Surveys of retailers estimated that album sales jumped 15 to 20 percent after exposure on MTV—a critical assist for the flagging record industry. By 1984, with advertising revenues of one million dollars a week pouring in, with an audience of twenty-two million youngsters between the ages of twelve and twenty-four, MTV was the highest-rated basic cable network, with a 1.1 rating, having crossed an important psychological and symbolic barrier.

In between the videos and the commercials, MTV’s “vee-jays” riffed. A stream of rock music trivia and rock star antics expanded the concept of news. MTV’s saturation coverage of the music business gibed nicely with the syndicated television show Entertainment Tonight, which started in September 1981, broadcasting gossip about entertainers. Americans were increasingly fascinated with Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, a show that would premiere in 1984. The stories about celebrities, often choreographed by publicity agents, further blurred the line between news and entertainment. The infotainment bug would inject Hollywood celebrities and Hollywood values deeper into the American bloodstream.

Awash in materialism, addicting a new generation to consumerism and celebrity worship, floating in dramatic visual images, hostile to traditional narrative structures, MTV helped set the 1980s’ cultural template. By the end of the decade, many would consider MTV the era’s “most influential single cultural product,” for better and worse. Critics credited and blamed MTV for slick, visually rich, but vapid television shows such as Miami Vice, for many stylistic excesses, and even for Ronald Reagan’s snappy and sappy television ads in his 1984 reelection campaign.

By September 1982, when Gannett launched USA Today, the media universe had changed—to Ronald Reagan’s benefit. USA Today, “the Nation’s Newspaper,” was national but not excessively political. It was exceedingly visual, and remarkably low-impact. Derided as “McPaper,” USA Today eschewed the New York Times’ “all the news that’s fit to print” ambitions. USA Today ran short, superficial political stories, along with its lifestyle, trends, business, entertainment, and consumer news. Ronald Reagan would benefit from such distractions, as voters would rely on general impressions rather than steeping themselves in deeper analyses, explaining the public’s remarkably high tolerance for his many missteps and sidesteps.

At first glance, USA Today seemed to counter the epidemic of niche specialization that was fragmenting the media. Rooted in the Gannett’s national network of suburban newspapers rather than one idiosyncratic locale, the paper reflected the 1980s’ Reaganized, nationalized, centralized, televised, homogenized, lowest-common-denominator culture. This was the paper of Anywhere USA, neither Main Street USA nor Big City USA. In fact, the nation’s cultural center, like its political center, was thriving. CNN revolutionized the news and ended the network oligopoly, but more Americans still watched the network news. Similarly, despite all the hype and cultural resonance, MTV barely attracted 160,000 viewers at any given time, while deep into the first decade of the twenty-first century, the three nightly network newscasts would still be attracting a combined audience of thirty million homes. As with the yuppie phenomenon, America’s centrifugal and centripetal forces were both operative.

The modern media reflected its own variation of the Reagan reconciliation. The continuing dominance of CBS, the emergence of CBS News as a profit center, and the rise of CNN, MTV, and USA Today all demonstrated the vitality of American capitalism. Cable, in particular, profited from Reagan’s deregulatory impulse, which ended the Big Three networks’ monopoly and soon spawned a fourth network, Rupert Murdoch’s Fox Broadcasting. Yet Reagan’s revolutionaries often targeted these happy byproducts of Reagan’s revolution as subversive forces. Boomers embraced both the media’s uncritical culture of celebrity and its culture of unrelenting political criticism and social exposé. Critics blamed MTV for further undermining adult authority, turning Americans away from a verbal culture toward a visual culture, polluting young American minds with pornographic, satanic, or violent images, and further addicting them to a steady sixties-style diet of sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll. These blue-chip media properties did demonstrate that there was great money to be made, 1980s’ style, in perpetuating some of the methods and the ideas of the 1960s.

The Rise of the Celebrity CEO

An article from the 1920 presidential campaign said it all. In this “new age of publicity … The Man With the Best Story Wins.” Popular culture inundated Americans with stories. Reaganism shaped many of these plot lines. Especially in the first few years of the administration, it often seemed that Reagan was writing the nation’s stories, making its laws, and triumphing.

One storyline Reagan revived lionized entrepreneurs, his “heroes for the eighties.” Amid rampant Naderism and hostility to authority, businessmen had served as whipping boys in the sixties and seventies. By 1980 the two businessmen in top ten prime-time television shows, George Jefferson and J. R. Ewing, were greedy foils; the 1970s’ popular detectives such as Kojak, and Barnaby Jones often targeted corrupt businessmen. In 1976, Irving Kristol warned that “the upsurge of anti-corporate sentiment in the past decade,” combined with American’s traditional populist discomfort with big business, “has put the modern corporation in the critical condition that we find it in today.”

By contrast, the 1980s would feed the trend of the celebrity entrepreneur, the heroic CEO. Like John Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie during the Gilded Age, like Henry Ford and Andrew Mellon in the 1920s, the president of Chrysler, Lee Iacocca, became an apostle of progress. In so doing, Iacocca demonstrated the potential benefits for executives who could play on the national stage, crusading to save his company and revive America’s automobile industry. Ironically, this icon of Reaganite individualism and CEO daring saved his company with a most un-Reagan-like governmental handout.

A talented engineer and promoter, Iacocca was the father of the Mustang in the 1960s, and the president of Ford Motor Company in the 1970s. In 1978 Chairman Henry Ford II fired Iaccoca, who landed with Chrysler. The weakest of the Big Three lost $700 million from 1978 to mid-1979. While rebuilding, Iacocca made two large public relations gambits. First, he lobbied to secure an unprecedented $1.5 billion in congressional loan guarantees. After a heated debate, Chrysler received the guarantees in January 1980—and would pay back the loans by 1984, seven years early.

Iacocca’s second PR gambit was to become the company’s pitchman. Starring in over sixty commercials, playing the gruff, straight-shooting boss, Iacocca shamelessly wrapped himself, his cars, his company, and his industry in the American flag. He pleaded: “Let’s make American mean something again.”

In what would become typical eighties’ style, Iacocca blurred the message and the messenger. By publishing Iacocca: An Autobiography, then chairing the festivities rededicating the Statue of Liberty, Iacocca shifted from promoting his company to promoting himself. His book sold more than 2.5 million copies, topping the charts in 1984 and 1985. Even as he entered the celebrity stratosphere, and enjoyed demands he run for president, Iaccoca recognized that “In a disposable society like ours, there are no real heroes. Nobody lasts very long.”

Donald Trump did for New York real estate what Iacocca did for Detroit automakers, saving yet another “sick industry” from the 1970s with hype and skill. A flamboyant, talented megalomaniac, Trump was more controversial than Iacocca. Trump’s 1970s reclamation project transformed Grand Central Station’s decaying Commodore Hotel into the gleaming Grand Hyatt Hotel. His 1980s’ signature piece was Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue. Built in 1983, this sixty-eight-story, $200 million chrome, brass, and glass tower symbolized the excess of the age, with its two three-foot-high bronze “Ts” at the entrance, its six-story atrium shopping arcade, its seven-story waterfall, its ninety-one condominiums starting at one million dollars, and its lucrative mix of super-rich tenants, upper-class shoppers, and ogling tourists.

Desperate to feed Americans’ appetite for celebrity gossip, reporters made “The Donald” famous and glamorous, even while mocking his egoism and materialism. The New York Times’ usually staid business pages described Trump as “a brash Adonis from the outer boroughs bent on placing his imprint on the golden rock” of Manhattan. Businessmen like Trump basked in the media glow on “Page Six”—the New York Post gossip column that set the standard for such people watching—and the business pages, which expanded as fascination with business and business people grew.

Ronald Reagan had the rich-man-wannabe’s faith in the talismanic power of American business. This poor kid from the other side of the railroad tracks who happily hobnobbed with America’s aristocrats often confused great fortunes with great virtue. Throughout 1983 Reagan’s well-bred, former-oilman vice president, George Bush, worked on reducing the growth of federal regulations by more than 25 percent and cutting over three hundred million hours of government-required paperwork annually. At the same time, the industrialist J. Peter Grace spearheaded an effort with 161 corporate executives and two thousand volunteers working, as the president had charged them in 1982, “like tireless bloodhounds to root out government inefficiency and waste of tax dollars.” In January 1984 the Grace Commission would propose 2,500 recommendations that could save the public more than $150 billion dollars in a decade.

Donald Trump fit right into Ronald Reagan’s era of governmental deregulation, entrepreneurial deification, and take-charge businessmen. In 1986 Trump would upstage New York City’s infamously elephantine bureaucracy by rebuilding Central Park’s Wollman ice skating rink. After six years of delays, and over $12 million wasted, the city had announced the rink would be ready in eighteen months. Trump stepped in and the rink was finished in four months, $750,000 under budget. True, many mocked Trump’s repeated “mystery news conferences, held for no apparent reason.” Still, it was hard not to salute what the New York Times called “one of the bolder feats of civic bravado tried in New York in recent years.”

Reporters championed other entrepreneurial egomaniacs, including Ted Turner. One New York Times portrait of Turner decided his “can-do attitude” outweighed his more “grating qualities.” Turner appeared to be a pioneer, rooted in traditional American values, combining “fierce patriotism, reverence for hard work and individual accomplishment, and an optimist’s visceral aversion to pessimists.”

Turner, like Trump and Iacocca, understood the power of the media spiral, whereby references in one arena fed and accelerated references in another. Qualms about appearing in an advertisement, shamelessly shilling a book, or aggressively trumpeting oneself now seemed quaint. In fact, blurring lines broadened one’s base and extended one’s appeal, with dramatically lucrative results for Iacocca, Trump, and Turner.

This cult of the CEO distorted the corporate culture as well as the popular culture. As Americans worshiped the corporate titans, corporate boards became similarly bewitched and exceedingly generous. Moreover, the Reaganite anything-goes ethos transformed the culture of the executive suite, changing corporate leaders from the association-minded, cautious, modest citizens of the 1950s to the high-flying, take-the-money-and-run prima donnas of the late twentieth century. Throughout the 1980s, as workers’ wages stagnated, executive pay soared. In the 1960s and 1970s CEOs earned about 25 times that of hourly production workers; by 1988, with CEOs’ average pay exceeding $750,000, the ratio was 93 times that of workers. It would reach 419 times as high by 1999 after the Clinton boom.

For a people obsessed with individualism, Americans remained remarkably susceptible to mass marketing of both heroes and products. As the economy improved, as these conspicuous consumers swaggered across the stage, many Americans experienced a compulsive acquisitiveness, a moral and spiritual vertigo amid a grand national shopping binge. Affluent Americans overshot and overstretched, defining too many trinkets they could not afford—or could not find—as “necessities.” Christmas 1983, for example, became the “Cabbage Patch Christmas,” when Americans bought 350,000 homely dolls, and yet millions of children were disappointed Christmas morning because their parents had failed in the quest.

“Cabbage Patch Kids” came from “adoption centers” with individual variations in eye and hair color. Their manufacturers called them “babies,” not “dolls.” Desperate adults besieged toy stores. When one midwesterner heard that dolls remained available in London, he flew there. None were left, but reporters gave the forty-four-year-old suburbanite five dolls in exchange for an “exclusive interview.” It being the right season, the happy father kept two dolls and donated the other three to charity.
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Ronald Reagan was a political phenomenon, one of the most beloved American leaders of the twentieth century. Poll ratings might fluctuate, controversies would erupt, policy initiatives could flag, but Reagan’s bond with the American people remained strong. Americans yearned for “Morning in America”; Ronald Reagan helped them believe—and made it happen. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Propelled by his performance at the presidential debate in Cleveland, Reagan would claim a “mandate” in 1980, despite the electorate’s overwhelmingly ABC sentiments—“Anybody But Carter.” Above, the CBS News Headquarters on Election Night presaged the broader yet imminent changing of the guard, as Dan Rather (left) waited in the wings to replace Walter Cronkite (right). In the foreground, CBS News correspondent Lesley Stahl represented women’s expanding public role. Note the low-tech set, replete with typewriters, without computers. (© CBS Photo Archive)
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The surreal ending to Jimmy Carter’s presidential dream took place on Inauguration Day 1981, as Carter, Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan, White House Counsel Lloyd Cutler, Vice President Walter Mondale, and pollster Pat Caddell labored to free the hostages still held in Iran. The worn president’s casual style made him look like a defeated college football coach. Mondale’s slumped pose says it all: liberalism is exhausted and defeated. (Jimmy Carter Presidential Library)
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January 1981: three premiers. Just as Ronald and Nancy Reagan inaugurated “the Ronald Reagan Show” (above, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)—restoring glamour to the White House—two network shows began, representing competing story lines throughout the 1980s. Dynasty reinforced the Reagan narrative of America resurgent, resplendent, and self-indulgent, while Hill Street Blues suggested a more complicated counternarrative. If Reagan’s America was monochromatic, prosperous, safe, and orderly, Hill Street was multicultural, poor, dangerous and chaotic.
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David Stockman was the wunderkind of the Reagan Revolution, the hyperactive star of those frenetic first hundred days—and very successful first seven months. Armed with his mastery of budgetary minutiae and his conservative ideology, Stockman was an equal opportunity, budget-slashing zealot, unlike his more genial and pragmatic boss. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Beefy and bulbous, with a mane of white hair and a back-slapping persona, Democratic Speaker of the House Thomas P. O’Neill, Jr., seemed to have sprung to life from the pages of the Boston political classic The Last Hurrah. Reagan and O’Neill, as two Irish pols, often swapped jokes, but this clash of Titans was often vicious. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Although President Reagan liked to keep banker’s hours, he worked hard on the few issues he considered important: cutting taxes, expanding defense, and deregulating. Above, Reagan works the phones, sometimes cajoling, and sometimes even threatening. Below, Reagan at his ranch, after signing historic tax-cutting legislation on August 13, 1981. Little did the president realize that in many ways, barely three-quarters of the way into his first year, his legislative revolution had peaked. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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The reigning stereotype of Ronald Reagan’s 1980s caricatures the era as a time of consensus politics and a placid patriotic public. In 1982 an anti-nuclear demonstration attracted an estimated 700,000 to New York’s Central Park, testifying to a dynamic political culture—debating the responsibilities of American citizens to each other and to the world, while illustrating some fears many Americans shared about Reagan’s defiant anti-Communism. (© Bettman/CORBIS/MAGMA)
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Both politically and culturally, Americans in the 1980s were trying to get right with the 1960s. The 1983 movie, The Big Chill, struck a chord, portraying a merry band of University of Michigan radicals from the 1960s trying to navigate life in the 1980s. These “yuppies” seemed to epitomize the 1960s’ sellout, but they had enough of a sixties’ sensibility to feel a “Big Chill” down their spines when they went too far.
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Ronald Reagan was well suited to preside over this Great Reconciliation between sixties’ idealism and eighties’ prosperity. His easy listening nationalism gave a communal, and idealistic veneer to individualist, consumerist excess. “Masters of the Universe” like Donald Trump, New York’s megalomaniac real estate mogul, symbolized business’s new respectability—and reputation for greater reliability than the government. (Above, left, © Robert Maass/CORBIS/MAGMA) Blurring lines between entertainment and politics, the Reagans happily hosted megastars such as Michael Jackson, hoping to convert some of his wattage into votes. Often yearning for respectability, entertainers happily obliged, as Michael Jackson launches a Campaign Against Drunk Driving with the Reagans in 1984. (Above, right, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Ronald Reagan revived America’s civil religion. In that spirit, the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles became a celebration of the U.S.A. In spectacles such as the games’ opening ceremonies, Americans responded with tears in their eyes, a lump in their throats, and patriotic songs on their lips. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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In 1984 Reagan and his aides mounted a pragmatic, patriotic election campaign celebrating “Morning Again in America.” (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library) Even Bruce Springsteen was no match for Ronald Reagan and the Republican image-makers. Before the rocker knew it, his critical song “Born in the USA” became a virtual Republican theme song, celebrating all that was virtuous in prosperous America. In the mid-1980s, anyone who could best “the Boss” was unstoppable.
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Such a brazen move seemed to typify the yuppie parent’s desperation to purchase a child’s affection with trendy goods. In fact, Edward Pennington was a postman whose flight attendant wife could secure cheap tickets. With the Cabbage Patch craze, as with so much else in the 1980s, you did not have to be young or urban or a professional to indulge in yuppie excesses.

The Opposition Stirs: Where the 1980s Builds on the 1960s

The caricature of the 1980s as politically dormant comes from defining the political discourse as Reagan’s patriotic odes balanced by the breast-beating of The Big Chillers and their television equivalents from thirtysomething as they sipped Chardonnay and watched their stock portfolios grow. All that nostalgia, all that guilt, all that glamorizing of a past that few baby boomers actually shared, leavened with lots of hypocrisy, indeed makes for a pathetic political dialogue. “What is their problem?” observers would later ask, struck by so much angst festering in such well-appointed living rooms in a nation blighted with thousands of homeless people.

In fact, the 1980s were more exciting than that. Tip O’Neill’s fairness crusade, combined with the various Reaganite treatises, triggered a decade-long debate about America’s commitment to the unfortunate. The Democrats’ house intellectual, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, pointed to “a simple statistic” to tell his audience “all you need to know about what is happening in Washington”: In 1981 even though “means-tested entitlement programs” represented only about 18 percent of federal benefit payments to individuals, they sustained 40 percent of Reagan’s budget cuts.

Sometimes the criticism emanated from friendly quarters too. William Schneider, a resident fellow at Reagan’s beloved American Enterprise Institute, would write in 1984, “Reaganism is economic elitism. It is the view that hunger in America is merely anecdotal, that the homeless are homeless by choice, and that only the morally unworthy have been hurt by the Administration’s policies.” Using popular perceptions to define ideology, Schneider declared: “The poll evidence is clear on this point. Reagan polarizes rich and poor, black and white, men and women, and Democrats and Republicans more than any other recent President.” Yuppie excesses and the “money culture” confirmed the critique.

This counterattack would curtail Reaganism but not repudiate it. As a result, two contradictory conceptions governed 1980s politics. Most Americans still accepted Reagan’s diagnosis of the problem, with faith in the government’s ability to solve problems continuing to plummet. But most Americans began doubting Reagan’s prescription, further reducing faith in government and American leaders, as talk of gridlock and fears of the budget deficit spread.

By January 1983 Reagan’s aides were feeling defensive. Reagan’s approval rating had dropped to 35 percent, what would be the first-term low. White House officials repeatedly emphasized that they were not just maintaining “the social safety net for low-income needy and the jobless.” They were proposing “spending increases for high priority domestic programs,” including Head Start “(up 15%),” foster care “(up 11%),” veterans’ medical care “(up 11%),” and aid to displaced workers (“up 380%).”

Emboldened by Reagan’s defensiveness, liberal intellectuals mobilized. Robert Lekachman’s lament that “Greed is Not Enough” became a rallying cry. Lekachman, an economics professor in New York, argued that Reaganomics was warmed-over Hooverism. Awed by Reagan’s skills and disgusted by his policies, Lekachman said: “Ronald Reagan must be the nicest president who ever destroyed a union, tried to cut school lunch milk rations from six to four ounces, and compelled families in need of public help to first dispose of household goods in excess of $1,000.”

Two Cambridge economists, MIT’s Lester Thurow and Harvard’s Robert Reich, rejected what Reich called “The false choice between civic values and business values” or between “social justice and economic prosperity.” Thurow’s 1980 book The Zero Sum Society identified hard choices politicians had to make, but Thurow advocated redistributing wealth and power in favor of the poor rather than solving the problems on the backs of the working class. In his optimistic 1983 bestseller, Reich predicted that the rise of the information age, The Next American Frontier, would create a new “era of productivity” prizing human capital and making “social justice … essential … to economic growth.” Reich’s linkage of justice with growth, his call for a humanitarian capitalism, helped free the Democratic Party from some of the shibboleths of the 1960s, without rejecting the higher ideals.

This debate was doubly important. It shaped the critique of Reaganism and 1980s’ “values,” meaning the ones the media perpetuated, caricatured, and lambasted, when convenient. This debate also shaped the future, laying the groundwork for the “Third Way,” for a way to square the circle, rejecting Reaganism without reverting to LBJism. “We’re here to save the United States of America,” one politician would declare shortly after Reagan left office. “Our burden is to give the people a new choice rooted in old values. A new choice that is simple, that offers opportunity, demands responsibility, gives citizens more say, provides them responsive government, all because we recognize that we are community.”

Bill Clinton spoke these Reaganesque words to the moderate Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) in 1991. In 1983 Bill Clinton returned to the gubernatorial post he had lost during the 1980 Carter debacle. Clinton’s comeback campaign hinged on the “fairness issue,” blasting Governor Frank White as President Reagan’s stand-in. Clinton charged that White’s budget cuts came “out of the hides of the poorest [and] weakest.” Once back in the governor’s mansion, Clinton learned from Reagan while bashing him. Clinton’s recipe of populism, investment, and responsibility was dedicated not simply to getting “the government off our backs” but having it “by our sides.” By the early 1990s Clinton would be heading the DLC, protecting the Democratic Party from the “liberal fundamentalists” by offering “a new course, grounded in mainstream values,” and repackaging some traditional liberal ideas in Reaganesque language.

While these nuanced, more theoretical attacks percolated, the nuclear freeze movement united millions against Reaganism. Recruiting through fear rather than compassion, the movement’s simple message resonated widely. “No nukes” conveyed the story pithily. Reaganites needed a paragraph to respond, claiming that “The Soviets would like such a freeze” because “It would preserve their current advantages and lock the United States into a position of serious military disadvantage. A freeze today would stop our plans to correct the existing military imbalance caused by a decade of continuous expansion of Soviet Strategic forces and unilateral U.S. restraint.”

Mobilizing 700,000 people against nuclear armaments in a June 1982 Central Park rally was only the most dramatic example of antinuclear activism. Helen Caldicott articulated Americans’ fears about nuclear war and doubts about Reagan’s anti-Soviet saber-rattling. Jonathan Schell’s 1982 best-seller The Fate of the Earth terrified readers by speculating about what a one-megaton bomb targeting the Empire State Building could do: “From Greenwich Village up to Central Park, the heat would be great enough to melt metal and glass.”

While Reagan’s domestic policy critics often recalled the traumas of the Great Depression, Reagan’s foreign policy critics alternated between resurrecting the ghost of Vietnam and feeding fears of Armageddon. By May 1981 thousands had massed in the capital for what reporters called the “largest march” at the Pentagon since the Vietnam War. Fears of a Vietnam-type quagmire centered on Central America. “No draft, no war, U.S. out of El Salvador,” protesters chanted. The warnings of apocalypse focused on policy with the Soviet Union and the doomsday clock counting down to nuclear war, which the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists fretfully advanced with Reagan’s election.

The nuclear freeze movement brilliantly mimicked Reagan, subordinating complicated policy questions to one overarching and disturbing image. In cosponsoring a bipartisan freeze resolution, Senator Ted Kennedy mocked Reagan’s “voodoo arms control, which says you must have more in order to have less.” In 1982, 17 senators and 128 House members supported a freeze; in 1983, the House of Representatives passed a resolution calling for a freeze, as 238 Catholic bishops distributed a pastoral letter branding nuclear weapons “immoral.”

Ronald Reagan’s pacifist streak had long made him doubt the sophisticated strategists’ commitment to mutual assured destruction, aptly known as MAD. Still, he considered the nuclear freeze movement “dangerous.” The president dismissed such “well-intentioned” naiveté by echoing H. L. Mencken that “For every problem, there is one solution which is simple, neat, and wrong.”

In 1983 Reagan reaffirmed his own “simple” foreign policy views in three pugnacious speeches. On March 8, 1983, addressing the National Association of Evangelicals’ conference in Orlando, Florida, Reagan denounced those “who would place the United States in a position of military and moral inferiority.” Reagan begged his listeners not “to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.” Two weeks later, Reagan sought to transcend the MAD strategy by proposing “defensive technologies” that “could intercept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles.” Wags had branded the speech calling the Soviet Union an “evil empire” the “Darth Vader” speech. Reagan’s technological vision, saddled with the bureaucratic moniker of the Strategic Defense Initiative, or SDI, became known as the “Star Wars” defense.

That April Reagan championed his Central America policy at a joint session of Congress. Trying to shock Americans into caring, Reagan said: “El Salvador is nearer to Texas than Texas is to Massachusetts. Nicaragua is just as close to Miami, San Antonio, San Diego, and Tucson as those cities are to Washington. … But nearness on the map doesn’t even begin to tell the strategic importance of Central America, bordering as it does on the Caribbean—our lifeline to the outside world.” While insisting there would be no Vietnam redux—“There is no thought of sending American combat troops to Central America”—Reagan could not resist echoing the “domino” warning that kept America mired in South Vietnam by invoking American credibility as a rationale. A happy political gladiator, Reagan loved debating his critics; but he occasionally played right into their hands, as they often played into his.

Reagan’s foreign policy often inverted Theodore Roosevelt’s famous formula—Reagan spoke loudly and carried a small—if overpriced—stick. In September 1983, when the Soviets shot down a Korean Airlines jet, slaughtering 269 innocents, Reagan acted cautiously, judiciously. In October 1983, when suicide truck bombers blew up the Marine barracks in Beirut, murdering 241, Reagan reacted passively, impotently. Yet the day before the terrorist bombing, two million Europeans marched specifically against NATO’s deployment of Pershing II and cruise missiles, but more broadly against the American president’s alleged militarism.

This dynamic of Reaganesque saber-rattling feeding populist fear transfixed the nation with ABC’s November 1983 movie, The Day After, dramatizing the effects of a nuclear attack on Lawrence, Kansas. Thanks to an effective advertising campaign, millions gathered in their friends’ living rooms to watch the unthinkable together. With an estimated one hundred million viewers, it would be the decade’s ninth most-watched television show. George Shultz, the secretary of state, and William Buckley, America’s most famous conservative intellectual, appeared on a panel discussion Ted Koppel hosted after the broadcast. Within forty-eight hours, administration spokesmen appeared on twelve television shows (“half national, half major media markets”), fifteen radio talk shows, and six op-ed pages stating the administration’s conviction that “Strength can and does deter aggression.”

Here, too, Americans responded paradoxically. Reagan’s defense buildup remained popular. But Americans worried more than they had in years about the possibility of nuclear destruction—with 80 percent or more respondents in polls urging both arms limitations and cultural exchanges with the Soviets.

The Environmentalist Synthesis: Mobilized and Institutionalized

Beyond the intellectual and political fireworks, many of the 1960s’ radical ideas were mainstreamed in the 1980s. A critical test after a period of reform comes when a conservative seizes power and decides what not to dismantle. In not ending many initiatives, and in trying to embrace many liberal causes, from civil rights to women’s rights, Reagan helped institutionalize and legitimize them—just as Dwight Eisenhower had done with the New Deal. Reagan’s newfound environmentalism typified his many negative achievements.

In 1980 NBC News pronounced “the end of the environmental movement,” and the death of feminism and civil rights. Reagan’s appointments of an avowed conservative, James Watt, as interior secretary and of the inexperienced Anne Gorsuch to head the Environmental Protection Agency vindicated such pessimism. An intense egghead, Poindexter glasses framing his bug-eyes, James Watt stood out among the moderate millionaires filling Reagan’s cabinet. Watt relished political combat and outrageous rhetoric, characterizing environmentalism as “the greatest threat to the ecology of the West” and “a left-wing cult which seeks to bring down the type of government I believe in.” There are two kinds of people living in this country, he believed: “Liberals and Americans.”

Watt supported the appointment of his fellow Denver attorney Anne Gorsuch to the EPA, despite her environmental inexperience. Russell Peterson, president of the National Audubon Society, called the nomination “a bad joke.” Gorsuch, who had served in the Colorado legislature, preached the Reagan gospel, preferring incentives to sanctions, and fewer, more focused, actions than dramatic actions against industry.

The Reaganites recognized that, as with civil rights, the assault on environmentalism had to be subtle. Policy adjustments would emerge as responses to the broader crisis and the magical mandate. “[O]nly a strong economy can support a clean and improving environment,” the Reagan White Paper on Environmental Policy proclaimed. “Hungry people, people without homes and jobs to support their families, cannot afford to be environmentalists.” This would not be a crusade, but a juggling act, seeking “better ways to serve as stewards of our resources so that we could be both a fiscally strong nation and a physically beautiful nation.”

A “stewardship” was more passive than a reform. The administration endorsed “steady progress toward cleaner air.” When grilled by reporters, Gorsuch explained that the word “steady” means “at a more reasoned,” meaning slower, “pace.”

The problem vexing Reaganites was that Americans had embraced environmentalism. One Harris poll found that 86 percent of the public supported the Clean Air Act. Reagan made sure to pay rhetorical obeisance to the cause. He claimed, “I fancy myself an environmentalist,” and he said he only wanted to target “environmental extremism.” But he was not committed to expanding conservation or environmental protection. He still feared more unnecessary regulations, more governmental intrusions.

Reagan’s restraint allowed Watt’s ideology and Gorsuch’s incompetence to define popular impressions of the administration’s stance. “President Reagan has broken faith with the American people on environmental protection,” charged a thirty-five-page “indictment” of Reagan’s record in 1982. Issued by ten leading groups, the document detailed “the environmental tragedy unfolding under the Reagan administration.” “Take a deep breath America—while you still can,” one article began. Cartoons of Reagan’s broad shoulders and distinctive pompadour with the face replaced by a skeleton illustrated the fear that, as Senator George Mitchell of Maine would complain, Reagan’s environmental record was “one of the poorest in history.”

Congressmen were particularly frustrated. Their traditional tools for controlling bureaucrats did not work with ideologues hostile to regulation. “You can’t take money away from them because they don’t need money” for the agency, Congressman James J. Florio, chairman of the House committee overseeing the EPA, complained. They also did not care if Congress repealed or curtailed their agency’s basic legislation.

By 1983 the administration’s environmental policy was in shambles. Anne Gorsuch, now Anne Gorsuch Burford, resigned in March over allegations of “political manipulation” and fraud surrounding the $1.6 billion Superfund for cleaning toxic waste. Her subordinate Rita Lavelle faced perjury charges for denying that she ordered an investigation into an EPA “whistleblower.” In September the acerbic Watt would resign after boasting about his “mix” on one advisory panel: “I have a black, I have a woman, two Jews, and a cripple.” Seeking to appease environmentalists, Reagan brought back the EPA’s first administrator, the more pragmatic William Ruckelshaus.

Beyond the usual distaste toward spending and regulating, Reagan’s policies also wavered between Theodore Roosevelt’s old-fashioned conservation ideal and the modern environmental critique. A westerner, Reagan accepted conservation, which was conservative, preserving certain land or resources. Environmentalism was more global and proactive, solving problems created by pollution and seeking to prevent future depredations.

Reagan would shrug off the criticism that only 6 of the nation’s 546 worst toxic-waste dumps were cleaned in his first term. He would question his staff’s “Selling Job” and joke that his commitment “to the entire problem of the environment” was one of the “best-kept secrets about our administration.” Reagan’s aides struggled to “turn around [the] down slide of support for the president” on environmentalism. They arranged meetings with advisers and congressmen, and with “state and local and regional leaders.” But with the policies not likely to “change,” they knew they had to “go symbolic.”

Eventually, public pressure forced policy modifications. “Preservation of our environment is not a liberal or conservative challenge—it’s common sense,” Reagan declared in his 1984 State of the Union Address. By 1985 he would have added 2.5 million acres to federally protected lands and boosted EPA’s proposed 1985 budget by 53 percent over 1983. U.S. News & World Report estimated that the “largest non-defense-spending increase” tripled toxic-dump-cleanup funds.

While Reagan modified his course, the environmental movement grew. Membership in the Sierra Club jumped from 181,000 to over 480,000 by 1988. More than a million people signed a petition to fire James Watt—the most popular petition ever presented to Congress, environmentalists rejoiced. Insiders sensed that environmentalists had stopped demonizing developers, demonstrating a new restraint, but Reagan’s transformation was greater. Reagan’s assault “strengthened, rather than weakened, the public’s determination to protect the environment,” the Sierra Club claimed in 1988, “and that is one of the more surprising legacies of Ronald Reagan.”

This environmental resurgence went beyond public opinion. Prodded by grassroots campaigns, the Sierra reported, “more acreage was added to the National Wilderness Preservation System in the lower 48 states under Reagan than under any other president. Twenty-nine new wildlife refuges were established, encompassing a total of 500,000 acres; 200 new plants and animals were added to the nation’s lists of endangered species.” The president signed, reauthorized, and often reinforced legislation, including the Clean Water Act, the Resources Conservation and Recovery Act, and the Superfund legislation.

Ultimately, then, it is too simple to focus on President Reagan’s anti-environmental Interior Secretary James Watt or on how the incompetents Reagan hired almost ruined the EPA. Watt and the EPA leaders were run out of town while the environmental center of gravity shifted. Americans became instinctively environmental, recognizing that development had its costs, that atmospheric changes could harm people, and that it would take money, time, and commitment to clean up our air, water, and forests.

Surprisingly, with environmentalism—and many other movements—Reagan’s opposition placed activists in a win-win situation. Reagan’s opposition became a badge of honor. Hearts fluttered and wallets opened when the Sierra Club could warn that “Ronald Reagan is endangering … Your health. Your safety. Your environment.” Women, blacks, and gays mobilized to protect their gains. Feeling threatened, they escalated the rhetoric. Yet many of these gains were too entrenched to be dislodged, especially given—as David Stockman lamented—America’s fragmented Madisonian government and Ronald Reagan’s limited powers and restricted agenda. Reagan would occasionally win battles, although they often involved legislative compromises. But on so many levels, Reagan lost his war to undo the 1960s.

The 1960s: Barely Buried, Certainly Not Forgotten

In the 1980s, the sixties were barely buried and certainly not forgotten. Many of the era’s values, ideals, ideas, and products were institutionalized, romanticized, commodified, and synthesized, sometimes perpetuating the reforms, sometimes demeaning them. With the Motown hit “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” providing an uplifting bonding moment in The Big Chill as well as the sound for a California Raisin Board ad made famous by its dancing raisins, the sixties’ legacy was ubiquitous but malleable. The decade loomed large in popular consciousness, demonstrated in movies such as Dirty Dancing and Good Morning, Vietnam, television shows such as thirtysomething and The Wonder Years, television stations such as “Nick at Nite” with its stable of sixties-era reruns, and the spread of “classic rock” radio.

As the sixties became a hot popular commodity, the debate over its legacy heated up too. Memoirists defended the decade “when they assaulted the barriers of race and sex and made being a yuppie possible,” as one reporter teased. Todd Gitlin’s The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage (1987, 1989) celebrated the “incomplete Reformation,” for “undermining illegitimate power, encouraging us to honor the unity-indiversity of the human project.” Tom Hayden’s Reunion (1988) insisted, somewhat defensively, “we accomplished more than we expected, more than most generations ever accomplish.” Simultaneously, some former comrades, especially Peter Collier and David Horowitz, shouted good riddance to The Destructive Generation, and “to the self-aggrandizing romance with corrupt Third Worldism; to the casual indulgence of Soviet totalitarianism; to the hypocritical and self-dramatizing anti-Americanism which is the New Left’s bequest to mainstream politics.”

A classic mélange of the 1960s and the 1980s in Reagan’s America occurred in northern Vermont. A company exemplifying the go-getter spirit of the 1980s began when two friends who had met in seventh-grade gym class opened shop with a $12,000 investment, in a renovated gas station in Burlington, in May 1978. In 1981 they began franchising their operation. By 1984 sales exceeded $4 million; by 1987, $31 million; by 1990, $77 million; and by 1995, over $150 million. In 1988 President Reagan would honor Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield as America’s “Small Business Persons of the Year.” Twelve years later, a multinational corporation, Unilever, would purchase the company for $326 million.

Ben & Jerry’s played the 1960s countercultural card shamelessly. Cohen and Greenfield celebrated their story as two hippies turned marketing moguls, selling ice cream called “Cherry Garcia” and “Rainforest Crunch.” From one angle, the company’s tied-dyed T-shirts were no more noble than Baskin and Robbins novelties. And when Haagen Dazs tried to muscle the new kids out of the Boston market by intimidating distributors, the Ben & Jerry’s campaign against Pillsbury, the parent company, brilliantly exploited the sixties’ grassroots appeal. Filing suit while asking in advertisements “What’s the Doughboy Afraid of?” mixed hippie mischief-making with eighties’ litigating. But from another perspective, cynics could only scoff so much at the Ben & Jerry’s Foundation diverting 7.5 percent of pretax profits to the community, at Ben & Jerry’s initiatives for peace and against nuclear power plants, for the environment and against nuclear waste. It may have been good business, but it was also community-oriented, progressive, and a reflection of their most cherished ideals.

Even as Reagan was installing an anti-environmental facade, even as baby boomer hippies were getting haircuts, shaving, and putting on suits, many such syntheses occurred; many values and lifestyles of the 1960s were becoming an accepted part of the American furniture in the 1980s. The media played a peculiar role in all this, boosting marginal phenomena while also preserving that mythical American center. Similarly, yuppiedom, such as it was, embodied the values of Reaganism, but it also reflected how intensively most Americans had internalized the anti-Reagan critique. America’s kulturkampf—and many Americans’ internal kulturkampf—continued.


1984

Los Angeles

The Wizard of America’s Id Chooses Patriotism over Politics

America is back and standing tall.
RONALD REAGAN LAUNCHING HIS REELECTION BID, JANUARY 1984

It remains one of the great American political mysteries—how did Ronald Reagan pull it off? If the opposition to Reagan was more intense than remembered—which it was; if blacks and women and intellectuals felt so marginalized—which they did; if the economy wavered and the poll ratings sagged, how did Reagan win reelection by a landslide? How did this president, who would be described within three years by some of his own aides as doddering, out of touch, ineffectual, succeed?

In 1984, and throughout the Reagan years, Democrats would often answer by shouting, “We wuz robbed!” Reagan’s shrewd image-making and his mystifying popularity infuriated liberals, who feared Reagan was snookering Americans. Days after losing the election, the 1984 Democratic nominee Walter Mondale would blame his failure on television and its superficial “twenty-second” news soundbites. Mondale’s speechwriter Marty Kaplan was asked whether anyone could have defeated Reagan. Echoing his boss, Kaplan suggested, “Robert Redford or Walter Cronkite.”

While dismissing the American people as stupid, this party line also contradicted the Democratic caricature of Ronald Reagan as a callous ideologue. Mondale and his allies vainly tried to characterize Reagan as both Mr. Magoo and Scrooge. During the campaign Mondale attacked Reagan’s “shallowness” and his “atrocious abdication of leadership,” calling Reagan a figurehead, a cheerleader, out of touch, not in charge, remote, unaware, and unwilling to learn; offering all happy talk, no straight talk; all television, no vision; all blue skies, no blueprint. At the same time, Mondale said that Reagan was a double-dealer motivated by sheer meanness and cynicism; the cruel, unfair, reckless, arrogant candidate of the Khomeinis of American society and the wealthy “yuppies,” creating a government of the rich, by the rich, for the rich, with policies that are cold as ice. Condemning Reagan’s “bigotry and ignorance” triggered applause lines at rallies but confused America’s elusive “swing” voters. Bigotry was a crime of commission; ignorance, one of omission. And besides, Reagan was just too nice to seem so mean and too successful to seem so irresponsible.

The Democrats came by the confusion honestly. Most presidents vacillated between playing politics and being statesmen, between imagery and issues. Reagan’s hero Franklin D. Roosevelt wanted to “make” his 1936 second-term run “a crusade” yet recognized that “I am the issue.” Similarly, Reagan wavered between emphasizing personality and ideology. The long-running civil war between the Michael Deaver–James Baker pragmatists and the Ed Meese ideologues peaked during Reagan’s reelection campaign. “If we allow any Democrat to claim optimism or idealism as his issue, we will lose the election,” one aide, Jim Lake, warned in March. Lake counseled avoiding “the issues that will make a particular segment of our supporters happy,” preferring to “move forward to capture new supporters.” That October, James Baker would identify “two objectives” in determining the president’s schedule: “1. Securing his re-election. 2. Helping as many Congressional candidates as possible, particularly Senators.” There was little talk about securing a mandate for change, spreading ideas, or galvanizing supporters. Instead, Baker’s recipe for victory was more apple pie than red meat: “Crime, Education, Economics—Unity.”

In 1984 Ronald Reagan again made it clear that he preferred to be the Wizard of America’s Id than lead a new American revolution. Reagan wanted Americans to feel good, not think too hard. On the campaign trail, Reagan celebrated the “great renewal.” He told how “Four years ago we began to navigate by certain fixed principles. Our north star was freedom, common sense our constellation.” The result: “America is back.” Such warm, fuzzy, down-to-earth freedom talk pleased Middle America.

As both actor and politician, Reagan read people and audiences well. He knew he was more popular than his program. Rather than fight that, he would exploit it. Reagan was also struck by many Americans’ desire to celebrate their country. In his memoirs he would recall recuperating from John Hinckley’s bullet in April 1981, watching the space shuttle Columbia return after its maiden voyage. The “tremendous excitement” the landing generated around the country surprised Reagan. This outburst convinced him “more than ever that Americans wanted to feel proud and patriotic again.”

Ronald Reagan wanted to revive America’s civil religion. Blurring American dreams with California dreaming, he wanted to mix America’s warm, nostalgic, Norman Rockwell, apple-pie patriotism, defined by its earnest midwestern flavor and its New England Puritan spice, with the happy-go-lucky, sunny ethos of Southern California’s leisure world. Reaganite patriotism applied the Laffer curve to culture and politics. In the land of no tradeoffs, just as cutting taxes could raise revenues, self-fulfillment bred altruism, individualistic success fed collective idealism, materialistic excess brought spiritual depth, and a constrained federal government yielded national greatness. Updating traditional values with modern consumerism, Reagan understood that Americans responded to calls for greatness, appeals to the “better angels of their nature,” illuminating the simple, good path in an evil, complex world.

Americans wanted to believe in themselves and their country and told pollsters they were open to grandiose appeals. Reagan would play to those stirring patriotic feelings throughout 1984, but most especially in Los Angeles, when America hosted the summer Olympics and transformed an international competition into a nationalist festival. Reagan then proceeded to do something similar with the election itself.

The Los Angeles Olympics: Cheering Capitalism and America

In early 1984 the signs for the Olympics, as for the Reagan campaign, looked ominous. The 1972 Munich Olympics ended in bloodshed, with Palestinian terrorists murdering Israeli athletes. The 1976 Montreal Olympics practically bankrupted the city, leaving a white elephant of a stadium and an elephantine debt. The United States boycotted the 1980 Moscow Olympics after the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. Moreover, Los Angeles, a city of sprawl and smog, was a risky site. Critics feared that monstrous traffic jams would postpone the events, spread out over miles of freeways, while athletes feared for their lungs and their fine-tuned constitutions.

Los Angeles, however, was the city that illusions built, the Emerald City of Ronald Reagan’s Golden State. California was quintessentially American and modern, a laboratory for American innovations. In these pre-earthquake, pre-riot, pre-OJ years, Los Angeles was the most glamorous city in the most alluring state in America. Songs and TV shows embedded Los Angeles geography in the popular consciousness—Burbank, Beverly Hills, Santa Monica Boulevard, the Ventura Freeway. New Yorkers could not visit without being recruited by former neighbors to “Go West”—a plot twist Woody Allen immortalized in his 1977 Annie Hall. The 1986 television hit LA Law would help spike applications to law school and lure more people westward. Intoxicated by its prosperity, its galaxy of stars, its mastery of popular culture, Los Angeles posed as the American paradise. Here, historian Gilbert Sewall would note, “the Last Men and Last Women sought only the sun, spending their days in body worship, clothed by Patagonia, drinking expensive bottled water.”

In September 1984 Michael Eisner, a forty-two-year-old Hollywood executive, became chairman and CEO of Walt Disney Productions, one of the pillars of Los Angeles. The first outsider to run that dream factory, Eisner shaped the company into an aggressive multimedia conglomerate, a model Southern California, information-age corporation. Renaming it the Walt Disney Company in 1986 to reflect his expansive vision, Eisner diversified. Disney stores, which first opened in 1987, would pop up in malls across America, miniature theme parks marketing experiences, not just provisions. While packaging Disney’s cartoons for the growing video market, Eisner used Touchstone Pictures and Hollywood Pictures to woo adults without sullying Disney’s name. The $100 million Three Men and a Baby grossed in 1987 vindicated this strategy. The Disney Channel, started in 1983, spread Disney via cable and was a marvel of self-promoting cross-marketing, toasted in the eighties as “synergy.” Disney theme parks also thrived, with the five hundred millionth Disney “guest” arriving in 1986, despite soaring entrance fees. From relying on theme parks to generate nearly 80 percent of its $1.7 billion revenue in 1984, the company achieved a healthier mix by 1994, earning $4.8 billion from films, $3.5 billion from the parks, and $1.8 billion from merchandising. In 1988 Eisner earned more than $40 million, becoming America’s highest paid executive.

Ronald Reagan shared Walt Disney’s sensibility. Both were provincials in love with the idea of the Midwest from which they actually escaped. Both mentally inhabited a world where the jungle was about natives and animals chanting “ooga-booga,” space travel was about the magical “gee whiz” adventure of it all, Main Street was sanitized and commodified, and all Americans dreamed of living in a gadget-filled, home version of the Carousel of Progress, just like the one General Electric built for the Reagans in the 1950s. In this world, U.S. history was a triumphal march of progress to uphold the ideals of the Declaration of Independence, spread the freedoms of the Constitution, and live up to the heroism of Abraham Lincoln.

Disneyland would become an important refuge as the glow would fade for Los Angeles and California. The national crime wave would threaten the desert paradise with as many as one hundred thousand gang members menacing Los Angeles by the 1990s. California’s political culture seemed incapable of generating the collective commitment and individual sacrifice needed to tackle this and other pressing issues. By 1991 Governor Pete Wilson would sigh, “California is ungovernable.”

While such frustration mounted throughout the decade, the Olympics and other spectacles distracted Californians, along with their fellow Americans. Experts in image-making as a business, and denial, when necessary, as a way of life, Hollywood’s denizens knew the key to success was a great producer. The Olympic organizers found one in Peter Ueberroth. Ueberroth was a poster-child for Reaganism. A self-made multimillionaire who built a travel company from scratch, Ueberroth was in his midforties, combining brilliant entrepreneurship with Boy Scout rectitude.

Ueberroth turned this festival of international harmony into a celebration of one country, the good old U.S.A. In Ueberroth’s hands, and with ABC’s encouragement, the colors of this Olympics became red, white, and blue. “I hoped the run would unify the country,” he later said of the eighty-two-day, nine-thousand-mile, Olympic torch relay through thirty-three states. But even he never expected such a public response. Americans mobbed the route with tears in their eyes, a lump in their throats, and patriotic songs on their lips. “Patriotism is Back in Style,” the U.S. News & World Report announced.

Ueberroth’s Olympics were celebrating capitalism along with America. By 1984 the economy was reviving, and corporate sponsors were easier to attract. Ueberroth sold television rights to ABC for $225 million, and a limited number of sponsorships for a minimum of $4 million per corporation. The Olympics, despite adversity, had emerged as a lucrative profit center for the television networks and an attention-getter; a happy marriage between sport and celebrity. In the United States, Ueberroth noted, “there’s a spirit of can-do, can-work, can-accomplish—you can do things without being on the Government dole.”

While earning $215 million, the games also manufactured new American heroes, including the cocaptain of America’s gold-medal-winning basketball team, Michael Jordan. Within a month of Jordan’s gravity-defying, high-scoring professional debut, the NBA would experience double-digit jumps in attendance and cable television ratings. Blessed by his superstar aura and Nike’s alluring “swoosh,” Michael Jordan would also help sell over $100 million worth of special running shoes, “Air Jordans,” in one year. He would soon earn between $4 million and $7 million in endorsement income annually. Like the Olympics, Jordan would demonstrate how athletic excellence mingled with crass commercialization in America’s world of sports.

On ABC the American flag often upstaged the legendary five overlapping rings. Celebrating their theme, “the Rebirth of a Nation,” ABC’s commentators uncorked a flood of patriotic hype about “our team,” “our men,” “our women,” meaning the American Olympians, and “our” “historic” “miracles,” “our … rush for gold.” Commercials echoed the language and reinforced the patriotism. When “the U.S. wins, you win,” McDonald’s proclaimed. Eventually, the International Olympic Committee chided ABC for diminishing the games’ “international flavor” and violating the Olympic Charter’s demand for “unbiased” TV coverage.

Ueberroth’s coproducer in generating this jingoism was the ABC News president, Roone Arledge. Arledge headed ABC Sports before taking over the newsroom and injected entertainment values into TV news. Like Reagan, Arledge understood the need for a metanarrative, an overarching theme to America’s stories.

What Reagan absorbed from church and Hollywood, Arledge learned in the Ivy League. Lionel Trilling at Columbia University in the 1950s awakened Arledge to the power of heroes, and their stories. In 1980 Arledge packaged the Iranian hostage crisis into a melodrama, using the label “America Held Hostage” to frame the story, and hold America hostage, emotionally. At the Olympics, the odes to America imputed national significance to the most trivial relay race. Commentators recognized that “The montage of Olympic images delivered an implicit political message: America is back; America is standing tall; America is winning.” Frustrated by Reagan’s conservative finesse and “nationalistic zeal,” Rolling Stone’s William Greider compared the “distorted packaging of the 1984 Olympics” with “Hitler’s celebration of German youth at the Berlin games in 1936.”

This patriotic celebration captured the country’s mood early in the great boom. Americans had been building toward the moment for years. The celebration also resonated with the Reagan narrative, which Reagan and his minions pushed more aggressively than ever.

A Patriotic Hurricane with Reagan at the Epicenter

Like the perfect-looking, seemingly natural, genetically doctored tomatoes piled high in American supermarkets, the Reagan narrative was an artificial creation posing as a natural phenomenon. Throughout the Reagan recession, Reagan’s aides boosted the Reagan revival with a steady drumbeat of upbeat statements. Recognizing that “the president’s approval rating is strongly influenced by inflation,” while “unemployment has little impact on presidential popularity,” Reagan strategists focused on inflation, “the unfairest tax” hitting everyone. In 1981 they emphasized the diminishing inflation and interest rates. Happy talk was scarcer in 1982, but Reagan’s economic optimists were relentless. “Inflation’s Staying Down,” the White House Office of Public Affairs announced in September. By 1983 “Good Economic News” had “Leading Indicators Index Rise Highest Since 1950.” The Dow Jones Industrial Average passed the 1100 mark, a record. Housing starts rose to their highest level since December 1978. The annual inflation rate dropped to the lowest level since October 1967. With the economy “creating over 300,000 jobs a month, employment was rising faster than in any recovery” since the 1950s. By July Time found a “Sunny Mood at Midsummer,” as “Americans take a brighter view of Reagan, the economy and the country.”

In October 1983, when this benchmark-obsessed administration celebrated a thousand days in office, Reagan could tell Americans that contrary to the “experts … preaching doom and gloom … Good things are happening in America. … Believe me, it wasn’t Washington experts who said government is too big, taxes are too high, criminals are coddled, education’s basics are neglected and values of family and faith are being undermined. That was your message. You made reforms possible.” Here was the Reagan narrative with a twist—rather than taking credit, the president reflected it back to the country.

Similarly, while Reagan championed prosperity, periodically the revivalist in him claimed, “This renewal is more than material.” In a March 1984 speech to the National Association of Evangelicals, Reagan suggested that his election saved America’s soul. In the 1970s, he recalled, pornography proliferated, drug abuse spread, “liberal attitudes” embraced “promiscuity,” and the family—the “basic building block of our society—came “under relentless attack.” Fortunately, here was the subtle yet grandiose part: “the American people decided to put a stop to that long decline, and today our country is seeing a rebirth of freedom and faith—a great national renewal.” In Reagan’s vision of a just-add-water-and-stir instant salvation, “America has begun a spiritual reawakening.”

America did seem to be undergoing a religious revival. Gallup polls found approximately one-third of Americans reported a “religious insight or awakening that changed the direction of their lives.” The United States remained the Ireland of North America. Polls showed that 95 percent of the population believed in God, nearly two-thirds affiliated with a church or a synagogue, and high percentages believed central Christian tenets.

Although estimates that 40 percent of Americans in an average week attended church represented a drop from the 49 percent peak in 1958, the evangelical resurgence intensified the experiences of many who did attend. The majority of believing Americans maintained the modern suburbanite’s privatized, nonjudgmental, theistic “quiet faith.” Still, as many as forty million Americans felt compelled to affirm their beliefs and inject them into their politics. This newfound assertiveness generated the impression of a revival and contradicted the Hollywood and East Coast elites’ belief that their postethnic and postreligious enclaves typified the American experience. The growing chasm between secularists and believing Americans who tended to have traditional families and culturally conservative ideas suggested that while Republicans worried about a “gender gap,” Democrats had to beware a “faith gap” whereby religious voters would spurn the party for cultural and spiritual reasons. Reagan’s rhetoric exploited this gap and soothed the evangelical constituency, which often felt neglected by Reagan’s centrism.

Launching his reelection campaign, Reagan reiterated the Reagan narrative. Speaking from the White House in January 1984, the president said: “When I first addressed you from here, our national defenses were dangerously weak. We had suffered humiliation in Iran. And at home we were adrift, possibly because of a failure here in Washington to trust the courage and character of you the people. But worst of all, we were on the brink of economic collapse from years of Government overindulgence and abusive overtaxation.” Now, the president proclaimed, “America is back and standing tall.”

As usual, the president’s editing improved the message. The speechwriter’s first draft read: “We were adrift because our leadership failed to trust the courage and character of the people.” Reagan added “possibly” to soften the blow, while sharpening the target by blaming “Washington,” not “the leadership.” And ever the populist preacher, always addressing his flock directly, Reagan moved from a failure “to trust … the people,” to a failure “to trust … you the people.”

Reagan did not travel much in seeking reelection; he did not have to. But he visited Los Angeles to launch the Olympics and bask in the nonpartisan, much-hyped, Olympic glory. At the formal opening of the games, Reagan presided over a spectacle including a thousand-voice choir, a 750-member marching band, and 90,000 audience members mobbing the Los Angeles Coliseum to sing and cry at “America the Beautiful” while waving thousands of flags.

Reagan reinforced the patriotic passions the games unleashed. His 1984 acceptance speech saluted the Olympic torch for lighting up American hearts. “Holding the Olympic games here in the United States began defining the promise of this season,” the president proclaimed as he described the torch’s path: “From our Gotham City, New York, to the cradle of liberty, Boston, across the lovely Appalachian springtime, to the city of the big shoulders, Chicago. … After circling the greening Northwest, it came down to California, across the Golden Gate and finally into Los Angeles. All along that torch became a celebration of America. And, we all became participants in that celebration.”

This patriotic hurricane, with Ronald Reagan at the epicenter, swept the country. It was so powerful, so infectious, that it co-opted critics, rather than simply silencing them. Reagan was famous for turning muck into gold. He loved telling of two brothers, an optimist and a pessimist. Seeking to balance the two, a psychiatrist put the pessimist in a room filled with toys and filled the optimist’s room with horse manure. The pessimist bawled—he feared breaking the toys. Meanwhile, the optimist plunged into his room, revelling in the filth. “With this much manure around,” the boy said, “I know there’s a pony in here someplace.”

Reagan’s optimistic patriotism could transform criticisms into compliments and trivial postures into major achievements. When a terrorist truck bomb in Lebanon in 1983 murdered 241 marines, Reagan earned kudos for his compassion at a memorial service necessitated by his own administration’s incompetence. In February 1984, after sneering that in Lebanon “Tip O’Neill may want us to surrender, but I don’t,” Reagan ordered a phased “redeployment”—not a withdrawal, of course—of 1,400 marines from Beirut to Navy ships offshore. Newsweek reported that 62 percent of those polled applauded Reagan’s action, for “any incumbent president who gets American boys out of hot spots is making a damn good move.” One editor wondered: “Can you imagine what the press would have done if Jimmy Carter had stationed marines in a combat zone with unloaded rifles to defend themselves against terrorists?”

When Reagan, coincidentally, changed the subject from the carnage in Beirut by invading the tiny island of Grenada only days later, the media proved equally obliging. A chorus of hosannas echoed throughout the land, greeting the return of American power and exorcising the Vietnam curse. “Hooray! Hooray! We’ve taken a stand. Grenada may be small but it showed the era of Jimmy Carter is no longer with us,” a Reagan friend in Arizona rejoiced. Even the Washington Post joined in, declaring: “TIDY U.S. WAR ENDS: ‘WE BLEW THEM AWAY.’”

Ronald Reagan’s patriotic derby helped the presidency transcend the headaches of prosaic politics. Not since Theodore Roosevelt had a president wrapped himself in the American flag so effectively; not since Franklin Roosevelt had a president identified his fate with the American people so convincingly. Administration officials and reporters agreed: there was a new language to American politics, one more visual than verbal, more image-oriented than issue-oriented, more stylish than substantive. Reporters, of course, blamed it on the Reaganites’ obsession with muting their boss and choreographing photo-ops. But even a Newsweek editor, Mel Elfin, acknowledged the competitive pressures distorting journalism: “If we did one paragraph on issues, it would be too much. … they are the greatest irrelevancy, the greatest bore in the campaign.” Reagan was not the only spur to superficiality in American society.

Pragmatism and Patriotism Trump Conservatism

Reagan chose to ride this wave of ignorance and patriotism in the election. White House and campaign aides were divided. Idealists wanted the popular president to forge a mandate. They wanted him to run hard, activate the conservative base, visit marginal congressional districts, and win a victory for Reaganism. The pragmatists preferred a broad-based, red, white, and blue appeal to all Americans.

This debate had been raging since the inauguration. As early as February 1981, conservatives denounced Reagan’s “consensus politics,” demanding “confrontational politics.” A year later, forty-five Conservative Political Conference participants signed an eight-page statement blasting the administration as filled with moderates still addicted to government spending, lukewarm on “the President’s ‘new federalism,’” and too conciliatory and Kissingeresque on foreign policy. In October 1983, 63 percent of 350 conservative leaders polled declared themselves “disappointed” with Reagan as president.

Conservatives were most outraged that Reagan slighted “the social agenda.” Reagan’s designation of Sandra Day O’Connor as his first Supreme Court appointee in July 1981 infuriated conservatives, who doubted her commitment to eradicating abortion. “REAGAN CHOICE FOR COURT DECRIED BY CONSERVATIVES BUT ACCLAIMED BY LIBERALS,” the Washington Post proclaimed.

Conservatives resented the dismissal of social issues as mere moral questions or private concerns. They winced as the White House treated “matters of belief” such as “supply-side economics” as if they were true, and “matters of fact” like “the human nature of the human fetus—as though they were matters of mystic belief.” Penning “lover’s laments” to Reagan, conservatives demanded a crusader not a caretaker.

Reagan bristled when attacked from his right. Great deflector that he was, he often attributed substantive criticisms to disgruntled individuals. Reagan blamed the fuss about O’Connor on “one person in Arizona,” a right-to-lifer whom he considered to be “vindictive.” Two years later, the publisher of the Conservative Digest and the direct mail king Richard Viguerie warned the president that “you cannot continue to side with the liberal establishment without causing millions who worked for you … to see you as just another politician bending to the pressures from the Washington crowd.” “You know this so-called conservative has never been for me,” Reagan scoffed.

As for abortion, Reagan bellowed: “I still believe that an unborn child is a human being.” Still, he preferred making such statements in writing or in-person off-stage, away from the cameras. Reagan began a tradition the next two Republican presidents would follow of phoning in his greetings to the major “Right to Life” rallies. This deprived the press of the photograph of the president surrounded by the abortion “crazies.”

Nevertheless, the pragmatists worried when the boss started Bible thumping. Urging Reagan to “move for the center ground,” Jim Lake feared “no one” will focus “on the amount of new jobs [that] have been created by entrepreneurs encouraged by the Reagan tax cuts, [if] we focus instead on the amount of fetuses aborted. No one is going to focus on how the President has revitalized the American spirit if he is instead exhorting its soul.”

The mixed messages were sincere and strategic. Reagan disliked personal confrontations even though he loved letting loose rhetorically. With his high tolerance for paradox, Reagan believed he remained true to conservatism as he played to the center. Early on, Lyn Nofziger told Lee Atwater that “the net effect” of the conservative attacks “might be positive for Reagan.” Such controversy boosted Reagan’s popularity with moderates.

Despite his pure ideological pedigree, Reagan abhorred divisive issues and messy, emotional debates. Reagan had mainstreamed conservatism by making it more upbeat. American conservatives were traditionally cranky—sometimes cranky and fanatic, like the John Birchers; sometimes cranky and hysterical, like Senator Joseph McCarthy; sometimes cranky and austere, like Senator Robert Taft; and sometimes cranky and elitist, like William F. Buckley. Reagan’s conservatism spoke to the American id, not the American superego. His conservatism was one of growth, not restraint; of self-indulgence, not self-sacrifice; of prosperity, not propriety. This message resonated with America’s increasingly consumption-oriented and hedonistic leisure culture, enhancing Reagan’s resonance.

By 1984 the Reagan Revolution was stalling. The Reaganites had yet to recover from their August 1981 triumph. The Democrats’ “fairness” counteroffensive stymied them. “They’ve run out of ammunition,” Reagan’s strategist Stuart Spencer observed at a June campaign meeting. White House aides “don’t have a goddamn thing in the pipeline,” Spencer reported. Most of the issues the political handlers contemplated tackling that day were divisive—defense, abortion, Social Security, taxes. With a candidate whose personality was more popular than his policies, whose symbolism would be more resonant than his statecraft, many advisers concluded that, as Richard Darman put it, “we would be relatively nonspecific programmatically, be more abstract.”

As the incumbent, Reagan evinced an exaggerated sense of what was political and tried to avoid it. He delayed announcing his reelection campaign, partially, Richard Darman said, to build a “sense of drama,” but “also a little bit his antipathy towards personal direct confessed involvement in conventional partisan politics.” He remained isolated during the campaign—“I have been holding the line on not scheduling any interviews between now and Election Day,” James Baker told staffers in August. Reagan treated discussions about policy details as improper, saying he “didn’t want to politicize” questions such as welfare reform.

This stance was good politics and made Reagan feel good. Reagan revered the office. He also recalled Franklin Roosevelt’s nonpartisan appeals. Reagan enjoyed political tasks behind the scenes such as lobbying legislators, but he was usually pliant, happy to follow his managers’ stage directions. Always eager to feed the myth, campaign aides such as Ed Rollins described Reagan as someone “who is not a political man, but has superb people instincts that probably turn out to be better political instincts than those of any of us sitting in this room.”

The childlike Being There dimension about Reagan’s saccharine political appeal in 1984 suited American culture. That year, the five most popular movies, together grossing nearly $900 million, were Beverly Hills Cop, Ghostbusters, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, Gremlins, and The Karate Kid. This George Lucas–Steven Spielberg sensibility lulled Americans into a reassuring, escapist world of fantasy and resolution, of surprise and predictability, of magic and familiarity. Yet American culture took this “Reaganite entertainment” very seriously, as the opening of the latest Star Wars or Indiana Jones flick became “an event,” with much fanfare and the requisite commercial tie-ins at McDonald’s and Toys-R-Us. In their movies and their politics, Americans had long preferred moral clarity to European ambiguity. In Hollywood as in Washington, DC, angst was out, affability was in; most Americans were happy to enjoy the good times, to unwind after the crises of the 1960s and 1970s.

Morning Again in America: Balloon Drops and Happy Talk

Thus, Reagan stuck with the pragmatists. The result was the 1984 “Morning Again in America” campaign, a campaign of “God, patriotism, and Reagan,” ABC’s Sam Donaldson sneered. It was a campaign of balloon drops and rhetorical postures, a happy, upbeat campaign throwing symbols at substance. If blacks and women and the elderly feared Reagan’s program, Reagan’s commercials featured happy blacks and women and seniors prospering in Reagan’s America. Perhaps the two most effective ads were the heart-warming “Morning Again in America” country music video celebrating America’s renaissance, and the heart-wrenching speech snippet of Reagan celebrating the nowaging “boys” of the D-Day invasion in Normandy, France.

The Republicans’ soft-focus, God Bless America campaign ads were so effective that when Reagan viewed his convention video, his Secret Service agents became misty-eyed. When the Democratic nominee Walter Mondale’s staff viewed the commercials, some aides were “moved to tears” as well.

The Mondale commercials took an opposite tack. Rooted in the “fairness” counteroffensive yet distorted by an aversion to Reagan’s policies and political persona, filled with facts and warnings, Mondale’s advertisements played to Democratic fears about an abandoned middle class, soaring deficits, and the dangers of war. One commercial played Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young’s wistful “Teach Your Children,” underlining the culture clash between some of the Democratic activists’ folky, 1960s’ orientation, and Reagan supporters’ more country, more traditional sensibility.

Reporters despised Reagan’s campaign. Martin Schram of the Washington Post blasted the “arrogance” of a campaign “dispensing only placebos” and sneered that Reagan “is the man from Glad, a candidate in a Baggie, hermetically sealed and gingerly lifted into one perfect-for-television setting after another.”

Reagan’s Rooseveltesque attempt to transcend partisanship outraged Democrats too. After Reagan quoted Senator John Glenn repeatedly, Glenn wrote the president, objecting to the promiscuous quotations of Democrats, dead and alive. Glenn challenged Reagan to a debate to put the issues and the quotations “in their proper context.”

Ultimately, no matter how arresting the images, no matter how stirring the rhetoric, the Republican campaign relied on the twin pillars of peace and prosperity. The recovery had arrived. And despite polls showing lingering fears regarding Reagan’s foreign policies, none of the hysterical warnings of nuclear war with the Soviets or a quagmire in Nicaragua or an authoritarian coup in America materialized. In fact, during the greatest crisis with the Soviets, their 1983 downing of the Korean Air Lines jet, Reagan’s calm reassured many. “The President’s response to KAL was not in any respect dictated by consideration of the prospect of an election,” Richard Darman later insisted, “but it had profound political effect, I think, in helping neutralize one area of this greatest vulnerability.” With such a reasonable track record, Reagan could survive the occasional saber-rattling or joking, as he did during a sound check with a live microphone in August 1984, when he teased that the U.S. would begin bombing Russia “in five minutes.”

Just as sound-bites and sloganeering upstaged issues, the visuals and images Michael Deaver produced upstaged analysis or criticism. In October the ace White House correspondent Lesley Stahl would broadcast a lengthy five-minute-and-forty-second CBS news story dissecting Reagan’s photo-ops. “Mr. Reagan tries to counter the memory of an unpopular issue with a carefully chosen backdrop that actually contradicts the president’s policy,” Stahl noted. “Look at the handicapped Olympics, or the opening ceremony of an old-age home. No hint that he tried to cut the budgets for the disabled or for federally subsidized housing for the elderly.”

Stahl braced herself for the Reaganite counterattack. The administration had been so effective in blasting CBS for its “left-wing bias” that her producers often censored Stahl, hoping to preempt a White House barrage. Lane Venardos, the CBS Evening News executive producer, scrutinized Stahl’s video essay, expecting “a lot of flak.” As soon as the piece aired, Richard Darman called from Jim Baker’s office, having watched the broadcast with Michael Deaver. “Way to go, kiddo,” Darman gushed. “What a great story! We loved it.”

“Why are you so happy? Didn’t you hear what I said?” she asked.

“Nobody heard what you said,” Darman rejoiced, noting that Stahl broadcast the best campaign images. “You guys in Televisionland haven’t figured it out, have you?” Darman explained: “When the pictures are powerful and emotional, they override if not completely drown out the sound. Lesley, I mean it, nobody heard you.” Stahl asked her colleagues in New York and Washington if they realized this. None had.

Bruce Springsteen’s 1984 hit was similarly hijacked. “Born in the USA” was this working-class troubadour’s rejection of Reaganism and rah-rah Americanism. “Born down in a dead man’s town/The first kick I took was when I hit the ground,” begins this sad tale of an unemployed Vietnam veteran whose brother died at Khe San. “You end up like a dog that’s been beat too much/Till you spend half your life just covering up.” The chorus was rousing and repetitive: “Born in the U.S.A. I was born in the U.S.A.” Yet even Bruce Springsteen was no match for Ronald Reagan and the Republican image-makers. Before the rocker knew it, and to his disgust, the song became a virtual Republican theme song, a celebration of all that was good and virtuous and true in prosperous America. In 1984, anyone who could best “the Boss” was unstoppable.

Mondale vs. Reagan: Norwegian Charisma, Hollywood Charm

Walter Mondale mounted a slow, plodding, honest, substantive campaign, in keeping with his slow, plodding, honest character. Born in 1928, Mondale was Hubert Humphrey’s junior partner in liberal activism. But whereas Humphrey the “Happy Warrior” was ebullient, Mondale was earnest, with a perpetual, burdened, bags-under-the-eyes look. Some called Mondale’s emphasis on substance over style “Norwegian charisma.” Still, as Jimmy Carter’s vice president and a twelve-year Senate veteran, Mondale entered the Democratic primaries as the man to beat—or, as it often seemed, the man to beat up.

Three other challengers stood out in a crowded field reporters labeled the “seven dwarves.” Ohio Senator John Glenn, the former astronaut, represented Democrats’ dream of deploying their own celebrity. But unlike Reagan, Glenn lacked ideological moorings, and his candidacy crashed and burned. Colorado Senator Gary Hart, a thoughtful reformer, represented Democrats’ need for a new voice, a yuppie who could wean liberals from the New Deal–Great Society, bigger-is-better approach to government. Hart scored some early victories and triggered excitement. Yet he lacked a solid base, and evasions about his name change from Hartpence and other resumé anomalies undermined faith in his character. Mondale helped dispatch Hart by echoing the signature line from a Wendy’s hamburgers advertising campaign: “Where’s the beef?” The Reverend Jesse Jackson gained attention as a serious African American contender, representing Democrats’ growing reliance on minorities and women, especially in primaries. Yet Jackson, the antiracism candidate, lapsed into anti-Semitism in calling New York “Hymie-town” and appeared too controversial and radical.

Vanquishing such formidable foes who appealed to crucial Democratic constituencies and electoral fantasies should have boosted Mondale’s standing. Instead, the fight sapped him. Certain primary zingers stick to certain candidates, long after the nomination battle ends. In 1980 George Bush’s attack on “voodoo economics” gave the Democrats ammunition they used repeatedly during Ronald Reagan’s reign. Similarly, in 1984 the Democratic assault, led by Gary Hart, against Walter Mondale as a candidate of the “special interests,” beholden to labor unions, women, and ethnic minorities, would stick—and hurt.

Mondale arrived at the Democratic convention with too many weaknesses exposed and too few strengths reinforced. “Everyone is so tired,” one Mondale adviser moaned toward the end of the primaries, “I never thought we’d have to back into the nomination,” another sighed.

Mondale injected some zip into his effort by choosing Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate, the first woman on a major party ticket. “America is the land where dreams can come true for all of us,” the three-term Queens congresswoman told the convention. “There are no doors we cannot unlock. We will place no limits on achievement.” Too familiar with both the locks and the limits, Lesley Stahl and millions of other women prayed: “Geraldine, don’t mess up, or we’ll all get blamed.”

Ferraro energized Mondale’s base yet became a lightning rod. Catholics attacked her prochoice stand, while reporters hounded her about her husband’s accounting practices, which included “borrowing” $175,000 from an elderly widow. Exit polls would suggest that the number of men she alienated exceeded the number of women she wooed.

Despite the excitement of Ferraro’s nomination, the convention’s two oratorical highlights slighted the Democratic ticket. Governor Mario Cuomo’s eloquent keynote did not mention Mondale. And in his rousing address the next night, Jesse Jackson agreed to support the “nominee of this convention” but still begged to be that nominee.

While neglecting Mondale, both Governor Cuomo and the Reverend Jackson sang proud, powerful Democratic songs. Each speech was inspirational, although Cuomo’s was too cranky, Jackson’s too exotic, to outshine Reagan’s best efforts. Besides, Cuomo himself was too ethnic, Jackson too radical, for much of the electorate. Still, both speeches framed the opposition to Reaganism and suggested the kind of debate the nation deserved but did not get. Cuomo countered Reagan by snapping: “This Nation is more a ‘Tale of Two Cities’ than it is just a ‘shining city on a hill.’” Remember the other part of the city, Cuomo urged, “the part where some people can’t pay their mortgages and most young people can’t afford one; where students can’t afford the education they need and middle-class parents watch the dreams they hold for their children evaporate. In this part of the city there are more poor than ever, more families in trouble, more and more people who need help but can’t find it.”

After deriding Republican policies that “divide the Nation into the lucky and the left-out, into the royalty and the rabble,” Cuomo articulated a traditional “Democratic credo”: “We believe in only the government we need, but we insist on all the government we need. … We believe in a government strong enough to use words like love and compassion and smart enough to convert our noblest aspirations into practical realities. … Our government should be able to rise to the level where it can fill the gaps that are left by chance or by a wisdom we don’t fully understand.”

Cuomo saluted his Italian roots, completing this self-portrait of a modern New Dealer, an immigrant kid made good, a liberal with a head, a governor with a heart. Democrats, Cuomo was saying, do not have to abandon their ideals, they need them more than ever. Americans do not need a Pied Piper, intensifying individualism, but a call to conscience, building community.

Still, even Cuomo’s eloquent, streamlined, muscular liberalism reflected the Democratic discomfort with the new world of budgetary constraints and governmental doubts. Cuomo’s defensiveness, insisting that government could be good and that good government could have limits, reflected the effectiveness of Reagan’s assault on liberalism. Democrats’ need for a crisis, this instinct to ruin Americans’ good mood, demonstrated that liberalism had become reactive and ameliorative. The New Deal coalition remained intact. Democrats knew how to woo special interest groups. But they had limited themselves to defensive and narrow economic appeals with an electorate that was barely 20 percent liberal, as opposed to 36 percent conservative and, most important of all, 42 percent “middle-of-the-road.” Democrats had forgotten how to sing a song that could inspire and unite America.

Jackson also rooted his speech in his rise from an impoverished childhood, in Greenville, South Carolina, his disdain for Reaganism, and his vision of a more caring, more altruistic, and more diverse America. Rather than celebrating Cuomo’s liberal Democratic tradition, Jackson went beyond “the old coalition,” detailing his vision for America’s multicultural future. “Our flag is red, white, and blue, but our Nation is a rainbow,” Jackson preached, “Red, Yellow, Brown, Black, and White—we’re all precious in God’s sight.” This message also had its limits in a nation where two-thirds of voters surveyed worried “that people see themselves first and foremost as part of a racial or religious minority, instead of as a patriotic American.” By contrast, Ronald Reagan knew how to see Americans as most wanted to be seen.

Alas, for all the excitement these speeches generated, the nominee remained Walter “Mondull,” as one disappointed Democrat sighed, lacking Cuomo’s passionate liberalism or Jackson’s lyrical multiculturalism. A dismal Democratic campaign ensued. Mondale’s message of fiscal discipline and higher taxes was too downbeat for a public intoxicated by the whiffs of a recovery and presidential promises of a prosperity free of any sacrifice or burden.

A Campaign of Images—and Issues

As with Carter versus Reagan in 1980, and McGovern versus Nixon in 1972, Mondale versus Reagan offered the American people a stark choice. Mondale, a New Deal Democrat without the jaunty Roosevelt smile, trusted the federal government as an instrument of justice. He favored arms control, abortion, and higher taxes to reduce the gargantuan federal deficit. Reagan, on the other hand, was a Goldwater Republican without the scowl, committed to a smaller government, a large defense build-up, curbs on abortion, and spending cuts rather than tax increases.

The opposing political strategies reflected the candidates’ differing philosophies. Mondale took his campaign of issues to the New Deal coalition in the Rust Belt. Reagan relied on television and carefully crafted appearances to fashion his new coalition anchored in the Sun Belt stretching from California to Florida.

Like so many reporters, Mondale and the Democrats trusted the power of facts to refute Reagan. Their briefing papers disproved Reagan’s claim that “We are helping more people and paying more money than ever in the history of this country in all of those social programs.” Democrats quoted from the Congressional Budget Office, federal departments, “nonpartisan institutes,” the “administration’s own” budget agencies. They noted that “the budget reductions pushed 560,000 persons below the poverty line,” including 325,000 children; that, over two years, “households with incomes under $10,000 a year will lose $23 billion in income,” losing an average of $1,000 annually, while “households with incomes over $80,000 will, by contrast, gain $35 billion in after-tax income,” averaging yearly gains of $24,000, intensifying the gap between the rich and the poor; and that the “number of Americans living in poverty climbed 900,000 in 1983 to 35.3 million.” Nevertheless, administration spokesman pooh-poohed the statistical barrage, claiming, as David Gergen did, that “making sure we have every single fact straight” is less important than “whether the larger points are right.”

The campaign launches illustrated the contrasting visions, strategies, and fates. Mondale began his election campaign by marching in New York City’s Labor Day parade at 9 A.M. The pathetic picture of the candidate wandering down desolate streets symbolized the withering of Big Labor, the old-fashioned assumptions tethering the Democrats, and Mondale’s surprisingly shoddy advance work. Later that day, the president appeared at a twenty-minute pep rally in Northern California with sky-divers, hot-air balloons, and forty thousand people shouting “U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”

When Mondale visited the Bay Area, he delivered what one reporter called “a student union lecture, twice as long, focused on complicated issues, and addressed to a group about one-fortieth the size.” While Reagan’s men rejoiced that “America’s Back. Strong, Prouder and Better,” Mondale talked about the deficit. “It’s not how many people turn out on Labor Day to hear a candidate,” Mondale’s spokesman said. “It’s what the candidate has to say.” In that elitist calculus and undemocratic arithmetic lay the seeds of Democratic defeat.

On September 18 Dan Rather asked Mondale: “Isn’t your campaign of issues, as you call it, getting the hell beaten out of it by what’s being called President Reagan’s campaign of images?” Rather noted that one day viewers saw Mondale standing awkwardly in a Tennessee barn as Reagan stood at the Grand Ole Opry singing “Happy Birthday” to Roy Acuff, showered in confetti. Mondale asked: would Americans “rather have a leader stand out in the heat and take questions from farmers who are in their worst year since the Great Depression, or stand next to Minnie Pearl and sing ‘Happy Birthday’?” Scoffing at Mondale’s quixotic quest to change American political culture while seeking the White House, one TV critic said that “in a television age,” Mondale “has stupidly refused to make concessions to the home tube that are minor sacrifices for carrying an entire political party to power.”

Surprisingly, Mondale won the first of two debates with Reagan, on Sunday evening, October 7, in Louisville, Kentucky. Mondale looked confident rather than the whiny and defensive caricature many expected. Having honed his skills in fifty-seven debates with his primary rivals, Mondale decided on the spot to bore in on the president. He kept asking Reagan about the deficit and about Social Security. Looking wan and a little disoriented, the president could not keep repeating his automatic response and improvised, thus appearing more disoriented.

By contrast, Mondale was crisp, critical, and commanding. “The president’s favorite question is, “Are you better off?’” he mocked. “Well, if you’re wealthy, you’re better off. If you’re middle income, you’re about where you were, and if you’re of modest income, you’re worse off. That’s what the economists tell us. But is that really the question that should be asked. Isn’t the real question, ‘Will we be better off? Will our children be better off? Are we building the future that this nation needs?’”

The Mondale campaign had hit a “home run,” Reagan’s aide Ed Rollins would later admit. Overnight, Mondale rose from “Loser to Underdog.” On Tuesday, the pro-Reagan Wall Street Journal speculated about Reagan’s age, broaching what Jimmy Carter’s former press secretary Jody Powell had labeled “the great unmentionable of the 1984 campaign.” One psychologist talked about senility on CBS News; nursing students spoke with the Washington Post about growing old in America. Reagan challenged his fifty-six-year-old opponent to an “arm wrestle”; Mondale responded that they needed to “brain wrestle.” The columnist Mary McGrory agreed, noting that it was the president’s “mental vigor that a stunned electorate” was beginning to doubt.

Many reporters believed the president was doddering. They knew he had snoozed at cabinet meetings and at summits with the pope. They had seen him get addled. Reagan made verbal gaffes so frequently they no longer constituted “news,” meaning fresh information. “Reagan didn’t look much different than he often does,” ABC’s Sam Donaldson noted. The “general fumbling with answers, imprecise expression of views, lapses into anecdotal material, and rambling syntax is Ronald Reagan.”

The first debate revived Mondale’s campaign. Crowds increased. Funds flowed. Local stations began interrupting regular programming to broadcast Mondale rallies. One Mondale aide asked a television producer why his station had decided to cover Mondale’s appearance. The producer said, “Because now people are paying attention to him.” Within a week, the press was feeding the phenomenon by headlining “DEBATE MOMENTUM PUTS ZIP BACK INTO MONDALE CAMPAIGN.”

In the White House, some aides began to “panic,” Peggy Noonan would later report. “The Invincible Man had failed, and in public. It was the first time Ronald Reagan’s countrymen ever saw him cast about and seem not up to the battle, and I don’t think he ever completely recovered his pre-debate aura.” Aides demanding an aggressive campaign insisted Reagan could not win by drifting toward Election Day.

Putting his own spin on his candidate’s off-day, Reagan’s campaign chairman and old friend Senator Paul Laxalt claimed that Reagan “was brutalized by a briefing process” that included six dress rehearsals. “The man was smothered with numbers,” Laxalt exclaimed. Nancy Reagan agreed. In an earlier generation, the excuse would have been more devastating than the failure.

With surveys showing that 61 percent of the voters declared Mondale the winner of the first debate, the pollster Louis Harris called the second debate the campaign’s “High Noon.” The caustic Sam Donaldson predicted that people would be watching “to see whether the president stands up, makes sentences that make sense from the standpoint of not stammering and stuttering, and doesn’t drool. And if he does that, then Mr. Mondale can win all the debating points he wants and the president can misstate all the facts he wants and the president will be perceived to have won.”

The second debate, held on October 21 in Kansas City, was ostensibly about foreign policy. The candidates followed the script, clashing about “Star Wars,” Lebanon, and arms control. One exchange foreshadowing the second term’s great crisis addressed a CIA training manual calling for assassinations in Nicaragua. Reagan mentioned a “gentleman down in Nicaragua who is on contract to the CIA” who turned it over “to the agency head—of the CIA in Nicaragua—to be printed.” But when the reporter asked if “the CIA in Nicaragua is directing the Contras,” Reagan flushed, stammered, and backtracked: “I’m afraid I misspoke,” he said.

Most voters—and reporters—overlooked this critical exchange. The debate became a stylized confrontation with Mondale’s supporters looking for signs of presidential faltering, and Reagan’s supporters waiting for a gesture to show the Gipper’s dominance. Henry Trewhitt of the Baltimore Sun, noting that if reelected Reagan would be the oldest president ever, asked if Reagan worried about being able to “function” properly. Reagan replied, “Not at all” and vowed, “I will not make age an issue of this campaign. I am not going to exploit for political purposes my opponent’s youth and inexperience.” In one deft move, the old performer won back his audience. The low expectations surrounding Reagan were reflected in the next day’s Baltimore Sun: “THE PRESIDENT DIDN’T STUMBLE.” That was all he had to not do. Reagan survived the debate—and the election.

Ronald Reagan ended his final campaign with a nostalgic California tour. On the state capitol steps in Sacramento, Reagan remembered inviting Californians to help him “start a prairie fire that would sweep across this country.” Here was Reagan the politician, the ideologue, the revolutionary. He stoked that fire throughout the day, challenging citizens to “vote to go forward with an America of momentum,” not “back to an America of malaise,” and rejoicing that “Today, America travels again the road of increased self-government and personal freedom.”

San Diego’s ritzy, 150-store Fashion Valley Shopping Center, where Reagan closed his 1980 campaign, was a setting emphasizing Reagan as patriot, as consumption king, as entertainer. Serenaded by Wayne Newton singing “God Bless America,” with skydivers zooming down and fireworks bursting through the air, the sentimental Reagan presided over his final rally as a candidate. The next day, he and Nancy voted near their Santa Barbara ranch.

The Results: A Mushy Mandate and a Sugar High

Reagan won forty-nine states and more votes than any predecessor. The Republicans lost one Senate seat and gained back seventeen House seats from their 27-seat-loss in 1982, giving them 182 to the Democrats’ 252, with a 53 to 47 Senate majority. The sounds of the brass bands may have drowned out the critics, but the criticisms remained. Reagan’s campaign only intensified the alienation of those who did not feel welcome at his nationwide party, despite the token appearances in campaign commercials. And the mushy mandate for peace and prosperity—without a congressional majority—doomed the second-term agenda. Reagan’s California dream, like the many illusions surrounding his adopted home state, would prove inspirational but evanescent. At no point during Reagan’s final four years in office would he conjure up the same intensity or unity he had in 1981.

The 1984 campaign’s sugar high proved fleeting. While Reagan’s red-white-and-blue triumphalism set the tone in the public square, it subverted American political culture, and American conceptions of citizenship. This patriotic exhibitionism, sidestepping serious issues while indulging in empty talk of sacrifice, made Americans feel good temporarily and helped reelect Reagan. But by feeding Americans’ weakness for one-dimensional truisms, by refusing to challenge them, Reagan helped dilute the sense of community and civic virtue he ostensibly wished to build. Playing his role as the Wizard of America’s Id, Reagan fed a politics of self and selfishness, wrapped in a gauzy patriotism. The result further devalued America’s social capital and accelerated the descent into individualism, alienation, and cynicism. Voter turnout still hovered at 50 percent in presidential years, and much less for other elections. Faith in governmental institutions and in individuals’ abilities to be heard, let alone affect change, flagged, even as Americans reported that their faith in America had revived. Americans may have succumbed to Reagan’s charms, but they were not sold. Like spoiled children who enjoy indulgent parents without respecting them, even while dancing to Reagan’s tunes, many Americans knew better.

In fairness, Reagan’s politics of prosperity resonated in a country celebrating indulgence after the stress of the sixties and the seventies. Even the nation’s intellectuals seeming to be pitching to the lowest common denominator, playing more to the sunny, Disneyfied vapidity of Los Angeles than the brooding, varying complexity of New York. The year’s top nonfiction best-sellers were characteristically “Californian,” as easterners would have said, consisting of one celebrity superhero CEO autobiography (Iacocca), one celebrity superheroine up-with-women inspirational tract (Jane Fonda’s Women Coming of Age), one self-help manual for romance by the “hug doctor” (Leo Buscaglia’s Loving Each Other), one collection of short, easy-reading miniessays written for television (Andy Rooney’s Pieces of My Mind), two make-it-big-in-business guides, and three weight-watchers programs for all the overindulgence in this culture of consumption.

Furthermore, no matter how superficial Reagan’s politics seemed, no matter how light his touch might be at a particular moment, Reaganism nevertheless often resonated more broadly and more seriously. The critics’ fury as well as the grand visions of both Reagan and his allies maintained a certain gravitas. In September, during the reelection campaign, Reagan welcomed the new Canadian prime minister, Brian Mulroney, to Washington. Reagan graciously joked about being “the other North American Irishman.” In fact, the rookie leader’s remarks about seeking “economic renewal” and “new markets” linked Mulroney’s vision with Reagan’s.

Along with Margaret Thatcher’s Great Britain, the three leading English-speaking nations were now led by conservative, market-oriented, capitalist revivalists. Controversial and confident, pragmatic but polarizing, the three leaders would help shift the ideological, political, social, and economic centers of gravity in their respective countries, as well as worldwide. Children of the provincial middle and lower classes, Thatcher, the grocer’s earnest daughter, and Mulroney, the electrician’s ambitious son, joined Reagan, the shoe salesman’s charming offspring, in a wide-ranging, plain-speaking, trend-setting assault on the Western elite’s big-government, union-friendly, high-tax, collectivist conventional wisdom. All three believed that the debate was not simply about dollars and cents but about core values and common sense. None of them succeeded as dramatically as their supporters hoped or their opponents feared. Mulroney emerged as the most moderate, Thatcher as the most strident. All three, however, helped reorient the collective conversation from focusing on government solutions to the practical and philosophical consequences of relying on government handouts. All three also offered models of bold, symbolic, tone-setting leadership suited to the media realities of modern politics. At the same time, the three unintentionally demonstrated the broad social consensus supporting the liberal democratic social welfare state in Western countries, as well as the structural and ideological forces fighting change but guaranteeing stability in their respective polities.

In Canada, England, and the United States, many moderates were in fact unsure about the package, taken by their leaders’ vision but fearful of the consequences—and the contradictions.

During the campaign, The New Republic’s executive editor Morton M. Kondracke confessed that he was tempted to vote for Reagan. Kondracke offered the president a “high five” for “restoring morale,” reviving the economy, and flummoxing the Soviets. Kondracke, however, confessed to a “nagging apprehension that Reaganism actually is just an amalgam of tactics, public relations, virulent anti-Sovietism, and institutionalized selfishness that will do nothing to deal with real-world economic and geopolitical realities.” If so, Kondracke predicted, “a second Reagan term may produce depression, social chaos, and war.” Reagan replied personally, offering his own “high five” to Kondracke, and insisting: “Honest it isn’t & no it won’t.”

Reagan was half right. The second term did not degenerate into chaos. And events during the second term softened Reagan’s “anti-Sovietism.” But Reagan never again achieved the heights of his first year in office, and the second term left critics and fans wondering what Reaganism was and how Ronald Reagan could remain so darn popular, even in a culture of indulgence.


1985

Brooklyn, New York

Bill Cosby’s Multicultural America Meets Ronald Reagan’s Celebrity Presidency

Boy, I’m glad
I saw Rambo last night. Now I know what to do next time.
RONALD REAGAN, JUNE 1985, REFERRING TO THE HIJACKING OF A TWA JET BY ARAB TERRORISTS

Even as Ronald Reagan celebrated an old-fashioned, small-town, white-bread America, a new, urbanized, and dizzyingly diverse country emerged. Racism persisted. Yet two decades after Congress passed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, blacks were integrating neighborhoods and attending formerly lily-white elite schools. They worked as doctors, lawyers, and executives in previously closed professions, as well as cops, firemen, and electricians in once closed unions. And two decades after Lyndon Johnson’s 1965 immigration reforms shelved the 1920s’ Eurocentric national origins acts, immigrants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America had changed the face of America. When Jesse Jackson talked about a rainbow coalition, most Americans thought about black and white, but America was becoming a multicultural, multiethnic polyglot speaking the common language of celebrity. This transformation became clear in the 1980s.

Perhaps the best example of America’s changing face came from the 1980s’ sitcom king, Bill Cosby. The Cosby Show was as bland as its predecessors. Like Ozzie and Harriet or The Brady Bunch, it idealized family life, making life’s complexities more comic than tragic, and resolving everything neatly in thirty minutes, minus commercials. Still, William H. Cosby, Ed.D.—as he called himself—used his show to educate Americans about life in a multiracial society.

Cosby’s upper-middle-class television family lived in a tony Brooklyn brownstone, decorated with African American art. This was not Welcome Back Kotter’s ghetto Brooklyn, with its merry gang of misfits. This was not John Travolta’s wannabe outer-borough Brooklyn from Saturday Night Fever. This Brooklyn had urbane charm and multiracial harmony.

The show was filmed in Midwood, Brooklyn. Cosby eschewed Hollywood’s artificial, nonethnic character. If Brooklyn, and its equally unglamorous sister borough, Queens, were “Archie Bunker land” in the 1970s, blue-collar ethnic white enclaves, by the 1980s, they were a mini United Nations, home to people from more than seventy different countries speaking more than one hundred different dialects. The Bernhard Goetz vigilante subway shootings, the Howard Beach teenaged-white-mob murder, the Tawana Brawley black-teenager-screaming-rape hoax, and the raped, beaten, “wilded” Central Park jogger dominated public discourse. Canarsie became a metaphor for white neighborhoods assailed by crime, then abandoned for the suburbs. Yet Cosby’s sitcom reflected reality better than the searing headlines, as millions mixed easily daily. On screen and on the streets, Cosby’s Brooklyn housed a multicultural festival, where on the same block in Flatbush or Flushing you could buy kimchi, paratha, and a potato knish from Gus the knish-man, whether you were black, brown, or white.

Reagan believed that such progress vindicated his vision. As he told the NAACP, “the well-being of blacks—like the well-being of every other American—is linked directly to the health of the economy.” Reagan trusted America to overcome some day with minimal governmental interference and maximum prosperity.

Reagan’s greatest contribution, however, was a negative one. He was too passive and pragmatic to oppose this new America. For all the warnings about returning to Jim Crow, the Reagan administration accepted many of multicultural America’s ground-rules, courting ethnic groups deal by deal, token by token. And Reagan’s characteristic failure to engage the complex issue fed this bipolar sense of racial relations, as the unifying “We are the world” fantasies of celebrity Cosbyism and the multicultural realities of metropolitan life coexisted with white fears of crime, black resentment of racism, and the resulting clashes.

These were the perils of the Celebrity Presidency. Since Franklin Roosevelt expanded the office so dramatically in the 1930s, scholars had exhausted Roget’s Thesaurus trying to capture the new dimensions of America’s “modern,” “progressive,” “personal,” “imperial,” “imperilled,” or “postimperial” presidency. Reagan’s style pushed the conversation even further, inspiring talk of the “Rhetorical Presidency,” the “Public Presidency,” and what some by the Clinton era would call “the Image-Is-Everything Presidency.”

Thinking about Reagan as the Celebrity President suggests his unique synthesis between Burbank and the Beltway. Frequently, both benign neglect and symbolic embraces took on lives of their own, often disconnected from what actually occurred in the wide corridors of the federal bureaucracy or on the streets of Brooklyn and the rest of the country. But a society that was increasingly addicted to so many media forms, a media environment increasingly providing “infotainment,” a culture increasingly enthralled by all kinds of celebrities, from presidents to pop singers, blurred the line between the symbolic and the substantive, between tone-setting and governing.

This Celebrity Presidency was not necessarily a magical, silver-bullet presidency. With many delicate issues, from race relations to the new AIDS epidemic, Reagan’s powerful rhetoric did not always serve him well. His definitive words—or his strategic silences—sometimes fueled passions, even as his middle-of-the-road policies sought to defuse tensions. Blacks and gays, among others, often felt abandoned by the government despite sometimes Herculean bureaucratic initiatives and occasionally even miraculous progress in combating scourges such as racism and AIDS.

Rorschach Tests on Race and Crime from Canarsie to Howard Beach

In his second inaugural address, Ronald Reagan was too busy saluting the “American sound … hopeful, big-hearted, idealistic, daring, decent, and fair” to address any discordant background noises. Extending the Reagan narrative to start shaping his legacy, the president spoon-fed lines to future chroniclers, saying: “Let history say of us, ‘These were golden years—when the American Revolution was reborn, when freedom gained new life, when America reached for her best.’”

America had been sufficiently Reaganized so that even some critics credited Reagan with fostering this “great and robust growth” of national confidence. Andrew Hacker, a political scientist, marveled at Reagan’s reassuring “personal presence,” saying the “unique and fascinating” Reagan presidency “has made most Americans feel better about their public and private lives.” The sociologist Dennis Wrong, without crediting Reagan, grudgingly acknowledged that the “pattern of unpleasantness” from the 1960s and 1970s had been “interrupted,” returning Americans to a 1950s’ placidity, with Reagan as the “functional equivalent of General Eisenhower.”

A conservative populist, Reagan repudiated liberal tactics while expropriating liberal goals and language, saying: “We must think anew and move with a new boldness, so every American who seeks work can find work; so the least among us shall have an equal chance to achieve the greatest things—to be heroes who heal our sick, feed the hungry, protect peace among nations, and leave this world a better place.”

Similarly, Reagan’s recipe for improved race relations and what one successor would label “compassionate conservatism” called for government intervention—with a light touch. “Now, there is a place for the federal government in matters of social compassion,” Reagan said, all too vaguely, and accompanied by the usual warnings against “dependency” and salutes to “a growing economy.” Still in parsing his position, Reagan detoxified Democratic darts. Americans were debating the welfare state, the meaning of 1960s’ liberalism, and the obligations of the fortunate toward the less fortunate. Reagan’s vision of an “opportunity society” for all allowed him to boast about “twenty-five straight months of economic growth,” while affirming Americans’ obligation to the needy. This downsized Democratic attacks on Reagan’s “selfishness” to a subtler debate about how to fulfill that mutually accepted obligation.

Once again, Reagan positioned his policy Band-Aid closer to the American consensus than partisans on either side would have predicted. The journalist Ken Auletta noted a similar convergence in his influential 1982 book The Underclass. Beyond the rhetoric, Auletta discovered “broad agreement” that America had developed an “underclass” imprisoned in poverty, even as partisans squabbled about the causes. “Those on the right tend to use words like ‘pathology,’ ‘passivity,’ and ‘hostility’; those on the left tend to speak of ‘despair,’ ‘hopelessness,’ and ‘alienation’—different words that often mean the same thing.”

Retaining Reagan’s “Morning in America” symbolism and compassionate posture, the second inaugural was neither monochromatic nor overdone. Time called it “A quiet, $10 million bash.” Quiet, of course, did not mean lacking in star power, as Frank Sinatra squired the Reagans to some festivities, and Reagan commanded national attention by starring in the Super Bowl coin toss the day before his inauguration. The theme of this, the fiftieth inaugural, was “We the People … An American Celebration.” Jessye Norman sang the “Star Spangled Banner.” An African American, Norman was also a leading diva, blunting charges of tokenism.

Reagan’s target audience of individual Americans, his vision of the nation as a coherent entity enlisting free citizens to build the future together, showed that he spoke “Republican.” In his convention address, Reagan had charged that the Democrats’ conception of “government sees people only as a members of groups. Ours serves all the people of America.” But Reagan also spoke “Democratic,” appealing to particular constituencies, building on the Democrats’ more group-oriented pluralism.

Such group-think was necessary because a complicated reality lurked beneath the pleasant façade and pious clichés. Interracial tension spawned vigilantes and demagogues, racists and criminals. As Reagan raised his right hand to take the oath of office, New York tabloids were shrieking, as usual, this time about the “SUBWAY VIGILANTE.” Bernhard Hugo Goetz, a gawky, thirty-seven-year-old, white engineer, had been riding on the IRT number 2 line just north of Chambers Street on December 22, when four black teenagers armed with sharpened screwdrivers asked him for the time, then for a match. When the teenagers, hovering around Goetz, asked for $5, Goetz said, “Yes, I have $5 for each of you.” Whipping out a pistol, he shot the four.

Goetz became a folk hero, even before people knew his name. Harassed subway riders knew such seemingly innocuous questions often ended in a mugging. Launched in 1904, the subway system had been one of the prides of New York. With its speedy network uniting a bustling city, the subway system symbolized New York’s sophistication. Extending throughout the five boroughs, from the ritzy East Side to the slums, the transit system also came to symbolize New York’s straight-shooting fluidity. When Duke Ellington crooned, “Take the A Train,” he captured New York’s cutting-edge, bluesy glamour during the war years.

Four decades later, using more power annually than the city of Buffalo, the New York subway system remained a marvel. Every day nearly 3 million riders crossed through 31,180 turnstiles in 469 stations, to traverse 68 bridges, 14 underground tunnels, and over 230 miles of tracks. Yet even as New York revived in the 1980s, even as the Metropolitan Transit Authority would buy new cars, the legendary R-62As, as part of a huge renewal program, the noisy, filthy, gritty, tardy, and crime-plagued subway system still symbolized New York’s breakdown during the 1970s.

Goetz surrendered to the police on New Year’s Eve. Black and white supporters had inundated a phone line established to track him down, with many suggesting he run for mayor. “I can’t feel bad if four kids up to no good got hurt,” Denise Walker, one of the teenagers’ South Bronx neighbors said. While condemning “vigilantism,” New York City Mayor Ed Koch understood “the frustration and anger. … The rights of society have been impinged upon, and what they’re saying is they’re fed up. I’m fed up too.” In 1983 only 2 percent of New York’s felony complaints resulted in jailed criminals.

The grand jury “justified” Goetz’s use of force and indicted him only for the unregistered gun. But black community leaders targetted Goetz when further investigation revealed that he shot some of the men in the back and told one, “You don’t look so bad, here’s another,” before shooting again. With the self-defense claim undermined, a second grand jury indicted him for assault.

Meanwhile, the case was becoming a Rorschach test on race and crime. Three young black men had mugged Goetz in 1981. A policeman arrested one of them immediately. Goetz watched the kid mock the system, dodge jail, mug again, and even file a cross-complaint against Goetz. Goetz never heard that the perpetrator served some jail time. “As far as Bernie was concerned,” one neighbor recalled, “it was equivalent to a woman being raped.” Rejected for a New York gun permit, Goetz purchased a gun illegally in Florida.

Each of the four teenagers had been arrested before, and all were awaiting trials or hearings. As Darrel Cabey lay in a coma, his mother told an archetypal tale about life in the South Bronx. In 1973 Cabey’s father was crushed to death by a car while scuffling with a thief trying to steal his taxi. In 1974 Cabey’s mother, a food services worker, moved her six children to Claremont Village, a project housing 13,500 people, half under twenty-one. Mrs. Cabey did not allow the children to host friends, fearing the visitors might return to rob the place. Still, Darrel dropped out of school. When he held up three men with a shotgun two months before the Goetz shooting, his mother considered keeping him in jail. Relatives dissuaded her. Darrel was shot while on bail, leaving his spine severed and his mother feeling guilty: “He was staying outside a lot and I didn’t know what he was doing. Knowing the situation out there, I just should’ve known.”

To the venerable black psychologist Kenneth B. Clark, the “situation” justified the violence—of the muggers. Invoking the liberal litany of “mugged communities” and “mugged schools,” Clark deemed crime an act of social protest. These muggers “now riot as individuals rather than as a mob. Having been robbed of the minimum self-esteem essential to their humanity, they have nothing to lose.” Rap singers and Nation of Islam preachers defining black crime as an expression of black nationalism would echo Clark’s elegantly phrased ideas in cruder forms. Similarly, the leftist journal The Nation ignored Goetz’s fears and saw a racist act reflecting white Americans’ “metaphorical rage” against their “powerlessness” that fixes “on race as a cause and revenge as a cure.”

Cries of vengeance did fill the air. Jonathan Rieder’s 1985 book Canarsie: The Jews and Italians of Brooklyn against Liberalism captured the disillusionment, fear, and rage propeling Goetz’s folk-hero status—as well as Reagan’s surprising popularity among New Deal liberals. Rieder, a Yale sociologist, spent two years studying this home to seventy thousand, mostly Jews and Italians, mostly children and grandchildren of immigrants, mostly living in two-family brick row houses. This middle-class enclave of teachers and electricians, plumbers and cab drivers, cops and construction workers absorbed refugees from East New York, Brownsville, and other Brooklyn neighborhoods that had “gone bad,” as people said at the time. These people saw themselves as “the plain doughty backbone of America,” working hard to make the place work.

And, as The Nation sensed, these people were furious. A “burly hardhat who packed a loaded pistol under the car seat” told Rieder, years before the Goetz shootings: “Citizens have to do something about crime themselves. If I was in my car and I saw a kid mugging an elderly man or woman, I’d stop the car, get my gun, and kill the kid.” Explaining these primal instincts in the sociologist’s more delicate prose, Rieder noted: “As the ability of the state to maintain order seemed to dissipate in a web of fiscal, social and legal constraints, Canarsians of quite different dispositions began to flirt with alternative ways to protect themselves.”

Sadly, to these people, crime had a black face. More broadly, the race issue touched on many populist resentments. “First, they squeeze my pocketbook, so I can’t do anything,” one merchant complained. “Then they come in with busing and squeeze my kids.” “They” often included Democrats, liberals, judges, bureaucrats, and greedy corporations, as well as blacks and Hispanics living off welfare, breeding crime. The institutionalization of affirmative action and busing, despite broad-based, intense opposition to both, made whites feel victimized.

One Brooklyn pol summed up the alienated white’s worldview: “The whole middle class is suffering from a proverbial mugging.” Rieder’s findings from the late 1970s still resonated in Reagan’s 1980s. Many intellectuals who dismissed Ronald Reagan as dumb failed to appreciate the great affection many Americans had for him precisely because his perceptions matched theirs. Reagan’s simple, commonsense nostrums about crime, morality, and social order validated millions who had been railing against governmental illogic and intellectual blindness for years.

Two years after the subway shootings, an outrageous example of white on black violence roiled New York. Just across Jamaica Bay from Canarsie, in the white enclave of Howard Beach, Queens, a pack of white teenagers chased three black men who had wandered into their neighborhood. As one, Michael Griffith, fled across the highway, a car hit and killed him. The twenty-four-year-old driver, Dominick Blum, thought he hit a tire or an animal and only later realized what he had done. He then confessed.

Four assailants were convicted of first-degree manslaughter. The Reverend Al Sharpton and the victims’ lawyers Alton Maddox, Jr., and C. Vernon Mason wanted Blum prosecuted. But Blum had no link to the hate mob. In fact, he had spent the evening with a black friend. Demonizing Blum conveniently fueled the issue—and the protests. Jim Sleeper, a liberal white journalist, objected, thinking that Blum “in his very ordinariness” seemed “to exemplify the sort of fair-minded, working-class white New Yorkers whom any movement for racial justice would have to embrace, not enrage.” One of Sleeper’s black friends explained: “It’s about power. … When was the last time the ‘fair-mindedness’ of white folks in Queens ever got us justice?” Sadly, Sleeper saw that “Tribal truth counted for more than interracial consensus.”

Such “tribal truth”—for blacks and whites—was poisoning politics and transforming the culture, yet proving to be profitable. “Don’t push me ‘cuz I’m close to the edge,” Grandmaster Flash rapped in his breakthrough 1982 hit, “I’m trying not to lose my head.” “The Message” heralded a wave of rap music that would create a new art form, earn billions, deify violence, perpetuate the black “gangsta image,” and encourage white imitators, all while feeding and being fed by this black rage.

Unmoored by traditional niceties or the constraints of truth, media-savvy racial demagogues such as Sharpton, Maddox, and Mason exploited this rage. When Tom Wolfe’s satire of race and class in New York, The Bonfire of the Vanities, appeared in November 1987, the caricature of the manipulative Reverend Mr. Bacon of “All People’s Solidarity” seemed plausible and familiar. Within weeks the book appeared prophetic as the unholy trinity of Sharpton, Maddox, and Mason stoked the Tawana Brawley hoax involving a fifteen-year-old who was found near her home in upstate New York beaten, with feces smeared on her body and her hair chopped short. “Nigger” and “KKK” had been scrawled on her torso. She claimed that six whites including a policeman gang-raped her. Years later, the evidence showed that she concocted the scheme to cover up her curfew violation. Ignoring anomalies in Brawley’s story, her three “advisors” falsely accused innocent men and monopolized the media while indicting an entire society for a monstrous but imaginary crime.

The rhetorical inflation of the Reagan era forged such grotesques. It was commonplace for leaders of the NAACP to call Reagan “basically a reactionary and racist,” for the executive director of the American Civil Liberties Union, Ira Glasser, to call Assistant Attorney General William Bradford Reynolds “the moral equivalent of those Southern segregationists of a generation ago standing in the schoolhouse door to defend segregation.” Liberals justified the harsh rhetoric by noting the attacks on the African American addiction to the “narcotic of dependency” by the head of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, Clarence Thomas, and attacks on affirmative action, a program precious to blacks, as a “legal, moral, and constitutional tragedy,” by Ed Meese, who in 1985 became the attorney general of the United States.

Unfurling an American Rainbow

Nevertheless, despite the headlines, the United States inched along toward “diversity.” Bill Cosby’s triumph projected onto the small screen a reality the rage upstaged. Cosby insisted that the Huxtables, deemed by the New York Times critic John J. O’Connor “the most popular family in the United States,” were no aberration. Blacks were entering the American middle class and joining important institutions. From 1970 to 1988 the percentage of black youths aged 18 to 24 going to college jumped from 16 to 21 percent, while the percentage of black high school dropouts dropped from 31 to 18 percent. The military emerged as perhaps America’s most colorblind institution, with 20 percent of the force, 30 percent of the army, and 10 percent of the officer corps being black. Black America’s health improved too, with life expectancy up by 5.6 years to 69.7 from 1970 to 1987, and the still-too-high infant mortality rate dropping from 32.6 deaths per thousand in 1970 to 18 per thousand in 1986.

In Washington, the Reagan administration often found its actions belying its leader’s own rhetoric. In May 1985 the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights condemned the “sexist” language in the course catalogue of the University of California, Berkley, pointing to such words as “mankind,” “manpower,” “manmade,” and “grantsmanship.” While Reaganites could dismiss such untrammeled political correctness as proof of many civil servants’ leftward tilt, it also reflected the entrenchment of a new sensibility throughout the bureaucracy. Moreover, the president did not issue any anti–affirmative action executive orders. He did not initiate any legislation protecting whites from “reverse discrimination.” He did not force his political appointees such as Clarence Thomas to rewrite the EEOC’s affirmative action guidelines And throughout this administration, the departments of Justice and Labor continued prosecuting affirmative action violations.

Even though the civil rights revolution seemed stalled, even though black-white relations bogged down over the abc’s of affirmative action, busing, and crime, the ideological revolution continued. Racism was no longer acceptable in public or in polite company. Polls showed that 98 percent of whites did not object to blacks living next door, 95 percent would not mind a black boss, 89 percent would use a black doctor, and 85 percent approved of their children hosting black playmates. Such dramatic attitude shifts would create a more open-minded, more civil, civic culture.

The success of immigrants, from a rainbow of countries, cultures, and races, further buoyed black success, as whites became accustomed to having colleagues of color. Venerable immigrant groups from Europe celebrated new superstars in the 1980s. When Reagan nominated Judge Antonin Scalia to the Supreme Court, ethnic pride eclipsed partisan identity for Mario Cuomo and many other Italian American Democrats. “Finalmente!” Cuomo exclaimed, “It’s about time.” New York’s governor explained: “I just visited Ellis Island where my immigrant mother landed. And now we have a Supreme Court justice who says, ‘My friends call me Nino.’”

The success of southern and eastern European immigrants, once dismissed as “swarthy,” “primitive,” “foreigners,” encouraged the stars of 1980s immigration, the Hispanics and Asians. Until 1960, 80 percent of American immigration came from Europe. Thanks to the 1965 Immigration Act, since 1960 about 80 percent came from non-European countries. From 1980 to 1993 the top five countries sending legal immigrants to the United States were Mexico, the Philippines, Vietnam, China and Taiwan, and Korea. From 1950 to 1990 the United States absorbed nearly 20 million legal immigrants, 8.3 million in the 1980s alone, one-third of America’s population growth. By 1990 foreign-born residents constituted 8 percent of the census, with Hispanic numbers increasing by more than 60 percent in the 1970s and 50 percent more in the 1980s. By 1995 there would be 27 million Hispanics, and by the early twenty-first century they would become America’s largest minority, outnumbering blacks. Optimists toasted this immigration for triggering economic growth and reaffirming America’s destiny. Tom Wolfe noted that to the immigrants “New York is what Rome was in the 17th century, what Paris was in the 18th and in the 19th. What London was in the 19th century, it is the city of ambition.”

“Our nation is a nation of immigrants,” Reagan proclaimed—articulating a once-heretical conception that had been injected into the American psyche. “More than any other country, our strength comes from our own immigrant heritage and our capacity to welcome those from other lands.” By the 1980s, this national self-image motivated a $162 million public-private initiative to restore Ellis Island, the gateway for eastern and southern European immigrants who were, a century later, bathed in nostalgia rather than awash in controversy.

However, Reagan added a warning: “No free and prosperous nation can by itself accommodate all those who seek a better life or flee per-secution.” Reagan was not just echoing the traditional American ambivalence mingling pride in immigrants’ contributions with fear of their strange ways. One 1980 campaign survey identified “illegal immigration” as the sixth most pressing campaign issue. Along with the steady influx of illegals from Mexico, on which California’s economy relied, waves of asylum seekers from Cuba and Haiti overwhelmed the East Coast. In 1980 the chaos of Fidel Castro’s mischievous Mariel boat-lift of 125,000 Cubans, many released from jails or mental hospitals, weakened President Carter and helped unseat Arkansas’s boy wonder, Governor Bill Clinton, albeit temporarily.

The language of middle-class resentment on this issue often echoed the language about crime in Canarsie and the “middle Americas.” Illegal immigration also fed fears of social disintegration, government impotence, and middle-class abandonment. The already sobering figure of 1.5 to 3.5 million illegals often ended up exaggerated to 8 million. Economic insecurity intensified the social insecurity. Raymond Marshall, Carter’s secretary of labor, estimated in 1979 that “unemployment would be decreased from 6 to 4 percent if half the jobs held by illegals were taken by natives.” In 1980, 91 percent of Americans wanted “an all-out effort against illegal entry into the US.”

Even though the multiracial immigration made Americans more tolerant, some blacks resented the immigrants’ success. In turn, immigrants, living cheek-by-jowl with blacks and suffering from too many street crimes, often stereotyped blacks as lazy and violent. These festering hatreds would explode in the Los Angles riots during the Bush administration, when angry blacks targeted Korean businesses.

As usual, when faced with a difficult political issue that was not one of his priorities, Reagan ducked. Mimicking his predecessor, Reagan deputized a Presidential Task Force on Immigration and Refugee Policy. Ultimately, the 1986 legislation offering some amnesty while also toughening standards against future hiring of illegals barely had Reagan’s fingerprints on it. In an era of supposedly vigorous presidential leadership, Reagan gladly deferred to Senator Alan Simpson and Congressman Lee Mazzoli in passing the Simpson-Mazzoli Act. As James Baker and Ed Meese noted in a 1981 memo, “Immigration is no win.”

Cosby’s Cozy Cocoon

The Cosby Show’s cozy cocoon overlooked fights over illegal immigrants, crime, or even racism. Brandon Tartikoff, NBC’s programming whiz, conceived of the show when his baby kept him up late one night and he saw Bill Cosby guest hosting The Tonight Show. Born in Philadelphia in 1937, in 1965 Cosby became the first black performer starring in a regular dramatic TV series, I Spy, which aired through 1968. His cartoon Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids charmed children from 1972 through 1984. By the mid-1980s a new generation met Cosby as the genial, rubber-faced pitchman for Jello, Coca-Cola, and other all-American products. He was earning ten million dollars a year and already enjoyed a remarkable popularity that by 1985 would give him the decade’s highest Q rating, an industry standard used to assess a performer’s “likeability.” Nevertheless, when he pitched another Bill Cosby show to ABC, the network passed. Even Tartikoff faced resistance at NBC. “Anyone hearing that the sitcom was supposed to be dead, and suddenly, man, here’s Bill Cosby wanting to do one with an all-black cast, had to say: ‘Wrong time, wrong color,’” Cosby later recalled.

The series premiered on September 20, 1984. America’s most popular show from 1985 through 1990, it entertained nearly sixty-three million viewers weekly just “before the demographically divvied, zillion-channel cable universe arrived.” Entertainment Weekly would call Cosby “the last show everyone watched.”

Inevitably, some critics found the show cloying and others condemned it for idealizing African American life. “Leave it to Beaver in Blackface,” New York magazine sneered. The Village Voice sniped that Cosby “no longer qualifies as black enough to be an Uncle Tom.”

“Does it mean only white people have a lock on living together in a home where the father is a doctor and the mother a lawyer and the children are constantly being told to study by their parents?” Cosby bristled. The Cosby juggernaut, the show, its spinoffs, and its multimedia product tie-ins such as Cosby’s book Fatherhood—which sold 2.4 million hard-cover copies in 1986—transcended race without ignoring it. “This show gives the other side of the black experience. There are a lot of black middle-class families like this one,” said Dr. Alvin Pouissaint of Harvard Medical School, who vetted the scripts to remove any negative stereotyping. In the spirit of Martin Luther King, Jr., Cosby’s TV family embraced its African American identity while being deeply American too.

The Celebrity Celebration: Selflessness and Self-Promotion

In using his television show to advance his vision of what America should be, Bill Cosby asserted his prerogatives as a celebrity, when such prerogatives were expanding exponentially. In the 1970s savvy marketers at Time, Inc., expanded their one-page “People” section into a magazine. By 1985 the celebrity celebration had generated a host of gossipy television shows that fed a growing American appetite for the scoop on Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. Celebrities used these outlets, from Entertainment Tonight to Us, to market their movies, advance their careers, and champion pet causes, just as Ronald Reagan used his celebrity standing to transcend partisanship.

The celebrity stratosphere blurred self-righteousness and self-aggrandizement, selflessness and self-promotion. Even when these stars did good works, most did their charity work flamboyantly, conspicuously. On July 13, 1985, 1.9 billion viewers from 152 countries watched the rock and roll aristocracy’s attempt to save the world.

In December 1984 Bob Geldof of The Boomtown Rats had organized some British stars to fight famine in Ethiopia. The song “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” sold three million copies and raised eleven million dollars. In the United States the singer Harry Belafonte assembled some black musicians to raise money for Africa. A producer, Ken Kragen, broadened the project, calling it “Live Aid.” On January 28, 1985, the night of the American Music Awards, Quincy Jones produced a song Lionel Ritchie and Michael Jackson wrote. “There comes a time when we heed a certain call,” Ritchie began, who was then joined by Motown’s Stevie Wonder to sing, “When the world must come together as one.” Solos by Paul Simon, Kenny Rogers, James Ingram, Tina Turner, Billy Joel, Dionne Warwick, Willie Nelson, Al Jurreau, Bruce Springsteen, Kenny Loggins, Diana Ross, Steve Perry, Daryl Hall, Cyndi Lauper, Kim Carnes, and Huey Lewis represented pop music’s diverse sounds. “We are the world, we are the children, We are the ones who make a brighter day so let’s start giving” the chorus belted out, which also included Dan Akroyd, Bob Dylan, Ray Charles, Bette Midler, and five more Jacksons.

“We Are the World” topped the charts by the spring and won top Grammy Awards. The popular video challenged viewers to identify the famous in a rhythmically bobbing sea of famous faces and charmed viewers with the seemingly spontaneous, “private” glances, handclasps, and hugs these pop music demigods exchanged with the cameras rolling. The summer concert built on this megawatt munificence, with pop greats performing in London and in Philadelphia for sixteen hours.

The slickly produced show, flush with four million dollars in corporate sponsorships, and a high-tech 1980s’ sensibility, aspired to resurrect the 1960s’ now-mythic spirit. “In the ’80s, which is a barren era, we look back at the ’60s as a great reservoir of talent, of high ideals, and of the will and desire to change things,” U2’s Bono would say. The Philadelphia show began with the folk icon Joan Baez weaving the sixties into the eighties, saying: “Good morning, children of the ’80s. This is your Woodstock and it’s long overdue.” Fourteen hours later, Bob Dylan sang “Blowin’ in the Wind,” followed by a “We Are the World” sing-a-long uniting the celebrities and the little people in song.

“I’m glad to be helping the hungry and having a good time” twenty-two-year-old Kim Kates of Philadelphia told a reporter. Phone lines jammed. Profits would eventually top seventy million dollars. The initiative inspired many imitators, including Willie Nelson’s “Farm Aid” and “Hands Across America.” In May 1986 Bill Cosby, Pete Rose, and Kenny Rogers chaired this Coca Cola–sponsored venture to raise money for America’s homeless by enlisting five million people, along with the requisite cadre of celebrities, to create a human chain coastto-coast. Such efforts were a far cry from 1960s’ activism at its best, reflecting instead the activist veneers slapped on so many of that decades’ trends. These initiatives were more acts of consumption, moments of entertainment, and genuflections at the altar of celebrity worship, with a dash of social consciousness added for effect.

The billions of dollars rock stars earned dwarfed the millions charities received. The music business was booming. Sales in 1983 of $3.77 billion climbed to $4.65 billion by 1986, powered by technological innovations such as the compact disc, the music video, and the Sony Walkman, which sold twelve million personal headsets within four years. In 1984 alone, Michael Jackson earned thirty million dollars from record sales and another fifty million from tie-ins. These initiatives seemed like yet another Reagan-like Band-Aid on problems. “We can end hunger,” one Live Aid ad claimed. Yet the problems persisted and the flashes of paint-by-numbers rock and roll activism dissipated energy and created artificial feelings of self-satisfaction that squelched more serious initiatives.

When they were not posing as social activists, celebrities loved posing as social critics. In 1985 Dire Straits sold a working-class critique of the rock star’s lifestyle: “Money for nothin’ and chicks for free.” Giving voice to blue-collar resentments of these overpaid drag queens “with the earring and the makeup,” the chorus of the song went, “We gotta install microwave ovens. … We gotta move these color TV’s.”

Such arch self-criticism better reflected the 1980s’ celebrity spirit than “We Are the World’s” politicized self-righteousness. This was the heyday of David Letterman, the un-Carson. Letterman, who like Reagan and Johnny Carson hailed from the Midwest, used his native region’s earnestness as the launching pad for his late-night, post–Tonight Show gimmicks. Letterman’s world was a wacky, media-savvy, self-referential world that entertained on TV by mocking TV while assuming intimate knowledge of TV. Thus the “Pet Tricks” were “stupid”—though entertaining and skillful—and the celebrity interviews often prickly—while still feeding the cult of celebrity. Late Night with David Letterman premiered in February 1982. Two decades later, Letterman and his manic tricks, mischievous humor, and celebrity obsession were show-business standards.

With half a century’s experience in the public eye, Ronald Reagan was practiced in the ways of celebrity. This private, remote man knew how to appear more open and accessible than he was. He and his wife Nancy knew how to give the public carefully stage-managed 1950s’style glimpses into their private life. Americans enjoyed “Ronnie’s” penchant for jelly beans, his love of the ranch, his happy marriage, even as friends and associates remained mystified by the real man hiding behind the warm eyes and the broad smile.

The Reagan children approached their inherited celebrity status more aggressively and acted more candidly, 1980s’-style. The children from Reagan’s first marriage, Maureen and Michael, feuded publicly with Nancy Reagan. Ron Reagan, Jr., exploited his status as First Son, starring in an American Express commercial and opening Saturday Night Live with an acrobatic dance number in his underwear inspired by Tom Cruise’s career-making parents-are-not-home Risky Business boogie. In 1985 Patti Davis worked on a thinly disguised novel, Home Front, about the neglected daughter of a distracted governor and his ambitious wife. Surprisingly, when published in 1986, the novel humiliated the Reagans but had little effect on their public standing. Celebrities, after all, lived in an alternative universe following their own rules where the only truly great shame was being ignored.

In a world of ever collapsing categories, Reagan’s Celebrity Presidency used the elixir of fame to help politics and showbiz converge. He spoke to Americans in the language of popular culture, strutting before the cameras at his ranch like the Marlboro Man, hosting Michael Jackson at the White House, invoking Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry character by daring congressional tax increasers to “Go ahead and make my day,” and joking—before an open microphone after Arab terrorists hijacked a TWA jet—“Boy, after seeing Rambo last night, I know what to do the next time this happens.” Seeking to cash in on this merging of popular and political culture, the failed vice-presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro reportedly charged half a million dollars in 1985 to star in Pepsi commercials, which began with the camera’s gaze lingering rather inappropriately on her legs.

The celebrity world transcended boundaries. As long as you were famous, it did not matter if you were a rock star or a senator, black or white. In the land of the paparazzi, traditional boundaries were often violated, in dress, in decor, and in behavior, sexual and otherwise.

Thrillers: Blurring Black and White, Gay and Straight

If Ronald Reagan used his celebrity to blur the lines between showmanship and leadership, if Bill Cosby used his celebrity to suggest that proud blacks could “live white,” Michael Jackson used his celebrity to blur the lines between black and white, and between gay and straight. Jackson grew up in the public eye as the soprano of the Motown powerhouse, the Jackson Five. The group sold over one hundred million records and inspired a Saturday morning cartoon. In the 1970s Jackson thrived as a solo artist too.

Jackson was a great dancer and a superb businessman. Jackson choreographed the release of his 1982 album Thriller to undermine what the Washington Post called “the cultural apartheid of MTV and pop radio.” Rock and roll had become resegregated since the days of Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley, and Little Richard. MTV was overwhelmingly white. On radio, rock and roll was usually white; R and B, rhythm and blues, usually black. For three weeks running in October 1982, and for the first time since the pre–rock and roll era, no records by any black singers made the Top 20 charts for singles or albums. Jackson’s enticing rhythms defied pigeonholing and had great crossover appeal. Still, to lessen the gap when marketing Thriller, Jackson first released “This Girl Is Mine,” a playful duet with Paul McCartney. This pairing created “a Trojan horse to force white radio’s hand,” Steve Greenberg, a record producer, notes. Jackson paved the way for other crossover hits such as Eddy Grant’s “Electric Avenue” and Donna Summer’s “She Works Hard for the Money.” Building “Michaelmania,” Jackson would market the usual T-shirts, posters, and buttons, a million-dollar memoir—at the age of twenty-five—edited by Jacqueline Onassis, and an eleven-inch doll, with Jackson in the Thriller outfit easily posed in his more famous dance steps.

Thriller was the fastest selling album ever, selling forty million copies. “Michael Jackson is mass culture, not pop culture—he appeals to everyone,” said a radio program director. Time declared Jackson “the biggest thing since the Beatles.”

In typical 1980s’ style, Thriller’s marketing included a $1.1 million, thirteen-minute video. In one of the era’s most culturally powerful and technically sophisticated images, Jackson morphs into a monster. Here was an American icon, transforming himself from an inspiring symbol of how far a black man could go into the hateful stereotype of the black man as monster, as sexual predator.

By 1985 Jackson, in his late twenties, still seemed frozen in childhood. His friendships with older women, especially Elizabeth Taylor and Diana Ross, along with his smooth skin and high-pitched voice, generated this sense of sexual ambiguity. “I’m not like other guys,” Jackson would tell his girlfriend in Thriller. “I mean I’m different.” Beyond the androgyny, Michael Jackson seemed to be getting “whiter”—his skin was getting lighter, his nose getting smaller. By 1987 many in the record business wondered, “What’s that guy done to his face!”

Yet while Jackson seemed neither black nor white, there was something intensely racial about his persona, just as while appearing neither gay nor straight, there was something smolderingly sexual about him. “The time is right for Michael Jackson, because American culture has gotten better at handling sex and playing with gender roles,” Professor Marshall Berman observed.

Jackson’s more aesthetically provocative rival, Prince, also challenged racial and sexual barriers by blurring them. Both Jackson and Prince fed the escapism central to the 1980s, although Prince sounded angrier and nihilistic. “If I gotta die,” Prince sang in “1999,” “I’m gonna listen to / My body tonight.” Prince’s Armageddon-welcoming Purple Rain, a Boston Phoenix critic wrote, “mirrors the current generation, which indulges itself because it fears it’s doomed to extinction.”

Jackson’s and Prince’s game-playing fascinated a society that was increasingly obsessed with sexuality—and confused about it. Here, too, the eighties witnessed a great reconciliation. The sexual revolution went mainstream along with feminism, environmentalism, and other 1960s’ and 1970s’ innovations. The backlash against the 1970s’ worst indulgences did not restore parietals, even though some rediscovered the old-fashioned virtues Reagan praised but did not necessarily follow. In the eighties the aggressive marketing of sex became routine, and in advertising, movies, television, music, fashion, and conversation, American culture became increasingly explicit. Egged on by popular culture, millions chose to be sexual pioneers, indulging in more creative and more frequent sexual behaviors more publicly, more promiscuously, at a younger age than their parents had, even as President Reagan pined for the old-style “Hollywood when actors kept their clothes on.”

“It’s a guy, it’s a girl—IT’S BOY GEORGE!” People would exclaim. “Joke, freak or pop genius,” People said, “kids are getting his message.” Dripping mascara and oozing attitude, Boy George reveled in his excesses. The British singer’s group Culture Club was one of many 1980s acts that exploited the MTV-induced demand for striking visuals to accompany the songs as well as the relaxed social mores that usually translated into consumption choices for America’s youth.

In July 1984 Boy George debated the merits of androgyny with the Reverend Jerry Falwell on CBS’s Face the Nation. The clash between the drag queen and the minister on TV’s premier news network while David Brinkley appraised the Supreme Court on ABC’s rival Sunday morning show offended many—marking the kind of boundary breakdown that defined the times. All this “gender blending” and cultural syncretism was neither as innocuous as Boy George claimed nor as threatening as Jerry Falwell feared. The celebrity outlaws advanced the social revolution rooted in the 1960s that took off in the 1970s. The ever-escalating spiral of syncretism was part of a media-fed compulsion toward spectacle. These celebrities challenged traditional social boundaries and protocols, to assert their individuality, not to change the world. They championed inversions, crossed wires, mixed styles. Rock stars reveled in the violation of taboos, boldly singing “Let’s Go to Bed,” and “I Want Your Sex” and watching as their devoted fans, dressed like them, smeared lipstick or rouge as they did, coiffed their hair as they did, and yearned to match their seemingly prodigious sexual appetites.

Female soloists also were crossing boundaries of taste, fashion, and behavior. In November 1984, having sold two million copies of her second album, Like a Virgin, in one month, Madonna emerged as the 1980s’ dominant female star. This Catholic schoolgirl from Detroit, born Madonna Louise Ciccone, was flamboyant, iconoclastic, and primal. Sporting a crucifix and a peace-sign, she disdained 1950s’-style false modesty. “I always thought of myself as a star … ,” she said in 1986, “maybe I wanted to live up to my name.”

Madonna and another leading female soloist, Cyndi Lauper, improvised a unique, clashing, mishmash, bag lady look that combined frilly femininity with raw sexuality. Lauper started with a 1950s’ bobby-soxer look—white wool sweater, long black skirt, ankle-length socks, two-tone shoes, and those pointy cat’s eyes sunglasses the eighties’ yuppies’ parents had worn. A second layer of odds and ends—a too-busy blouse, a garter around one ankle, half a dozen bracelets and spangles, fingerless lace gloves, an eight-inch-long right earring that looked like half a dozen rainbow fish lures strung together, and a velvet beret coyly hanging off the right side of her head—added a jarring, subversive, trashy yet sexy look. Similarly, Madonna would begin with a virginal lavender hair bow, a delicate lace blouse with a flower motif, and a crucifix. But she cut the blouse to reveal her midriff, her black bikini bra, and the elastic to her fishnet underwear, with a strategic rip on the side. She added a half-dozen necklaces to accompany the crucifix, including a peace sign. Her super-red lips, her extra-dark eye shadow, her studded bracelets and belt, replete with the signature lacy, fingerless gloves, created a good-girl-gone-bad or “Madonna-whore” look.

Teenage girls prowled through thrift shops, seeking the right pair of fingerless gloves, studded bracelets that did not match their studded belts, and lacy garments that genuflected toward tradition while promising to break free. As Lauper, a gum-cracking kid with big hair from Richmond Hill, Queens, sang in 1983, “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” In January 1985 Ms. named Lauper one of the women of the year, “For taking feminism beyond conformity to individuality, rebellion and freedom.”

Madonna outdid Lauper. Madonna’s hit “Like a Virgin” testified to America’s ever-broadening universe of acceptable topics. “Material Girl” celebrated materialism, becoming a virtual anthem for the times—or the media’s perception of the times. “The boy with the cold hard cash is always Mister Right,” Madonna warbled.

In 1986 “Papa Don’t Preach” plunged Madonna into combat with feminists and moralists—which she relished. “Papa don’t preach, I’m in trouble deep,” she sang in her Catholic schoolkid voice, “But I made up my mind, I’m keeping my baby.” Driving the point home—and the stake further into the father’s heart—she repeated, “I’m gonna keep my baby.”

In a nation where one million teenage girls became pregnant annually, where millions more indulged in “risky” sexual behaviors, that anthem proved explosive. Alfred Moran, the executive director of Planned Parenthood in New York City, noted the many young women flooding his clinics, sporting fingerless lace gloves and rosaries around their necks. Planned Parenthood planned a campaign “Be Smart about Sex” with a “Smart Sex Rap” from LL Cool J. But rappers chanting “This is LL Cool J and Cut Creator / Telling you what happens nine months later” was not as effective as Madonna’s more independent and coquettish voice.

While earning millions and taking themselves seriously, celebrities echoed the entertainment industry line that their products did not shape individual behavior or social trends. “She’s singing a song, not taking a stand,” Madonna’s spokeswoman insisted. Madonna knew she was releasing “a message song that everyone is going to take in the wrong way.” She had predicted that she would be accused of “advising every young girl to out and get pregnant.” Instead, revealing her belief that the song did have a message, Madonna said that “Poppa Don’t Preach” was about a girl “who is making a major decision in her life. To me, it’s a celebration of life.”

Madonna expanded her celebrity power by acting in artsy films such as Desperately Seeking Susan. Her enduring celebrity, along with her omnivorous sexuality, made her a powerful cultural force. In an era worshiping power, Madonna, Lauper, and other pop stars represented a popular form of girl power or Madonna feminism. “She stands for people being who they are and not having to apologize,” one of Cyndi Lauper’s managers said of her boss.

Ronald Reagan was fashionably unfashionable, proud of being out of sync with many of these social trends. Reagan opposed “the movement to abolish or lessen the present laws concerning sexual conduct.” Blurring “hedonism” and humanism—as he rejected both—Reagan believed “this nation must have a spiritual rebirth, a rededication to the moral precepts which guided us for so much of our past, and have such a rebirth very soon.” In this charged, changing, and confusing environment, it was not surprising that two of the 1980s’ most intractable political issues concerned sex. Even though the Supreme Court in 1973 had validated a woman’s right to choose, the abortion issue persisted. It sat at the intersection of changing attitudes about feminism, femininity, morality, and sexuality. Similarly, the question of gay liberation, which was posed dramatically during the 1969 Stonewall rebellion, refused to go away.

Sex = Death: The 1960s’ Sensibility vs. the 1980s’ Reality

One of the 1960s’ more unexpected legacies, the gay liberation movement, grew throughout the 1970s. The movement’s flashpoint remained the Stonewall riot of June 27, 1969, when angry patrons resisted a police crackdown at the Stonewall Inn, a Greenwich Village homosexual hot spot. Even as the sixties’ consciousness faded, the gay liberation agenda advanced. The rights revolution helped, with gays turning to the courts and toward what one activist called “the most powerful closet we have, the voting booth.” The “unmeltable ethnics” movement also helped, with gay power joining black power, Polish power, Irish power as a valid claim for group identity. But what helped most was the sexual revolution, with its assault on social constraints and internal restraints and its reassessment of traditional notions regarding family, sexuality, and sex roles.

Culturally, the late 1970s’ disco craze helped mainstream homosexuality while caricaturing it, epitomized by the Village People’s campy antics. This gay ensemble celebrated a gay sensibility as part of the continuing youth rebellion against fifties’ conventionality. By the 1980s, while gay bashing persisted, gays and lesbians were developing some political and social cachet, especially in New York and California. In 1980 Senator Edward Kennedy appealed for gay support. “What do I call you?” Camelot’s heir asked a young activist, Bill Kaus. “Is it just gay? Or lesbians and gays? Or gay men and gay women?”

San Francisco emerged as the gay Mecca, open, proud, and loud, with thousands flocking there to forge new identities. In New York City, gays focused more on personal than political liberation. Both communities championed promiscuity and hedonism. “The belief that was handed to me was that sex was liberating and more sex was more liberating,” Michael Callen, 28, told Newsweek in 1983. “[Being gay] was tied to the right to have sex.”

A hundred-million-dollar bathhouse and sex club industry developed. These pleasure palaces were the gay revolution’s temples. Bathhouse patrons averaged 2.7 sexual contacts a night and had a 33 percent chance of contracting syphilis or gonorrhea. In the clubs, disco music blared, beer flowed, drugs abounded, and the “acrid smell” of nitrite inhalants hovered, as patrons coupled and uncoupled in a mad, acrobatic rush for ecstasy.

Within a few years, the hospice would compete with the bathhouse as the gay haven. One of the great terrors of the time, AIDS, overshadowed the growing debate about gays. In the early 1980s researchers discovered an inexplicable but lethal blood disease among homosexuals averaging one thousand different sexual partners. They first identified the disease as “GRIDS” for Gay Related Immune Deficiency Syndrome, then the “Gay Plague.” A federal conference in July 1982 sanitized the title and settled on Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. By 1985 “AIDS” was on everyone’s lips, a mysterious plague that turned the great, guilt-free, supposedly consequence-free act of the 1960s and 1970s, having sex, into a risky behavior linked with the deaths of thousands of young, vital men.

Long before AIDS emerged, many guilt-ridden Americans feared the sexual revolution would take its toll. In 1982 the plague of the year was herpes. Rolling Stone’s annual roundup eerily foreshadowed the conventional wisdom in the world of AIDS, suggesting that “In 1982 … sex made you sick.”

The AIDS issue was particularly murky. For some, the fears of disease reinforced their disdain for homosexuality. “The poor homosexuals—they have declared war upon nature, and now nature is exacting an awful retribution,” the conservative commentator Pat Buchanan thundered. Yet with the clarity terror can impose, the gay community galvanized and gay individuals were emboldened. “I haven’t experienced this kind of caring since the early days of gay liberation,” said the founder of Wipe Out AIDS.

For all, the complicated debate ensued amid ambivalent attitudes, scientific confusion, hysterical headlines, and heartbreaking scenes of young men withering away. While Monday morning quarterbacking would fault the “homophobia” of the press and the Reagan administration for responding slowly, gays themselves reacted slowly and often resisted the public health measures and private precautions required. AIDS warnings contradicted the liberationist agenda. Influential bathhouse owners branded safe sex advocates as “sexual Nazis.” A leader of the San Francisco gay parade snapped: “I didn’t become a homosexual so I could use condoms.”

Randy Shilts, whose coverage in the San Francisco Chronicle and 1987 best-seller And the Band Played On enlightened Americans about the plague, coined the term “AIDSpeak” to describe the miasma of denial, political correctness, and bureaucratese that prevented effective action. AIDSpeak denied that sex was at the heart of gay liberation, unless anyone suggested limits on gay sex, just as it insisted that AIDS was not a gay problem, even though most victims were gay men.

Initially most reporters avoided such a contentious story requiring such explicit discussion of sexual practices. The claim that AIDS threatened everyone, however, emerged as a top news story. Reporters terrified readers by profiling the few white women stricken, young hemophiliacs like Ryan White, or other “innocents.” The message was clear. As Life’s July 1985 cover warned, with photos of a young woman, a soldier, a family: “Now No One Is Safe from AIDS.”

AIDS terrified a sexually active nation. “God, I wish I could have just one lunch in the Russian Tea Room where we talk about something else besides AIDS. Herpes, maybe,” said a female show business executive in her twenties. “The day of the one-night stand is over,” said Weston Reese, the thirty-two-year-old director of tennis at the San Francisco Tennis Club. This stark new equation of “sex equals death” pitted 1970s’ sensibilities against 1980s’ realities. In retreating from risky promiscuous behaviors, many Americans rediscovered traditional morality. College students spoke about “monogamy” as if it were a new invention.

While AIDS scared people about sex, it furthered the sexual revolution. Many gays became more open about their lifestyles, and many heterosexuals became more aware of gays around them. Cheering the many activists flinging open closet doors, Jeff Levi of the National Gay Task Force said, “When it’s life or death, it’s worth risking your job.” The politics of AIDS injected many sexual words, issues, and dilemmas into mainstream society with debates about blood testing in the military, the dangers facing medical personnel, and the ethics of reporting sexually transmitted diseases confidentially. People joked about a six-year-old boy overhearing his parents talk about finding a condom on the patio, looking confused, and asking, “what’s a patio?” A new world of cotton swabs and rubber gloves in schools, of face masks and rubber gloves among dentists and hygienists, of disposable needles and rubber gloves in hospitals testified to the fears spreading regarding this seemingly unconquerable killer.

The gay community suffered—and changed—the most. A culture of mourning developed. Death haunted the work of many gay artists, as in Stephen Sondheim’s 1987 musical Into the Woods, a brooding, fractured fairy tale where the Baker’s Wife had sex, then died. “Wake up,” the Witch chides the Baker. “People are dying all around you.” More directly, beginning in 1985, AIDS-related movies, TV specials, art works, plays, and novels challenged the rest of the nation to examine gay life and AIDS-related deaths. Larry Kramer’s angry The Normal Heart premiered on Broadway to great critical acclaim. NBC’s An Early Frost, starring Aidan Quinn as an AIDS victim trying to reconcile with his father, played by Ben Gazzara, was surprisingly popular. AIDS gained further credibility as a worthy cause when Dionne Warwick, Stevie Wonder, Gladys Knight, and Elton John sang “That’s What Friends Are For.”

The public felt the impact through losses too. Experts estimated that at least 13 percent of AIDS patients in New York were from the arts community. In June 1987 Beverly Sills of the New York Opera identified two dozen singers, musicians, and staffers associated with the company who had died of AIDS.

If the abortion issue, ultimately, rested on the impossibility of compromising between a prolife and prochoice stance, the politics of AIDS rested on the possibility of a cure. AIDS activists wanted a flood of federal money to make this disease as treatable as polio. But President Reagan was slow to address the issue. Only in 1985, when his friend Rock Hudson died of AIDS, did the president notice.

Gradually, many heterosexuals had “aha” moments, when they realized the epidemic’s human toll. “I’ve been sticking my own personal head in the sand, but I just had a homosexual friend tell me he has buried twelve friends,” the Screen Actors Guild president Ed Asner reported. Looking back, Hudson’s death would be the collective “aha.” Even though six thousand had already died, and at least twelve thousand more were sick, until Hudson succumbed no reporters asked Reagan any question at any presidential news conferences about AIDS. The annual Associated Press poll of editors and broadcasters did not rank AIDS as one of the year’s ten most important stories until Hudson’s death.

Ronald Reagan took what would later be called a “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach toward homosexuality. Coming from Hollywood, he had more exposure to gays than most of his conservative peers. In California he opposed a ballot initiative that would have discriminated against homosexual teachers, and in Washington he did not react publicly when Nancy hosted her gay decorator and his lover overnight in the White House. Still, he bristled when the 1984 Democratic platform championed gay rights. “I’m not one to suggest those people should be persecuted in any way,” he told one friend, “but they are demanding recognition and approval of their lifestyle and no one has a right to demand that.” Similarly, Reagan would be most comfortable calling for abstinence to prevent the spread of AIDS, and for scientific breakthroughs to cure the disease, but he would not champion “safe sex.”

In the six months after Hudson’s diagnosis, AIDS stories in the print media tripled. Federal funding began to flow, with the $103 million appropriated in 1984 eventually doubling to $205 million in 1985 and $508 million in 1986. By comparison, the 1986 budget for the entire National Cancer Institute was $1.21 billion. Overall, the government would spend at least $5.727 billion on AIDS research, education, and treatment under Ronald Reagan. By 1996 researchers found that effective lobbying secured “disproportionate” federal funding for AIDS, along with breast cancer, diabetes mellitus, and dementia.

The money facilitated a dramatic quest for pharmaceutical strategies to manage the scourge, as well as a change in public opinion. In the four years after researchers finally identified the HIV virus in 1983, “more progress and money was spent on understanding this virus, both sequencing its genes and understanding their functions than any other organism in the history of human medicine,” Julian Adams would recall. An inventor of Neviripane, one of the drugs in the pharmaceutical “cocktail” that tamed AIDS, seemingly miraculously, Dr. Adams said: “This is the most extraordinary effort the pharma and biotech industries have ever mounted and succeeded at.”

Still, public perspectives remained distorted. When Rock Hudson died in October 1985, USA Today’s editorial said, “With Hudson’s death, many of us are realizing that AIDS is not a ‘gay plague’ but everybody’s problem.” Yet Hudson was gay. It was a fitting symbol of the times—only the death of a celebrity from a disease that was killing thousands of ordinary people prompted the extraordinary effort to go beyond the conventional paradigm that said gays brought the disease on themselves and to mobilize the resources to combat it. And even then the narrative was tailored to protect Americans from confronting the most complex questions about gay life and homophobia in the United States. These, alas, were the realities in Reagan’s America—rather than Cosby’s idyllic Brooklyn or Queens.

The defeat of economic inflation during Ronald Reagan’s watch was a great success. The impact of the rhetorical inflation of Ronald Reagan’s Celebrity Presidency was more ambiguous. While Reagan’s patriotic rhetoric helped Main Street America feel good, the polarizing rhetoric around charged issues such as racism and AIDS did much harm, obscuring much good. With the attorney general denouncing affirmative action as a tragedy and the head of the American Civil Liberties Union conjuring up visions of Selma, with AIDS activists accusing the Reagan administration of complicity in a gay genocide and fundamentalists transforming a medical problem into God’s vengeance on the Sodomites, it was hard sometimes to hear the warm, rousing, interracial chorus of “We Are the World”; it was hard to see the medical miracles and interracial advances, the economic boom and the technological betterments, the syntheses and synergies that were making “a better day” for “you and me.”


1986

Wall Street

The Wild, Wild East and the Reagan Money Culture

The magic of opportunity—unreserved, unfailing, unrestrained—isn’t this the calling that unites us?
RONALD REAGAN, STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS, 1986

Ronald Reagan wanted to free Americans from big government’s grip, to liberate America’s capitalist spirit. By repeating his antistatist, pro-capitalist mantra obsessively, he made the Reagan boom a celebration of free enterprise, a vindication of his philosophy. Yet even while unleashing many Americans’ inner capitalist, Reagan echoed America’s traditional ambivalence about excess. He often affirmed “the great civilized truths—values of family, work, neighborhood, and religion.”

Alas, with the president, as with the nation, consumerism’s seductive force overran the rhetorical obeisance to morality or a traditional way of life. As a result, Reaganite values-talk often functioned as a posture, a noble façade that eased the mad rush toward materialism. In Reagan’s America, most were not yet ready to yell “Show me the money”—as they would in Clinton’s America, echoing a line from the 1996 Tom Cruise film Jerry Maguire. But Americans were sufficiently dazzled by dollars to chase after the gold, then ease their guilt with the occasional presidential sermon or a strategic securities-fraud prosecution. That ambivalence, that hypocrisy, would shape the national love-hate relationship with the nation’s financial capital, Wall Street.

In the 1980s Wall Street was no longer a clubby bastion of well-bred, martini-drinking WASPs in gray-flannel suits. “I look for PSD degrees” when hiring, said Alan “Ace” Greenberg of Bear Stearns, “Poor, Smart, and a deep Desire to be rich.” Wall Street was hopping, populated with high-flying, scotch-drinking, merger-making, bond-trading, super-rich cowboys. Red suspenders, power ties—bright yellow, of course—two-toned blue shirts with white collars—these fashion accents radiated confidence, authority, wealth, and clout. Wall Street had zip, glitz, pizzazz, and the power to make poor boys millionaires while ravaging billion-dollar companies. MBAs who once disdained investment banks as too buttoned-down in style and too fill-in-the-blanks in sensibility now begged for posts on the cutting edge of corporate finance.

“The investment banker was a breed apart, a member of a master race of deal makers,” Michael Lewis would write in his 1989 Wall Street memoir, Liar’s Poker. “He possessed a vast, almost unimaginable talent and ambition. … He had two little red sports cars yet wanted four. To get them, he was, for a man in a suit, surprisingly willing to cause trouble.” Working at Salomon Brothers plunged Lewis into “a modern gold rush. Never before have so many unskilled twenty-four-year-olds made so much money in so little time as we did this decade in New York and London.”

By 1986 another, less appealing, image rested beside the glamorized portrait of the Wall Street honcho. It was of the stock manipulator doing the “perp walk,” slinking out of plush corporate offices in handcuffs, wincing at the pop-pop-pop of photographers, and sinking into a well-earned nightmare of publicity, trials, bankruptcy, and jail. Gorging on the details in their newspapers, Americans were fascinated by the lifestyles of the rich and now infamous, vicariously living the life these people were about to lose.

Five-hundred-dollar-an-hour pinstriped mouthpieces insisted that their clients were scapegoats, that the government was criminalizing innocent conversations and prosecuting people for being creative and successful. At the other extreme, in his exposé, Den of Thieves, James B. Stewart labeled the junk-bond scandals “the greatest criminal conspiracy the financial world has ever known.” Stewart claimed the Wall Street brigands destroyed blue-chip companies such as General Foods, looting and crippling stalwarts such as Union Carbide: “Thousands of workers lost their jobs, companies loaded up with debt to pay for the deals, profits were sacrificed to pay interest costs on the borrowings.” Resurrecting the muckrakers’ tradition from an earlier Gilded Age, coloring reportage with moral outrage, Stewart proclaimed: “Violations of the securities laws are not victimless crimes. … We are all victims.”

The story of the new Gilded Age, the Greed Decade, was a classic American tale, reflecting the era but shaped by tropes echoing throughout American history. It would be celebrated in the aesthetic of the time—the gleaming chrome and glass multimillion-dollar skyscrapers Donald Trump and others built, the shimmering silvery sheen of a thousand-dollar Don Johnson Miami Vice suit, the shining steel surface and sharp curves of a $245 CD player, the alluring deep blue and lightweight design of $40 Calvin Klein jeans, the sparkling white Ralph Lauren sheets evoking just a hint of British aristocracy in average Americans’ homes. It would be embedded in the ethics of the time—the go-for-it-with-gusto Reaganite ethos that enabled corporate CEOs to compensate themselves magnificently, encouraged Wall Street raiders to dismantle companies systematically, and emboldened millions of city dwellers to step over thousands of homeless fellow citizens silently. It would be denigrated in the literature of the time, with titles excoriating the Predator’s Ball, the Barbarians at the Gate, the Bonfire of the Vanities. The rise of the Wall Street “Master of the Universe”—in Tom Wolfe’s apt phrase—was rooted in corporate America’s own restoration, after the 1970s’ stagflation. The fall of the Wall Street shark—and many Americans’ delight in watching Ivan Boesky or Michael Milken crash—was rooted in guilt, in an enduring American ambivalence about money and power.

Abundance has been a central theme in American history. For what the historian David Potter called “the people of plenty,” the twentieth century certainly was the epoch of excess, the time when America became a prosperous, middle-class consumer society, and most could take their good fortune for granted. The economic historian Robert Fogel notes that in an earlier era, individuals worried about “food, clothing, and shelter, which used to constitute over 80 percent of the consumption of households. To be poor in the decades before World War I was to be deprived of these tangible essentials of life and to be vulnerable to disease and early death.” The country became so wealthy that even “the poverty line” by 1980 was “at a level of real income that was attained a century ago only by those in the top 10 percent of the income distribution.”

The 1980s was not the first prosperous decade, nor was Ronald Reagan the first presidential cheerleader for consumerism. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “fear of fear itself” warning and various New Deal initiatives including the National Recovery Administration sought to boost consumer confidence; three decades later, John and Jackie Kennedy set new standards for higher living at a time of growing prosperity. In the 1980s Americans were reaping the rewards of a forty-year post–World War II boom. Yet the cold war in the 1950s, the youth rebellion and new crime wave in the 1960s, the sixties hangover and inflation in the 1970s had distracted national attention away from most Americans’ new world of wealth. Just as the Gilded Age became a moment to notice—and fear—many of the nineteenth century’s miraculous transformations, the 1980s became a moment to confront forty years of boom times, a boom that shifted millions from working with their hands to working with their heads, from manhandling materials to manipulating symbols; a boom that shifted most people’s struggle from ensuring physical survival to seeking emotional, spiritual, psychological, and moral well-being. These changes occurred—and would be played out—with a media that was more aggressive, hysterical, lifestyle-oriented, and self-conscious. As a result, many Americans in the 1980s would wake up with exaggerated perceptions of nevertheless extraordinary social revolutions, facing the realities of modern—or dare we call it postmodern—life.

The Greatest Expansion in History

By most indicators, it was an amazing recovery, “the greatest economic expansion in history,” Reagan’s economics guru Martin Anderson insisted. Inflation declined and job creation soared. Interest rates dropped and the stock market boomed. Sixty months of uninterrupted growth from 1982 to 1987 produced twenty trillion dollars of new wealth. More than seventeen million new jobs would emerge during Reagan’s presidency, while European job growth stagnated. The new service economy’s “stunning” triumph added “$8,000 billion worth of new technology, 16,000 new shopping malls and three billion square feet of new office space (nearly as much again as existed in 1980),” according to the New York Times.

Cheerleaders toasting this greatest spurt of employment growth in American history celebrated Reaganesque deliverance from Carterite doom and gloom. Inflation dipped from double digits to about 4 percent a year. Securities deregulation creating discounted brokers’ fees propeled thousands of investors into the stock market; airline deregulation triggered fare wars and the development of no-frills air travel, with People’s Express crisscrossing the continent for $99 each way. Declining prices also lured consumers into buying new technologies, such as Apple’s magical MacIntosh computer, which debuted at $3,195 but within a year sold for $2,600, with $900 in additional hardware included.

“There’s visible, palpable daily evidence of stability,” President Reagan’s first chief economic adviser, Murray Weidenbaum, boasted. “The housewife goes into the supermarket and finds the price of milk is the same as last week and the week before.” After declining in the 1970s, real disposable income per person, the money remaining after taxes and inflation, rose by 2.5 percent in 1983, then 5.8 percent a year later. “Inflation’s decline—though orchestrated by Paul Volcker’s Federal Reserve—has been the greatest accomplishment of the Reagan years,” Newsweek’s Robert Samuelson rejoiced in April 1986.

Just as high inflation had sapped the nation’s morale, low inflation boosted it. Corporations and households benefited. Corporate investment in capital improvements jumped 20 percent in 1984 and as much as 10 percent the next year, accelerating modernization and especially computerization. The automobile industry invested $14.3 billion in new factories and high-tech equipment in 1985, nearly double 1979’s $8.3 billion investment. Businesses allocated 72 percent of their investments toward new equipment in 1985, a respectable leap from the mid-1970s’ 68 percent average.

Whodunit: Was It Reagan’s Recovery?

Clearly, Reagan had earned the bragging rights for the boom. The rules of presidential credit and blame were clear. Regardless of the root causes or what happened in the rest of the world, just as it had been Carter’s inflation, just as it would be Clinton’s boom, it was first Reagan’s recession, then the Reagan recovery.

Yet Reagan had to share the honors for defeating inflation with the Federal Reserve Board Chairman Paul Volcker, a Jimmy Carter appointee. In fact, Volcker’s careful manipulation of the money supply tamed that beast. Even as the economy cooled, Volcker boldly maintained high interest rates between October 1982 and April 1984. Only then did he gradually lower the cost of money. While rates remained high, they were stable, allowing Americans to adjust and regain confidence. In response, the market improvised vehicles such as adjustablerate mortgages offering lower initial rates than home mortgages, which reduced the average home loans. High interest rates on savings accounts also injected more money back into consumers’ wallets.

Reagan’s achievement in this realm was mostly negative—he let the Fed do its job. “President Reagan must have received lots of advice to take on the Fed himself,” a grateful Volcker later recalled. Reagan’s respect for “the independence of the Federal Reserve,” fueled by his “strong visceral aversion to inflation” and his natural passivity, gave Volcker’s novel approach time to work.

Reagan had a simpler explanation for the boom. “The magic of opportunity—unreserved, unfailing, unrestrained—isn’t this the calling that unites us?” the president asked during his 1986 State of the Union address. “I believe our tax rate cuts for the people have done more to spur a spirit of risk-taking and help America’s economy break free than any program since John Kennedy’s tax cut almost a quarter century ago.” Allen Sinai, chief economist at Shearson Lehman/American Express, agreed, crediting the Reagan tax cuts with pumping $300 billion back into private hands and $50 billion back to business, from 1983 to 1985.

Overlooking the regressive tax increases he signed in 1982, 1983, and 1984, hoping to foster his reputation as the great tax cutter whose efforts saved “a damsel in distress, a lass named Endless Economic Growth,” Reagan demanded tax reform legislation as the centerpiece of his second-term agenda. Calling for a “Second American Revolution,” he envisioned a “tax system that at long last is pro-family, projobs, pro-future, and pro-America.” After a prolonged, complex battle, Reagan signed the Tax Reform Act on October 22, 1986.

The Reaganites took pride in the tax reform, with Reagan again hijacking liberal language to hail ‘’the best antipoverty bill, the best pro-family measure and the best job-creation program ever to come out of the Congress of the United States.” The tax bill reduced the top marginal tax rate on the wealthiest from 50 percent to 28 percent and simplified the tax code. Forced to compromise, Reagan closed many business loopholes and raised corporate taxes. Still, Reagan was able to satisfy supply-siders, corporate executives, and fed-up American taxpayers while boasting about eliminating much governmental “gobbledygook.” Historians would note that by eliminating some of the tax system’s most egregious anomalies, Reagan undermined his assault on the system’s viability. Others would lament that Reagan’s example addicted his conservative successors in the 1990s to throwing tax cuts at problems, paralleling the Democrats’ 1960s’ addiction to throwing money at problems.

The conventional wisdom pitted Volcker’s monetarism against Reagan’s tax cutting. Most economists believed that cutting taxes caused a supply-side expansion of the consumer’s bank account, which fed inflation. A young Harvard economist, Jeffrey Sachs, solved the theoretical mystery by applying the insights of the Columbia University economist Robert Mundell. Mundell advocated limiting the dollar’s circulation—tight money achieved through high interest rates—along with an expansionary fiscal policy pumping dollars into consumers’ wallets through tax cuts and generous government benefits. As of March 1985 Sachs attributed Reagan’s “outstanding macroeconomic performance” to “an ingenious marriage”—though probably unintended—of Volcker’s “tight” monetary policy balancing out Reagan’s expansionary tax cuts. Carter, typically, had done the opposite, offering loose money and tight fiscal policy, boosting inflation.

Beyond Reagan’s supply-side tinkering and Volcker’s monetarism, other factors checked inflation. Oil prices dropped. The labor movement suffered from the 1981–82 recession and Reagan’s hostility, with the president’s crushing of PATCO intimidating other unions. The dollar was surprisingly strong. And deregulation intensified competition and lowered prices in key industries such as aviation.

More enduring forces at work propeled the economy. In Japan, a country even more dependent on oil than the United States, the energy crisis had not triggered a great inflation. America’s real crisis in the 1970s stemmed from major corporations that had grown too big, bureaucratic, and staid. The classic failure was the Big Three automobile manufacturers’ response to the energy crisis. Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors still churned out gas-guzzling behemoths while Honda and Toyota adapted and prospered.

An Economy Fueled by Junk Bonds and Corporate Raiders?

Creative financing became increasingly important in reviving corporate America. “Junk bonds,” low-rated, high-yielding issues for new but potentially very profitable ventures, or for underappreciated and thus underfunded companies, encouraged new entrepreneurs and energized the once sleepy bond market. Elaborate stock swaps, bridge loans, and somewhat risky junk bonds promising high payoffs tomorrow after selling off lucrative corporate assets today allowed lean, aggressive buccaneers to swallow up larger companies in leveraged buyouts, or LBOs.

Michael Milken, an intense, gawky Californian, was the junk-bond guru. Milken was one of those brilliant outsiders who in breaking into the Wall Street club transformed it. A workaholic who slept only three to four hours a night, when he was young and commuting from New Jersey he rode the bus so he could read financial statements rather than feel compelled to chat with colleagues on the train. Oblivious to social convention, on winter mornings he wore a miner’s lamp strapped to a leather aviation cap to illuminate his papers during his two-hour predawn bus ride to lower Manhattan.

By 1985 the forty-year-old had moved his operation out to Beverly Hills so he could raise his two children with a nice backyard and good weather. He was earning $25 million a year and was reputed to be worth twenty times that, having pioneered a $125 billion market. The Wall Street Journal would pronounce Milken the most influential financier since J. P. Morgan.

In preaching the junk-bond gospel, Milken embraced the notion of capitalism as “creative”—and lucrative—destruction. Stagflation had left many companies’ stocks undervalued. Milken believed he was performing a public service by providing access to new money while nurturing fledgling ventures. He railed against corporate fat that fed only corporate executives’ egos. He criticized conglomerates for losing their focus and advocated selling off extraneous businesses to forge a flush, focused company. Critics called it cannibalizing the company’s assets. Milken called it progress.

Milken sometimes suffered from the zealot’s tunnel vision. His market gospel reduced everything to a financial transaction and ignored the subtleties essential to weaving a resilient social fabric. Obsessed with financial capital, he shortchanged human and social capital. Applying Wall Street’s cold calculus to Main Street, he flirted with social heresy by saying, “It doesn’t make sense to pay the mortgage.” Mortgages were essentially leveraged buyouts, where “you put down $5,000 and get $100,000.” So, if your house price “goes up, you make a fortune. If the price goes down, you just put up $5,000—what the hell, you got tax write-offs and you go home and walk.” Such coarsening and commodifying of social obligations fed many fears regarding the entire junk-bond approach.

The junk-bond market relied on a few wealthy individual and institutional investors. That fact, combined with the corporate world’s hostility, each deal’s complexity, the media’s skepticism, and the unfortunate, misleading moniker—for the bonds were more risky than junky—put a premium on salesmanship. In that spirit, Milken’s white-shoe, 150-year-old firm, Drexel Burnham, hosted two thousand CEOs, investors, and corporate raiders annually. One money manager called the conference “a revival meeting.” The journalist Connie Bruck would demonize this “Predator’s Ball” in her 1988 best-seller.

By 1985 half a dozen deals for billion-dollar companies were in play in one week alone, and junk-bond “takeover buccaneers” like T. Boone Pickens, Carl Icahn, and Sir James Goldsmith were terrifying corporate managers. An industry of takeover artists, and defenders, developed. Ivan Boesky, the son of Russian Jewish immigrants, peddled ice cream in Detroit when he was thirteen but later prospered by mastering the niche market of risk arbitrage—buying the stocks of companies being targeted, or at risk. By March 1986 Boesky had accumulated a fund of $880 million for betting on which companies might be raided and see their stock prices soar. Such sums were distorting. The New York Times would note that investment bankers and corporate executives, “who had been happy, making $500,000 or $1 million a year,” began to feel “they were missing out. … A new mentality took over.” The focus shifted to making the big score.

Raiders relished their roguish reputations. As the takeover craze intensified, the threat of a raid sometimes generated a big payoff from a skittish corporation. Raiders sought to buy stock in an undervalued asset, quietly. They could then make money as the bidding war for the company boosted stock prices; from winning the fight and restructuring, including selling off lucrative assets; or by scaring existing management into buying back the stock the raiders accumulated. Perhaps the king of the “greenmailers” was Saul Steinberg, a paunchy graduate of Milken’s alma mater, the Wharton Business School. In his senior year at Wharton during the 1960s, Steinberg began a long-term computer leasing company, Leasco. In 1968, only twenty-nine, Steinberg used his Leasco stock to take over the Reliance Insurance Company, a 151-year-old corporation headquartered in Philadelphia. Based on the resulting fifty-million-dollar jump in Steinberg’s net worth, Forbes declared him the U.S. citizen under thirty who made the most money independently that year.

By the 1980s Steinberg was one of the takeover kings, working closely with Milken and flush with Drexel’s bonds. In 1984 Steinberg’s threat to take over Walt Disney netted him as much as forty million dollars, and legendary status as the “greenmail king.” By middecade Steinberg’s company was worth ten billion dollars, and his third wife, Gayfryd, was trying to make him respectable.

The raiders’ tactics, theatrics, and statistics fascinated Americans. Just as the army slang of World War II seeped into 1940s’ America, and the argot of the movement seeped into 1960s’ America, the shorthand of the Wall Street deal-makers seeped into 1980s’ America. In the 1988 blockbuster movie Die Hard, Harry Ellis, a corporate executive held hostage by international terrorists, offers to help them track down John McClane, the Bruce Willis character fighting them. “Hey, business is business,” Ellis says, reflecting Hollywood’s caricature of Reaganite corporate ethics. “You use a gun, I use a fountain pen, what’s the difference? To put it in my terms, you’re here on a hostile takeover and you grab us for some greenmail but you didn’t expect a poison pill was gonna be running around the building. Hans, bubbie, I’m your white knight.”

The big payoffs enriching others, and Reagan’s message to build America by earning and consuming, fed a get-rich-quick mentality. Hundreds of thousands of investors massed the market, welcomed by a 1975 Securities and Exchange Commission decision deregulating brokers’ fees, now paying lower commissions to discount brokerages such as Charles Schwab. Schwab grew from a small office in the 1970s to a billion-dollar company with sixteen hundred employees working in ninety branches serving a million investors by middecade. “The little guy has come back,” Perrin Long of Lipper Analytical Services rejoiced. “He’s feeling good. He’s greedy. And he knows that the only way to make money is to buy stocks.”

In fact, new waves of “little guys” were discovering all kinds of financial instruments. In 1986 sales of stock, bond, and income mutual funds exceeded $200 billion, nearly doubling the previous year’s record of $114 billion. The total net assets of all funds jumped from $495 billion in 1985 to $730 billion a year later, a more than sevenfold increase in six years. In one of the decade’s great runs, the legendary Peter Lynch managed Fidelity’s Magellan Fund from a $20 million value in 1978 to a $14 billion value in 1990. America’s largest fund company in the 1980s, Fidelity offered 157 money market, bond, and stock funds, accounting for $103 billion of the $937 billion mutual fund industry in 1989. Led by Edward “Ned” C. Johnson, III, the company functioned as one of the nation’s first “superbanks.” Fidelity pioneered in the use of toll-free 800 numbers, then computers, to link investors to their accounts, while also allowing customers to use credit cards and write checks on various accounts. Such immediacy and liquidity addicted many clients to their various funds—and their fund companies—shifting money back and forth, hoping to maximize their profits.

The rise of the raiders and the 24/7 traders, combined with the Reaganite deregulation, fed a Wild West sensibility in the corporate world. Revolutionary innovations emerged in technology with computers, in pharmaceuticals with microbiology. Inventors and investors, managers and stockholders felt more powerful, more creative, more valued than they had in decades. The result was mixed, with dramatic innovations along with some dramatic manipulations. Nevertheless, the many lucrative advances combining technological wizardry and sheer creativity thrilled the president. “Never has there been a more exciting time to be alive—a time of rousing wonder and heroic achievement,” he gushed in his 1986 State of the Union address. “As they said in the film Back to the Future, ‘Where we are going, we don’t need roads.’”

An Age of Excess: The Rich People’s Liberation Movement

The Wall Street riches and Reaganite triumphalism ushered in an age of excess. Amid rampant consumerism, celebrity worship, and media concentration, let alone mass participation in markets via mutual funds, discount brokerages, and pension plans, Wall Street rallies spurred a national spending spree. In March 1986, after stock values rose by four hundred billion dollars in six months, economists celebrated “the ripple effect” on consumption. Newsweek called it “Wall Street’s Gift to Main Street.” “Everyone’s just in a good mood during a rally,” a bartender working the 5:23 p.m. train from New York to Connecticut’s golden suburbs rejoiced, “and the tips just get much, much bigger.”

A revolution in taste, and in attitudes toward money, began at the top, then spread. In a dizzying spiral, as the rich got richer, definitions of what it meant to be rich got richer, thus pressuring the very rich and the almost rich to try to get richer. Meanwhile, further down the salary scale, the yearning to taste the “lifestyles of the rich and famous” increased.

For corporate leaders, salaries, bonuses, and buyouts increased exponentially. Top executive compensation jumped 11.1 percent in 1983, and another 15.6 percent in 1984, making the median package nearly eight hundred thousand dollars and million-dollar packages common. The Princeton economist and New York Times columnist Paul Krugman argues that CEO salaries mushroomed independent of the laws of supply and demand. The relatively modest salaries of the 1930s through the 1950s reflected the post–New Deal, mass middle-class society’s norms. Executives feared public and stockholder outrage. In the 1980s, just “like the sexual revolution of the 1960s,” a “relaxation of old strictures, a new permissiveness,” encouraged this financial profligacy. Corporate executives began seeing themselves as entrepreneurs rather than managers, as superstars rather than team players. At the same time, faith in business leaders skyrocketed, with three-quarters of Americans surveyed in 1984 expressing confidence in business leaders’ “ability to make real contributions to our society.” Celebrities also cashed in—the comedienne Joan Rivers would earn ten million dollars over three years. Basketball’s Michael Jordan would sign a twenty-five-million-dollar contract covering eight years. By the end of the decade the populist analyst Kevin Phillips would note “the meaninglessness of being a millionaire in an era with nearly a hundred thousand ‘decamillionaires.’”

Even as Forbes launched its list of the richest Americans, the coverage emphasized spending big, not just earning big. Americans felt vicariously rich reading about these “working rich” who consumed as zealously as they earned. A genre of party profiles developed, describing soirees more suited to the Versailles of Louis XIV than the New York of Ed Koch. Certain parties became legendary for their excesses. There was the half-million-dollar bar mitzvah the New York real estate magnate Gerald Guterman threw, taking six hundred guests overnight on the Queen Elizabeth II cruise ship to celebrate his son’s thirteenth birthday. There was the two-million-dollar wedding of Laura Steinberg, the daughter of Saul Steinberg, to Jonathan Tisch, whose father, the former Postmaster General Preston Robert Tisch, ran the Loews Corporation. A hot designer, Arnold Scaasi, designed the bridal gown and all the wedding party dresses. The cake cost seventeen thousand dollars, and the flowers, up to five hundred thousand.

Having thrown such a wedding for her stepdaughter, Gayfryd Steinberg, the “queen” of nouvelle society, felt compelled to throw a million-dollar fiftieth-birthday bash for her husband Saul at their beach house, at Quoge in the Hamptons. Acres of Oriental rugs carpeted the estate inside and outside so guests would not get their feet wet. Dancers in seventeenth-century dress mingled with guests who ogled at ten live tableaux of Old Masters paintings Steinberg owned. Shortly thereafter Malcolm Forbes outdid the Steinbergs with a two-million-dollar seventieth-birthday extravaganza for himself wherein he flew 750 guests to Tangiers.

While one of the 250 Steinberg guests sniped: ‘’Wouldn’t it have been better to give us a hot dog and a check for $10,000?” most indulged guilt-free. Look at Guterman’s charities, the rabbi of the extravagant bar mitzvah dad said. “I’m sooooo tired of hearing from people who weren’t invited saying how tacky this party was,” the socialite and TV personality Barbara Howar snapped. ‘’I don’t want to make it a way of life, you know. I’m right there—with everybody else—stepping over people living in cardboard boxes on the street in New York. But the Steinbergs have taken the system and benefited. … And I don’t know if they threw smaller parties, how that would help the life of a woman living in a box on the street.”

This attitude reflected what the columnist Richard Cohen called “‘The Rich People’s Liberation Movement,’ a joyous freedom from previous restraints.” Cohen blamed the Reagans for such decadence. “It was Nancy Reagan who could not say ‘no’ to designer dresses and who partied with some of the same people,” Cohen seethed. This abdication of a social conscience was antisocial. “The party spending of the Steinbergs et al. is a pie in the face to us all,” he wrote. “It produces momentary blindness and then a shock of self-recognition—a sense that there is a bit of the Steinbergs in many of us.”

Actually, most seemed more envious than outraged. Beyond Park Avenue, the relaxed social inhibitions about money and the shift in focus from middle-class modesty to upper-class excess exposed many children to money management and money making. In exposing “Greed on Sesame Street,” Newsweek found five different organizations in 1987 running kiddie “investment” seminars and business boot camps. Proud graduates dreamed of becoming corporate raiders or getting involved with “heavy-duty arbitrage.”

Children were also being swept into the consumer culture earlier. Market segmentation in media subjected impressionable youngsters to sophisticated advertising blitzes. A $25 billion children’s fashion industry relied on targeted marketing, image-making, and surfing the right trends. In Los Angeles, the Tot Couture line offered “a black, washed-silk miniature bomber jacket that any mommy would love for herself” for $116. Nationwide, twenty-thousand-square-foot Kids “R” Us stores grew from 2 outlets in 1983 to 112 five years later.

In a land of $80,000 kitchens and $8 million Old Masters, clothing balanced democracy with aristocracy for young and old alike. Most Americans could afford overpriced $20 Ellesse cotton T-shirts with the right label, or even $214 silk FILA sweatsuits with the right look. In inner-city high schools, students judged each other by what they wore. “When you have on the most expensive brand everybody notices you,” one fifteen-year-old explained. “If you can’t afford it, you’re left out. You’re a nerd.” “Kids want the name. They want that stamp of approval and that’s what they get from buying a designer name,” Monique Greenwood of Children’s Business, a monthly trade journal, explained. You were not just what you wore. But, without much of an investment, every man, woman, and child could feel like a king or queen.

Missionaries of Materialism: Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren

By the 1980s few Americans worried about the basics of food, shelter, or clothing. Many acquired new insecurities about their rations being nutritious or nouvelle enough, their homes being well decorated or big enough, and their outfits being flattering or fashionable enough. Many frittered away time and money managing these new insecurities of abundance, as others preyed on these worries—and profited. Two missionaries of this new materialism, whose sagas epitomized this age of excess, and whose visions helped define it, were Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren. The two were born three years apart in the same lower-middle-class Bronx neighborhood off Mosholu Parkway, raised in the same immigrant Jewish milieu. The two designers would become household names wrapping Americans in fabrics and fragrances that seemed to convey status and shape individual identities. Temperamental artists, hard-nosed businessmen, brilliant marketers, shrewd mass psychologists, glamorous celebrities, spendthrift arrivistes, and flamboyant egomaniacs, the two naturally became bitter rivals. They also represented competing strains of eighties’ consumerism.

The younger one, Calvin Klein, was born in 1942. He graduated from the Fashion Institute of Technology and started his own clothing company with his boyhood friend Barry Schwartz. By 1980, when he sold two hundred thousand pairs of overpriced “designer” jeans in a week thanks to Brooke Shields’ alluring advertisements, Klein was a fashion powerhouse. Throughout the 1980s, as he turned men’s underwear from functional boxer shorts to sexy briefs with his name adorning the elastic, as he turned a perfume into a national obsession, Calvin Klein imbued his products with a raw, nearly pornographic, sexuality. A 1986 Vanity Fair ad for his fragrance Obsession showed a tangle of smooth white limbs and flowing blonde hair that sent the imagination racing—while sending feminists and moralists to the barricades. Calvin Klein’s successful advertising campaigns, oozing sexuality, pushed the boundaries of what was considered proper, developing a more sensual and graphic standard.

Calvin Klein also helped inject a gay sensibility into American popular culture. The $500,000 advertising campaign launching his three-for-$14.50 jockey shorts and $5.50-a-piece men’s bikini briefs helped teach Americans how to objectify men in advertising as much as they had learned to objectify women. The homoerotic photographer Bruce Weber turned the buff Olympic pole vaulter Tom Hintinaus into one of the decade’s most popular pinups—for women and men. The photograph showed off a beautiful bronzed body with rippling muscles, tanning, framed by the white of the background, and clad only in a gleaming white pair of Calvin’s underwear. The underwear—and all it was supposed to be hiding—stood at the center of the photo, with Hintinaus’s two large hands resting suggestively close by on his thighs. The ad was hung most prominently on a forty-foot by fifty-foot billboard hovering over Times Square.

Calvin Klein lived the life he celebrated. He divorced his first wife, as success made him want to jettison his Bronx Jewish roots, eventually marrying a gorgeous, well-bred employee. Plunging into the hedonism of the times, he indulged his omnivorous sexuality. He became a denizen of Studio 54, of Fire Island, and of Key West, discoing through a dizzying array of one-night stands with young men, even as he dated women occasionally. “I’ve tried everything, knew no limits. … I stopped at nothing. … I would do anything. … I’ll say that anything I’ve wanted to do, I’ve done,” Klein would recall.

As he “partied all the time,” Klein’s life soon became the caricature of a 1980s’ morality tale. Business reverses sent him seeking junk bonds at the Predator’s Ball with Michael Milken. As friends died of AIDS and Klein dodged repeated rumors about his imminent demise, he first ignored the disease, then eventually supported the cause grudgingly. By decade’s end, Calvin Klein made the requisite visit to detox, escorted by a poster-child of celebrity dysfunction, Liza Minnelli.

Just as Calvin Klein epitomized and exploited the good middle-class kid’s desire to be bad and sample postsixties’ American pleasures, Ralph Lauren epitomized and exploited the aspiring middle-class kid’s desire to find acceptance in the upper echelons of America’s theoretically class-free society. The worst-kept secret about Ralph Lauren, born in 1939, was his real name, Ralphie Lifshitz. This distinguished Jewish last name evoking generations of rabbis did not transfer smoothly to the New World, even in Lifshitz’s heavily Jewish, post–World War II Bronx. Suggesting in English an anatomical impossibility, “the name was a problem,” Lauren recalled. “Kids would laugh. In class, every time I got up it would make me sweat.” Insisting that he was not hiding his roots, he said: “If my name was Bernstein, I never would have changed my name.”

When he was nineteen, Ralphie Lifshitz and his brother took the last name “Lauren.” In 1967, when he started his own line of wide, colorful ties, he sought another name to express his immigrant-kid-from-the-Bronx aspirations, “Polo.” “A little cachet,” he would recall. “Glamorous, international, and playboyish. Very suave characters went to polo matches.”

As his company expanded, as he launched his distinctive sport shirt with the polo player logo in 1972, Ralph Lauren decided he was selling a lifestyle, an identity, not simply lucrative product lines. “I’m interested in longevity, timelessness, style—not fashion,” he said. Ralph Lauren preferred tweed jackets, chino pants, and Shetland sweaters to more faddish clothes. He hijacked WASP symbols for the new money aristocrats and wannabes. This act of cultural grave robbery infuriated the real polo-playing set. “He cheapened things that were secrets,” a Palm Beach preppie complained.

In the 1980s Ralph Lauren appealed to a public returning to traditional values, and to Americans anxious about their status. And as with Calvin Klein, lavish advertising campaigns and Bruce Weber photographs swept him upward, although Lauren ads evoked elegant British country houses rather than sleazy San Francisco bathhouses. In 1982, when Calvin Klein was planning to sexualize men’s underwear, Ralph Lauren launched his line of classic home furnishings. “I became, like, a cult,” he would say.

In April 1986 Lauren opened his flagship store in a five-story French Renaissance revival palace at Madison Avenue and 72nd Street. Built in 1898 for five hundred thousand dollars, then renovated for anywhere from fourteen million—Lauren’s estimate—to thirty-five million—his staff’s appraisal—the Rhinelander mansion plunked customers into Ralph Lauren’s dream world. When showing the mansion to the former Bloomingdale’s chairman Marvin Taub, Lauren stopped at the imposing wooden staircase. He looked at one of the forbidding pictures of a long-dead lord meant to reassure the consumer that you sometimes have to spend a lot to feel a little bit like an English country gentleman. “That,” Ralph Lauren said, pointing to the aristocrat’s face, “is Grandpa Lifshitz.”

A few months later, on September 1, 1986, Ralph Lauren graced the cover of Time. “SELLING THAT SPORTY LOOK, POLO’S RALPH LAUREN” accompanied a photo of Lauren looking like the patrician fresh off the tennis court. His confident smile, his full head of white hair tousled just enough, his white knit sweater, with a colorful but classic two-tone collar creating an elegant boundary with his white shirt, demonstrated the warm, evocative, seemingly natural look achieved through great effort. This was the eighties everyone wanted, even as the cover’s corner offered the sobering headline about the Russian nuclear accident: “CHERNOBYL—A STARTLING REPORT.”

Ralph Lauren’s inclusive, enveloping consumerist identity paved the way for lifestyle totalitarians such as Martha Stewart. His broad vision impressed the New York Times architecture critic Paul Goldberger, who deemed him the 1980s’ true design symbol. “Lauren has become a kind of one-man Bauhaus, a producer of everything from fabrics to furniture to buildings, all of which taken together, form a composite, a fully designed life.” The nesting and the questing helped define the decade, as did the astonishing degree to which achieving the Ralph Lauren look, or sticking to one’s Calvin’s, become so essential to customers’ identities.

High Anxiety: A Most Anxious Boom

And yet, despite all the consumerism, despite the hype, Americans remained remarkably skittish during this boom. While partying intensely, many did not seem to be enjoying themselves as much as their grandparents supposedly had in the 1920s or their parents had in the 1950s. “The 1950s sense was, ‘If I play by all the rules, I’ll make it up the economic ladder rung by rung,’” one pollster noted. “Now,” Americans were less sure. Overworked and isolated, 59 percent of Americans felt very stressed at least weekly, and 30 percent felt stressed daily. Mixed economic signals sparked political and ideological clashes, which in turn exacerbated social and cultural tensions, along with fears about the future.

Hysteria about the trade imbalance with “Japan, Inc.,” and about the West Germans’ ruthless efficiency, triggered a round of breast-beating. Americans dreading their country’s decline made tomes such as Paul Kennedy’s 1987 book The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers surprise best-sellers. Moreover, experts repeatedly warned that this “splendid, if implausible” boom was a mirage and that a big bust was looming.

The economy’s enduring structural problems fed such skepticism. Democrats warned of a Mastercard bubble, a credit-card craze inflated by buying today and deferring payment to a distant tomorrow. With record defense spending of $2.1 trillion during the Reagan years, and David Stockman’s inability to enact Draconian cuts, the budget deficit soared from $914.3 billion in 1980 to $2 trillion by 1986. Interest payments servicing the debt became the second largest federal budget item after defense. By 1984 the federal government spent 24 percent of the gross national product, and, thanks to the tax cuts, tax revenues covered only 19 percent of GNP. The government had to close the gap by issuing bonds, often sold to overseas investors—in 1986 Japanese investors purchased $93 billion in U.S. bonds. This flood of treasury bills elevated interest rates and depressed the dollar. The United States, the world’s biggest creditor in 1980, became the world’s biggest debtor, with a trade deficit beginning in 1983 and mushrooming thereafter. Interest payments averaged $20 billion yearly. One economist, Fred Bergsten, would joke, “We finally understand the true meaning of supply-side economics: foreigners supply most of the goods and all of the money.”

Inevitably, as in the 1920s or any other boom time, there were “sick industries,” losers not just winners. Many economic sectors had banked on inflation persisting and interest rates remaining high. Real-estate speculators, farmers, and rural bankers who expected land values to appreciate, corporations that expected revenues to continue to rise just because prices did, commodities brokers who assumed a never-ending cost-value spiral did not welcome inflation’s end. Moreover, the pace of change in the American economy, with computerization, automation, or simply fickle tastes, inevitably left behind some corporations, industries, and workers. Even as millions of new jobs were created, unemployment hovered around 7 percent through 1986.

Furthermore, Reagan’s tax cut, combined with Wall Street’s speculative mania and the structural realities of a service economy, enriched the rich and widened the gap between America’s wealthiest 1, 2, 5, 10, or 20 percent and the poorest corresponding percentages. Critics worried about a middle class doubly squeezed, with the wealthy monopolizing too high a percentage of the nation’s assets while too many good jobs disappeared or went abroad. Democrats charged that too many of the new jobs were short-term, service-oriented jobs, rather than long-term, manufacturing jobs, especially as transportation and communication advances encouraged outsourcing work to nonunionized, Third World workers.

Homelessness: Economic, Cultural, or Political Epidemic?

The epidemic of homelessness illustrated these subtler, less visible, more abstract structural problems. Despite being Boomtown USA, New York had as many as forty thousand homeless people roaming its streets, a not-so-silent army suggesting the conservative failure to have enough wealth “trickle down” to the masses. Conservatives countered that homelessness testified to liberals’ failure to cope with the mentally ill. Both were correct.

Homelessness assaulted city-dwellers’ eyes, ears, and noses, while pricking some consciences and hardening many other hearts. Homelessness thrust daily proof of social dysfunction and governmental failure in urban Americans’ faces; it also raised questions about how much citizens were willing to do for their fellow Americans. Government figures estimated there were about 250,000 homeless people by the mid-1980s; homeless advocates boosted the estimates to 2 to 3 million.

The scourge of homelessness in the 1980s proved the cliché about the road to hell being paved with good intentions. The downtown revitalization projects and yuppie gentrification projects that generated such enthusiasm among urban planners wiped out the housing stock of thousands of poor people. Bulldozers destroyed approximately one million rooms in “flophouses,” called single-room occupancies, or SROs—nearly half the national total.

This housing shortage appeared at a time when drug and alcohol addiction was shattering thousands of lives and sending many broken individuals toward what was once called “skid row,” while a mass movement to “deinstitutionalize” the mentally ill added even more demand for low-income housing. The rights revolution of the 1960s and blind faith in the latest social science theories during the 1970s moved thousands of mental patients out of hospitals, which had often been harsh and neglectful. Unfortunately, many ended up wandering the even meaner streets, constituting up to a third of the homeless population. Neighborhoods have been turned into “outdoor psychiatric wards,” New York’s Mayor Ed Koch seethed. To the extent that the government helped create the problem, it only exacerbated the sense of governmental impotence the homelessness issue evoked.

In fact, increasingly, refugees from Reaganism were joining the refugees from reality at homeless shelters. Reagan’s safety net apparently had some holes. The New Republic quoted a Community Services Society study: “Something happens—a job is lost, unemployment benefits run out, creditors and banks move in to foreclose, eviction proceedings begin—and quite suddenly the respectable poor find themselves among the disreputable homeless.”

The “in-your-face” homeless problem, which may have been limited to thousands, reflected a deeper, often hidden, problem of the white poor, as many as ten million people who did not fit the prevailing paradigms or stereotypes. “There is a poverty we make policy for, and there is the real poverty situation,” said Charles Murray, author of Losing Ground. Murray blasted the “Mississippi fallacy,” the tendency to treat all the poor as the same, as hillbillies living in ramshackle huts.

The homeless and the underclass tended to be the popular targets for welfare and for media profiles even though the two-parent families with one full-time worker and single-working-mother families were most often neglected—and at risk. Raising the maximum amount individuals could earn before being eligible for programs hurt the marginally poor—who often worked—rather than the very poor—who did not. The statistics were sobering. From 1981 to 1986, roughly five million Americans who had held their jobs for three years or more lost them after plant closings or layoffs. “ECONOMIC RECOVERY IS SEEN AS BYPASSING AT LEAST 10 MILLION,” headlines screamed. An estimated 33.7 million people lived below the poverty line in 1984, including 11.5 million children. Surprisingly, 2.1 million people worked full time but still ended up below the poverty line, and 8.5 million people were unemployed. The numbers were staggering, and especially unconscionable amid such wealth.

The political debate clouded this important debate about poverty—and the other structural issues. Sheer partisanship mingled with sincere ideological differences and certain cultural anxieties. Conservatives focused on equality of opportunity; liberals, on equality of condition. Conservatives celebrated a flexible free-enterprise economy naturally evolving from manufacturing toward a “postindustrial” service society; liberals mourned the loss of a manufacturing base with the same pessimistic conservatism that had nineteenth-century populists mourning their farms. Michael Moore’s 1989 documentary Roger and Me captured and fed liberal anxiety. Offering little context to balance out his melancholy shots of closed factories and displaced individuals, Moore detailed his attempts to confront the head of General Motors, Roger Smith, about the devastating GM downsizing in Flint, Michigan.

Amid this background, Ronald Reagan was a polarizing symbol. Too much of the debate became personal, revolving around individuals’ take on Reagan or faith in his vision. For example, Reaganites dismissed concerns about the skewed distribution of wealth by pointing to the wealthier society overall, including the lower inflation, which improved everyone’s lot; the jobs bonanza; and the average citizen’s real spending increase of 10.3 percent by 1984. The Democratic senator from New York—and legendary public intellectual—Daniel Patrick Moynihan mourned that the wealth was too concentrated, that the riches of the Upper East Side did not “trickle down” to Harlem or the South Bronx, communities still reeling from “an Armageddonic collapse” (although even a partisan such as Paul Krugman, from the perspective of 2002, would acknowledge that Reagan-era disparities looked “positively egalitarian” compared to the gross inequities that emerged in Bill Clinton’s 1990s).

Typically, partisans on each side overstated the case. Democrats did not understand that the “deindustrialization of America” predated and transcended Reagan. America was evolving toward an information-age economy. Democrats were also too protective of status quo, heavily unionized manufacturing jobs to appreciate that in Europe, where Democratic-style policies kept the economy addicted to highly paid unionized jobs, unemployment rates skyrocketed and the economy stagnated. Democrats tended to count the 351,000 “McJobs” the service economy created between 1983 and 1986, while ignoring the 3 million new, lucrative, often satisfying “professional-managerial” positions the Bureau of Labor Statistics recorded. Many economists pooh-poohed the Democratic worries about a nation of too many hamburger flippers and Wal-Mart clerks. One wag dismissed this fear of the service economy as “the ‘real nations don’t make quiche’ argument.” As for the deficit, the 1990s’ boom eclipsed the 1980s’ deficit. By 2001 Vice President Richard Cheney would declare that “Reagan proved deficits don’t matter”—an overstatement in the twenty-first century, perhaps, but a fair historical assessment of the Reagan deficit.

For their part, Republicans did not acknowledge that while Americans were better off than they had been under Carter, there had been more job growth in the 1970s. Besides, many American families were doing better partially because so many women had entered the workforce. By May 1984 over half of all adult women worked.

Americans were working harder and longer while earning only a little more, on the whole. Republicans tended to discount the economic, political, and cultural impact of so much wealth being in the hands of so few. By 1989 the top 1 percent of households was worth more than the bottom 90 percent, meaning that 834,000 households worth nearly $6 trillion balanced 84 million households worth nearly $5 trillion. This disparity made the United States “the most economically stratified of the industrial nations.” Paul Krugman argued that the growing inequality polarized partisans, with positions calcifying around nonnegotiable economic stances and ideological issues. The 1950s’ more modest middle-class society, he argued, fostered a more moderate, compromising politics.

Many of these economic quarrels reflected deeper ideological tensions and social concerns. Just as the Reaganites buttressed their economic critique of “tax-and-spend” Democrats with a moral critique of the resulting permissive society, Reagan’s critics reinforced their economics with civics. Senator Moynihan mourned the dissolution of ties of both community and conscience between rich and poor neighbors, as “The Affluent City retreats to ever more concentrated and defended enclaves.” Enraged that the “pursuit of happiness has been reduced to the ruthless pursuit of money,” the liberal journalist Sidney Blumenthal complained that both “hedonism and unbridled capitalism effectively repudiate[d] … the social contract.” A slew of scandals on Wall Street and beyond would seemingly confirm this criticism, putting Reagan and Reaganites on the defensive.

Scandal

Surprisingly, at the start of the third century of their national experiment, Americans remained bedeviled by the Puritan legacy. The legacy was only partially the dour moralizing the great journalist H. L. Mencken satirized as the haunting fear that someone, somewhere, might be happy. Young Wall Streeters did seem unduly dazzled by the “Bright Lights” of the “Big City,” and a genre developed of Jay McInerney and Brent Easton Ellis novels, then movies, which celebrated and condemned the sybaritic lifestyle of the baby boomers’ younger siblings. Especially before AIDS consciousness equated sex with death, eighties’ partying did seem particularly raucous, with scenes in clubs, dormitories, and basements of drug abuse, binge drinking, and promiscuous sex.

The Puritan legacy also fostered an ambivalence about making money, even if the money was used constructively. Tom Wolfe’s bestselling Bonfire of the Vanities and Oliver Stone’s Academy Award–winning Wall Street would offer Puritan-style jeremiads masquerading behind the entertaining structures of popular literature and cinema. The Puritans, who were not as dour as Americans now believed, struggled over the challenges prosperity presented. Wealth might be an indicator of God’s grace, but it could lead individuals astray. To this Puritan ambivalence, the American Revolutionary republican ideology added the Greco-Roman obsession with virtue and Americans’ own disdain for the foppish luxury of King George’s British court. The result was a country filled with go-getters who were seized with remorse when the getting got really good.

The greatest booms in American history triggered bouts of despair, searches for salvation, and, on occasion, ritual sacrifices to calm the collective conscience. The Jacksonian boom of the 1830s fed a reform movement and a religious awakening. The post–Civil War railroad boom of the 1880s would be remembered as the “Great Barbecue” or the Gilded Age, when robber barons plundered.

If in the 1880s the robber barons sustained critical attack, some of their successors in the 1980s endured actual prosecution. The Wall Street insider-trading scandal, which exploded in 1986, served as an ageless morality tale. The central figure, Ivan Boesky, was an easily caricatured speculator whose shameless embrace of avarice tested credulity. “Greed is all right, by the way,” he infamously declared in a commencement speech delivered to the Business School at, of all places, the University of California at Berkeley. “I want you to know that. I think greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself.”

Boesky was at the heart of a scandal that reflected the unprecedented scale of eighties’ excess, from the three hundred telephones in his office, including three in his limousine, to his reputation as the ruthless “King of the Arbitragers” who lived on a $10 million, 160-acre Westchester estate. In keeping with the outsized sums of the billion-dollar deals from which he siphoned profits, Boesky’s penalty would be record-breaking—he returned $50 million in illegitimate profits and added a $50 million fine. He remained with a spare $100 million nevertheless.

The scandal first broke in May 1986, when a thirty-three-year-old mergers specialist for Drexel Burnham, Dennis Levine, was arrested for earning $12.6 million from insider tips in fifty-four separate deals. Analysts had been warning for a while that WHITE-COLLAR CRIME was BOOMING-AGAIN, as one 1985 headline read. After Levine’s arrest in May 1986, led in November 1986 to Boesky’s downfall, the doubts metastasized. Levine and others told Boesky when their firms were preparing corporations for mergers or acquisitions, thus allowing Boesky to emerge as a “genius” by buying the companies’ stocks before their big surge. For example, Boesky purchased 377,000 Nabisco shares before the food king’s takeover battle went public, earning a $4 million profit days later. Boesky confirmed the public fear that the takeover game was a form of corporate highway robbery, and that the sums involved corrupted even good people. Boesky, as a “creature of Wall Street,” is “part of a larger drama of our time,” the New York Times suggested: “the inefficiencies of corporate America, the transformation of Wall Street, the ascent of the Reagan Administration and its exaltation of the free-swinging entrepreneur,” the “takeover frenzy” itself. By 1987, 70 percent of Americans surveyed worried about corporate ethics.

In a hortatory media environment, there was a mad rush to use the scandal to attack various pet peeves. Some lamented the pressure to make a buck, forcing everything to become “faster paced. You have to throw your elbows. You have to cut corners. If you break the law, you smile at the cops.” Others, ranging from Harvard’s liberal economist John Kenneth Galbraith to the chairman of General Motors, Roger Smith, attacked the whole takeover culture. Business, Smith said, is “more than a money game. It’s the art of producing quality goods and services.”

As part of his plea bargain, Boesky exposed other coconspirators. Drexel Burnham and Michael Milken were soon in prosecutor Rudy Giuliani’s crosshairs. By the end of the decade, Boesky, Milken, and the millionaire tax evader Leona Helmsley would become poster-children for the avarice that overwhelmed America. The demise of the “greed is good” trio would enable Americans to feel virtuous even as they sought to profit as much as they could.

The Moral Crisis Beyond Wall Street, High and Low

That summer and fall of 1986 a parallel scandal extended the moral crisis from the Wall Street towers where the money was earned to the Upper East Side condominiums where the money was spent. Robert Chambers, Jr., the “Preppie Killer,” was a fresh-faced, prep school graduate, indistinguishable from many young Boeskys-to-be working “on the Street.” He came to epitomize the other side of the tattered social contract, the debilitating effects of hedonism, materialism, careerism, and the divorce epidemic on family life and private behavior. Chambers strangled his eighteen-year-old lover Jennifer Levin and left her body, with her bra pulled tightly around her neck, just behind the Metropolitan Museum of Art. His defense—that he, 6-foot-4, 220 pounds, accidentally choked the 120-pound woman during “rough sex” when she grabbed him too hard—guaranteed tabloid attention at a time when the media was becoming bolder in reporting sexual intimacies. That Levin was an errant child of the upper class, a refugee from a broken home, boozing at bars till dawn, rotating partners for romps in the bushes behind New York’s cultural institutions, invited the orgy of breast-beating essential for feeding a great scandal.

While surrounded by many things, many American children were growing up deprived of many moorings. Modern Americans’ “radical individualism,” the sociologist Robert Bellah and his colleagues explained, created a largely “negative” process of “giving birth to oneself” by “breaking free from family, community, and inherited ideas.” The result was a nation of searchers, filled with people hoping to “find themselves.” But “[s]eparated from family, religion, and calling as sources of authority, duty, and moral example,” Americans were no longer sure what kind of happiness they even wanted to pursue. The confusion caused much individual misery and social dysfunction amid great comfort and unprecedented freedoms.

Like consumerism itself, this problem of modern American’s “spiritual estrangement” had a decades-long pedigree. The twentieth century was a centrifugal century, with urbanization, individuation, automation, media and communication, mobility and transportation, prosperity, and the rights revolution subverting individuals’ ties with their families, their communities, the nation. Many, including Reagan, feared that the 1960s accelerated these processes so much as to threaten the character of the country.

Launching his campaign in 1979, Reagan acknowledged Americans’ “hunger for a spiritual revival to feel once again as they felt years ago about this nation of ours.” Time traveling films—destination 1950s—such as the Back to the Future series, which Reagan invoked in his 1986 State of the Union address, and Francis Ford Coppola’s 1986 hit Peggy Sue Got Married, evoked these supposedly simpler times. Critics such as the family historian Stephanie Coonitz would grumble about this “nostalgia trap” weaving a fantasy about “the way we wish we were.” The “traditional family,” she insisted, is “an ahistorical amalgam of structures, values, and behaviors that never coexisted in the same time and place.”

Another perspective on this problem, from a lower socioeconomic vantage point, came in 1987 when the independent movie River’s Edge attracted more viewers than expected while generating anguished debates about the quality of American life. The movie, starring Keanu Reeves, Dennis Hopper, and Crispin Glover, recalled a 1981 incident in Milpitas, California. A sixteen-year-old boy killed his fourteen-year-old girlfriend, and their friends came to gawk at “the body in the hills” for two days before anyone called the police. The movie showed the aimless moral vacuum too many young Americans called home life. Parents had abdicated authority. Life was lived through a haze of marijuana smoke and cheap beer. Random sex was one of many indicators of the joyless partying and attenuated connections that emerged in a world with few rules, little structure, and no purpose. In the film’s most quoted line, one teenage girl says, after viewing her dead friend’s body: “I cried when that guy died in Brian’s Song [a made-for-TV cancer tear-jerker]. You’d think I’d at least be able to cry for someone I hung around with.”

The movie blamed the selfish, impotent parents for helping to raise “monsters.” At one point the Keanu Reeves character—who at least reports the crime to the police, although without any explanation or emotion—asks his distracted, overworked single mother about his potsmoking, gun-toting twelve-year-old brother: “Why do you let him hang around with those worthless friends?” “Why do I let him?” the mother shrieks. “What am I going to do?”

The question was not just “where our children were” at all hours of the night, the essayist Barbara Lazear Ascher lamented in the New York Times after the Levin murder. “The mystery was that children weren’t wondering where their parents were. Perhaps they’d grown accustomed to the absence.” This absence went beyond divorce or two-career families. “The abandonment was … emotional, spiritual and complete. … Parents wanted pals, not dependents. … They wanted to talk contraception, not character. If they wanted to talk at all.”

These themes resonated in novels such as Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country, which would be produced as a 1989 movie starring Bruce Willis and Emily Lloyd. In the book, the teenaged protagonist searches for roots and anchors in a media-inundated throwaway society where quotations from M*A*S*H have replaced the Bible as words of wisdom. “You never told me anything,” Sam tells her mother. The mother who has moved away from her daughter, the town, and her past utters a wonderfully eighties’ ode to selfishness and the amnesia of the moment: “I think I deserve a little happiness now.”

For all the nostalgic rhetoric, Reaganesque libertarianism and materialism became particularly toxic when combined with 1960s’ antiauthoritarianism and antitraditionalism. This resulting radical individualism fed the sense of social, moral, and communal crisis amid all the talk of national restoration. Reagan could conjure up warm, fuzzy national feelings, but his vision remained more individual than communal.

During one of his presidency’s most searing moments, when the space shuttle Challenger exploded on January 28, 1986, killing all seven crew members including the teacher-astronaut Christa McAuliffe, Reagan’s eloquent speech reassured Americans. Yet his choice of words was instructive. In 1962 John F. Kennedy dreamed about a man on the moon continuing the quest for scientific knowledge. When George W. Bush in 2003 would eulogize the shuttle Columbia astronauts, he would combine nationalism and theology, praising their “idealism,” and soothing with Isaiah’s words that “Because of His great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing.” Reagan’s speech was more individualistic, focusing on the astronauts as explorers, hailing their “daring” and “dedication.”

Nevertheless, as a midwesterner with populist instincts, and as a conservative with a reputation for moralism, Ronald Reagan kept his distance from the New York scandals. Even his harshest critics never accused him of financial chicanery. He was vulnerable, especially with his wife Nancy, to charges of insensitivity, not knavery. The consumer crusader Ralph Nader accused Reagan, as a “friend of the business community,” of giving the “green signal” that “he’s not going to be tough on corporate crime” or on governmental corruption.

In truth, Reagan had bigger worries. In that scandal-plagued November of 1986, as the titans of takeover Ivan Boesky and Michael Milken descended into modern America’s scandal-mongering inferno of hysterical journalists, aggressive prosecutors, overpriced lawyers, fair-weather friends, and humiliated relatives, Reagan endured his own descent into political hell. Day by day, headlines about the Wall Street scandal competed for space on the front page with news about Reagan’s own scandal. Iran-Contra would span the globe from Central America to the Middle East and invite Americans into a peculiar shadowy West Wing world centered around a marine colonel named Oliver North, who would unwittingly help Ronald Reagan’s precious popularity ratings go south.


1987

Mourning in America

Fiascos at Home and Abroad

A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages. My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it is not.
RONALD REAGAN, SPEECH TO THE NATION, MARCH 1987

White House strategists anticipated a great moment, a meeting of two eloquent defenders of democracy: the strapping, perpetually jaunty president and the wispy writer, a Holocaust refugee, grateful to his president and his adopted nation. On April 19, 1985, Ronald Reagan awarded the Romanian-born novelist Elie Wiesel the Congressional Gold Medal of Achievement. The president thanked the writer for helping “to make the memory of the Holocaust eternal by preserving the story of the six million Jews in his work,” and “for a life that’s dedicated to others.”

Having “learned that in extreme situations when human lives and dignity are at stake, neutrality is a sin,” Wiesel applauded Reagan’s attacks on Communist oppression. But, in an anguished voice, Wiesel confessed: “Mr. President, I wouldn’t be the person I am, and you wouldn’t respect me for what I am, if I were not to tell you also of the sadness that is in my heart for what happened during the last week.” Wiesel was alluding to Reagan’s plans to visit a German military cemetery in Bitburg, which included as many as forty-nine graves of Adolf Hitler’s SS stormtroopers. “That place, Mr. President, is not your place,” Elie Wiesel sighed. “Your place is with the victims of the SS.”

The image of the refugee guest lecturing his presidential host testified to America’s democratic vigor. Still, the Bitburg misstep reflected the unfortunate dynamics of Ronald Reagan’s second term. By 1987 Reagan was too often out of “place,” too often off the mark politically, ideologically, practically, and sometimes morally. Many of the destabilizing forces were imported, with Central American insurgents and Middle Eastern terrorists mishandled just as the European World War II ghosts were mismanaged.

As confidence in the president flagged, so did faith in the society. Pollsters found that the early 1980s’ boost in public confidence vanished, with “trustworthiness of government” back to the “historical low point of 1980.” The moral breast-beating, the Wall Street flogging, the Japanophobia, and Reagan’s tumultuous term made for a surprisingly anxious age. America was at peace. The economy was booming. And yet, many Americans were cranky. Rather than delighting in the dollars filling their wallets, the VCRs whirring in their family rooms, and the microwaves beep-beeping in their kitchens, the majority of Americans focused on chaos in their schools, crime on their streets, AIDS in their bedrooms, the—dare we say it—malaise in their capital. Polls showed that most Americans feared the prosperity was fleeting, and that nuclear war might be imminent. It made for more unsettled, but more interesting, times.

If in 1984 the American collective sensibility, as it were, refused to worry and reveled in the red, white, and blue, 1987 was the opposite. This was the year when many of the fears seemed to be confirmed, when Ronald Reagan appeared weaker than ever, the moral fiber of the country seemed more frayed than ever, and, thanks to October’s spectacular stock market crash, the whole economic comeback seemed illusory.

The news story that dominated the first half of the year, the Iran-Contra scandal, captured Ronald Reagan at his worst—too stubborn and ideological in Central America, while too disengaged and muddled in the Middle East. The resulting debacle would add to a pile-on of American fiascos, from the Jim and Tammy Faye Baker televangelical disgrace to Gary Hart’s adultery-scarred presidential campaign to the October market meltdown. By the end of 1987, however, Reagan would find salvation, thanks to a most unlikely new ally in Moscow. Skeptics would marvel at the Reagan “luck,” but in many ways, the Reagan-Gorbachev breakthrough captured Ronald Reagan at his best. Tackling one of the few issues that engaged him, he was ideological enough to have vision, but malleable enough to adjust to changing realities.

An Administration Adrift, a Chief of Staff Flailing

The mourning in America, circa 1987, began with the crisis in the Reagan presidency. “The second terms of Presidents in this century have generally been downers,” no less an authority than Richard Nixon had warned. Thanks partially to his 1984 “Morning in America” campaign, Reagan’s second term lacked the snap and crackle of the first. In addition to missing a mandate, the second-term staff was less capable than the first-term team. One flawed man, Donald Regan, replaced the contentious but effective triumvirate. Regan appealed to Reagan as a self-made Wall Street millionaire with a former marine’s discipline and an Irishman’s joke-telling skills. But the two had a superficial relationship. “In the four years that I served as Secretary of the Treasury I never saw President Reagan alone,” Regan later complained. Revealing just how negligent Reagan’s hands-off presidency could be, Regan simply swapped jobs with James Baker, the crackerjack chief of staff thirsting for the prestige of a cabinet post.

Such a move, which the president rubber-stamped, derailed the Reagan White House. Reagan’s management style required a savvy chief of staff, functioning as the administration’s switchboard. Coming from the rigid, performance-based hierarchies of the marine corps and Merrill Lynch, Regan found Washington’s democratically robust chaos unfathomable. Controlling access to the president, Regan insulated Reagan from the ideological cacophony that had moderated and grounded “Reagan One.” Regan also displayed a Wall Street warrior’s crudeness. Regan reportedly dismissed Elie Wiesel’s heartfelt appeal by scoffing that Wiesel was just trying to sell books.

The president’s antigovernment governing philosophy also slowed the Reagan juggernaut. Especially after the 1986 tax reform passed, many felt that “Ronald Reagan had largely achieved his principal domestic policy objectives,” the White House counsel Peter J. Wallison would confess. “Have we not done our job? Can we go home now?” one of Reagan’s Californians, William P. Clark, kidded the president toward the end of the first term, while seriously proposing retirement.

Unlike the smooth, cautious Baker, Regan proved too wobbly on critical issues such as Social Security, yet too highhanded toward the Hill and in the White House. Regan clashed with key players ranging from the Republican Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole to the First Lady. Regan resented Nancy Reagan’s partnership with the president. She bristled at his swagger, his self-promotion, and his efforts to control her husband. Nancy Reagan would sniff that Regan liked the sound of “chief” but not of “staff.”

Regan did help Reagan pass the 1986 Tax Reform Act. Nevertheless, Reagan’s failure to secure a Republican Congress in 1984 or 1986 would clip his legislative wings. From the start, Reagan was distracted. The controversial Bitburg visit set the tone, although Reagan eventually sought “balance” by also visiting the Bergen Belsen concentration camp. Beyond that, second-term troubles included anti-American terrorism on a TWA flight and the cruise ship Achille Lauro, a new hostage crisis as terrorists kidnapped Americans in Lebanon, cancer surgery, and the ever-ballooning budget deficit. Even Nancy Reagan acknowledged “a feeling in the air that the administration was drifting.”

By 1987 Don Regan had alienated members of Congress on both sides of the aisle. He had driven out many White House aides and cowed most who remained. And, in perhaps his fatal misstep, he had crossed the First Lady a few times too many.

Iran-Contra: Too Focused in Latin America, Too Muddled in the Middle East

All this intrigue occurred amid the administration’s greatest crisis, the Iran-Contra scandal. This tragic-comic affair linked two questionable transactions. First, despite talking tough, Reagan had engaged in negotiations to free Americans held hostage by terrorists in Lebanon and authorized arms transfers to Iran to ransom the captives, violating an arms embargo against Iran. Word of the ransom in November 1986 undermined Reagan’s credibility. Legal questions arose when the White House admitted that profits from the Iranian arms shipments funded the Nicaraguan “Contras.” Congress had outlawed any funding for these Nicaraguan insurgents.

Reagan had a choice. He could blame his national security advisers for running a “cowboy” operation, thus casting doubt on his management skills. Or he could take responsibility for their actions and risk impeachment or jail for violating congressional law. “It’s hard to know which [is] more alarming, Presidential ignorance or Presidential arrogance,” the New York Times wondered. Gossips would claim that Richard Nixon predicted Reagan would survive “because when push comes to shove he can say, ‘I was stupid.’” Nixon supposedly paused, smirked, and added: “I never had that option.”

Central to the Reagan narrative was Reagan’s pride in restoring America’s world standing. Supporters applauded his muscular rhetoric and his refusal to apologize for Vietnam. Reagan eschewed hard choices. In foreign policy as in domestic policy, he believed that America could pursue peace by strengthening the military, just as he believed that America could afford to boost defense while cutting taxes. Liberals called it a contradiction; to him it was obvious: “Strength and dialogue go hand in hand.”

Reagan felt compelled to spend so much because he feared that the gap with the Russians had become so large. Characterizing the Russian military buildup as “the greatest in man’s history,” Reagan emphasized the dire situation he inherited: “When I became President, half our planes couldn’t fly because of lack of spare parts,” he said. “We only had enough ammunition for a few weeks.”

Reagan wanted a visionary, aggressive, and unapologetic foreign policy. He would not simply exorcise the spirit of Vietnam, he wanted to repudiate decades of Democratic “appeasement.” Preparing his 1983 defense address, the president scribbled: “Our security is based on being prepared to meet any contingency.” That entailed amassing conventional and nuclear arms—for peace. The president wrote to his friend Laurence W. Beilenson, a hawk, that neglecting conventional weapons “leaves only Armageddon as a response to all the brush fire wars in existence. Can we resolve Afghanistan, El Salvador or even Cuba, to say nothing of Poland, with just the threat of the bomb?”

Reagan’s hostility to Communism defined his ideology and motivated him throughout his political career. The “ideological struggle” against Communists mobilized him in the Hollywood of the 1940s, shaped his General Electric speeches in the 1950s, and colored his governorship and rise to national prominence in the 1960s. In the 1970s Reagan deemed Communism “a form of insanity—a temporary aberration which will one day disappear from the earth because it is contrary to human nature.”

Reagan’s anti-Communism was relentless, as intense when it was fashionable in the 1950s as it was when it was unfashionable in the 1970s. During the 1970s, Reagan forged ties with anti-Communist Democrats who, despite Vietnam, remained committed to an activist foreign policy. These Democrats joined Republicans in excoriating Jimmy Carter for abandoning American allies such as the shah of Iran to Islamic revolutionaries and Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua to Marxists. The United States seemed to retreat as the Soviet Union extended influence in the Horn of Africa, Central America, and the Middle East. In a 1979 Commentary article, Professor Jeane Kirkpatrick would distinguish between totalitarian Communists and “moderate autocrats friendly to American interests,” in rejecting a “posture of continuous self-abasement and apology vis-à-vis the Third World.” Kirkpatrick preached that “Liberal idealism need not be identical with masochism” and demanded a vigorous defense of “freedom and the national interest.”

After his election, Reagan made Jeane Kirkpatrick UN ambassador, thanks largely to her article. Other lapsed Democratic neoconservatives, such as Norman Podhoretz, Irving Kristol, and Ben Wattenberg, supported Reagan’s hard line. Some, such as Richard Perle and Eliott Abrams, joined the administration, articulating a strategy that many other Americans embraced naturally, and with less media fanfare.

In one of his first term’s defining moments, Reagan called the Soviet Union an “evil empire.” Speaking to the National Association of Evangelicals in March 1983, Reagan repudiated the moral equivalence of the 1960s and 1970s, preferring the moral clarity of Harry Truman and John Kennedy. Strobe Talbott in Time feared “roil[ing] Soviet insecurities.” The historian Henry Steele Commager deemed it “the worst presidential speech in American history.”

Decades later, it would appear that American liberals worried more about Reagan’s rhetoric than did the Soviet leaders. “[O]ur propaganda and our newspapers seized on this term and started getting upset about it,” Sergei Tarasenko, the policy assistant to Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, recalled in 1998. “But on the political level” in the Kremlin “it did not play a role.”

Still, Reagan’s language warned the Soviets that he would match their rhetorical onslaughts with his own. Just as he sought to restore the military balance of power, he wished to restore the ideological and diplomatic balance. Despite liberals’ derision at home, Reagan’s words resonated throughout the world and would help establish the conditions for the Soviets’ collapse and the democratic euphoria that would sweep Europe at the end of the decade.

Reagan’s aggressive foreign policy and assertive patriotism captured the popular imagination. Hasbro Toys resurrected its G.I. Joe line of action figures. In a 1980s’ cross-marketing twist, a cartoon series, G.I. Joe: A Real American Hero, began a twelve-year syndicated run in 1982 with a multicultural cast of soldiers. Action movies including Red Dawn in 1984, Chuck Norris’s Invasion USA and Sylvester Stallone’s Rambo—First Blood II in 1985, and Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Commando in 1986 exploited America’s cold war anxieties while feeding desires for a modern-day sheriff to right the world at home and abroad. In this renewed pop patriotism, frustration with crime mingled with frustration with Soviet expansionism. “These films take a regressive, fantasy-land urge—to go back and win the Vietnam War,” David Edelstein, The Village Voice film critic, mourned. “Does anyone buy this cotton-brained revisionism?” Judging by his frequent references to Vietnam, and his fascination with Rambo, Dirty Harry, and other celluloid warriors, Reagan certainly did, but he called it leadership.

And yet “Rambo” Reagan also had a softer, more sentimental side. In early 1984 Reagan scrawled his personal vision of Soviet-American relations transcending ideology: He imagined “Ivan and Anya” bumping into “Jim & Sally”: “Would they debate the differences between their respective gov’ts? Or would Anya & Sally find themselves comparing notes about their children, while Ivan & Jim found out what each other did for a living?” As they parted, Reagan imagined, “Anya would be saying to Ivan, ‘wasn’t she nice, she gave me a new recipe?’” Reagan preached: “they would have proven that people don’t make wars. People want to raise their children in a world without fear, and without war.” He concluded: “If the Soviet Govt wants peace then there will be peace.”

Reagan’s warm, cuddly, personal vision ended up almost verbatim in his East Room address on January 16, 1984. The speechwriters did, however, make the parable more politically correct. There was no talk of recipes, no gender assumptions regarding who talked about children and who worked. In the final version “maybe Anya would be saying to Ivan, ‘Wasn’t she nice? She also teaches music.’”

Reagan’s unedited vision was sexist and simplistic. It was also vivid and accessible. This softer, more personal, more pacifist side would conflict with Reagan’s harder side. Reagan’s foreign policy would be most militant when the Russian threat was clearest; the further away from that paradigm Reagan wandered—or the world’s problems took him—the murkier things became. In Central America, perceiving the Soviets as puppeteers manipulating events uncomfortably close to American shores, Reagan was clear, ideological, and proactive, for better and worse. He championed the Contras opposing the Nicaraguan Sandistas as the “moral equivalent of our Founding Fathers.” “We must not break faith with those who are risking their lives—on every continent from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—to defy Soviet aggression and secure rights which have been ours from birth,” the president said during his 1985 State of the Union address. “Support for freedom fighters is self-defense.” Yet it was hard to see Ayatollah Khomeini’s Iranian theocracy through the lens of the fight against godless Communism—except as a potential strategic beachhead against the Soviets. Further complicating matters, the new hostages’ families made heartfelt appeals that played to Reagan’s sentimental side. Iran-Contra was the sterile product of this cross-breeding, with Reagan’s clear, aggressive anti-Communism mixing unhealthily with his sloppy, sentimental, and muddled approach to Middle East terrorism.

Central America Is a Swamp—Iran Is Too

“Central America is a swamp,” Alexander Haig’s usually diplomatic successor as secretary of state, George Shultz, once shuddered. In El Salvador an anti-Communist government fought a leftist Marxist insurgency, while in Nicaragua the pro-Communist Sandinista government fought a right-wing “Contra” insurgency. No side had a monopoly on virtue; too many involved had blood on their hands despite all the selective indignation. And while ideologues reduced both conflicts to East-West struggles, blurred boundaries, conflicting loyalties, and regional anomalies muddied the waters. Nevertheless, Reagan and some aides were keen to intervene, especially in Nicaragua. “If we can’t stop Soviet expansionism in a place like Nicaragua, where the hell can we?” the Director of Central Intelligence William Casey asked.

The battle over Central American policy became polarized, reflecting the partisan nature of so much American debate. In a relentless Punch-and-Judy show, while Republicans railed exclusively against the Salvadoran rebels and the Nicaraguan government, Democrats railed exclusively against the Salvadoran government and the Contra rebels as “thugs” and “butchers.” Democrats warned of another Vietnam—a fear shared by 47 percent polled in March 1981 and by 62 percent five years later. “There is nothing,” Speaker Tip O’Neill warned prophetically in 1984, “the president will not do to get money for this war in Nicaragua that he has his heart set on.”

As Democrats questioned the president’s judgment, Republicans questioned Democrats’ patriotism. Voting to cut off funds to the Contras is “a vote to pave the lanes of Central America for the Communist movement,” Louisiana Congressman Robert Livingston charged. Noting that the TV “networks,” as other critics, “have the same bias for the Communist rebels in El Salvador that they now have for the Communist government in Nicaragua,” Richard Nixon would sneer: “Their pink slip is showing.”

Neither popular nor congressional resistance fazed Reagan. He believed the Soviets’ and the Sandinistas’ “sophisticated disinformation campaign” prevented his message on Central America from “getting through to the American people.” He was “completely convinced that what we are doing is not only in the best interests of the United States, but of the free world as well.” Still, if there was one arena where Reagan and the Reaganauts were primed to be overzealous, it was in Central America.

Tip O’Neill repeatedly mobilized his Democratic majority to cut off federal aid to the Contras. The president “thinks he’s John Wayne,” the Speaker fumed. Each congressional measure triggered White House countermeasures, with National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane and his aide Lt. Col. Oliver North establishing secret bank accounts, funneling money through other countries, hiding documents, and lying to Congress. In 1982 Congressman Edward P. Boland initiated legislation prohibiting the CIA from working to overthrow the Nicaraguan government. By October 1984 Democrats passed yet another “Boland Amendment” to the Defense Appropriations Bill, closing earlier loopholes by saying “no funds” from any governmental “agency or entity” should be used “directly or indirectly,” to support “military or paramilitary operations in Nicaragua by any nation, group, organization, movement or individual.” Like his boss, North was unfazed and undeterred.

While Reagan’s Contra policy faltered because administration officials were too zealous, confusion and inconsistency haunted Reagan’s Iran policy. Reagan’s rhetoric was clear. The president said in June 1985 “that America will never make concessions to terrorists.” Yet no systematic attempt to root out terrorism began—a failure that would become apparent only in 2001. The mass murder by truck bombing of 241 marines in Lebanon in October 1983 was not only unpunished but rewarded when America retreated from Lebanon. And Reagan’s strident words in June 1985 rang hollow amid a terrorism epidemic, coming nine days after terrorists kidnapped a seventh American in Beirut, four days after Arab terrorists hijacked 153 people, including 135 Americans, on TWA Flight 847 from Athens to Rome, a day before Salvadoran guerrillas killed 13, including 4 U.S. Marines at a sidewalk café, a day before a bomb in the Frankfurt airport in West Germany killed 3 and wounded 42, and five days before Sikh terrorists bombed an Air India Boeing 747 over the Atlantic, killing all 329 aboard. Moreover, the final TWA hostages would only be freed on June 30, only after Israel released 700 Shiite prisoners. The deal allowed Reagan to boast that he had not succumbed to terrorist demands—because America’s trusted ally delivered the goods.

On June 28 Reagan met with some of the TWA hostages’ families in Chicago. Two brothers of Father Lawrence Jenco, who had been kidnapped in January, joined. The Jenco family anguish touched the president. After that meeting, Reagan seemed more open to working with Iranian “moderates.” Reagan was susceptible, as always, to the argument that good relations with Iran would dismay the neighboring Soviets. Now he also hoped to save the hostages. “Reagan’s obsession with freeing the hostages overrode anything else,” McFarlane later said.

That summer of 1985, the Iran initiative progressed. On July 17, four days after intestinal surgery, Reagan wrote in his diary: “Some strange soundings are coming from some Iranians.” Reagan hoped for “a breakthrough” to free the seven American hostages. These “soundings” led to Israeli arms shipments to Iran, the release of one hostage by September, and a formal finding by December that Reagan signed acknowledging CIA activities. This amounted to what the final Iran-Contra report would call “an authorized effort to secure the release of American hostages in exchange for shipments of weapons.” Eventually, Iran received 2,008 antitank missiles and tons of spare parts, and two hostages were released—although terrorists kidnapped replacements shortly thereafter. Meanwhile, “Field Marshal North”—as Pentagon critics mockingly called him—began diverting profits from the Iranian arms sales to fund the Contras.

When the Iranian approach was revealed in November 1986, it was particularly shocking because Reagan had finally lived up to his rhetoric. In October 1985 Palestinian terrorists hijacked the Italian cruise ship the Achille Lauro and murdered a sixty-nine-year-old wheelchair-bound passenger, Leon Klinghoffer, dumping his body into the sea. The hijackers escaped to Egypt and were on their way to a hero’s welcome from Yasir Arafat and his Palestine Liberation Organization terrorists in Tunisia. Reagan authorized four Navy F-14s to intercept the jet. “You can run, but you can’t hide,” Reagan swaggered. Six months later, on April 14, 1986, American jets bombed Libya to retaliate for the bombing of a German disco American soldiers frequented. The raid killed 150 Libyans, including Muammar al-Qaddafi’s two-year-old adopted daughter. French President Francois Mitterand complained, “I don’t believe that you stop terrorism by killing 150 Libyans who have done nothing.” Nevertheless, 72 percent of Americans applauded their heroic president, and Qaddafi stopped confronting the United States.

The revelations also came at an awkward time. In the November 1986 elections, the Democrats increased their congressional majority by six seats and, by gaining eight Senate seats, seized back control of the Senate after six years. With a Democratic Congress fed up with Reaganism and seeking revenge, the scandal also stirred longstanding doubts about Reagan’s competence. In the New York Times, Tom Wicker sneered that presidents were paid to discover such troubles, “not to nap after lunch”; Anthony Lewis blamed Reagan—not his aides—for a “subterranean government” with a “brazen disregard for law” and “our constitutional system.”

At a hastily arranged news conference in November 1986, Reagan wavered between accepting responsibility and claiming ignorance. With Reagan insisting that the “charges are utterly false” and “that it is my policy to oppose terrorism throughout the world,” his ratings plunged more than 15 percentage points. No president had ever experienced such a one-month fall. A special prosecutor, various congressional committees, and the White House’s own Tower Commission soon began subpoenaing White House aides, amassing documents, retrieving deleted emails, and paralyzing the administration.

Reeling from “This Iranian Thing”

With even many Republicans subdued regarding what one staffer, Haley Barbour, called “this Iranian thing,” the new White House communications director Pat Buchanan blasted “disloyal” Republicans, scheming Democrats, and a feckless media, which he labeled the “polemical and publicity arm of American liberalism.” Buchanan endorsed the entire endeavor: “President Reagan drew the line in the dirt and told the Communists they would not be permitted to establish a Soviet beachhead on the mainland of the Americas. Make no mistake. That is what the furor in Washington is all about, not whether technicalities of the law were circumvented.” Even the diversion pleased Buchanan. “I say if Colonel North ripped off the Ayatollah for 30 million dollars and sent the money down to help the Freedom Fighters, then God Bless Colonel North.”

Nancy Reagan blamed the scandal on the second term’s second-rate staff. As the president’s popularity waned, the fight between what Newsweek called “President Reagan’s iron-willed, right-hand woman and his steely staff chief” intensified. Mrs. Reagan had mastered power politics. She leaked anti-Regan stories to loyal reporters. The Washington Post dutifully declared Regan “arguably the worst White House chief of staff ever.”

The bloodletting immobilized Reagan. After a lifetime of image-building, he minimized the Iran-Contra scandal as a “journalistic firestorm.” His ability to disconnect from reality led him to build his defense on two contradictory points. Boasting about his efforts to free the hostages and woo the moderates, he claimed he never negotiated with terrorists. And, claiming ignorance of the Contra diversion, he insisted he was in command. Firing Regan would have confirmed that the Iranian policy was confused and that the president’s grip had weakened.

Firing Regan would also have fed the impression that Nancy Reagan was in charge. No one could dictate to Ronald Reagan when he wanted to appear in control. He resented the claims that Nancy manipulated him. Rumors spread that the president told his wife to “get off my goddam back” about Regan.

Reagan’s position satisfied his vanity and his sense of fair play, but it did not satisfy most Americans. By March more than half the people surveyed believed Reagan was lying when he denied knowing about diverting profits to the Contras. “For the first time in my life, people didn’t believe me,” a shocked Reagan would recall.

Reagan faced his greatest political crisis with the same passivity with which he faced his greatest personal crisis, his divorce. Now he blamed hysterical reporters and zealous aides. He refused to take any actions until the commission chaired by former Senator John Tower reported. Reagan was “frustrated that I couldn’t get my message across,” but not “depressed.” Nancy Reagan asked her husband if he was as unworried as he seemed. “I don’t believe I did anything wrong,” he replied. “I realize there will be some unpleasant times coming up, but no, I’m not worried.”

The new year began ominously. Reagan’s prostate surgery in early January 1987 renewed doubts about his competence and intensified the White House wars. Nancy Reagan focused on the president. She demanded a complete recovery before he resumed a full schedule. Regan focused on the presidency. He wanted presidential action to deflect attention from the scandal. Aides searched for “possible ways to show presidential activity within the medical recovery limitations.” No matter how limited the activity Regan proposed, Nancy vetoed it. “You are not a doctor,” she shrieked.

Reagan devoted 2 percent of his State of the Union address, 115 words of nearly 4,000, to his “one major regret. I took a risk with regard to our action in Iran. It did not work, and for that I assume full responsibility.” Reagan still believed the “goals were worthy” and segued into a homily about the need to defend freedom boldly.

As the weeks dragged on, Reagan’s listlessness surprised Regan. The president, Regan would recall, “seemed uninterested in the fact that the field had largely been left to his detractors at one of the most critical hours of his career.” The health crisis on top of the political crisis may have convinced Reagan that age had finally caught up to him.

Throughout the second term, reporters and insiders often speculated about the president’s mental state. Until 1994, five years after he retired, when Reagan admitted he suffered from Alzheimer’s disease, Reagan’s doctors insisted that the oldest president ever was among the fittest presidents ever, physically and mentally. Reagan’s intellect was never conventional. Although many said he had a photographic memory, his idiosyncratic relationship to facts stemmed partially from his idiosyncratic thought processes. Experts claim there is no “Alzheimer’s personality,” no set of traits that have yet proved to herald the disease. But even when he was governor, Reagan was infamous for having a hazy approach to details and an intermittent attention span. Early in his presidency, this consummate survivor laughed at his inability to remember names by joking that it was so much fun to come to work—“you meet the nicest people every day.”

Ironically, the longstanding doubts about his mental acuity may have insulated him from the developing doubts. Someone like Sam Donaldson had been attacking the “doddering” president for so long, so many stories circulated about the inaccurate anecdotes, that it became harder to convince editors, producers, or the public that reporters had uncovered something new. Lesley Stahl of CBS struggled with this dilemma, as evidence accumulated suggesting that the president was slipping. At a final meeting before Stahl left the White House beat, Reagan seemed particularly forgetful and distant. Stahl was ready to report that the president might have Alzheimer’s, but the old performer lit up when he discovered that Stahl’s husband Aaron Latham was a screenwriter. As the cinematic anecdotes poured out, and the charm worked its magic, Latham became convinced that the president merely had an off day, and Stahl buried what could have been her biggest scoop.

The hospitalizations made Reagan the man look as weak as his presidency. Since the cancer surgery, Nancy Reagan had appeared stronger, at her husband’s expense. The jokes had circulated for years, as comedians would welcome “The Leader of the Free World”—and “her husband.”

On February 8 Regan scheduled a press conference for the 26th, which led to a shouting match with the First Lady that ended when Regan hung up the phone on her. The even-tempered president was “troubled by this kind of temperamental outburst.” A few days later, when Regan blamed “the East Wing” for a hiring mistake, the president decided, “that does it.” He claimed he fired Regan because of the “morale issue” resulting from the attempt to be “deputy president,” not as punishment for Iran-Contra. When the president finally fired his chief of staff on Monday, February 23—expecting a departure the next week—Regan blasted Mrs. Reagan. The president said if Nancy had overreached, it had only been because of his health. “I thought I was Chief of Staff to the President, not to his wife,” Regan bristled. Flashing his trademark amiable yet disengaged grin, the president dodged the confrontation.

Forced by Reagan’s defense to declare the president of the United States incompetent or dishonest, the Tower Commission condemned his “management style.” The “flustered” president still claimed he never offered arms for hostages. “Mr. President,” Brent Scrowcroft said, “there were occasions when the aircraft loaded with weapons was sitting on the runway, waiting for word that the hostages had been freed.”

“He will never again be the Reagan that he was before he blew it,” Congressman Newt Gingrich mourned. “He is not going to regain our trust and our faith so easily.” “We have no fear of him anymore,” a House Democratic staffer rejoiced. “There is no way Ronald Reagan will ever be as popular again.”

Having dodged public questions while the Tower Commission gathered the facts, Reagan sought to start his “third term” with a mea culpa speech—of sorts. In his twelve-minute televised speech on March 4, 1987, Reagan again took “full responsibility for my own actions and for those of my administration.” He vowed “there’ll be no more freelancing by individuals when it comes to our national security.” But Reagan crossed out the “I’m sorry” an aide scribbled in the margins. And offering a classic of presidential obfuscation—and Reaganesque denial—he said: “A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages. My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it is not.” Reagan ended with a homily, “When you make a mistake you take your knocks, you learn your lessons, and then you move on.”

After the speech Dan Rather asked CBS correspondent Bill Plante, “Bill, the president did not apologize or at least he didn’t do so straightforwardly and without some reluctance. He did say that he had made a mistake. Will that make any difference?” Reagan always resented such commentary, which he considered to be editorializing masquerading as analysis. “Our pollster took two polls right after the twelve-minute speech,” he told a friend. “The first was only with people who saw and heard the speech for themselves. Only 33 percent had an unfavorable reaction. The second was with people who only knew about the speech from what they read or heard in the media. More than 60 percent of those were unfavorable. I guess that tells us something.”

Overall, however, the speech was well received. “The Gipper’s back,” Indiana’s Senator Dan Quayle exclaimed. CBS pollsters reported a nine-point jump in Reagan’s standing overnight. Reagan proved especially effective in energizing his base—and playing to America’s great cultural divide. “I remember how the country was before you arrived in Washington,” Doris and Merill Green telegrammed from Scottsdale, Arizona. “Thank you for restoring pride in our country.” Many of Reagan’s defenders were as hard on Communism and the media as they were soft on the president and their country. “We love our country right or wrong. It has its flaws but is still the greatest,” Mr. and Mrs. Richard V. Figueroa telegrammed from Los Angeles. “But not for long if the self-righteous loud mouths, liberal, pinko media continues.”

Reagan and his closest friends also viewed this crisis through an anti-Communist lens. Before the speech, Efrem Zimblast, Jr., wrote to reassure his old Hollywood anti-Communist comrade. Zimblast, who was TV’s F.B.I. man from 1965 through 1974, dismissed “the virulent cries from the leftist media [which] look like a thinly disguised ploy to soften up the presidency as part of a cleverly designed master plan.” A few months earlier, Reagan had replied to a note with similar sentiments from the song-and-dance-man-turned-senator George Murphy by writing: “In our Hollywood adventure with infiltration and subversion you and I picked up a lot of knowledge the pundits and the politicos don’t have.” The conspiratorial language the old friends shared suggested that they were still fighting the same fight.

“There is a definite change in the climate back here,” Reagan reported a week later. “We must opportunistically create events where the president exhibits his diverse qualities: leadership, compassion, identity with real people, and real emotions and on behalf of the country,” one staffer, William Henkel, urged. We need to “find heroes,” Henkel said, noting that “Springtime means baseball, families, patriotism, parades, festival, feel-good wishes.” Ronald Reagan needed reimmersion in those “symbols, values, and memories.”

The strategy reinforced the impression of Jimmy Carter’s State Department spokesman, Hodding Carter, that Reagan’s speech “guaranteed his presidency while destroying his ideology.” From the first inaugural, Reagan had responded to the enduring unpopularity of so many of his issue stands with broad, populist, appeals; he often countered policy attacks with “feel-good wishes.” Such patriotic populism shaped his governing ideology more than his conservative doctrine.

The Iran-Contra affair was only the biggest and messiest scandal to afflict the administration. The Watergate scandal had perfected a range of instruments for torturing politicians. Special prosecutors and congressional committees wielded vast subpoena power. The judiciary increasingly plunged into many aspects of American life. Journalists yearned to crack another Watergate case. Most Americans mistrusted politicians, their traditional fear of politicians now exacerbated by a post-1960s’ hostility to authority. In Jimmy Carter’s four years, his administration endured a few ethics investigations and dozens of hysterical headlines. Ronald Reagan’s administration, which attracted too many scoundrels who hated government spending unless it profited them, endured over two hundred criminal investigations and thousands of hysterical headlines.

Indictments of government officials at all levels spiked from less than 50 in 1970, to approximately 400 in 1980, to over 1,000 in 1988—and most were convicted. There was neither a precipitating rise in corruption nor a rash of malicious prosecutions. Rather, these new forms of “institutional combat,” which political scientists would call “politics by other means,” injected new dimensions of drama and dysfunction into America, bypassing the normal protocols of electoral dynamics, and all too often criminalizing politics.

Both financially upright and deeply disengaged, Reagan remained untainted by scandal until Iran-Contra. When it hit, he was clever enough, and honest enough, to demand no coverup. This policy of full disclosure probably saved his presidency, even as it monopolized his administration’s attention in 1987.

This scandal’s proximity to Watergate hurt and helped Reagan. A generation of Americans—especially reporters and prosecutors—was now primed to mistrust the president, to see conspiracies in sloppiness, chicanery in buffoonery. Yet many Americans feared repeating the Watergate trauma. Given the new standard for political wrongdoing—was it as bad as Watergate?—and given Reagan’s popularity and reputation for managerial lassitude, the administration would, eventually, survive.

On the other hand, Reagan’s popularity intensified the self-criticisms Americans were proving to be so adept at indulging. If Reagan the Everyman was corrupt, perhaps the society was rotten. Americans’ “sadness over Ronald Reagan is special,” the pollster Louis Harris wrote, “for he had an inordinate capacity to evoke a spirited identification with the higher purposes of the nation. … This wound will not heal easily or quickly.” In February, the Tower Commission found Reagan incompetent, not evil. But congressional hearings were slated for the summer, and in the spring of 1987 Americans found more reasons to question themselves—and their leaders.

The Season of Scandal in the Church—and Beyond

Spring 1987 also became the season of scandal in the televangelical world. The troubles began in late March, two and a half weeks after the president’s speech. The casting was perfect. There was Jim Bakker, a celebrity minister-mogul, raising over one hundred million dollars a year for his PTL ministry—Praise The Lord or People That Love. There was his flamboyantly overdressed and garishly made-up wife and television cohost, Tammy Faye. And there was his angry former secretary and paramour, Jessica Hahn. Hahn’s accusations of sexual impropriety ultimately uncovered fraud. By the end of the scandal, Hahn was fielding offers from Penthouse, Jim Bakker was serving time in the jailhouse, and Jim, Tammy Faye, and all too many of their unfortunate followers were languishing in the poorhouse.

What Reagan did for conservative politics, Bakker did for evangelical Christianity. Both preached an easy-street gospel of no hard choices and materialistic individualism, of prosperity, patriotism, and popular culture. Both bonded with mainstream Americans, despite the mocking of East and West Coast sophisticates. By 1987, melding Christianity and consumerism, the Good Book with the good life, Jim Bakker’s “prosperity theology” had brought him three homes, his and hers Rolls Royces, 2,000 employees, a ministry of 500,000 followers, and 13 million cable television subscribers on 168 affiliated television stations. His 2,300-acre resort Heritage USA was America’s most popular non-Disney theme park, attracting 6.1 million visitors in 1986.

PTL was part of a $2 billion-a-year televangelism business, with 221 Christian TV stations and 60 syndicated programs. More than 1,000 radio stations also served as many as 50 million “born again” Christians. In the 1970s TV ministries had consumed barely $50 million a year worth of airtime; now it was over $600 million. After years of public retreat, Christian ministers now tackled modern Americans’ issues, railing against “secular humanism,” the divorce epidemic, and the ubiquity of alcohol. Preachers were also more aggressive culturally, and politically. “We are fighting a holy war,” exclaimed Jerry Falwell, a Lynchburg, Virginia, minister who emerged as a national power broker in 1980. To reporters familiar with New York, not Nashville, Falwell and his “Moral Majority” came from nowhere, but Falwell and his allies had been building their audiences, and galvanizing their flocks, for years.

Not all televangelists were alike. Echoing the Puritans’ conflicts, the ministers quarreled over mixing piety and prosperity. Jimmy Swaggert, a gruffer, Gospel-singing Pentecostalist, derided his Assemblies of God rival’s decadence. Falwell, who was less glitzy than Bakker, less proletarian than Swaggert, condemned the Bakkers’ “greed.”

Of course, not all of the 40 to 45 percent of Americans attending religious services every week were Christian, not all Christians were fundamentalists, and fundamentalism entailed more than televangelism and Moral Majoritarianism—despite media stereotypes. Televangelism reflected three major trends of privatization, politicization, and polarization shaping American religions in the 1980s. Just as it was easy to channel surf from Jimmy Swaggert to Jimmy Bakker, more and more Americans were congregation-hopping. In a world of increasing individualism and consumer choice, religion, too, was being privatized. At the same time, since the 1960s many church-goers had become politicized. The “Religious Right” took credit for electing Reagan in the first place, with as many as 85 percent of groups such as the white Baptists having voted for Reagan. This political mobilization accentuated a third trend—reflected by the sagging fortunes of the mainline Protestant groups amid the fundamentalist resurgence. The middle was imploding, people were becoming more secular or more religious, with the Northeast experiencing more “religious disengagement” and the southern Bible Belt serving as the center of this latest Great Awakening.

Bakker’s resignation over his tryst seven years earlier, and the church funds he paid to silence Hahn, fed the mainstream media caricature of believers as fools and fanatics. Calm, ordinary, church-going Americans rarely made the news. Except for the occasional treacly Christmas or Easter special, the TV networks tended to reflect what Richard John Neuhaus called “the Naked Public Square.” But now, country music singer Ray Stevens sang: “Would Jesus Wear a Rolex on His Television Show?” as cynical reporters delighted in the Bakkers’ air-conditioned doghouse and sixty-thousand-dollar home renovations. Further adding to the scorn, one of the evangelical world’s elders, Oral Roberts, said if he did not raise eight million dollars by March 31, the Lord would call him home. And months later, sweat streaking down his forehead, eyes brimming with tears, his face contorted in pain, Swaggert himself confessed to consorting with prostitutes.

Watching yet another feeding frenzy, a liberal Protestant, James Wall, complained of “preacher-bashing,” fearing “a lingering resentment against people who are publicly outspoken about their religion.” The shenanigans confirmed every cynic’s dismissal of religion as the realm of the charlatan. A broader fear lingered that Ronald Reagan’s old-fashioned America was gone, if it had ever existed.

With scandal rocking the church, Wall Street, and the White House—the nation’s religious, financial, and political sanctums—many began expecting their idols to have clay feet. That same spring, the Democratic favorite in the fight to replace Reagan, Gary Hart, also stumbled into scandal. Reflecting growing journalistic aggressiveness, a Miami Herald reporter staked out the Georgetown townhouse where Hart spent the night with a young woman, Donna Rice. When photos appeared of Rice sitting on Hart’s lap while cruising on the aptly named ship Monkey Business, Hart’s campaign collapsed. As Jessica Hahn did, Rice then cashed in during her fifteen minutes of fame, appearing in racy ads for jeans. In Reagan’s America, notoriety was a bankable commodity. Americans would pay to “learn more” about these disgraced paramours, paying just enough attention for the seductresses and their agents to enjoy some large paydays.

Wave after wave of such “feeding frenzies”—in Professor Larry Sabato’s phrase—debilitated the body politic. The march of human folly and cascades of corruption undermined Americans’ faith in their leaders and in each other. The resulting cynicism furthered the retreat into the private sphere, the epidemic of selfish NIMBYism, and the erosion of a mass commitment to the common good. It was hard to compromise, let alone sacrifice, when you mistrusted your neighbors and your leaders.

At the same time, these scandals’ protocols and stock characters numbed Americans. A decade before Bill Clinton’s sins would lead conservatives to mourn “the Death of Outrage,” both conservatives and liberals were thickening the moral scar tissue that would mute American morality and moralism. With media scandal-mongers constantly at a fever pitch, with viewers and newspaper readers buffeted from one transgression to another, with high crimes and misdemeanors yielding equally hysterical headlines, Americans applied the same doubts they had about their leaders and their neighbors to the media messengers. Sensing, as usual, what John Q. Public was thinking, and demonstrating more savvy and cynicism than most assumed he had, Reagan would snap during the televised Iran-Contra congressional hearings: “I think CNN will be looking for new programming pretty soon.”

Dodging the Bullet: The Iran-Contra Hearings

Oddly enough, then, this season of scandal may have helped Reagan weather the Iran-Contra storm. As the congressional hearings began in the spring, Americans were tired of the scandal-mongering, angry at the press, and bored by Iran-Contra. Beyond a slew of confusing details, the basic plotline had not varied since November 1986. Besides, as one Ohio banker noted, “Iran is all to hell and gone far away and the average person doesn’t know where Nicaragua is.” The Tower Commission and Reagan’s speech had staunched the bleeding. Oliver North now wanted to win back the public.

By the time he testified in July 1987 to the joint congressional committee investigating the Iran-Contra scandal, Oliver North had two contrasting reputations. Just as Americans could never reconcile the shrewd, amiable, effective Reagan with the rigid, doctrinaire, addle-headed Reagan—and thus often believed one or another—Americans had trouble reconciling good Ollie and bad Ollie. Good Ollie was a fresh-faced, gap-toothed, forty-three-year-old Marine, a rock-solid patriot who followed orders to save the world from Communism. Bad Ollie was a scheming, self-aggrandizing, lying, manic Dr. Strangelove, who drove himself to the edge of a nervous breakdown running a rogue foreign policy. Good Ollie was a family man, a father of four, living on a three-acre “homestead” with three horses and three dogs, loyally married to his “best friend,” his wife of nineteen years, Betsy. Bad Ollie was untrustworthy, a married man who wooed his beautiful secretary with a Farrah Fawcett blonde hairdo and a movie star name, Fawn Hall, to join him in a frenzy of paper-shredding that obstructed justice.

In Congress—and to an estimated TV audience of fifty-five million—the Good Ollie was on display. Ramrod-straight, his chest glimmering with a hero’s “fruit salad,” six rows of medals and ribbons, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North was flanked by his wife, her white-collared, polka-dot dress accented primly with a strand of pearls. “As you all know by now, my name is Oliver North, lieutenant colonel, Marine Corps,” he began, defining himself as an American hero. After saluting his family, he wrapped himself in Reagan’s mantle. Invoking American values of hard work, loyalty, and patriotism, praising his fellow marines and their Vietnam heroics, North contrasted this “great” president’s quest to achieve “world peace by strengthening our country” with media and congressional nitpicking. North blamed the Congress for its “fickle, vacillating, unpredictable, on-again-off-again policy toward the Nicaraguan democratic resistance.”

North’s patriotic rhetoric and semiotics, the “us and them” paradigms (America versus Communist enemies, North versus the Congress), the mix of romanticism and realism, the nostalgia, the populism, followed the Reagan recipe. As a result, both Reagan and North were able to transcend inconvenient facts and messy contradictions to remain popular. Reporters heard North’s many “I don’t recalls” and his admissions about lying to Congress, shredding important documents, and financing a $13,500 home security system with arms sales. Viewers saw an honourable crew-cut marine being crucified by the chief counsel for the House committee, John Nields, who was wispy, WASP-y, and a tad hippie-ish, with hair flowing too close to his shoulders; and the Senate counsel, Arthur Liman, who looked and sounded like the million-dollar-a-year “New Yawk” lawyer that he was, with his hair unnaturally but expensively flipped across his bald pate, with his Brooklyn overbite and his “r”s that were MIA.

The ensuing “Olliemania” became a moment in the Reagan presidency’s twilight for conservatives to “take back the night,” as feminists would have said, or to sing the “Nightingale’s Song,” as the journalist Robert Timberg would later say, referring to a young nightingale’s ability to debut with a full-throated warble, but only after hearing an older bird sing. President Reagan was delighted “to see the change in attitude of the lynch mob as it feels the public pulse changing.” In March the New York Times had painted a checkered “portrait of North,” calling it “Bravado, Tenacity, Deceit.” By July, even the Times gushed that North’s red-white-and-blue “bravura performance” was “rooted in the American tradition: Underdog, true believer, one man against the crowd,” a mix of Gary Cooper, Jimmy Stewart, and Huck Finn. “Give those little pimple-headed politicians hell,” one Georgia man cabled, adding to the fifteen thousand telegrams piled not so subtly near North’s seat in the Senate Caucus Room. “The only risk they ever take is catching AIDS in a Washington hot tub.” “LT. COL. OLIVER NORTH—AN AMERICAN HERO—DUTY, HONOR, COUNTRY” buttons sold furiously, donations to the Oliver North Legal Assistance Fund mounted. Twenty-eight witnesses testified over 250 hours. Yet only North’s appearance triggered a “half-million letters, telegrams, and phone calls” to Congress, “perhaps the largest spontaneous popular response to a congressional activity in American legislative history,” according to historian David Thelen.

Foreshadowing a defense Democrats would use for President Bill Clinton, Republicans claimed Democratic partisans held North to artificially high standards to “embarrass President Reagan.” Revealing that 1960s’ cynicism, relativism, and anti-authoritarianism had infected the heartland, and now fused with traditional doubts about politicians, many Americans assumed that “everyone in Washington lies.” And embracing the confessional culture that North, with his occasional regrets about “misjudgments,” also encouraged, another supporter said: “Like Colonel North, I’ve made a few bad judgments in my life, too.”

Actually, the public had a more nuanced view of North than the hype suggested. Just as polls consistently showed Americans liking Reagan but doubting his programs, polls showed Americans sympathizing with North but doubting his integrity. An overwhelming 84 percent surveyed believed North when he said higher-ups approved his actions. Two-thirds deemed him a “true patriot,” and 60 percent sympathized with him. But 58 percent believed North acted illegally, 51 percent found him totally truthful, only 37 percent considered him “someone we need in government,” and a mere 29 percent deemed him a national hero.

Oliver North was no pet rock. “Ollie for President” T-shirts faded quickly as a fad. One entrepreneur who expected to sell 450,000 twelve-inch Oliver North dolls sold only 200. As with much of Reagan’s political program, great buzz did not translate into political revolution.

Nevertheless, with North’s help, Reagan’s popularity would recover, buoyed by the fact that only 24 percent surveyed believed the president was in charge. Reagan hated that “Americans were forgiving me for something I hadn’t done.” In mid-August Reagan presented an ambitious agenda for the remaining year and a half: ensuring Senate confirmation of his Supreme Court nominee Judge Robert Bork; negotiating treaties with the Soviets, including eliminating “an entire class of nuclear weapons”—the intermediate range, or I.N.F. missiles; advocating “an economic bill of rights” with a constitutional amendment requiring a balanced budget as the centerpiece; and making the fight for freedom in Nicaragua a “bipartisan” initiative.

The Great Crash—and Even Greater Reconciliation

Ironically, as Reagan’s domestic agenda languished, his foreign agenda would save him. By late October Americans could no longer find solace in their stock portfolios. On October 6 the market began dropping, setting one record after another for the biggest one-day plunges: 91.55 points; 95.46 points on October 14; 108.36 points on October 16; 508 points on October 19. Billions of dollars of wealth vanished. Of course, few of the losers acknowledged that much of what they lost were market-generated paper profits. As Americans took stock of “The World [That] Has Changed,” they wondered, “Does 1987 Equal 1929?”

A decade and a half later, the Great Crash of 1987 seems to have been a mild midcourse correction. The market’s scale has shifted by orders of magnitude. The soul searching reveals America’s insecurities. Unlike in 1929, the economy was stable. But on many levels the society was in crisis, and many Americans were searching for identity, for traction, trying to master a world very different from that of their parents or grandparents.

Reagan no longer seemed invulnerable. In October, as the stock market crashed, the Senate blocked Judge Robert Bork’s nomination, Iran attacked an American ship, and Nancy Reagan’s mother died ten days after the First Lady’s left breast was removed. The distracted president failed to mobilize support for Bork effectively. Reagan later confessed, “this was a period of time in which I was more concerned about the possibility of an even greater tragedy in my own life than I was about the stock market.”

The death of Nancy Reagan’s mother added to the Reagans’ despair—and embarrassment. Their daughter Patti Davis did not attend the funeral, triggering a new round of stories about Reagan’s dysfunctional family. This family friction further undermined Reagan’s aura of competence.

While in retrospect the crash of 1987 would not appear so great, an epoch-making change was taking place. Reagan’s budding friendship with the Soviet Secretary General Mikhail Gorbachev was transforming the world. Reagan’s administration would be saved from the humiliations of Iran-Contra by perhaps the greatest phenomenon of the 1980s—the collapse of Communism, which heralded the end of the cold war.

Here, too, another great Reagan mystery emerges: how did the warmonger become the peacemaker? Anti-Communism was a bedrock of Ronald Reagan’s faith. Defiance of Soviet policy motivated Reagan’s defense buildup, his Central American policy, his renewal of American morale. Early on, mocking the claims that his foreign policy was simplistic, the president told the Soviet Union: “Roses are red, violets are blue. Stay out of El Salvador, and Poland too.”

In fact, Reagan’s outlook was complex, even though experts inched the “doomsday” clock closer to nuclear Armageddon on Reagan’s election. Skepticism about government in all realms combined with a pacifism rooted in his upbringing led him to reject the prevailing nuclear doctrine. He could not accept the notion of mutual assured destruction, or MAD, the nuclear standoff. The result was a more revolutionary approach to Soviet relations, even before Mikhail Gorbachev assumed power. Advisers debated whether Reagan was truly visionary or unduly naïve.

Similarly, Reagan’s faith in his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) frustrated observers. Democrats mocked Reagan’s faith in an aerial missile defense system as pie-in-the-sky fantasizing fed by Reagan’s role as Secret Service agent Bass Bancroft, who protected the “Inertia Projector,” a futuristic death ray in the 1940 film Murder in the Air. But Reagan reported that the Joint Chiefs of Staff “were unanimous in their belief that such a defensive system could be developed” and said he “never entertained a thought that SDI could be a bargaining chip.” Reagan’s confidence stemmed from his faith in America, his faith in science, and his doubts about the conventional wisdom. “Remember our country once turned down the submarine,” Reagan warned doubters. Whatever the science, the Soviets learned to take his commitment to the project seriously.

On so many levels, in this realm, Reagan confounded the naysayers. Despite the doubters, and despite his “Evil Empire” rhetoric, Reagan acceded to a summit with Gorbachev in 1985, the first in six years. In Geneva, the supposedly incompetent president would recall having “the pleasure of going into the room to my team and telling them that it was all settled, that there would be a meeting in ’86 and ’87, the first meeting in Washington, the second one in Moscow. They couldn’t believe it.” The Gipper had scored without his supporting line and despite his wife, whose relations with Mrs. Gorbachev were frosty.

From the conventional perspective, Reagan appeared inconsistent. At the October 1986 Reykjavik summit, he entertained sweeping proposals, telling Gorbachev, “It would be fine with me if we eliminated all nuclear weapons.” Yet this summit collapsed over Reagan’s stubborn defense of SDI. As a result, reporters, Democrats, and allies worried about Reagan’s hawkishness, while an agreement might have unnerved American allies with the sweep of Reagan’s pacifism.

Conservatives feared Reagan was going soft on them. Charlton Heston urged his old friend to “resist the temptations of a Yalta waltz with the Soviet bear.” Reagan replied: “I’m willing to dance but intend to lead.” He assured another conservative: “I’m still the R.R. I was and the evil empire is still just that.” In fact, Reagan was following his strategy of seeking peace creatively while defending freedom aggressively. In June 1987 he thrilled the world at the Brandenburg Gate dividing West Berlin. Acknowledging the Soviet moves toward “reform and openness,” he challenged his rival: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.”

Nevertheless, with the real wall still standing, Reagan would host Gorbachev half a year later, tearing down more symbolic walls between the two rivals. Reagan hailed Gorbachev as “the first leader in the history of the Soviet Union who has agreed to destroy weapons they already have,” rather than just limiting “how many more they’ll build. He is also the first leader who has not reaffirmed the Marxian concept of a one-world communist state.” Sensing the change, Reagan responded creatively and constructively.

Mikhail Gorbachev, of course, had his own agenda, and his own complexities. In the post–cold war historiographical tug-of-war, partisans often prefer to lionize “Gorby” and discount “Ronnie,” or viceversa. Gorbachev certainly helped trigger the Soviet reformation and ultimately Communism’s collapse. But Gorbachev was the product of the internal rot of the Soviet system, not its cause. He emerged because the Soviet system had become technologically backward and economically dysfunctional, as well as politically oppressive. Looking back, Gorbachev’s foreign affairs adviser, Anatoly Chernyaev, would realize that what the reformers called “the Brezhnev period [of] stag-nation” in the 1970s was misnamed; it was in fact “the gradual dying of our society.”

In the waning days of his administration, beset by scandal, plagued by doubts from the Left and the Right, Ronald Reagan struck just the right balance with Gorbachev. He was resolute enough not to be underestimated, and flexible enough to encourage Gorbachev’s revolution. Reagan was also resolute enough to defy his worried advisers, and flexible enough to embrace the new-style Soviet leader. As always, Reagan was more surefooted with Russia than the Middle East, in an arena of long-term interest to him rather than a quagmire imposed on him. The formidable Anatoly Dobrinin, the veteran Soviet ambassador to the United States, acknowledged that Reagan’s surprising suppleness sustained both perestroika (restructuring), and glasnost (openness), Gorbachev’s domestic and international reformations. “If Reagan had stuck to his hard-line policies in 1985 and 1986,” Dobrynin said, “Gorbachev would have been accused by the rest of the Politburo of giving everything away to a fellow who does not want to negotiate. We would have been forced to tighten our belts and spend even more on defense.” Reagan’s greatness here—along with Gorbachev’s—renewed the faith of Princeton’s Fred Greenstein and many others in the unfashionable notion that individuals shape history.

Throughout the autumn of 1987, while helping his wife cope with the double tragedies of her illness and her mother’s death, the president oversaw negotiations with the Soviets. When his mother-in-law died, Reagan flew to Phoenix with Nancy, flew back to Washington the same day to meet the Soviet foreign minister, and returned to Phoenix three days later for the funeral—after finalizing an agreement and choosing a date for a Washington summit. For all the president’s power, “there was nothing I could do to bring happiness to my wife at a time when she desperately needed it.”

The year of Olliemania would end being balanced out by “Gorby fever” in December. In private soirees with Henry Kissinger and Yoko Ono, and during impromptu plunges into enthusiastic crowds, Gorbachev charmed his hosts. The two leaders signed a treaty eliminating their intermediate-range and shorter-range missiles, feeding the public euphoria. Privately, the two leaders sparred genially, with Gorbachev wincing as Reagan yet again repeated his favorite Russian maxim: “doverey, no proverey—trust but verify.”

Nevertheless, thanks partially to the chemistry between the Soviet apparatchik and the American actor, Ronald Reagan’s nightmarish 1987 ended on a high note. It was hard to believe, but the saber-rattler was looking like a peacemaker; with one year to go, Reagan’s longstanding enemy was starting to look like the source of his political, diplomatic, and historical salvation.


1988

Stanford

The Culture Wars: Closing and Opening the American Mind

They called it the Reagan revolution. Well, I’ll accept that, but for me it always seemed more like the great rediscovery, a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.
RONALD REAGAN, FAREWELL ADDRESS, JANUARY 1989

“Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western culture’s got to go,” the marchers chanted. Egged on by Jesse Jackson, relishing the media attention, the students from Stanford University, California’s most exclusive school, rejected “Eurocentric, white male” culture. “We’re tired of reading books by dead white guys,” one editorial snapped. Here was one of the 1980s’ strangest legacies. Amid Reagan’s all-American revival, an articulate minority opted out, repudiating fundamental American values.

The Battle of Stanford yielded an enduring image: Jesse Jackson’s multicultural march against Western civilization versus Secretary of Education William Bennett’s pro-Western stand. In May 1988 the National Review would fume that Jesse Jackson “led the march last month at Stanford University protesting a course in Western culture.” Amid battling soundbites Bennett would proclaim: ‘’The West is the culture in which we live. It has set the moral, political, economic and social standards for the rest of the world.” By kowtowing to radicals, Bennett argued, “a great university was brought low by the very forces which modern universities came into being to oppose: ignorance, irrationality and intimidation.”

Actually, Bennett and Jackson never clashed in Palo Alto. Jackson visited on Martin Luther King’s birthday in January 1987; Bennett visited in April 1988 after the faculty modified the curriculum. Moreover, reporters insisted that “Jackson did not lead or participate in the chant.” Jackson said: “The issue is not that we don’t want Western culture. We’re from the West.” Jackson just wanted other cultures included. Stanford professors from the Left and Right resented Bennett’s claim that they had been intimidated. Even the change adopted was less revolutionary than feared—a Western requirement remained, with a non-Western component added.

The Battle of Stanford, then, served as a broader metaphor for the culture wars that ensnared Americans in the 1980s. As with American politics in general, activists and reporters often overstated differences in seeking the sharpest soundbite and the most hysterical headline. Yet, away from the din, American society remained consensus-oriented. Moreover, while quibbling about the curriculum at elite schools that taught effectively, combatants overlooked the true scandal, that hundreds of schools failed to teach students the basics of reading and writing, let alone civics or civility.

Culture wars broke out from coast to coast in the 1980s. Liberals sought to expand their gains from the 1960s and 1970s. Conservatives felt confident enough to counterattack. The forces of Right and Left clashed repeatedly on abortion, busing, school prayer, the literary canon, school textbooks, museum exhibits, suitable nomenclature for women, blacks, gays. The ensuing debate roused millions. Some ended up alienated and entrenched themselves on the Far Left or the Far Right, nurturing their anger and a mirror-image, embittering sense of victimization.

Nevertheless, even as the debate became polarized in newspapers and on campuses, most Americans embraced a contradictory consensus in the center. The changes occurred more gradually and more reasonably than the Chicken Littles of the Left or the Right sometimes hoped and sometimes feared. Following the president’s own mixed messages, the age of Reagan became an age of conservative libertinism, as a majority of Americans disliked abortion but wanted the option in an emergency. Studies suggested that 56 percent considered abortion “murder,” and 68 percent believed it defied “God’s will,” yet 67 percent supported a woman’s right to choose, and, each year, as many as 3 percent of all American women had abortions. Similarly, most Americans condemned divorce, drug use, and promiscuity in principle, but many often succumbed to temptation in practice. As sixties’ and eighties’ values merged, individualism trumped moralism. Most Americans were more willing to indulge impulses than submit to authority, to live for the moment rather than be constrained by tradition.

This was not an age of neo-Victorianism, however, with everyone hypocritically indulging behind closed doors while parading around in tuxedoes and puffy dresses. Americans wore their libertinism on their sleeves, even as many agreed with the conservative critique. It was libertinism, meaning indulgent behaviors, rather than libertarianism, because many who indulged nevertheless believed in the value of standards. By at least accepting standards, this “constructive hypocrisy,” as William Bennett called it, was better than the more consistent nihilism many media voices seemed to champion. Still, the result was a culture of confusion, a culture of moral crusading and vulgar displays, a culture that placed sex and violence increasingly in the public square, whether you liked it or not.

To the conservatives’ dismay, Reagan dodged most of the cultural fireworks. He limited his cultural contribution to venerating the midwestern values he imbibed as a child, encouraging surrogates like Bennett, and crusading with his wife against drugs. Reagan abhorred modern America’s “spiritual or moral fatigue.” He blamed rampant “secularism” for creating a world where “no values are being taught or emphasized,” so that “sex education in our schools” is “taught in a framework of only being a physical act—like eating a ham sandwich.” Reagan sought a new cultural, moral, and political balance by appointing more conservative judges. But even here he preferred to advance his judicial revolution subtly. Eyeing public opinion polls, he lacked the stomach for the broader battles he had engaged in so zestfully as governor.

In 1988, the last full year of Ronald Reagan’s reign, many of the cultural and social problems he had promised to solve persisted. Fundamental questions vexed Americans regarding what to teach students, what values pop music, talk radio, and other forms of popular culture inculcated, what role women should play in society, what could be done about the drug epidemic, and who should lead them in solving these issues, on the bench, in the Congress, and at the White House. The continuing Supreme Court vacancy at the start of 1988, more than half a year after Justice Lewis Powell announced his retirement, reflected the social and political standoff. And yet, in the spirit of the age, for all the difficult identity issues bubbling beneath the surface, the technological magic being honed by many Stanford alumni in Silicon Valley helped settle the debate by obscuring it. Between the growing high-tech, computer-fed boom and the Gorby fever suggesting the cold war might be over, the din surrounding the culture wars quieted. Not for the first time in American history, money would emerge as the true glue that united Americans and upstaged divisive debates; and, not for the first time in presidential history, successes abroad would paper over failures at home.

Curricular Culture Wars: The Battle of Stanford

Stanford University was an odd venue for the culture wars. A movie-set of a campus distinguished by its Spanish-style architecture, Stanford was more preppie than political, and more science-than humanities-oriented. Overall, Stanford students and alumni eschewed politics. Stanford, in Palo Alto, was the center of Silicon Valley, the computer revolution’s hothouse. Silicon Valley pioneers focused on science and commerce, obsessing about their hi-tech product’s viability, their firm’s financing, their company’s stock values, and their soaring costs of living, with modest four-bedroom homes on quarter-acre plots beginning at $250,000.

During the 1960s universities began loosening curricular requirements. The knowledge explosion and the collapse of a curricular consensus encouraged a “cafeteria counter” approach to courses. Such “smorgasbords,” neither “balanced” nor “nourishing,” had “ceased to be a curriculum,” meaning “a fixed series of courses required for graduation,” the cultural historian Jacques Barzun would gripe. Stanford dropped its Western civilization history course in 1969 but in 1980 introduced a Western culture requirement. When students and faculty tried reforming the course content in the late 1980s, the fight began.

Criticizing Western civilization fit in with a movement toward “multiculturalism” and “diversity”—praised as “identity politics” by supporters, derided as “political correctness” by detractors. The term “multiculturalism” gained currency in the late 1960s and 1970s regarding Canada and other polyglot societies, which preferred a cultural “mosaic” to the American “melting pot.” “Diversity” seeped into popular consciousness after the Supreme Court’s landmark 1978 Bakke case, with Justice Lewis Powell approving racial preferences in university admissions to attain “a diverse student body.” In the 1970s feminists spoke of being “politically correct,” rooted in the Maoist idea of “correct thinking,” to counter the “male chauvinist.” By the late 1980s conservatives used the term to mock the Left’s overzealous attempt to impose gender- and race-related orthodoxies, especially on campus.

Feminists, African Americans—note the name change—gays, and lesbians demanded recognition and inclusion. These activists clumped together Shakespeare and Sartre, Aristotle and Einstein as “dead white males,” all sharing similar elite perspectives. Reducing everyone to their basest sexual and racial identities, these identity politicians sought a rainbow of influences, rather than one monochromatic reading list. Amanda Kemp, the former president of Stanford’s Black Student Union, complained that the existing curriculum implicitly said: “nigger go home.”

These curricular reforms resulted from new conceptions of knowledge, understandings of truth, and definitions of America. Postmodern, deconstructionist European theories questioning intellectual fundamentals gussied up 1960s’ antiauthoritarianism with an academic veneer. Faith in broad, traditionally liberal ideas imploded, replaced by a worship of a narrow, essentialist series of particular identities. “Objectivity,” one Berkley radical quipped, “is only another word for white male subjectivity.” Intellectuals on the cutting-edge Left increasingly defined themselves by their race, class, gender, or sexual orientation, rather than their ideas. Todd Gitlin, a liberal sociologist, saw identity politics start with “the recognition of a collective hurt, followed by the mistaking of a group position for a ‘culture,’ followed by the mistaking of a ‘culture’ for a politics.” While claiming to appreciate a “rainbow” of difference, the multiculturalists usually created “parallel monocultures.”

These intellectual Balkanizers developed an obtuse, jargon-filled speech rejecting traditional ideas yet often uncritical about their own sacred cows and buzzwords: colonialism, Eurocentrism, phallocentrism, logophallocentrism. Despite being successful professors, with pensions, mortgages, and other bourgeois accoutrements, these “tenured radicals,” in Roger Kimball’s biting phrase, masqueraded as angry outsiders. Many of the “white males” among them were children or grandchildren of immigrants. They rejected the traditional message to “try to forget where you’ve come from” and become “a cosmopolitan gentleman of the world of letters and art,” said Frank Lentricchia, a professor who wore designer clothes and paid extra for vanity plates saying “GO LEFT” on his old Dodge. “Assimilation is a betrayal,” Stanley Fish of Duke University insisted, questioning “The whole idea of ‘Americanness.’”

Implementing these principles, one historian on Stanford’s curricular task force said that assuming “we have a common culture” that “can be defined by a bit of reading in the great works” insults women and minorities. The task force concluded that Stanford’s Western requirements “perpetuate racist and sexist stereotypes” and “reinforce notions of cultural superiority that are wounding to some and dangerous to all in a world of such evident diversity.” Courses confronting “issues relating to class, ethnicity, race, religion, gender, and sexual orientation” and studying “works by women, minorities, and persons of color” would engender diversity.

Although they exaggerated, the activists identified some distortions in the traditional curriculum. With Virginia Woolf’s work resurrected, with authors such as Zora Neale Hurston rediscovered, the canon, which was never meant to be so monolithic, expanded for the better. Despite all the social progress since the 1960s, white men still dominated corporations, campuses, the courts, and Congress. Even a supposedly feminist film, such as 1982’s award-winning Tootsie, had to put a man, Dustin Hoffman, in drag to make an assertive woman character likable.

By 1988 conservatives had counterattacked, despite Reagan’s passivity. Reagan confided his suspicions to his friend Walter Annenberg “that today’s faculty were the student demonstrators of the 60’s” and feared “that our young people are getting a lot of indoctrination along with their teaching.” But Reagan preferred to brood about it than act. Jumping into the breech, an obscure University of Chicago philosopher became a celebrity with his best-selling 1987 jeremiad, The Closing of the American Mind. Allan Bloom charged that the American university had become a vast babysitting service, teaching how to be nice, not smart, coddling students, forsaking the classics, tolerating everything, appreciating nothing. To Bloom, in abandoning the Great Books, professors destroyed the last effective “countervailing nourishment for the spirit,” to balance out the “youth culture.” Better at diagnosing than curing, Bloom bewailed how the rock culture’s siren song of sex and self seduced the American teen:

Picture a thirteen-year-old boy sitting in the living room of his family home doing his math assignment while wearing his Walkman headphones or watching MTV. He enjoys the liberties hard won over centuries by the alliance of philosophic genius and political heroism, consecrated by the blood of martyrs; he is provided with comfort and leisure by the most productive economy ever known to mankind; science has penetrated the secrets of nature in order to provide him with the marvellous, lifelike electronic sound and image reproduction he is enjoying. And in what does progress culminate? A pubescent child whose body throbs with orgasmic rhythms; whose feelings are made articulate in hymns to the joys of onanism or the killing of parents; whose ambition is to win fame and wealth in imitating the drag-queen who makes the music. In short, life is made into a non-stop, commercially prepackaged masturbational fantasy.

With such rhetoric, Bloom became an icon of the Right and the bête noire of the Left. Bloom was often targeted along with the novelist Saul Bellow, who wrote the foreword to Bloom’s book, and William Bennett, who chaired the National Endowment for the Humanities before becoming secretary of education. The three championed traditionally liberal ideas and led modern, unconventional lives themselves. Nevertheless, the “Killer Bs” became whipping boys of the Left, poster-children of alleged elitism, reaction, oppression, bigotry.

Critics of the multicultural agenda feared vulgarizing the university, cheapening the humanities, and politicizing the life of the mind. The personal could not always be political. Education must be selective, hierarchical, and enduring, not democratic and trendy. “It used to be thought that ideas transcend race, gender and class, that there are such things as truth, reason, morality and artistic excellence, which can be understood and aspired to by everyone, of whatever race, gender or class,” the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb lamented. Bennett’s successor at the National Endowment for the Humanities, Lynne Cheney, wrote that “Our society, like all societies, depends for its cohesiveness on common knowledge” of our tradition, which is Western. “Without this link to the past, we are unmoored.”

Seeking to stop the rot, a University of Virginia English professor, E. D. Hirsch, published a guide detailing what Americans “need to know” to be good citizens. Hirsch’s best-selling Cultural Literacy triggered a cottage industry generating civics recipes. At times, the debate threatened to degenerate into a battle of token authors versus token ideas, with each side scrambling to check off the right items on its own politically correct list.

This university civil war particularly dismayed traditional liberals, who worried that identity politics would trigger “The Disuniting of America,” as the historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., warned. Todd Gitlin, once a 1960s’ radical, feared that power in the university became the booby prize for a distracted Left. “Identity politics amounted to demobilization into a cloister,” he would complain, bemoaning intellectuals “Marching on the English Department while the Right took the White House.”

The multiculturalists broadened the scope of American higher education—but at the cost of a lot of cant. The politically correct, diverse university was a less open, less vigorous, less free, less interesting, less honest, and less happy place than it could have been, with far too much political posturing, obfuscatory lingo, and trendy sloganeering masquerading as cutting-edge thought. The conservatives defended important values, but amid great hysteria and an occasional closed-mindedness of their own. Most American students watched bemusedly, learning to pay homage to the gods of political correctness and parrot the new jargon, while remaining focused on getting admitted to law school or medical school.

The Music Wars: Censorship or Mentorship?

Parents and teachers alike fretted about the cultural forces shaping their children. Bloom’s book linked the moral and academic crises, the problems of high culture and popular culture. Bloom’s attack on youth culture and musical decadence resonated in particular; the debate began afresh in 1988. In January 1988 one mother condemned the “exceptional savagery” in Mötley Crüe and Twisted Sister videos. Surgeon General Dr. C. Everett Koop characterized too many videos as dangerous “combination[s] of senseless violence and senseless pornography to the beat of rock music.” Three years earlier, in December 1984, an eleven-year-old girl had asked this mother to purchase the Purple Rain album of the artist then known as Prince. The conscientious mother—a Rolling Stones fan—first listened to “Darling Nikki.” Prince sang: “I guess you could say she was a sex fiend/I met her in a hotel lobby masturbating with a magazine.”

The outraged mother, Tipper Gore, the wife of Democratic Senator Al Gore, allied with another Washington spouse, Susan Baker. James Baker’s wife detested the suggestive Madonna lyrics their seven-year-old daughter learned from the clock radio. “A line of decency has been crossed,” Mrs. Baker thundered. In her 1987 manifesto, Raising PG Kids in an X-Rated Society, Mrs. Gore denied they were “prudish misfits attempting to Lysol the world. … As parents we have a special duty to establish a moral imperative for our children.” Reagan deserved some credit for restarting the communal conversation about morality. “Family and community are the co-stars of this Great American Comeback,” Reagan would say in his 1986 State of the Union address. “They are why we say tonight: Private values must be at the heart of public policies.”

Mrs. Baker and Mrs. Gore formed the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC). Knowing consumerism was more socially acceptable than moralism, they proposed warning labels on records as a “truth-in-packaging issue.” Speaking yuppie to yuppie, they offered to assist distracted working parents. The average teenager listened to rock music five hours a day, or ten thousand hours during grades seven through twelve. Mrs. Baker said: “Parents have to make their thoughts known” in a world with crime “down 2%, but rape … up 7%.”

Mrs. Gore and her allies did not advocate censorship. That subtlety was lost, however, in the backlash. Music industry leaders raised fears of repression, blacklists, McCarthyism, and censorship. One record executive, Danny Goldberg, spearheaded a counterforce, “The Musical Majority.” Goldberg belonged to another alienated golden ghetto in Reagan’s America, liberal Hollywood. Goldberg, the producer Norman Lear, who founded People for the American Way to fight the Moral Majority, and actor-activists such as Barbra Streisand and Ed Asner eschewed the leftist academic retreat into harsh speech codes and insiders’ incomprehensible jargon. Rather, Goldberg and his comrades mimicked the Gipper by pitching their “alternative vision of patriotism and morality” as “a part of the American dream” using modern “mass communications.” In that spirit, Goldberg charged: “A lunatic fringe minority is trying to subvert one of the most wonderful aspects of our culture.”

Beyond the hysteria, Hollywood trotted out the post-1960s’ rationales parents and industry executives relied on to avoid moral mentorship. The twenty-seven-year-old president of I.R.S. Records, Jay Boberg, predicted that a rating “just arouses kids’ curiosity and makes them want to hear them all the more.” Eddie Rosenblatt of Geffen Records insisted, “Rock music doesn’t make these things happen, it mirrors what you see in society.” The message was clear: No authorities need apply; no leadership or education could stop hormone-crazed teens.

Nevertheless, in August 1985 nineteen recording firms producing 80 percent of all American records and tapes agreed to place warning labels on some explicit albums. By then, many radio and television stations had stopped airing the most disgusting songs. U.S. News & World Report identified the themes avoided, including “incest, sadomasochism, thrill killing, and oral sex at gunpoint.”

In September 1985 the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee held subcommittee hearings on the issue, with no legislation pending. A role reversal occurred in the Russell Senate Office Building’s august hall. PMRC representatives fouled the air, shocking the Congress with ugly lyrics. The legislators learned about the Great White song vowing: “I’m gonna nail you to the floor; I’m gonna drive my love inside you.” They watched videos of Van Halen’s celebration of schoolkids lusting after their bikini-wearing teacher, “Hot for Teacher.” By contrast, the rock stars who testified were well-behaved, well-spoken, and reasonably well-dressed. Dee Snider of Twisted Sister, without his usual rouge, but with his trademark wild hairdo, presented himself as a God-fearing teetotaler. Deriding the “Washington Wives,” Frank Zappa defended civil liberties dressed in a conservative black suit and tie.

The Hollywood campaign intimidated Tipper Gore and her ambitious husband. By 1988, desperate for Hollywood to fund a presidential run, the Gores tried to mollify the moguls but only succeeded in restarting the controversy. At a November 1987 meeting with entertainment industry leaders, Mrs. Gore maintained her criticisms, although she and her husband regretted the hearings had “sent the wrong message.” By January 1988 Mrs. Gore was condemning music videos. “How can I support a Democratic candidate whose wife sounds more like Jimmy Swaggart every day?” Danny Goldberg fumed.

Typically for the Reagan years, the political din and media hype drowned out sober discussion. While the censorship hot potato upstaged the music debate, the problems persisted: every year, approximately five thousand teenagers would commit suicide—a 300 percent jump since the 1950s; more than one million teenage girls would get pregnant; and millions of teens would drink too much, take too many drugs, and indulge in inappropriate sexual behavior. As with the music debate, responses to the problem usually reflected political theology, not social science: liberals blamed social strain, conservatives blamed family strife or the media; liberals sought new therapeutic and bureaucratic programs, conservatives reaffirmed faith in tradition; liberals tried to speak about suicide openly, boldly, conservatives feared encouraging more suicides by discussing the phenomenon—with extremists even trying to ban Romeo and Juliet from high schools. The arguments all too often canceled each other out, exhausted the participants, and left mystified parents and educators applying inadequate Band-Aids as dangerous social and cultural infections festered.

The Media Wars: “Shock Jocks” and the Death of Good Taste

While the music crusade received most of the attention and triggered the bulk of the backlash, these outraged parents—and millions of others—had a more ambitious agenda. “We’re not picking on the music industry,” Susan Baker insisted in 1985. “I’ve written Calvin Klein to complain about his ads, which are a debauchery. I just flipped on the TV a few minutes ago and turned the channel to an R-rated movie with a love scene, right on daytime TV. I just couldn’t believe it.” It was hard to quantify, but many people sensed that media was not only becoming more ubiquitous in the 1980s, it was becoming more vulgar, violent, outrageous, shrill, and sexual.

The sexual revolution, the rebellion against authority, the repudiation of middle-class morality, and the expansion of freedom of expression revolutionized Western culture. By the 1980s, all subtleties were lost. On television, the steamy scenes between Captain Frank Furillo and Joyce Davenport closing most Hill Street Blues episodes, or among various L.A. Law-yers, had been inconceivable on Dragnet or Perry Mason. By 1992, surveying North America’s “soft and hard pornography: suggestive advertising, serious films and novels with obligatory carnal scenes, how-to books for better sex or more love or longer love and sexual fulfillment,” the Canadian writer John Ralston Saul would update Marx, declaring: “imaginary sex is the opiate of the people.” In the age of AIDS, the sexual revolution was supposedly fading. In fact, the public policy questions surrounding the intimate mechanics of human relations injected new words and graphic images into mainstream culture.

Modern popular culture polluted the airwaves and movie screens with imaginary violence as well as “imaginary sex.” Brian De Palma’s 1983 remake of the 1932 classic Scarface portrayed the violence-drenched world of the cocaine cartels with a pornographic intensity; Steven Seagal’s 1988 martial arts–cop flick Above the Law featured a familiar eighties’ plot of a Vietnam-veteran-turned-Chicago-cop confronting renegade CIA men—but grisly bone-snapping sound effects accompanied the usual high body count, further escalating movie violence. In a society with unconscionably high murder rates and teen pregnancy rates, questions abounded about just how much “imaginary” violence or sex encouraged the real thing.

Typically, Ronald Reagan would affirm the social anxiety these shifting moral goalposts generated by yearning for that old-time Hollywood when sex was suggested with chaste kisses and closed doors. But it was not just about sex. After the repressive 1950s, the expressive 1960s, and the introspective 1970s, America endured the emotionally exhibitionist 1980s. A corps of daytime talk show hosts attracted millions of fans staging televised group therapy sessions about seemingly every possible social deviation. Phil Donahue, Oprah Winfrey, Sally Jesse Raphael, and Geraldo Rivera, among others, became celebrities by parading a host of shameless sinners who combined various pathologies in twisted ways: fat nymphomaniacs, elderly gigolos, cops-cumprostitutes, kids who beat their parents.

Talk radio would create an illusion of community and foster a surprisingly strong sense of identity at a time when anonymous shopping malls replaced intimate main streets, and political debate was exiled from the interactive town square to the passive TV studio. Many shows’ call-in components engaged people in public debate, creating a modern version of the town hall. These ersatz communities appealed to what the sociologist Robert Nisbet called “the loose individual,” the typical 1980s’ American, “loose from marriage and the family, from the school, the church, the nation, job and moral responsibility.” The monolithic centralized government, as well as the ubiquity of the cash nexus, made relationships and ethics seem fluid, interchangeable, random. Talk radio’s artificial sense of belonging tempered the anomie, as did the thrill of violating social taboos. While intellectuals compensated for feeling politically impotent by withdrawing into campus abstractions, many blue-collar workers compensated by withdrawing into media-inspired rages. The parallel safety valves offered cosmetic diversions from substantive engagement with politics. Ronald Reagan was not the only one addicted to symbols.

Competition upped the ante. Seeking to monopolize attention during their electronic freak shows and pressed to boost ratings, the hosts behaved outrageously. Donahue slipped into a skirt to interview transvestites. Rivera broke his nose during an on-the-set brawl. Morton Downey, Jr., slapped a guest. The fall 1988 season was particularly brutal. “Never in my memory have I seen the standards pushed further and faster than they have been in the past six months,” said Peter Lund, the president of Multimedia Entertainment, which produced Donahue and Sally Jessy Raphael. “Every time a talk show tackles a previously taboo subject, that becomes the new border.”

Like their music counterparts, television executives deflected any criticisms onto the public. “Are we stooping?” Alan Howard of KHOU-TV in Houston asked. “In a sense, but the majority rules. And if it’s so terrible, why are people watching?”

This populist rationale was not the only Reaganesque dimension at work. Economic libertarianism fed cultural libertinism as Reagan’s deregulation of the airwaves unleashed Trash TV. The Federal Communications Commission stopped regulating obscenity. The FCC’s Reaganite chairman, Mark Fowler, considered TV just another household appliance, like a toaster. In August 1987 the FCC waived the Fairness Doctrine, freeing television stations from the “equal time rule” demanding balance between left-leaning and right-leaning shows. When Congress tried reinstating the equal time rule, Reagan vetoed the bill. “Unless they violate an established law or regulation, I don’t believe we should take any action,” FCC commissioner James Quello said of the broadcasters. “We let the marketplace decide whether it’s in good taste or bad taste.”

Typically, the ringmasters of this sick circus assumed one of two roles, reflecting opposing poles in the culture wars. “Phil” and “Oprah” became national icons by channeling the therapeutic culture on TV, oozing faux sensitivity and saccharine insights. Other shows—and hosts—provoked confrontation. “Zip it, pal,” Morton Downey, Jr., barked on his eponymous show, which began in New York in 1987 and was nationally syndicated in 1988. Downey snarled at his guests and his mostly white, blue-collar, male audience, denouncing “liberal pablum pukers.” MTV’s founder Robert Pittman created the show to get beyond the “polite” talk shows: “If you go into a college dorm, you’ll find people thrashing out issues like Mort does rather than like Ted Koppel does.” This Downey-Donahue self-righteousness was infuriating. “Old-style … dumbness only deadened our synapses while it helped us kill time,” John Corry of the New York Times snapped. “New-age dumbness is conspicuous for the way it masquerades as news or public affairs.”

On radio, Downey-style “shock jocks” were even less inhibited. Back in 1981, Washington’s WWDC-FM tripled its ratings in a year by employing a young, long-haired, unguided conversational missile from Long Island. Howard Stern steadily built his audience, moving to New York, then going national with Infinity Broadcasting’s WXRK or K-Rock. Stern ranted for four hours a day, interrupting his salty, saucy, hostile, obscene riffs with outrageous antics such as “Bestiality-Dial-a-Date” or jokes about the murder of Leon Klinghoffer, the wheelchair-bound vacationer Palestinian terrorists threw off the Achille Lauro. “I don’t think you can go too far on radio,” Stern said.

In a politically correct age, Stern’s politically incorrect attacks on women, gays, blacks, and celebrities made him a cult hero among the angry, alienated, 18-to-34 year-old blue-collar crowd. Dozens of imitators followed, violating social taboos promiscuously. Amid growing radio blandness, with FM stations succumbing to packaged formats, Stern’s unpredictability seemed creative. Reading National Lampoon and Mad magazine, watching Saturday Night Live regularly and Animal House repeatedly, primed this elusive consumer demographic for Stern’s humor. Some academics hailed talk radio as the rare mass medium available to the lower classes and thus an important voice of “proletarian discontent.” The historian Susan Douglas notes the irony that this carefully produced, nationally syndicated expression of populism was the result of economic concentration, sophisticated “geosynchronous” satellite technology, and Reagan’s deregulation.

Many talk show hosts embraced an unorthodox conservative libertinism. They often sounded right-wing—blasting the Left’s sacred cows, targeting Democratic special interest groups. Yet they rejected conservative formalities along with liberal pieties. Their sex obsession made many prochoice, and, for professional reasons, they were free-speech absolutists. Such promiscuous politics made both liberals and conservatives deem them “dangerous.”

In truth, the tone was often more destructive than the content. The shock jocks helped spawn a gutter politics. They were pioneers in the descent toward excessive shrillness and extreme aggressiveness in modern political discourse. The infection spread from low culture to high, from radio and television to the best-seller lists. Cranks from the Left and the Right would dominate the bookstores as well as the airwaves. Even worse than the “dumbing down,” the polarizing, vulgar rhetoric was divisive.

Not all radio talk shows were raunchy. The more than 850 all-talk or talk-news stations by the mid-1990s—up from 200 in the early 1980s—ranged widely. Don Imus mixed biting, Stern-like tirades with political commentary and guests. Rush Limbaugh relied on bombast, not bathroom humor, to produce a shrill but influential show. Others were flamboyantly inoffensive, chatting breezily with celebrities, as Larry King did.

Just as observers justifiably wondered what the “tenured radicals” were so angry about, it was reasonable to ask what so enraged these angry male vulgarians. Here, it seemed, the conservative movement’s now-often-closeted crankiness was displayed in an entertaining and thus detoxifying context. Here, too, was a corner of the entertainment world where anxieties about American decline could be expressed and exorcised. At the same time, the shock jocks’ obsessions with penis size, crude manners, macho swagger, “feminazis,” “fags,” wimps, and Reagan’s Rambo responses—in short, their violent assertions of self, their zealous embrace of male chauvinist pigdom—suggested they were trying to rebuild a threatened masculine identity. Bruce Feirstein’s 1982 best-seller Real Men Don’t Eat Quiche summed up their stance. Ronald Reagan’s easy Marlboro Man machismo charmed them. With an overwhelmingly male audience listening, with as many as 80 percent of the talk show hosts men, it was reasonable to conclude that talk radio was part of a broader backlash against feminism. Similarly, gender politics fueled much of the anger in the university, with women propeled by rage now asserting their power in the universities, often through the feminist challenge to fundamental assumptions from literature to morality.

Gender Wars: Women Advance as Feminism Drifts

While it is fashionable to mourn the 1980s as a period of “backlash” against feminism, it was also a time of extraordinary feminist advances. Even as young women rejected the “F-word,” women became more integrated into the work world as the push for gender equity became institutionalized. Yes, this decade buried the equal rights amendment, but this decade also saw the conservative Ronald Reagan rush to nominate the first female Supreme Court justice and preside over a cabinet with two or three women usually present.

Still, Ronald Reagan endured rocky relations with women voters and the women’s movement. “Women clearly disapprove of the way President Reagan is handling his job; men clearly approve,” his pollster Richard Wirthlin said in 1982. That year, the campaign to ratify a constitutional amendment guaranteeing “equal rights under the law” fizzled. A year later, the director of the attorney general’s Gender Discrimination Agency Review, Barbara Honegger, resigned after Reagan told a meeting of the Business and Professional Women’s Clubs that “If it weren’t for women, us men would still be walking around in skin suits, carrying clubs.” Honegger blasted Reagan’s attempts to fight gender discrimination by statute rather than by an equal rights amendment as a “sham.”

Feminists hoped to gain power by rallying women against Reagan. America’s new demographic realities could have spawned a new kind of politics. By 1980, 42 million women worked, compared to 19.5 million in 1955. More than half the women in the United States were employed or looking for work, and only a third were homemakers. In 1980 for the first time the Census Bureau had stopped defining husbands as the only possible “heads of households.” At the same time, marriage and birth rates plummeted in the 1970s, as the divorce rate soared, approaching four of every ten marriages.

These numbers sobered the president’s men—and women. White House staffers acknowledged “that no matter how creditable the record of accomplishments, you are unlikely to receive much praise—principally because on the two ‘hottest’ symbolic issues of concern to feminists, namely abortion and E.R.A. itself, you are separated from them by a wide philosophical divide.” Aides did not only worry about the newly discovered “gender gap” in voting and polling. Liberals could use “women’s issues” as a wedge to attack Reagan’s program as “oft-repeated statements … take on a life of their own.”

Administration strategists suggested that Reagan’s supposed insensitivity “may, in fact, be easier for the administration to ‘solve’ than would a single issue … by influencing a perception and not altering policy.” Such advice worked for a White House that was more willing to fine-tune image than reevaluate policy, and which dismissed “the women’s issue” as a “rhetorical” one. Ed Meese convened the administration’s top female appointees to decide: “Given that much of the feminist agenda is unacceptable, what proposals which are considered favorable to women can the Administration support?” Like his immediate predecessors, Reagan ritualistically listed all his female appointees, sought out more, and boasted that his administration had been better to women than any others.

Rejecting discrimination and advocating equitable treatment for all, Reagan demonstrated a moderately progressive vision regarding women, understanding, as always through personal experience, that the world had changed. “My mother was basically a homemaker,” he wrote in the Ladies’ Home Journal in 1984. “Nancy filled the role of homemaker plus that of actress and public figure. My daughters are pursuing demanding careers. To me this is the story of women over the last century. No role is superior to another. The point is, a woman must have the right to choose the role she wishes or to perhaps fill them all.”

These breezy platitudes underestimated the complex issues facing even moderate women, let alone the radicals’ sweeping, integrated aims. The issues of the eighties were subtle, for women had already fought their way into the office. “We were everywhere men were; well, everywhere but at the top,” Lesley Stahl of CBS would recall. “We had even achieved a critical mass in network newsrooms.” When Life wanted to photograph eight women network correspondents, Diane Sawyer showed up to the photo shoot wearing a black wig. “Diane,” the women jabbed, “you’re so famous you go around in disguise?” “No,” Sawyer grinned, “just thought I’d try to be different.” Stahl recalls: “We examined one another, got it and laughed. We were all blond. Every one of us.” Whether or not they were natural blonds, all were captive to still unnatural network expectations.

Reagan was often forced to backtrack. When secretaries James Watt and Don Edwards planned a dinner “celebrating the demise of the ERA,” Reagan had to explain how that did not constitute “danc[ing]” on the amendment’s “grave.” He had to calm an internal GOP rebellion rejecting his claim that the surge of women entering the job market boosted the unemployment figures. Such imbroglios undermined Reagan’s claim that his limited yet progressive vision respected the movement.

White House strategists rarely deployed Nancy Reagan on this issue because her 1950s’ sensibility offended feminists who deemed that decade “the golden age of shot-gun weddings, coat-hanger abortions and wall-to-wall guilt.” Mrs. Reagan’s natural audience consisted of women like Holly Coors, the wife of the conservative brewing magnate, who praised Mrs. Reagan in traditional terms, saying “Your graciousness and loveliness as our nation’s First Lady continues to make us burst with pride!” The Reaganites rejected the feminist insistence on treating women as a separate group. “Today, our nation has one big program to help every American man, woman and child,” Reagan told Republican women officials in 1984. “It’s called ‘economic recovery.’”

The tensions between the Reagan administration and the women’s movement often obscured their common ground. Feminists and Reaganites, including leaders from the Christian Right, did unite against pornography. Ultimately, Reagan underestimated feminism’s positive impact on women, while feminists exaggerated their popularity, the uniformity of female opinion, and Reagan’s hostility.

Despite all the talk from the Left and the Right about “women’s” attitudes as monolithic, many American women in the 1980s were confused. Feminism was bearing fruit, transforming millions of women’s expectations, and revolutionizing institutions such as marriage and family. A 1983 best-seller resurrected Sigmund Freud’s famous question, What Do Women Want?

Many were unsure, but others were not. Partisans on both sides of this great social, moral, philosophical, spiritual, cultural, and political divide enjoyed a terrifying, sometimes vicious, clarity. The sustained battle over abortion revealed the size of the gap—and the passions surrounding it. The 1973 Roe v. Wade decision should have settled the question—abortion became legal. American women’s constitutional right to privacy now freed them to choose what to do regarding their own bodies. Yet the opinion’s controversial legal reasoning relied on an implied right to privacy rather than an explicit constitutional mandate. The Supreme Court’s role as the least representative branch making such a momentous decision was problematic. And to the extent that opponents of abortion believed they were defending the “right to life,” the difficult choice between violating a woman’s autonomy and killing a fetus all but guaranteed sustained conflict.

A 1984 analysis of partisans revealed the depth of the conflict. In Abortion and the Politics of Motherhood, Kristin Luker found prolife women tended to be more traditional, and disproportionately Catholic and blue collar. Prochoice women tended to be more educated, modern, and disproportionately liberal and white collar. The abortion issue thus pitted women who built their identities around family, faith, and accepting their lot in life against women invested in career, reason, and a progressive confidence in their ability to shape their destinies. The two sides’ mutual antipathy reinforced their core beliefs, with prolifers dismissing the “utilitarians” who could so callously sacrifice an unborn life to avoid inconveniencing themselves, and with prochoicers dismissing the “polyester” types who enslaved their bodies and souls to men for the sake of an abstraction. For each side, then, the fight became a zero-sum game, with the fight over abortion becoming “a referendum on the place and meaning of motherhood” (original italicized), while the clash over feminism became a debate “about the meaning of women’s lives.”

The 1984 election showed that the gender gap was exaggerated. Reagan captured 55 percent of women’s votes as opposed to 64 percent of male votes. But 60 percent of married women surveyed supported the president. The split among unmarried women, with 49 percent voting for Reagan and 51 percent voting for Walter Mondale, wiped out Reagan’s gains with the married women. Reagan’s problem at the voting booth was with black women, poor women, and liberal women, who were disproportionately single, rather than with “women” overall. Politics, not gender, was at issue.

More and more women distanced themselves from the feminist movement, while embracing its goals. Even committed feminists would joke among themselves, “Don’t tell the sisterhood,” when they deviated from what seemed to be an increasingly “rigid orthodoxy.” Younger feminists gasping for air sought a new balance. “The most outspoken feminists I have known dieted, exercised and gossiped about boys,” Katie Roiphie, a second-generation feminist would write. Nancy Reagan seemed to recognize these fissures before many movement leaders did. Her example of a woman making traditional choices led millions of women to believe that they could get the kind of fulfillment feminists promised without having to call themselves by “the F-word.”

Nevertheless, even with the ambivalence of so many, the clashing worldviews on both extremes of the great divide sustained the culture wars across Reagan’s America. On the airwaves, the men who married homemakers, or hoped to, railed against the changing script that seemed to devalue them just as the abortion epidemic seemed to devalue their female compatriots. On campus, the passion of a generation of feminists who were maturing into positions of power, while still harboring the angst of their youth, fed the tensions and the transformations. Throughout the country, but particularly in the universities, the politics around sexual preference and race—two other volatile issues that struck at an increasingly powerful group’s core identity—only raised the stakes higher—and intensified the tensions. While from one perspective Reagan’s America was remarkably, depressingly, conformist, with everyone rushing to get home, kick off their Nikes, and watch Cosby, from another perspective Reagan’s America was remarkably, depressingly, divided, with the loud extremes at opposing sides of the spectrum creating mutually reinforcing but mutually exclusive social, cultural, political, and ideological identities.

The Drug Wars: Conservative Moralizing on the Cheap

As his mild stance on women’s issues revealed, Ronald Reagan was more timid on these cultural issues than his supporters desired or his opponents feared. Typical of his half-measures was the statement he would send to prolife rallies in Washington, demonstrating support but avoiding the photo-op. The cultural crusade he and his wife most invested in, the fight against drugs, was less controversial. It was a politically useful initiative, modifying Nancy Reagan’s image as a materialistic spendthrift and mollifying some of Ronald Reagan’s ideological brethren, while spotlighting a serious crisis that easily played as a liberal failure.

A crusade against drugs advanced the broader Reagan agenda to repudiate the sixties and “restore” America. Drug abuse was one of the nastiest social pathologies that decade spawned, as smoking a “joint” came to symbolize rejection of authority and fulfilment of one’s spirituality. By 1971 an estimated twenty-four million Americans over eleven used marijuana; heroin use had ballooned from fifty thousand users in 1960 to half a million or more. Reagan denounced the “attitude of permissiveness” spreading the “plague,” and the resulting “climate of lawlessness” that festered. George Will and others would fall for a hoax that reflected a central social anxiety—and truth—noting: “In the 1940s a survey listed the top seven discipline problems in public schools: talking, chewing gum, making noise, running in the halls, getting out of turn in line, wearing improper clothes, not putting paper in wastebaskets. A 1980s survey lists these top seven: drug abuse, alcohol abuse, pregnancy, suicide, rape, robbery, assault.” Despite the inaccuracy of the poll, the sentiment was clear. “I believe the crime problem in America today is the drug problem,” New York City Police Commissioner Benjamin Ward said in 1986.

The way marijuana use had become “entrenched” shocked the Reagans. During the Carter years the movement to decriminalize marijuana progressed. In movies like Saturday Night Fever and TV shows like NBC’s Saturday Night Live, the “cool” people indulged in “recreational” drugs. By 1978 only 35 percent of high school seniors surveyed considered marijuana harmful.

Targeting the customers, the Reagans mobilized traditional American values against modern permissiveness. They would struggle for America’s soul on a symbolic plane with the skills honed making movies and running political campaigns. Both Reagans understood the power of their respective bully pulpits. The crusade had to be popular, politically beneficial, and suitably self-promoting.

The Reagans used the drug war to illustrate how government could champion morality without expanding its powers. Emphasizing individual behavior, not government programs, the budget for interdiction grew from $853 million in 1982 to $1.5 billion in 1986, while the funding for drug treatment and prevention dropped from $200 million to $126 million. The war on drugs appealed to disgruntled lifestyle conservatives without complicating the rest of Reagan’s program or exposing the Republicans’ rift between libertarian conservatives and conservative moralists.

At one of Nancy Reagan’s 110 antidrug events in 1984, a girl at Oakland’s Longfellow Elementary School asked, “But Mrs. Reagan, what should I say if someone offers me drugs?” As usual, Mrs. Reagan responded, “Just say no, no, no.” Months later, while reviewing the tape from that day, one twelve-year-old boy, Noma Martini, suggested to two friends, “Well why don’t we start a club against drugs and call it ‘Just say no?’” The phrase “Just say no” was as simplistic yet profound as the rest of Reagan’s program. The phrase sank into popular consciousness, inspiring a national youth movement and appearing everywhere, on T-shirts, caps, even the plastic base of urinals.

The Reagans succeeded in grafting a competing message onto American popular culture. The writer Katie Roiphe would recall the “pushmi-pullyu” message of her high school years: “Our ears were filled simultaneously with Nancy Reagan’s ‘Just Say No’ and George Michael’s late-eighties hit song ‘I Want Your Sex.’” Drugs remained exceedingly popular. Yet drug use peaked; the drug culture acquired a new illegitimacy. One quarter of America’s youth used drugs and alcohol, rather than one-third in the 1970s. “The idea that marijuana is harmless has gone the way of the Edsel. Research has proven that heavy use depresses production of sperm, contributes to lung cancer, and causes heavy users to suffer that unique form of lethargic depression known as ‘burnout,’” Adam Paul Weisman would write in The New Republic. By 1985 the number of high school seniors who believed marijuana was harmful would reach 70 percent, a striking reversal in less than a decade. “Just say no” was on everybody’s lips. The Grandmaster Flash and Melle Mel 1984 rap song “White Lines—Don’t Do It” earned a gold record. The National Basketball Association contract began to demand that athletes be drug-free.

Borrowing a phrase from the writer Tom Wolfe, conservatives such as William Kristol and his boss William Bennett would celebrate the Reagan administration for encouraging “The Great Relearning.” “In areas ranging from drugs to family values to economics to foreign policy,” Kristol wrote, “this Administration has stood for and encouraged a ‘relearning’ of certain fundamental truths that this Nation had forgotten or drifted away from in recent years.”

Despite these successes, the drug crisis took on new and more terrifying dimensions in the mid-1980s with the crack epidemic. First imported from the Bahamas in 1983, crack cocaine, a highly addictive drug that was smoked, not snorted, spread in the ghettos, then to the suburbs, among America’s estimated five million regular cocaine users. The surge in demand as well as the surge in energy that users experienced fed a crime wave—the New York Police Department blamed crack for an 18 percent jump in robberies in 1986 alone; officers confiscated forty-five thousand crack pipes in one month. Newsweek warned: “The police are losing the war against crack, and the war is turning the ghettos of major cities into something like a domestic Vietnam.”

The drug’s low price and high cachet made crack an eighties’ fad. The kids hired to help sell the drug “are living a Miami Vice fantasy,” one detective reported dejectedly, “heavy gold chains, $200 sweat suits, 500 SEC Mercedeses, and $160 Porsche sunglasses. Their aspiration is to be a successful supplier with a string of drug concessions and a string of condos.”

As the 1986 congressional elections approached, Reagan’s advisers searched for ways to regain the political initiative. In the spring of 1986, the antidrug crusade emerged as Reagan’s vehicle for salvation. The war on drugs was popular, patriotic, moralistic, and inexpensive at a time when the president’s budget-cutting was discredited by David Stockman’s naysaying and the burgeoning budget deficit. Reagan’s rhetorical war on narcotics allowed Reagan to act in the tradition of the heroic presidents—Lincoln, Kennedy, the two Roosevelts—without violating his vows and expanding government.

Liberal critics dismissed the antidrug crusade as one more public relations ploy. Charging hypocrisy, they judged Reagan by the amount of money he allocated and the number of programs he initiated. The federal budget for drug prevention had dropped by 5 percent. And even after the law enforcement budget doubled, the amount of cocaine crossing the border quintupled, with crack rampaging through America’s cities despite all this talk.

Clashing worldviews lay behind the conflicting policy prescriptions. Democrats wavered between a medical model assuming “the drive to intoxication is irrepressible, unstoppable … function[ing] almost like hunger and sex,” and a sociological model blaming poverty and oppression. Conservatives, on the other hand, worried about the “crisis of authority” behind the drug epidemic and the breakdown of family structure and moral values. Richard Cowan in the National Review blamed the divorce epidemic, working parents, and “the neuroses of a generation” always seeking “self-fulfillment … if the good life consists of a succession of personal highs, who can blame the temporarily unthrilled for getting a little chemical help?”

This national sobering up about drugs resonated with a remarkable grassroots campaign to stigmatize drinking and driving. Two drunk-driving tragedies, one in 1979 in Maryland, and one a year later across the country, led to the founding of Mothers Against Drunk Drivers in a Sacramento steakhouse in 1980. In 1984 MADD softened its name, becoming Mothers Against Drunk Driving. These activists deployed a wide-ranging arsenal. The Barnes Act forced all states to raise the drinking age to twenty-one. A 1983 made-for-TV movie, The Candy Lightner Story, lionized the heartbroken mother who lost her thirteen-year-old daughter to a perennial drunk driver, then founded the organization. A 1986 “red ribbon” campaign urged people to “tie them on” to protest drinking and driving. By 2004, with more than three million members and supporters, MADD, “the largest crime victims’ assistance organization in the world” could point to a 43 percent drop in alcohol-related traffic deaths, from 28,100 in 1980 to 15,794 in 1999. Moreover, polls showed Americans’ new distaste for drunk driving, as the MADD-driven concept of the “designated driver” became a staple of popular culture and thus socially acceptable.

The Reagans’ impact on drug usage, while considerable, did not solve the problem. Comprising less than 5 percent of the world’s population, Americans still consumed 60 percent of the world’s supply of illegal drugs. Nevertheless, the Reagans had altered American attitudes. “Drug bashing has become the latest rage—a kind of national pastime,” one CBS-TV correspondent declared in mid-August 1986. The campaign most influenced middle-and upper-middle-class youth who indulged in marijuana and powdered cocaine, not crack or heroin. In 1987 cocaine use among high school seniors dropped by one-third to its lowest level since 1978. Daily use of marijuana among seniors plunged from one in nine in 1979 to one in thirty in 1987. Administration officials proudly listed the drop in drugs and the sea change in attitudes as among the highlights of “The Reagan Record.”

The Bork War and the Showdown over the Judiciary

Just as he saw the drug war as part of his broader assault on the 1960s, Reagan saw his attempt to restock the federal judiciary as a solution to the integrated problems of drugs, crimes, and permissiveness. Like so many Reagan initiatives, the drug war succeeded symbolically more than substantively, changing the tone but not solving the problem. Reagan’s ambitious approach to the judiciary was both symbolically and substantively successful. Many would agree—either happily or unhappily—that one of the Reagan administration’s most “enduring” legacies would be “in the judiciary.”

In the Reagan demonology, “liberal judges” threatened common sense as well as the social order. Reagan loved recalling a California case involving two narcotics officers with a valid search warrant. They were about to leave a drug pusher’s home empty-handed when one officer approached a sleeping baby, “removed its diapers,” and found the heroin. Reagan would pause, crooking his neck and shaking his head ever so slightly, his wonder checking his outrage, as he added: “The case was thrown out of the court because the baby hadn’t given its permission to be searched.”

By 1987 Reagan’s time was limited, his power ebbing. The Senate had easily confirmed his first two Supreme Court appointees, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and Justice Antonin Scalia. His elevation of Justice William Rehnquist to the position of chief justice ran into more resistance in 1986. Nevertheless, the Senate confirmed the choice, 65 to 33. When Justice Lewis Powell retired that June, even though Reagan had lost the Senate to Democrats, the conventional wisdom predicted a tough battle with an eventual victory.

Reagan’s choice, Robert Bork, had impeccable credentials: teaching stints at Yale Law School, positions with blue-chip law firms, experience as solicitor general and as a judge for the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia. Bork was a heroic figure to conservatives, an erudite and eloquent critic of the trend toward legal activism and a believer in relying on the Founders’ “original intent.” More comfortable relying on state legislators than unelected federal judges, Bork freely denounced the 1973 prochoice decision, Roe v. Wade, as “unconstitutional … a serious and wholly unjustifiable judicial usurpation of state legislative authority.” “We really touched a nerve in the ultra-liberal community,” Reagan crowed to Charlton Heston.

Facing a now-Democratic Senate, Bork was saddled by what became known as a problematic “paper trail.” He had opposed the 1964 Civil Rights Act. He had a small but distasteful part in Watergate, having fired Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox during the “Saturday Night Massacre” of October 1973—at the insistence of the two officials who did quit,“to ensure continuity in the Department.” Nevertheless, the press pilloried Bork as Nixon’s henchman.

Just as Bork was not ready to play the PR game in the shark-infested Nixonian 1970s, he was not ready for the soundbite and photo-op driven Reaganesque 1980s. Despite having served in the marine corps reserve, this tall, lumbering intellectual, with a wispy beard political consultants wished he would shave, lacked Ollie North’s populist touch. Besides, he abhorred this spectacle which he believed was sullying the once apolitical confirmation process.

Senate Edward Kennedy would set the template for the attacks with a vicious denunciation placing Robert Bork on the wrong side of the culture wars. In what became a classic political rant, Kennedy declared: “Robert Bork’s America is a land in which women would be forced into back-alley abortions, blacks would sit at segregated lunch counters, rogue police could break down citizens’ doors in midnight raids, schoolchildren could not be taught about evolution, writers and artists would be censored at the whim o[f] government, and the doors of Federal courts would be shut on the fingers of millions of citizens for whom the judiciary is often the only protector of individual rights that are the heart of our democracy.” Adding to that devastating caricature, the Ohio Democrat Howard Metzenbaum charged that Bork approved the forced sterilization of women workers—a grotesque oversimplification of a complicated worker’s health and safety case, where Bork ruled unanimously with other judges on a technicality.

When he defended Bork, the president agreed that the choice offered “two conflicting visions of America.” But Reagan’s defense was uncharacteristically flaccid. White House strategists rehashed their perennial tug of war over Reagan. Sometimes the Bork campaign was clear, conservative, and combative; other times, it was ambiguous, ambivalent, and accommodating. The administration briefing book presented a moderate, intellectually stimulating scholar rather than a bomb-throwing provocateur. This political mismanagement allowed the North Carolina Democrat Terry Sanford to justify opposing Bork because “he does not stick with his views.”

Bork would gain the unhappy distinction of having his last name become a verb. After years of being outmaneuvered, a coalition of unions and liberal activists mounted a simplistic, demagogic, populist, fifteen-million-dollar Reaganesque campaign against Reagan’s nominee. One swing senator, the Republican Arlen Specter, received 750,000 items of mail and over 50,000 telephone calls. With private investigators snooping around Bork’s video store, only to discover his weakness for Fred Astaire flicks, the good judge was “Borked.”

Typically, Reagan was outraged but not repentant, as sure of his opponents’ “shenanigans” and their “disgraceful distortion of fact” as he was of his virtue. “I promise you he’ll be as conservative as Judge Bork,” Reagan told George Murphy while seeking a new nominee. “There is no way I’d go for a touch of liberalism to win over the lynch mob. We’ll see if they have the nerve to repeat their scandalous performance.”

As with the Battle over Stanford, the Great Books showdown, the censorship wars, the fight over feminism, and the crusade on drugs, the Bork Battle was another skirmish in a war, as Bork said, for “control of our general culture.” Touching core identity issues, fed by an increasingly loud and ugly political culture, the battles often turned rancorous. When these cultural issues would be linked with high-stakes partisan fights over political leaders, and fueled by the ever-escalating rhetoric of broadcasters and politicians, what Bill Clinton called “the politics of personal destruction” would result—with the collaboration of both parties and damage to the entire political system.

Partisans also recognized the 1988 presidential campaign’s opening salvos. While supervising Bork’s confirmation process, the chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, Joe Biden, saw his nomination effort collapse amid charges that he plagiarized parts of speeches and exaggerated his law school record. And nine days after Reagan nominated another conservative replacement for Bork, Judge Douglas Ginsburg of the DC court, the politics of disclosure buried the nominee. Ginsburg had smoked marijuana a bit too publicly as a young Harvard faculty member—offering his own syncretic version of conservative yuppie libertinism. After Gary Hart’s withdrawal from the presidential race in the spring, due to his dalliance with Donna Rice, and after Biden’s withdrawal, Ginsburg had no choice but to withdraw—but not before the controversy triggered some preemptive admissions from other presidential candidates about youthful marijuana indulgence.

This overlap made sense because the 1988 campaign offered yet another round of the culture wars. In July Michael Dukakis, the Democratic nominee, was looking like the easy victor against George Bush. Yet Bush would devastate Dukakis with a campaign setting Bush up as “one of us” and Dukakis as “one of them”—suggesting that, perhaps, the feelings of alienation the Stanford protesters and their allies experienced were more than ideological constructs or figments of their imaginations.

“Henpecked, Manipulated, and Oblivious”: Reagan Fades

As his vice president muscled his way into the White House, President Reagan sometimes appeared to be fading. The impression of the president as what The New Republic called “henpecked, manipulated, and oblivious” deepened in 1988, as a series of books came out describing a genial but disengaged leader. The blurring of lines between politics and entertainment, which had benefited Reagan so often, now backfired. Publishers offered huge advances to members of the president’s official family, and his real family, to expose the White House’s inner workings. When such books succeeded, big sales resulted, generated by author interviews on morning news shows, book excerpts in Time or Newsweek, the inevitable White House reaction, and stories in newspapers and on TV about the controversial part of the book the publisher peddled. In 1986 David Stockman’s look at the inside story of the Reagan Revolution—starring a “sentimental” and ineffectual president—topped the New York Times best-seller lists for over three months.

After seven years in power, a host of ambitious authors with juicy tidbits were ready to score. In his final two years, Reagan would endure Michael Reagan’s account of how his parents neglected him and a youth worker sexually abused him, former Press Secretary Larry Speakes’ admission that he made up presidential quotations, and Michael Deaver’s portrait of a shrewd First Lady protecting her weak husband from ideologues and critics. The most damaging revelations, however, came in May 1988, when Donald Regan’s For the Record blamed a San Francisco astrologer for the strange schedule changes the meddlesome First Lady imposed on the hapless president.

Donald Regan’s revenge was sweet. Newsweek excerpted his book, which became a best-seller. With jokes about “the dipper,” Reagan risked becoming a laughingstock. “Astrology is entirely consonant with Reaganism,” the Nation sneered. Submitting to zodiac charts was as foolish as believing that tinkering with the “imaginary free market” by subsidizing the needy or housing the homeless “is to tinker with an inspired mechanism and court disaster.”
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In 1984, as he coasted to a reelection victory, Ronald Reagan had every right to feel pleased with himself. His easy, Marlboro Man masculinity, his unapologetic faith in America, and his commitment toward a stronger American foreign policy helped restore American confidence. But his pragmatic presidential campaign missed an opportunity to shape an ideological mandate, thereby undermining the second-term agenda. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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One of the great strengths of the first term was the “troika,” the formidable administrative threesome of the PR whiz Michael Deaver, the patrician Republican Chief of Staff James A. Baker III, and the conservative ideologue Edwin Meese. In one of the great mistakes of the second term, Baker and Secretary of the Treasury Donald Regan (far right) swapped jobs. Regan was a terrible choice, too temperamental and too egotistical. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Unfortunately, Reagan’s America remained plagued by too much poverty, crime, racism, and misery. When four young blacks menaced Bernhard Goetz on the New York City subway, Goetz, who had been mugged before, shot them. Some hailed the subway vigilante, even as others denounced him, guaranteeing a legal and media circus, eighties-style. (© Bettmann/CORBIS/MAGMA)
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Perhaps the greatest consumer uprising of the period occurred when Coca-Cola introduced a new recipe. Many rebelled, sensing an assault on the flag, on Reagan country, on the American people. Thanks to these enraged activists, many of them stalwarts of Reagan’s revolution, the company retreated. (© Philip Amdal)
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In the era of Ronald Reagan’s Celebrity Presidency and Bill Cosby’s multicultural America, Ronald and Nancy Reagan’s real marriage seemed to conjure up an unrealistic 1950s’ ideal (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library), while Cliff and Claire Huxtable’s fictional marriage, for all its artificial happy endings, seemed to capture a reality of black progress that the raging headlines often ignored. (© Gene Trindl/MPTV)
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In America’s image-soaked, headline-driven culture, extremes often dominated. Sylvester Stallone’s hypermasculine Vietnam Vet, John J. Rambo, became the avenging angel projected by America’s battered psyche, cinematically exorcising the ghost of Vietnam—and sometimes giving the Celebrity President governing cues. At the same time, Madonna and another pop star, Cyndi Lauper, improvised a unique clashing mishmash bag lady look combining frilly femininity with raw sexuality, evoking 1950s’ traditionalism while furthering the 1960s’ sexual revolution. (© Neal Preston/CORBIS/MAGMA)
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Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren were two missionaries of the new American materialism, wrapping Americans in fabrics and fragrances that seemed to convey status and shape individual identities. Calvin Klein also helped inject a gay sensibility into American popular culture. Turning underwear into a hot commodity, the photographer Bruce Weber made the buff Olympic pole vaulter, Tom Hintinaus, one of the decade’s most popular pinups—for women and men. (© Bettmann/CORBIS/MAGMA)
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Just as Calvin Klein epitomized the good middle-class kid’s desire to be bad and sample the pleasures of post-1960s’ America, Ralph Lauren epitomized the aspiring middle-class kid’s desire to be accepted in the upper echelons of America’s theoretically class-free society. “Polo” expressed his immigrant-kid-from-the-Bronx aspirations, bringing “a little cachet … Glamorous, international, and playboyish.” (© GETTY IMAGES)
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The era fed the stereotype of the highflying, lavish-living Wall Street mogul buying, selling, merging, greenmailing—balanced by the Wall Street millionaire doing the “perp walk” and the little guys devastated by the 1987 stock market crash. Above, Ivan Boesky leaves court after pleading guilty to insider trading. (© Bettmann/CORBIS/MAGMA) And, as this commuter returned home in October 1987, Americans feared the good times had ended. (© James Marshall/CORBIS/MAGMA).
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Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy was not always as surefooted as Rambo would have liked. America’s entry into Lebanon yielded many American casualties due to terrorism and a half-hearted American response. (Above, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library) Later, the Iran-Contra scheme derailed the Reagan presidency. (Below, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library) A grim President Reagan, flanked by former senators John Tower and Edmund Muskie, accepts the conclusions of their Iran-Contra investigation. “A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages,” Reagan would say. “My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it is not.”
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The culture wars pitted the post-1960s’ values revolution against Reagan’s conservative traditionalism. At Stanford University and other elite schools, the forces of multiculturalism led by the Reverend Jesse Jackson (top, left, (© Roger Ressmeyer/CORBIS/MAGMA), among others, questioned the centrality of Western civilization in the curriculum. Others, including Reagan’s Secretary of Education William Bennett (top, right, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library) defended traditional Western values. Reagan spread his values by filling the federal judiciary with dozens of young conservatives; however, the Senate rejected Robert Bork’s nomination to the Supreme Court, reflecting Reagan’s waning political strength following the Iran-Contra scandal and the unstable stock market. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)
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Ronald Reagan was able to end his term triumphantly, and the decade positively, thanks to a most unlikely source, the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. Gorbachev’s reforms allowed Reagan, then George Bush, to claim victory in the cold war and sell a package of peace and prosperity to historians, who have been quarreling about it ever since. In December 1988, a month after George Bush’s election to succeed Reagan, the vice president and the president hosted Secretary-General Gorbachev on Governor’s Island in New York’s harbor. This meeting hoped to presage a new era of peaceful coexistence in a prosperous and Reaganized America. (Ronald Reagan Presidential Library)

Aware that millions of Americans consulted their horoscopes daily in over two thousand newspapers, and unwilling to tempt fate, the president hedged when asked at his first news conference in months if he believed in astrology. “I’ve not tied my life by it, but I won’t answer the question the other way because I don’t know enough about it to say … is there something to it or not.” Reagan’s fatalism, his sense that human beings are not responsible for their bad luck, suggested a faith in the mechanistic universe of astrology. Reagan insisted that “No policy or decision in my mind has ever been influenced by astrology,” an artful response that did not deny his wife’s use of the charts. Nancy Reagan said the trauma of the assassination attempt sent her to astrologers for guidance. The Reagans were once again revealing their connection with millions of simple Americans and the gap between many readers and most reporters, who disdained such superstitions.

Such down-home, all-American populism kept Ronald Reagan popular, despite two years of folly. The affection stemmed from some of the same qualities that attracted derision, especially his “averageness,” his Truman-like abilities to connect with the millions of Americans who read the daily horoscope, watched the nightly news, and still believed in the American dream. For eight years, Ronald and Nancy Reagan lorded over America’s popular culture, even when the president’s political standing began to slip.

The “Teflon” Reagan’s critics feared was manufactured in Washington and sold on TV and at supermarket checkout stands. Just as reporters tried to fold the day’s story into a larger narrative about American society, Reagan successfully upstaged political ups and downs by focusing on the larger narrative. Reagan’s advisers could not control the daily stories, but they could control “the visuals” that illustrated their larger point or their “theme of the day.” And situated against a dramatic backdrop from the Normandy coast to the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea, Michael Deaver recalled, “Ronald Reagan did more than star. He glowed.”

Sixty million people watched the Reagans’ appearance on Barbara Walters’ 1986 pre–Academy Awards show, while barely a million people read the New York Times daily. The steady stream of stories and television appearances illustrating the president in command and America resurgent, drowned out minutiae about Nancy Reagan’s squabbles with Patti and Michael, the president’s failure to control Oliver North, the looming budget deficit, the bitter culture wars. The message about “Morning in America” was generated by the Reagan team and confirmed on the media, day and night, in the upbeat sets on the morning television shows, in the glamorous afternoon soap operas, and in primetime shows like The Cosby Show. The success of the fictional Huxtables proved Ronald Reagan was right, and was more influential than any journalists’ sniping. Even sleazy hits like Dallas and Dynasty helped perpetuate the illusion of prosperity so central to Reagan’s success. The Reagans’ metapresidency, celebrating America’s return and the Reagans’ ascendance, dwarfed any other political story.

Reagan’s continuing popularity amid political disaster reaffirmed his and his aides’ faith in their formula for sidestepping political conflict. During his nomination fight, when Reagan’s aides suggested that the judge and his wife appear on Barbara Walters, Robert Bork recalls that the strategists “were so insistent and unanimous in their opinion that we agreed to think about it overnight”—and then refused. Later, the advisers told Bork that refusing to appear in such forums “cost me confirmation.”

Ronald Reagan felt satisfied. No president since Dwight Eisenhower had lasted so long in the White House or left on such good terms. “The warmest memories of our life” were “in that beautiful historic mansion,” Reagan would write. In his Farewell Address, Reagan identified “two great triumphs … the economic recovery, in which the people of America created—and filled—19 million new jobs. The other is the recovery of our morale. America is respected again in the world and looked to for leadership.” Rather than speaking about the “Reagan Revolution,” Reagan celebrated “the great rediscovery, a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.”


1989

Kennebunkport, Maine

The Bush Restoration: Kinder, Gentler, but Still Reaganite

Once you begin a great movement, there’s no telling where it will end. We meant to change a nation, and instead, we changed a world.
RONALD REAGAN, FAREWELL ADDRESS, JANUARY 1989

It was a surprisingly intimate photograph of a usually reserved couple. The vice president of the United States was in his pajamas. His matronly wife was in a bathrobe, her signature pearls nowhere in sight. The two sat propped up in their king-sized bed in a sun-drenched, oversized bedroom with a majestic view of Maine’s craggy coast. Ignoring the paisley drapes and the built-in bookshelves, six young grandchildren scurried about, transforming the scene from one of imperial prerogative to “family values,” to use a phrase that would be overused during his presidency.

A year later, in August 1988, the Republican nominee gathered his five children, ten grandchildren, four daughters-in-law, and one son-in-law for their annual summer festival of barbecuing, boating, tennis-playing, horseshoe-throwing, and jogging. Posing for a rambling family photo at Kennebunkport framed by Maine’s blue skies and blue-green sea, the Bushes became poster-children for the “three F’s”—“Faith, Family, and Friendship.” Marvin Bush, 32, explained: “Without those three elements in your life, you can be awfully lonely or you might turn to some things that you shouldn’t.”

The Bush family was working toward another Reagan triumph. George Bush’s victory would vindicate Ronald Reagan after the second term’s vicissitudes. With the president limited to two terms, getting your vice president elected was the political equivalent of securing a third term.

To succeed Ronald Reagan, George Bush had to borrow some moves from the master’s playbook. As the vacation compound photographs conveyed, Bush understood he was auditioning to be America’s father figure. Alas, to achieve his goal, Bush would have to violate some of the values he hoped to epitomize, trumpeting his sense of reserve, marketing his old-fashioned values via modern means, throwing an elbow or two, articulating a communal vision that fostered individualism, combating American decadence while indulging it. Bush would also have to embrace Reagan while striking out independently. He would fulfill Reagan’s vision by appearing to be the “real” Ronald Reagan—a rooted, churchgoing WASP, not an arriviste Hollywood celebrity; a war hero, not a celluloid soldier; a businessman, not an actor; the long-married head of a warm, famously cohesive family, not the once-divorced head of a feuding, infamously dysfunctional crew. George Bush’s walking advertisement for a WASP restoration continued Reagan’s crusade for a moral renaissance while distancing the seemingly loyal vice president from his still popular, but somewhat flagging, commander-in-chief.

While embracing Reaganism, George Bush also disdained it. Especially as president, Bush would deemphasize rhetoric, ideology, and visionary leadership. Unlike his predecessor, who in 1980 conjured up a mandate, Bush would shrink from the term. “Well, I don’t know whether I want to use the word mandate,” Bush would say, the day after being elected. One senior Bush aide would lament that “the movie actor’s White House was the one that was hospitable to new ideas. Not the Yalie’s.”

Bush’s call for a “kinder, gentler nation” kindly, gently, chided his boss. Bush began his administration repudiating 1960s’ permissiveness and 1980s’ greed. This was the lesson he drew from his withering campaign against Michael Dukakis. Eight years of Reaganism had bruised liberalism. Bush used the term “liberal” as an epithet, effectively, if demagogically. But the materialism and excess Reaganism had come to represent made many Americans uncomfortable. Even as they worshiped ever more intensely in the cult of consumerism, even as they pursued the big score ever more vigorously, Americans still found money-grubbing and shopping-round-the-clock vaguely disreputable—as evidenced by the envious disdain for “yuppies.” In one revealing end-of-decade poll, majorities perceived that yuppies, stockbrokers, and using drugs were “losing favor” among their peers, while the paradoxical package of “parents spending more time with children,” “being concerned about the less fortunate,” “putting one’s career first,” and “having only the best quality things,” were all “gaining favor.”

This ambivalence shaped the stereotypical WASP’s approach to life. WASPs feared enjoying the luxuries they craved. WASPs also disliked hyping achievements they nevertheless wanted appreciated. Aided by his popular, no-nonsense wife Barbara, George Bush sought to resurrect the code of conduct his generation had inherited. But, as with much of the Reagan restoration, Bush’s WASP restoration was more rhetorical than real. America had changed too dramatically. George Bush would fail to soothe America’s troubled domestic waters. The identity crisis would continue.

The culture wars would intensify. Many treated Bush’s WASP values as relics to be mocked or applauded, not emulated. The ethical revival Bush sought remained elusive. In politicizing morality, especially during the 1988 campaign, as Ronald Reagan and William Bennett had done, Bush unintentionally helped squelch America’s “moral voice.” Treating morality like a conservative possession—and obsession—relativized ethics, triggering the tolerance of the many and the intolerance of the few. Too many liberals began to recoil at any public discussion of morality; too many conservatives celebrated the moral life without actually living it; and too many Americans escaped the passions and the complexity into a pasty, “centrist,” ethical nonpartisanship, championing only one, new, commandment: “Thou Shalt Not Judge.”

George Herbert Walker Bush was more comfortable embodying morality than crusading for it. Raised for stewardship more than leadership, he knew where he stood, not where America was heading—or where he wanted to take it. Bush, however, was able to reap the benefits from what Ronald Reagan and the other cold war presidents had sown for four decades. Bush was presiding in 1989 when Soviet Communism collapsed, solidifying the Republican claim on what was a bipartisan achievement. With the Reaganesque forces of consumerism and individualism mixing with more traditionally democratic forces of equality and liberty, “free markets and free speech” triumphed together that seemingly miraculous year. In his Farewell Address, Ronald Reagan praised this “great rediscovery” of so many countries in the 1980s “that, lo and behold, the moral way of government is the practical way of government: Democracy, the profoundly good, is also the profoundly productive.” As dissident Chinese students in Tiananmen Square waved plastic Statues of Liberty, as Mikhail Gorbachev watched Soviet vassal states break free, it did seem that Ronald Reagan had done something right. In fact, much of the Western world seemed to be undergoing a Reagan restoration, to one degree or another.

Family Values—and Real Estate Values—in the 1980s

His family’s eleven-acre ancestral vacation compound in Kennebunkport, Maine, rooted George Bush in his don’t-rock-the-boat approach to life, while offering an appropriate platform for his celebration of tradition. The inaugural address would distinguish Bush from Reagan, sifting enduring WASP values from superficial new ones. Bush celebrated “a new breeze” blowing in America and reminded citizens “we are not the sum of our possessions.” Rejecting modern consumer values, Bush yearned for Puritan producer values. “The old ideas are new again because they’re not old, they are timeless,” he said, defining them as “duty, sacrifice, commitment, and a patriotism that finds its expression in taking part and pitching in.”

Members of Bush’s clan, who also cherished those ideals, had been vacationing at this coastal gem since the 1880s. Bush’s maternal grandfather George Herbert Walker purchased the land for twenty thousand dollars in 1902 and began building vacation houses on what became known as Walker’s Point. Bush’s mother was born there and still owned a house, The Bungalow, on the point, as did some cousins. George Bush bought the sprawling seven-bedroom, seven-bathroom stone-and-shingle main “cottage,” Surf Ledge, for a reported eight hundred thousand dollars in 1980. Kennebunkport is where “I am really me,” Bush said in 1988. “This is home. This is where I am not frantic. This is base and politics be damned,” Bush insisted, although his voting address was a Houston hotel, and when convenient he called himself a Texan. Bush had a Nixonian tendency to repeat himself when uttering a half-truth.

The aides, reporters, Secret Service agents, and gawkers surrounding George Bush, politician, threatened the serenity of George Bush, human being, and his neighbors. In fairness, even without the Bush entourage, permanent residents worried about maintaining the integrity and intimacy of village life, especially while sustaining a summer influx that could swell the population to 35,000. Kennebunkport—and the New England region—reflected many of the tensions building after eight years of Reaganism. The village and the region had boomed, prospering while enduring social dislocation and ideological stress. Kennebunkport’s population grew by a thousand people to 4,200, perhaps the most explosive growth spurt since being incorporated in 1653.

By 1989 New Englanders were beginning to suffer the costs of recession while still paying the price of prosperity. New England had enjoyed a great decade, with the “Massachusetts Miracle” setting the standard. Three of the five states leading the nation in income growth were in New England—Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Hampshire. The other two were also in the Northeast—New York and New Jersey. With its many universities, its rich intellectual and cultural life, New England naturally attracted the boom’s economic heroes—high-tech workers, financial services experts, defense contractors, doctors, and lawyers. In 1989 more young workers holding college degrees lived in Massachusetts than in any other state. Computer companies flourishing along Boston’s beltway, Route 128, gave New England its own Silicon Valley. The “sick industries” of the 1980s had little impact on the New England economy. Oil never was a regional mainstay, and northeastern farms and factories had already sustained transforming losses in the 1970s. Even the boom was better distributed in New England. In Massachusetts, high school graduates’ average income rose 14 percent, as nationally the average income fell by 6 percent.

Evidence of the boom abounded. Having turned seedy in the seventies, Harvard Square in Cambridge went yuppie in the 1980s. Downtown Boston, once the dowager of American cities with weathered, humanly scaled buildings, had a makeover, as glitzy downtown developments updated, Trumpified, and homogenized its look.

Fueled by high demand and easy money, commercial and residential real estate soared—from 1985 to 1989 the percentage of real estate loans in Massachusetts’ commercial banks’ portfolios jumped from 29 percent to 44 percent. From 1981 to 1988 the median selling price of a single-family home in Boston averaged a 126 percent increase, with nearby Providence averaging a 161 percent increase (while an oil-based economy like Houston experienced a 15 percent drop). In the cities, gleaming chrome and glass towers redefined the skyline. In the suburbs, sprawling malls and enlarged residences sprouted. And in rural areas, more and more individuals built bigger and bigger vacation homes. The prosperity increased the demand for housing square footage, while the divorce epidemic and the breakdown of extended families multiplied the number of households. The “same number of New Englanders are consuming more and more of the landscape,” said James McKellar, director of MIT’s Center for Real Estate Development.

Other cities’ populations boomed along with the economy. Nashua, New Hampshire, grew 17.3 percent, going from a sleepy rural town to a regional shopping and commercial center. Lowell, Massachusetts, grew nearly 12 percent, giving new life to an old symbol of New England’s traditional textile economy. More than one hundred stores and factory outlets opened up in Freeport, Maine, the preppie Mecca, the home of L.L. Bean, as well as in other charming rustic towns now thriving as shopping destinations and outlet heavens. Eager to cash in on “the gold rush,” decaying towns made grandiose plans. The town burghers of Quincy, Massachusetts, floated Marina Bay, a four-hundred-million-dollar development, with 300 hotel rooms and hundreds of upscale condominiums; working-class Hull envisioned a project with 270 townhouses.

Fallout from the boom abounded too. As housing values soared, so did property taxes. Both trends pressured long-time residents with limited incomes. Working-class Italians in Boston’s rapidly gentrifying North End were dazzled by the dollars developers offered to abandon their traditional enclave, while the denizens of Kennebunkport and other rural communities often sought refuge from crushing property tax bills in smaller houses or mobile homes.

As people poured from the cities during the week into the country for weekends, traffic clogged the streets, pollution clouded the air, developers ravaged the forests, and seepage from overflowing septic tanks fouled the sea. Moreover, many of the new condo-dwellers brought urban anonymity to the quaint New England villages whose community values were supposed to be part of their charm. “Nobody bothers to get acquainted,” one local complained. “They don’t stop in. Quechee isn’t the friendly place it used to be.”

Activists mobilized against growth. Eighty percent of Martha’s Vineyard’s residents feared more development would destroy the community’s quality of life. In Rhode Island in November 1987, 80 percent of voters endorsed a $65 million bond issue to preserve open spaces. “New England,” said Robert L. Bendick Jr., Rhode Island director of environmental management, “is losing its soul.”

Of course, these congested communities were the lucky ones. Many missed the boom—and resented that the riches eluded them. In 1989 one congressional study would estimate that from 1979 to 1987 the standard of living for the poorest fifth fell by 9 percent, as the top fifth’s standard of living jumped 19 percent.

In Massachusetts, 40 percent of young families headed by women remained mired in poverty. In 1989, 30 percent of black families and 48 percent of Hispanic families were impoverished. Crime spread, and more families disintegrated under the haze of the crack craze. Shocked by the minimal impact low unemployment and rising government aid had on these blighted areas, many liberals and conservatives sadly agreed with the Boston Globe that “Poverty is a much more intractable problem than we ever imagined.”

By Bush’s inauguration in January 1989, many once-prospering communities were suffering. The inevitable economic slowdown reverberated more than it should have because so many individuals and institutions were overextended. In the 1980s household debt jumped to three trillion dollars, while nonfinancial corporate indebtedness more than doubled to two trillion. When salaries plateaued, jobs dried up, loans came due, and some spectacular collapses ensued. Banks inherited—and desperately sought to unload —risky, highly leveraged condominium complexes in Quincy, Hull, and elsewhere.

Of the nine states suffering the largest jumps in problematic real estate loans in 1989, six were in New England. Those mom-and-pop mortgage houses, which expanded exponentially once Reagan and Congress deregulated the Savings and Loan industry, were not limited to Texas and Arizona. One New England collapse would add three hundred million dollars to the government’s bill for bailing out these federally insured institutions, with predictions that the ultimate cost to the American taxpayer could reach two hundred billion.

Even more solid, diversified banks were reeling. Earnings for the Bank of Boston, New England’s largest bank, dropped 78 percent in 1989, with a third-quarter loss of $125 million. The Bank of New England, which expanded wildly in the 1980s, lost over $1 billion in 1989 and desperately sought to raise money by selling off $6 billion in now undervalued properties. “I suppose they thought it could happen to dumb Texans, but not happen to wise, conservative Yankees,” said L. William Seidman, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation chairman. “Poor management shows up when the economy goes bad.” Here, then, was the Bush worst-case scenario: Americans suffering financially even after having sacrificed their souls.

Bushwhacked: The Dukakis Debacle

The economic fears intensified the more generalized anxiety, a dynamic that also had shaped the 1988 campaign. Updating the culture wars, Bush campaigned to resurrect the values he feared lost during the go-getting eighties. “We don’t need radical new directions,” he said when launching his campaign. “We need strong and steady leadership. We don’t need to remake society, we just need to remember who we are.”

Yet, to win, George Bush had to forget some of his principles. American politics had become exceedingly personal. While combating opponents, he and his wife had to expose themselves in public to the kind of scrutiny they usually avoided in private.

Campaign aides struggled to counteract the effects of George Bush’s breeding. His eighty-six-year-old mother still reprimanded him: “You’re talking about yourself too much, George.” Thus, Bush hesitated to use most politicians’ favorite word, “I.” When Bush lost Iowa to Pat Robertson and began battling Bob Dole in New Hampshire, the speechwriter Peggy Noonan noticed that “the I-ectomies ended.”

The 1988 Republican National Convention illustrated George Bush’s cultural vision. Bush paraded as an exemplar of the World War II generation—war hero, suburban father, businessman, and public servant—a man of missions accomplished, duties fulfilled, standards upheld, “values we honor and the principles we hold dear.” Reminiscing, Bush proclaimed, “we weren’t saints, but we lived by standards. We celebrated the individual but we weren’t self-centered. We were practical, but we didn’t live only for material things. We believed in getting ahead, but blind ambition wasn’t our way.” Bush envisioned a “kinder, gentler nation,” filled with “old-fashioned common sense” and clear roles that was neither as statist as the Great Society nor as heartless as the Reagan Revolution.

Bush wanted to stay on the high road, but he quickly became the campaign mudslinger to beat Michael Dukakis, the governor of Massachusetts and symbol of the “Massachusetts Miracle.” Bush visited an American flag factory to prove his patriotism and refused to say the “L-word,” thereby treating his rival’s liberal beliefs as a schoolboy would treat a girl with “cooties.” Attacking the program that furloughed a convicted murderer, Willie Horton, who then raped a woman, proved particularly effective—and ugly. “It’s a wonderful mix of liberalism and a big black rapist,” one Republican would confess. Bush reached for his boss’s macho mantle by saying that while Clint Eastwood and Ronald Reagan confronted criminals saying, “Go ahead: Make my day,” Dukakis said, “Go ahead: Have a nice weekend.”

Bush rationalized his tactics by blaming the opposition. Dogged by what he offhandedly called “the vision thing,” the demand for bold Reaganesque rhetoric, Bush found his “vision” by demonizing Dukakis. As Bush embraced what he called “the Norman Rockwell vision of America—the vision of kids and dogs and apple pie and flags on parade,” he marginalized and demonized Dukakis and the Democrats.

The Democratic National Convention, held in Atlanta in July, gave George Bush retroactive justification for a decision he had made weeks before. In the keynote, the Texas state treasurer, Ann Richards, declared class war. The white-haired grandmother derided Bush’s insensitivity to the poor, gibing: “Poor George. He can’t help it. He was born with a silver foot in his mouth!” Senator Edward Kennedy mocked Bush’s evasions of responsibility for Iran-Contra and other debacles, leading thousands of sneering Democrats to shout: “Where was George?” Another Texas Democrat, Agriculture Commissioner Jim Hightower, satirized “George Herbert Walker Bush, II” as “perpetually preppie … a toothache of a man … who was born on third base and thinks he’s hit a triple.” Playing the populist card, demonstrating Democrats’ and Republicans’ diverging perceptions, Hightower linked the 1980s to the 1930s, charging that, like Reagan and Bush, “Coolidge and Hoover had allowed the economic elite of their days to plunder the economy and plunge America into depression.” Hightower viewed politics as a “top-down” struggle between “the wealthy few who seek to secure their own privileges and the rest of us”—a position echoing Andrew Jackson, and the historian George M. Bancroft’s progressive vision of perpetual conflict between “the house of Have” and “the house of Want.”

Three months later, Bush was still seething. When asked during the presidential debates in October why both Jimmy Carter and Richard Nixon found this campaign so nasty, Bush referred to the Democratic convention, asking “Do you remember the senator from Boston chanting out there and the ridicule factor from that lady from Texas that was on there; I mean, come on, this was just outrageous.”

The Democratic convention rhetoric offered warning signals to each party, which each ignored. The Democrats’ fury, invoking the Great Depression itself, reflected the intensity of the opposition to Reagan and the chasm in perceptions between Republicans and Democrats. This vehemence explained just how alienated opponents felt, be they in ghettos or on campus, be they Texas populists or Massachusetts progressives. The rhetoric also suggested that once the inevitable downturn came, liberals would feel vindicated. The 1988 convention rhetoric anticipated headlines such as the Boston Globe pronouncement two years later: “LIVING IN THE SHADOWS OF THE 1980’s; THE ERA’S EXCESSES SET THE STAGE FOR THE MISERY THAT FOLLOWED.”

At the same time, the ovations resounding throughout Atlanta’s Omni Coliseum inured Democrats to the risks of their rhetoric. By painting the Reagan years in such stark terms, they risked losing the millions of Americans who were only mildly displeased or actually were comfortable. The extreme rhetoric made it easier for Bush to paint Dukakis and his supporters as “out of the mainstream.” As a result, on election day, Ronald Reagan’s groundwork helped elect George Bush—Bush captured 81 percent of the conservative vote, while Dukakis captured 82 percent of the liberal vote, and they split the moderates. Thanks to Reagan, 33 percent of voters identified themselves as “conservative” and only 18 percent called themselves “liberal,” even though 37 percent called themselves “Democrat” and 35 percent identified as Republicans.

In this, Bush benefited from his rival’s incompetence. Nursing his hurts, convinced of his righteousness, Bush mocked Dukakis’s politics and his identity. Yet even when Bush branded Dukakis “a traditional liberal, a progressive liberal Democrat,” Dukakis simply whined: “let’s stop labeling each other.” This tepid response accepted the term “liberal” as a pejorative, a label Dukakis himself disliked and dodged.

To George Bush, choosing a president was a matter of values. As he said in his compulsively social way, voting for president is like deciding who “you’d like to have sitting across from you at the dinner table.” In 1988 George Bush paraded around as America’s ideal dining companion, warm, witty, and dedicated to family values, even while acting like a boor.

Bush sensed he had gone too far. He implicitly apologized for his demagoguery. “The American people are wonderful when it comes to understanding when a campaign ends and the work of business begins,” he said. Shifting from campaigning to governing, Bush preferred to be remembered for his “kinder, gentler America” and his call for a “thousand points of light,” rather than his “Willie Horton” tactics.

A Bush Renaissance?

In his Farewell Address, Reagan called for an “informed patriotism” and for “re-institutionalize[d] values.” His dysfunctional family, radical individualism, and blatant materialism made Reagan a flawed preacher, although his parables captured Americans’ yearning for such moral certitude. This values issue, echoing the culture war, gave George Bush the footing he needed at the start of his presidency. Bush would seek to develop a “moral voice,” but ultimately a sensibility could not substitute for the lack of a vision or compelling domestic policies.

As president, George Bush struggled with the same dilemma that immobilized him as vice president: how to assert an independent identity while still benefitting from association with Ronald Reagan. As vice president, Bush deferred to the president so completely as to risk being eclipsed. As president, Bush overcompensated. Even as he genuflected toward his predecessor’s policies, George Bush and his wife demonstrated that the Bushes of Houston and Kennebunkport were more authentic, more engaged, more democratic than the Reagans of Hollywood.

While it is not surprising that the Bushes would disdain the nouveau riche Reagans, it is surprising that Americans would find the Bushes’ blue-blood ways more palatable. Inevitably, the complimentary adjectives heaped on the Bushes disparaged the Reagans. “Ronald Reagan evoked a Norman Rockwell domesticity,” Newsweek reported, “but he didn’t live it.”

Having been ridiculed as an out-of-touch “preppie” when campaigning, George Bush was now being feted as a well-bred WASP, born to lead and to set the moral example America needed. Newsweek bestowed the highest compliment by concluding that “The Bush clan has all the makings of a dynasty—a WASPy, Republican version of the Kennedys.” Bush was offering a real restoration, a return to enduring values and appropriate leadership. Ronald Reagan could only act like a leader; George Herbert Walker Bush was a natural. The previous decades’ democratic dislocations fed a yearning for Bush’s noble leadership. In 1964 the critic of “the Protestant Establishment,” E. Digby Baltzell, argued that an upper class could remain dominant in a mobile, meritocratic society only by being “representative of the composition of society as whole.” A quarter of a century later, Baltzell mourned an America lacking “parental, class, or religious authority.” He concluded: “While social justice has definitely improved, social order and communal authority have just as definitely declined.” The Harvard sociologist David Riesman now warned of an “egocentrism” unleashed, with “public approval” granted to blatantly “self-serving conduct.”

Especially amid this crisis, “Poppy” Bush and his tennis-playing, Brooks Brothers–clad, country club family seemed more suited to the White House than Hollywood celebrities or Georgia peanut farmers. The conservative writer Richard Brookhiser would write that “The WASP character is the American character. It is the mold, the template, the archetype.” Brookhiser would claim that Bush had been elected to solve America’s problems by bringing “WASP virtues to bear on them.”

George Bush’s five children, ten grandchildren, and the 250 relatives attending his inauguration testified to this communal hope. The Bushes had the kind of family, and family values, the self-involved Reagans could only parrot. In the White House, Ronald Reagan’s former exercise room became a spare bedroom for the grandchildren. Nancy Reagan’s in-house hair salon became Millie the dog’s room.

Still hazy on the details of his domestic program, Bush took refuge in drawing contrasts between himself and his old boss, posing as an engaged chief executive. A “National Ethics Week” distanced the Bush administration from the ethical cesspool the press had made the Reagan administration out to be, and the new president’s overbooked schedule and “hyper” style suggested that George Bush would never try to claim ignorance about his aides’ actions. “I am less interested in image than in getting things done,” he would say, offering one of many subtle digs at his predecessor.

The Bushies harbored “generalized social contempt” for the Reaganites, one Bush aide admitted. In the clash of the blue blazered, khaki pants set, Bush’s well-bred, patrician Republicans disdained Reagan’s tiresome, arriviste ideologues obsessed, the insider John Podhoretz wrote, with “Star Wars, Nicaragua, abortion, Bork.”

Early in the administration, a Knight-Ridder article said that Bush’s aides “have been trashing the Gipper for being ill-informed, lazy and detached.” “Hoping to make their man look good at Reagan’s expense, they point out how hard Bush works, how knowledgeable he is on issues and how much he hates being managed by his staff.” Richard Nixon read the article and fired off a note to Bush’s chief of staff John Sununu, suggesting the staff be more discreet. Bush then called Reagan to apologize.

Despite this apology, Bush’s Mr. Nice Guy strategy helped him overcome the bad feelings lingering from the 1988 election campaign at the cost of Reagan’s popularity. The Bushes’ shabby gentility suggested that Americans had merely tolerated the Reagans’ glamorous imperiousness. By June 1991 one Democratic pollster would conclude that the president had “benefitted from the contrast with Reagan. He is more moderate. He isn’t extreme, and everybody loves Barbara Bush as much as they hated Nancy Reagan.” While “everybody” had not “hated Nancy Reagan” when she was First Lady, Americans quickly forgot her strong poll ratings during the Reagan years.

Bush soon discovered that distancing himself from Reagan pleased the press but alienated conservative supporters. Like an overambitious son blindly seizing the reins of a family business, George Bush did away with some of the most successful elements of Reaganism simply to make his mark. Gone were the rhetorical appeals, the broad vision, the guiding principles. Lacking a clear policy agenda, anxious for public approval and positive press stories, Bush would spend much of his presidency buffetted between conservative ideologues on his right and media critics on his left. Trying to please both without the resolute bottom line Ronald Reagan had, George Bush zigzagged, conveying the impression of an aimless leader and a rudderless administration. The result was chaos within the White House and a blurred image outside.

The Gorby Conundrum: Greet with Skepticism or Euphoria?

All too often in the Reagan era, hype, spin, and perception ran three steps ahead of reality; the public had to catch up with what the Washington insiders were thinking, and wanted people to think. That gap between truth and public relations helped explain the two clashing, often mutually exclusive narratives the Republicans and the Democrats embraced. Nowhere was this clearer than in the Rashomon-like debate over the prosperity of the Reagan years. Republicans talked about the longest peacetime expansion in history; Democrats saw another Great Depression. Republicans celebrated new jobs and higher wages; Democrats saw the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer. Republicans pointed to lower inflation, lower interest rates, and booming markets; Democrats worried about an extravagant credit-card binge fueling a temporary surge by mortgaging the future for as much as two hundred billion dollars a year. Strangely, with what might be considered the Reagan years’ greatest triumph—the end of the cold war—the opposite was often true. Reality and public perception often ran three steps ahead of insider and “expert” opinion. This pattern emerged in the Reagan years and continued during that whirlwind year of 1989, George Bush’s first year in office, when the paradigm that controlled international relations for half a century crumbled, along with the Berlin Wall, Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe, and, in some ways, Soviet Communism itself.

While Ronald Reagan’s defense buildup, including Star Wars, hastened the collapse of Soviet Communism, it was one of many factors. The less imposing trees in the Eastern European Communist forest were as beset by internal termites as the towering Soviet oak itself. Some freedom activists such as the Soviet scientist Andrei Sakharov, the Soviet Jewish human rights dissident Anatoly Sharansky, the Polish Solidarity labor leader Lech Walesa, and the Czech writer Vaclav Havel became prominent in the West as well as in the East. They worked with a heroic cast of thousands who demanded freedom of speech and religion, freedom to emigrate and prosper. These were stubborn idealists, Jews and Pentecostals, artists and engineers, writers and scientists, East Germans and Poles, Russians and Hungarians. They learned, as Sharansky did, that the authorities could not “fragment” freedom to dole it out arbitrarily, and that “only he who understands his own identity and has already become a free person can work effectively for the human rights of others.” These sometimes frail individuals would prove more powerful than the massive Soviet state. They were not dancing to Ronald Reagan’s tune. They and Reagan were simply bopping to the same eternal, irrepressible beat.

In hindsight, and to the superficial contemporary observer, the Soviet implosion—and the love affair with “Gorby”—progressed smoothly. When Reagan visited Moscow in late May 1988, the world witnessed what the historian John Lewis Gaddis would call “the unusual sight of a Soviet general secretary and an American president strolling amiably through Red Square, greeting tourists and bouncing babies in front of Lenin’s tomb, while their respective military aides—each carrying the codes needed to launch nuclear missiles at each other’s territory—stood discreetly in the background.” Reagan mastered the symbolism of the summit, hosting an elaborate “freedom” banquet for Soviet dissidents, human rights activists, Jewish refuseniks, and oppressed Pentecostals; lecturing at Moscow State University with a bust of Vladimir Lenin looming in the background about the blessings of political and economic freedom, or strolling in Moscow and meeting Soviet citizens. U.S. News & World Report noted the irony that “The passionate anti-Communist who coined the term ‘evil empire’ in 1983 now says the U.S. should help Gorbachev, partly because he is ‘different than any Russian leader I’ve met before.’ (He is the only one Reagan has met.)” Conservatives worried: “Is Reagan turning soft?” The answer, administration officials insisted, was that “Ronald Reagan hasn’t changed, the Soviets have changed.”

Six months later, President Reagan and President-elect Bush hosted Gorbachev at Governors Island in New York Harbor. Speaking to the United Nations, Gorbachev admitted that “Today, the preservation of any kind of ‘closed’ society is impossible.” He then unilaterally reduced Soviet forces by half a million soldiers and ten thousand tanks. The defining photograph of this summit showed the three superpower stalwarts standing together against a stunning backdrop of lower Manhattan, with the World Trade Center’s twin towers looming behind them. This image of the Communist leader cradled in the bosom of eighties’ capitalism represented the miracle of the times—blessedly unaware of the terrorist challenges looming ahead.

Nevertheless, Reagan was surprisingly cautious about the Soviet Union in his Farewell Address. Reagan seemed to be positioning as much for “plausible deniability” in case relations cooled as for bragging rights in case the cold war ended. Peggy Noonan feared that an earlier draft making Reagan sound “like a cheerleader for Gobrachev” was “fawning” and “unseemly from an American President.” Qualifying his description of improved relations with his ritual condemnation, Reagan said: “Nothing is less free than pure Communism, and yet we have, the past few years, forged a satisfying new closeness with the Soviet Union. I’ve been asked if this isn’t a gamble, and my answer is no because we’re basing our actions not on words but deeds.” Preempting the historians and the opponents who would mock his opposition to past negotiations, he added: “The détente of the 1970s was based not on actions but promises.” As proof, Reagan pointed to the “internal democratic reforms” and the start of the Soviet “withdrawal from Afghanistan.” Still, his one related anecdote noted that when Muscovites greeted him and Nancy so warmly on Arbat Street, KGB agents fearing the friendly crowd began “pushing and shoving the people.” This incident “reminded” Reagan that “while the man on the street in the Soviet Union yearns for peace, the government is Communist … and that means we and they view such issues as freedom and human rights very differently.” Reagan did wish President Gorbachev “well” while reiterating his favorite formula: “trust but verify.” By contrast, at Bush’s inauguration, a more ebullient Reagan declared “the cold war is over.”

In the Bush White House, the dynamic changed. Reagan offset his tendency toward celebratory bombast with his instinctive anti-Communism. With Bush, an instinct for secrecy and caution combined with a WASPish fear of gloating. As a result, while Reagan often spoke in bold colors that sometimes clashed, Bush often risked verging on the incoherent with overlapping shades of gray. His own Secretary of State James Baker would agree that the administration’s initial “strategic review” of foreign policy was “neither truly strategic nor a proper review” and resulted in “mush.”

Henry Kissinger’s warnings from the December 1987 summit sobered Bush and his foreign policy team, which was more centrist than Reagan’s crew, and filled with Kissinger protégés. After hobnobbing with Gorby during the Washington summit, Kissinger published a four-thousand-word essay in Newsweek warning against being dazzled by the “euphoria.” Protecting the prerogatives of the foreign policy establishment, Kissinger cautioned about indulging “transitory personalities.” Ignoring Reagan’s pacifist and radical streaks, Kissinger declared himself shocked that “This most conservative of postwar presidents seemed bent on ending his term by dismantling the concepts and practices that have shaped Western strategy for four decades.” Kissinger feared that this new “arms-control ‘process’” could “leave the United States with no meaningful nuclear option whatsoever”—indeed the dream that both Reagan and Gorbachev shared.

More than a year later, Kissinger’s associate Brent Scrowcroft, Bush’s new national security adviser, remained disturbed by “The Reagan administration’s willingness to declare an end to the cold war” so hastily, neglecting the geostrategic implications. Scrowcroft feared the “old men of the Politburo” hired Gorbachev to “revitalize” Communism, not end it, making “Gorbachev potentially more dangerous than his predecessors,” who, with their knack for overreaching, had always “saved the West from the dangers of its own wishful thinking about the Soviet Union.”

Scrowcroft insisted “The cold war is not over” on This Week with David Brinkley, two days after Bush’s inauguration. Reviving one of the Vietnam era’s infamous metaphors, Scrowcroft could see a “light at the end of the tunnel.” He wondered “whether the light is the sun or an incoming locomotive.”

President Bush was more confused and less coherent. “Did we see what was coming when we entered office?” he would ask in his memoirs. “No, we did not. … The world we encountered in January 1989 was the familiar bipolar one of the superpower rivalry, if no longer of total confrontation.” The president wanted a “very deliberate” foreign policy: “encouraging, guiding, and managing change without provoking backlash and crackdown.” But when he was asked whether the cold war had ended, the president rambled: “so I—but if the—in the—I want to try to avoid words like cold war. … But if he—if it’s used in the context of—Do we still have problems? Are there still uncertainties? Are we still unsure of—in our precisions on—on Soviet intentions? I’d have to say, yes, yes we should be cautious.”

Unlike his bold predecessor, George Bush felt duty-bound by the political equivalent of the Hippocratic oath: “First, do no harm.” Month by month, in that magical year of 1989, as the unthinkable became commonplace, headlines emerged suggesting that euphoria and clarity were the logical responses, rather than suspicion, indecision, caution, and confusion. A half-century’s worth of assumptions disappeared as Soviets voted and worshiped in churches, while Poles, Czechs, and Hungarians repudiated decades of totalitarianism to embrace democracy and freedom. Gennadi I. Gerasimov, the spokesman from the once forbidding Soviet Foreign Ministry, joked that the Brezhnev doctrine justifying military intervention to maintain Communist regimes among the Soviet satellites had become the “Frank Sinatra Doctrine,” wherein each satellite said, “I do it my way.”

Naturally competitive, and deeply suspicious, the Bush team discounted many of the great strides of this freedom spring as Gorbachev’s plays for European public affection. The Bushies stewed as Gorbachev announced that he was cutting off funds to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua—with no preconditions; Solidarity made its gains in Poland; Hungarians rushed toward voting down Communism; Czechs welcomed the exiled Alexander Dubcek and began launching the dissident playwright Vaclav Havel from prison to the presidency. “I’ll be darned if Mr. Gorbachev should dominate world public opinion forever,” the president bristled in a letter to His Royal Highness Sadruddin Aga Khan in March 1989. “His system has failed and it’s democracy that’s on the march.”

Reagan and Gorbachev often vied for the spotlight in a friendly competition between two superstars. Bush, tongue-tied and wary, was outgunned. In June prodemocracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square erupted after Gorbachev visited China. When the Communist government crushed the protests and the powerful image of the lone student facing a Chinese tank flashed around the world, Bush blinked. “I think this perhaps is a time for caution,” the president counseled.

Five months later, on November 9, the Berlin Wall fell. With the East German Communist regime smoldering and Rumania next to go, Bush remained skittish. Maintaining his parents’ strictures against gloating, he also hoped that somehow the Soviets might not notice the great changes and roll out the tanks. “Well, I wouldn’t want to say this kind of development makes things move—be moving—too quickly at all—the kind of development that we would—we have long encouraged,” Bush told reporters. Rather plaintively he said, “We are not trying to give anybody a hard time.” “You don’t seem elated,” a reporter challenged. “I’m elated,” the president replied, “I’m just not an emotional kind of guy.” “Well, how elated are you?” the reporter probed. “Oh, I’m very pleased and I’ve been very pleased with a lot of other developments.” Echoing Kissinger, even at this late date, Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney warned: “We must not be euphoric.” The journalist Sidney Blumenthal, contrasting the incumbent president with the post–World War II foreign policy guru Dean Acheson who was “present at the creation” of the cold war, quipped that Bush and his gang were “absent at the creation” of the post–cold war world.

The story of the collapse of Communism, however, was too big to be diminished by the Bushies’ narrow vision. Even though the president gave the American public no victory parade, no stirring words, he could always say that the cold war ended on his watch—and subsequently justify his reticence by saying he was an anchor during a time of great instability. So even without presidential cheerleading, Americans rejoiced in the great victory over Communism—and both the Reagan and Bush legacies would benefit from the association. Even some critics admitted that in blaming Reagan for debacles in Washington, they implicitly granted him responsibility for successes. As such, the diplomatic historian John Lewis Gaddis would write that “Ronald Reagan deserves a great deal of the credit as well” as Gorbachev, for ending the cold war peacefully. Reagan’s strategic success, Gaddis concludes, suggests that “sometimes simple-mindedness wins out, especially if it occurs in high places.”

1989: A Decade’s Denouement

While Bush’s prig-at-the-party stance regarding the revolutions of 1989 could not douse the optimism buoying Europe, it did feed a “party’s over” mentality domestically. Even during this first year of a new president’s term, Bush’s narrow vision helped fit 1989 into the artificial decade mold as the wrapup year, a year reflecting back over Reagan’s reign rather than “looking forward” to a new era—despite that phrase being the title of Bush’s campaign biography. It was a year when a judge dismissed the key elements in Oliver North’s indictment on a technicality, Michael Milken was finally indicted, Leona Helmsley was sentenced to four months in jail for income tax evasion, Bernhard Goetz was sentenced to a year in jail for possessing an unlicensed gun, and the hapless Jim Bakker was sentenced to forty-five years in prison for PTL chicanery and fined five hundred thousand dollars. It was a year when the Exxon Valdez spilled eleven million gallons of toxic crude oil off the Alaska coast, raising environmental anxiety and inviting some second thoughts about Ronald Reagan’s approach to the nation’s atmosphere. It was a year of relentless headlines about a procurement scandal at the often overlooked but well-funded Department of Housing and Urban Development. It was a year when the sixteen-ton AIDS quilt continued to grow, incrementally, tragically, measuring sixty miles across and counting, each of its nine thousand panels representing one victim, even as miraculous headlines announced “STRONG EVIDENCE DISCOVERED THAT AZT HOLDS OFF AIDS.” It was a year when worries about crime and racial conflict continued to upstage the miracles of daily life in modern America, as the barbaric story of the “Central Park Jogger” allegedly gang-raped by a pack of young brutes “wilding,” and the tragic tale of Yusuf Hawkins, a young black man murdered by a turforiented posse of neighborhood whites in Brooklyn, continued to color New York City—and modern America—as a paradise lost.

The Bush administration continued the debate Reagan, Stockman, and company had triggered about budget deficits and the welfare state, about tax burdens on the middle class and moral responsibilities to the poor. Bush’s presidency would founder on his violating his 1988 “Read my lips: no new taxes” pledge in 1990. Typically, the focus remained on the superficial political battles bubbling up in the Congress rather than the underlying structural issues changing the nature of the American economy.

Cleveland continued to reflect these transformations and illustrated both the strengths and the weaknesses of the Reagan economy. The balance had shifted. Cleveland’s had become a service economy, with manufacturing providing only 27 percent of the local jobs in 1987, as opposed to 47 percent of the jobs two decades earlier. There were jobs aplenty, but at lower wages. Parts of Cleveland remained blighted by crime and drugs, with one federal official lamenting that seventeen thousand Clevelanders were living in the nation’s “second-worst public housing.” And yet, offering a characteristic 1980s’ hologram, the city center was booming. Gleaming new glass towers housing Fortune 500 companies scraped the sky; massive new shopping malls emerged, including one of many upscale “Gallerias” dotting the nation; Cleveland’s decaying Union Terminal and its once-rotting riverfront were “yuppified,” undergoing multimillion-dollar transformations into Union Station–style “mixed-use” playgrounds for adults with disposable income. Cleveland’s mayor for ten years George Voinovich celebrated these triumphs while downplaying the continuing troubles. Healing his city from the contentious Dennis Kucinich days, and echoing Reagan, Mayor Voinovich often said, “I don’t like to make war. I like to make love.”

Clearly, Dynasty, which finished its run in 1989, and Hill Street Blues, which ended in 1987, continued to represent two conflicting poles in modern America. Crime had begun to level off and even dip in the first half of the decade; unfortunately the crack epidemic, tripling the number of cocaine users from 1986 to 1989, revived the violent crime rate. More than 20,000 people were murdered annually in the United States. Crack played a role in 38 percent of the 1,867 murders occurring in New York City in 1988. President Bush unveiled a $1.2 billion crime package in May and dispatched William Bennett from the curriculum wars to the drug wars. But fear gripped too many streets, and pessimism reigned in too many inner cities. “When we’re talking about the flow of drugs and guns into our city, no city has enough police to stop that,” Boston’s Mayor Raymond J. Flynn despaired.

Meanwhile, in their gated communities or behind double-locked doors, the baby boomers continued the great reconciliation between the sixties and the eighties, seeking to encase new lifestyles within traditional frameworks. In a trend The Big Chill anticipated, the stereotypically single career women began marrying and nesting, triggering an infertility crisis. By 1989 the number of married women in their early thirties expecting to have children some day soared from 33.5 percent to 54.4 percent. In the movie the hostess (Glenn Close) sent her husband (Kevin Kline) to spend the night with her perpetually single best friend (Mary Kay Place), in the hopes of becoming a surrogate father, or at least a sperm donor—terms that were working their way into the national lexicon. In real life, the Baby M case riveted the nation, a case that ended in court when Mary Beth Whitehead, who had contracted to be a surrogate mother, decided she wanted to keep her baby. In 1989 Whitehead cashed in on her fifteen minutes of fame with A Mother’s Story. Also in 1989, high achievers began debating the idea of a “mommy track,” one of many improvisations developed in modern women’s often frustrating quest to balance work and family.

As with every year in the 1980s, 1989 continued to witness a series of firsts, pioneers breaking various gender and racial boundaries. In Boston, amid cheers and jeers, the Reverend Barbara Clementine Harris became the first woman consecrated as a bishop in the Episcopal Church. In Washington, Colin Powell became the first black head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In Powell’s case, only cheers were heard; the grumbling was more discreet. At the same time, the nation once again struggled with an ugly racial issue when a twenty-nine-year-old white Bostonian, Charles Stuart, murdered his pregnant wife but shot himself and blamed a black perpetrator, leading the Boston police to stop and search hundreds of young black males before uncovering the ruse.

While Ronald Reagan was often caricatured as being intellectually disengaged from all the complexities of modern America’s teeming, diverse, dynamic, polyglot, George Bush would be satirized as being emotionally aloof. As a don’t-rock-the-boat, hail-fellow-well-met, congenial politician rather than a conviction politician, Bush preferred to duck messy issues. In fairness, the times were often confusing. Bush was shocked to see his nominee for secretary of defense, John Tower, run into trouble on grounds of moral turpitude. Tower, a veteran senator and Washington fixer, faced the unprecedented and awkward prospect of appearing before the Senate committee on which he had served—and being rejected. Dogged by allegations of womanizing and drinking, Tower promised not to drink at all if confirmed, but he nevertheless failed. Leading Democrats were also swept up in scandals in 1989, as the Speaker of the House Jim Wright and his protégé Tony Coelho both resigned. Coelho had not properly reported a hundred-thousand-dollar investment in junk bonds. Wright circumvented strict House ethics rules on income limits and was caught. Aware of how much moral latitude his predecessors enjoyed, Wright denounced the “mindless cannibalism” of these feeding frenzies.

The Harvard political philosopher Michael Sandel would explain this growing obsession with “the private vices of public officials” as a weak stand-in for a “political agenda that addresses the moral dimension of public questions.” Yet, amid all this apparent moralism, Congressman Barney Frank kept his seat despite the discovery in 1989 that his male lover had run a bisexual prostitution service from Frank’s apartment. “You don’t know from day to day what the rules are,” John Buckley of the Republican National Committee sputtered.

The political confusion reflected the broader cultural confusion. Nothing seemed sacred anymore in a world where an already Reaganized court could refuse to impose a ban on flag burning. And yet baseball’s legendary “Charlie Hustle,” Pete Rose, was shocked to discover that a stack of hitting records could not protect him when he was caught gambling. Baseball banned Rose, even as many other athletes caught using drugs enjoyed quick rehabilitations. The catch-as-catchcan morality reflected the libertinism and moralism warring within Reagan’s America. Reagan helped foster a toughening of standards—sometimes to extremes, especially if clear lines were drawn; and yet Reagan’s nonjudgmental individualism encouraged polyglot America’s growing tolerance and democratic diversity. Many Americans yearned for the simplicity of the clear Moral Majority moralisms; yet, having been thrust into complexity, many tolerated the messy realities and occasionally inconsistent judgments.

Reagan Reassessed—and Appreciated

George Bush’s pinched, passive, cautious, status quo approach to governance emphasized the boldness in Ronald Reagan’s brand of visionary pragmatism. Ironically, the conservative Reagan modeled himself on the great liberal president Franklin D. Roosevelt. In fact, in 1980 Reagan introduced himself as a “New Deal Democrat” and in his acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention quoted Roosevelt’s first inaugural address. Reagan wanted to lure working-class, ethnic “Roosevelt Democrats” to the Republican Party. He wanted to rejuvenate national politics and restore American confidence, just as Roosevelt had. And Reagan, like Roosevelt, was more a man of instinct than of formal intellect. Both Roosevelt and Reagan could easily be dismissed—and praised—as men with second-class minds but first-class temperaments, raising important questions about just what makes a good president.

Contemporaries most frequently compared Reagan’s media skills to Franklin Roosevelt’s, his chairman of the board approach to Dwight Eisenhower’s, his passivity to Calvin Coolidge’s. They also should have added that Reagan had the geniality of a Warren Harding, the small-town common sense of a Harry Truman, the star power of a John Kennedy, and—perhaps most important of all—the focused agenda of a James Knox Polk. Andrew Jackson’s Tennessee protégé entered the White House in 1845 with three objectives—settling the Oregon boundary dispute, reducing the tariff, and reestablishing the independent treasury system. By 1849 Polk had accomplished all three and had also presided over a great Mexican War victory. Similarly, Reagan took office with three goals: to lower taxes, reduce regulations, and boost defense—budget cutting was David Stockman’s priority, not the president’s.

It was a mistake to underestimate Reagan. True, he did not concentrate on many issues, but he remained deeply committed to a few core ideas and initiatives. Such an approach in the modern presidency was risky, and many miscues and oversights resulted. And yet Americans perceived Reagan to be consistently more popular and effective than he was. Recognizing the cultural dimension of Reagan’s leadership helps explain the general impression of consistent success, and his relative insulation and quick recovery from fiascos such as the 1982 Reagan recession, the 1983 slaughter of marines in Lebanon, the 1986 Iran-Contra scandal, and the 1987 stock market crash. It is this Reaganesque cultural dimension to the modern presidency that also helps explain Bill Clinton’s remarkable resilience during the Monica Lewinsky scandal a decade later.

Reagan’s hands-off, CEO approach to the presidential office was sui generis. The contempt House Speaker Tip O’Neill and other opponents had for his approach along with his politics revealed just how unique it was. After four failed presidents, Reagan felt emboldened to try his way. Judging by the many nasty memoirs Reagan’s own people produced, the decision unnerved Republicans as well as Democrats.

An antigovernment rebel now running the government, Reagan did not want to be a Rooseveltian liberal superhero. Nor was a Nixonian focus on detail for him. He was happy to delegate, and to take direction—he had always functioned as the spokesman, as the public face, the ideologue, not the master planner. Furthermore, as the oldest man ever elected president, he wanted to pace himself. These constraints clashed with Democrats’ and journalists’ conception of the president as the managerial superhero of American government. Reagan’s focus on selling his program struck many as preferring showmanship to statesmanship; his delegation as abdication; his tailored focus as nearly criminal indifference. As his supporters rallied to elevate their hero’s idiosyncratic management style into the new ideal, two approaches to thinking and governing clashed: the instinctive versus the rationalistic, the creative versus the systematic.

The Reagan-Bush Restoration: A Moral Hangover?

Like the Reagan restoration in general, the Bush restoration often appeared more successful stylistically than substantively, and far more sober than many would have expected. The Reagans’ opulence had symbolized the new America of garish indulgence, slavery to fads, and planned obsolescence. Yet the Bush identity was an elaborate façade, offering an aristocratic illusion of populist accessibility. As with Reagan, the polls showed that Americans liked Bush and appreciated the tone he set, but rejected his policies. All the martinis sipped toasting WASP values, all the preppie sweaters sold, could not resurrect the 1950s. Bush’s values-talk, like Reagan’s, reassured some traditionalists, but the drift toward a society of self-indulgence continued. The 1990s would witness a flood of polemics from the Right and the Left bemoaning the new “culture of complaint,” the “culture of disbelief,” the fall of a “moral politics,” all reflecting the “fraying of America.” Time’s Robert Hughes would lament this “broken polity … obsessed with therapies and filled with distrust of formal politics; skeptical of authority and prey to superstition; its political language corroded by fake pity and euphemism.” In such a world, the whines of supposed victims drowned out the ideas of concerned citizens.

The social critic Neil Postman feared that in becoming addicted to show business and especially television, we were Amusing Ourselves to Death. The writer Aaron Latham surveyed the outposts of America’s leisure world, dominating, standardizing, homogenizing, and vulgarizing the continent—“Fort McDonald’s, Fort Burger King, Fort Wendy’s, Fort Roy Rogers.” He warned that in our “Age of Junk,” America had become one undistinguished sprawling suburb of mass-produced hamburgers, mass-produced styles, mass-produced—and pathetically mediocre—dreams.

To these critics, cultural rot presaged political decay. As Americans became spoiled, in abandoning an expansive, responsible vision of citizenship, they soured on politics and debased government. The spate of books about Why Americans Hate Politics and Why People Don’t Trust Government would confirm this seeming anomaly that the Reagan-Bush patriotic restoration nevertheless continued America’s descent into a politics of selfishness, NIMBYism, backbiting, nonvoting, distrust, and an odd mix of shrill partisan rhetoric amid weakening party commitment en masse. Professor Amitai Etzioni, a leader from the moderate Left of a communitarian critique of Reaganite, hyper-individualistic liberalism, would link the waning of “a moral voice” with the rise of cynicism about politics and politicians. This growing sourness regarding politics and society also limited Americans’ euphoria as they witnessed the previously unimaginable happy ending to the cold war.

Just as the collapse of Communism retroactively vindicated much of the Reagan-Bush foreign policy, the Bush recession, the 1992 Rodney King Los Angeles riots, and the continuing social strife tarnished the Reagan-Bush domestic legacy. Uncovering the feelings of guilt lying at the heart of American prosperity, the economic downturn and the social problems became the natural conclusion of the go-getting Reagan years. As Americans would discover in the 1990s, this dynamic was particularly dramatic during Republican periods of prosperity. Republican booms were perceived to be more materialistic than Democratic ones. But as the Clinton years would indicate, in the Republican years, having a Democratic opposition articulate an alternative vision moderated the excesses. When the Democrats became the party of prosperity, their dissent stilled and Republicans filled the vacuum with a moralism that alienated rather than a criticism of materialism that could have elevated the nation.


1990

Boston

First Night, New Decade: Why So Blue?

The era of big government is over.
PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON, STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESS, 1996

It had become a fitting metaphor for the media age. The last night of the year would start, typically, with friends and loved ones armed with party hats and tooters, crammed into a room festooned with streamers. Rather than watching their own clocks, or speaking to each other, as the magic hour approached, they would turn on the television set. At once, all eyes focused on the electron-filled box. Only after Guy Lombardo or Johnny Carson counted down and yelled “Happy New Year” would the kissing and champagne popping commence. Only after the New Year’s TV show started things off could the actual parties continue.

In the days of Ronald Reagan’s restoration, a new ritual was gaining popularity. First introduced in Boston in 1976, “First Night” was an alcohol-free, citywide, all-night culture-fest. Offering a constructive, communitarian alternative to the debauchery of Times Square and elsewhere, First Night would grow from a fringe festival of twenty-five-thousand “artsy” types hanging around Boston Common to an international ritual observed in more than two hundred cities and attracting as many as one million revellers in Boston alone. Suitably eclectic, First Night combined the community feeling of the 1950s, the grassroots counterculturalism of the 1960s, the free-to-be-you-and-me creativity of the 1970s, and the don’t-drink-and-drive practical Puritanism masquerading as moralism of the 1980s. First Night was more old-fashioned than high-tech. It was wholesome. And it was kid-oriented—reflecting the long-delayed junior baby boom the baby boomers were beginning, with 1984 yielding the largest number of first births in American history, 1.5 million a year.

American, 1990: Reaganized but Anxious Too

That January 1, 1990, there was much evidence that the United States of America had been “Reaganized,” both culturally and politically. Americans were responding to homey, simplistic, life-affirming parables in the bookstores and elsewhere. Robert Fulghum’s All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten and M. Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled remained at the top of the best-seller list, after more than a year—Peck’s book had been on the New York Times list for 323 weeks. Joseph Campbell’s The Power of Myth had also emerged as a surprising blockbuster, appealing to a nation entranced by stories and story-tellers. Memoirs of the Reagan administration and the 1980s were proving popular, with both Nancy Reagan and Robert Bork counterattacking, and Michael Lewis offering harrowing tales from Wall Street’s bond trading desks in Liar’s Poker. Most striking—and, alas, most telling—was the surfeit of celebrities who had invaded the list: TV’s Roseanne, nonagenarian vaudevillian George Burns—in both hardcover and paperback—basketball great Larry Bird, TV gourmet Julia Child, rock star Jimmy Buffet, Hollywood star Jimmy Stewart, and up-and-coming home décor queen Martha Stewart.

That television season, ABC’s crude, white, working-class, feminist comedienne Roseanne Barr battled for primacy with NBC’s elegant, African American, upper-middle-class, fatherly comedian Bill Cosby—both testaments to the ever-growing mishmash of identities modern Americans embraced. Along with CBS and ABC, NBC faced an alphabet soup of new competitors, including A & E, CNN, ESPN, HBO, LIFE, MTV, NICK, TBS, TMC, TNT, and USA. Before Christmas, all kinds of high-tech TV toys had flown off the shelves. With new technology projecting pictures larger than nineteen inches without distortion, home theater systems proved popular, despite costing three thousand dollars and more. Camcorders also flooded the market, what the New York Times deemed “video’s finest gift from the ’80s,” and whose ubiquity inspired another top-ten TV hit, America’s Funniest Home Videos.

Politically, the world had changed. Rumania was the latest Eastern European country to fall. Freed by the collapse of Communism, shucking off its post-Vietnam blues, the United States had invaded Panama to track down Manuel Noriega. At home, headlines about teetering Savings and Loan institutions and “SCIENCE, MATH BYPASSING MINORITIES” competed with news about New York City’s first black mayor, David Dinkins, who took office on New Year’s Day. “I can remember a time,” Dinkins marveled, “when there were no African Americans in government”—now there were ten thousand black officeholders nationwide. In one of the world’s richest cities, teeming with “masters of the universe,” Dinkins faced the now-familiar, seemingly perennial problems of too much crime, too many poor people, and too little revenue, against an eroded city infrastructure ravaged by new blights such as AIDS, crack, and homelessness.

Nevertheless, Americans rang in the 1990s just as they welcomed the Bush presidency—happy with the peace, prosperity, and self-confidence that had been restored, but eager for a “kinder, gentler” decade. Most of the nation’s pundits, who in the last decade had dominated the nation’s consciousness and driven the national conversation in unprecedented ways, agreed. One after the other predicted that the eighties were over, that in the 1990s, the bills for the Reagan excesses would come due. They foresaw an age of belt-tightening, of greater modesty, of a more rigorous morality. Some seemed downright nostalgic for the days of Jimmy Carter.

The 1990s: What the Critics Feared the 1980s Would Be?

The predictions were wrong. In many ways, the eighties may have only really begun in the nineties, and the nineties became what critics had feared the eighties would be. With the Democratic opposition stilled—because the Democrats in power were the party of prosperity—the society plunged headlong into an orgy of hedonism.

In fact, compared to Clinton’s nineties, Reagan’s eighties appeared more tempered, guilt-ridden, politically engaging, and equitable. The 1990s lacked even superficial signs of a vibrant political culture. There were no mass rallies similar to the 1982 antinuclear protest that drew seven hundred thousand to Central Park. There was no mass outcry about the homeless, who faded into the urban landscape. There were fewer stimulating polemics such as George Gilder’s Wealth and Poverty or Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind. The defining presidential scandal pivoted around Bill Clinton’s domestic vices rather than Ronald Reagan’s cowboy diplomacy.

In the 1980s Ronald Reagan made the pitch; by the 1990s more and more Americans made the sale. In 1998 the pollster Everett Carl Ladd deciphered the sentiments Bill Clinton’s welfare reform and “big government is over” rhetoric addressed. Ladd noted that Americans did not necessarily believe “that less government is progress; it’s that they have decidedly rejected the idea that more government is progress.” Americans were “evenly divided” on this less-is-best idea throughout the Reagan years, Ladd noted. “But in the 1990s the balance has shifted decisively to the smaller government/fewer services option”—and consistently by 2–1 margins.

In the 1980s Americans from the Left and the Right still tried to resurrect the 1960s’ communal ambition; in the 1990s Americans laughed at it. Even in the capital of self-righteous posturing, Hollywood, pink ribbons became passé and 1998’s flaccid mass-protest song “Lean on Me” paled beside the rousing, star-studded 1980s’ anthem, “We Are the World.” The Reagan years’ top sit-com, The Bill Cosby Show, was earnest and politically correct. It tempered its vision of wealth with a multiracial social conscience. The show of the 1990s, Seinfeld, was cynical and amoral; its monochromatic self-indulgent yuppies sneered at anyone with a social conscience or a political vision.

Similarly, in the 1990s, economic power became more concentrated as American culture splintered. Reporters, and especially Democrats, tended to emphasize that the income gap between rich and poor grew “under Reagan” and continued “in the 1990s,” conveniently ignoring that the Democrat Bill Clinton presided over the latter surge, which dwarfed what occurred in the 1980s. The obsession with the income gap reflected deeper anxieties about corporate mergers and the shift from a GM-style, manufacturing-based economy to a Wal-Mart-style, service-based economy. As part of this broader trend economically, media conglomerates from Time-Warner to Disney gobbled up smaller outlets, corporatizing and centralizing media. In 1980 the Big Three networks still dominated, and the avuncular Walter Cronkite symbolized the easy power of CBS, ABC, NBC to set the national agenda. In the 1990s the Big Three were in retreat, competing with dozens of cable stations offering each subgroup its own niche—and an escape from national conversations or concerns. But in this cacophonous world of, as Bruce Springsteen sang, “57 Channels and nothin’ on,” the 24/7 media din grew louder, more ubiquitous. In the 1990s, big, multi-chapter stories could command public attention—the “OJ Trial” and the “Lewinsky Scandal” were the successors to the “Iranian Hostage Crisis”—but they had to be sensationalized to stand out from among the usual, relentless, chaotic, centrifugal chatter.

Much of the difference between the stimulating 1980s and the cynical 1990s rests on the two presidents who defined their respective eras. Ronald Reagan dominated the 1980s. His presidency galvanized the Right and the Left. Republicans mobilized to advance Reagan’s revolution as Democrats resisted. Many laments about the greedy eighties were—and still are—camouflaged attacks against the popular president.

In the 1980s, beyond the shouting, an interesting and clarifying debate could be heard. Many conservatives learned to modulate their ideology with pragmatism. Meantime, some liberals learned to accept fiscal restraint and government rollbacks while championing “fairness.” Alas, rather than galvanizing the nation’s politics, stimulating discourse, and spawning new solutions, the Clinton wars simply polarized the nation’s political players. This politics of personality alienated millions and produced little creative ferment. Politics had become a spectator sport, more interesting than golf, but not a “must-see” like the Super Bowl.

In the 1980s leftist scholars wondered, “Has America Lost Its Social Conscience—and How Will It Get It Back?” Yet even then, the liberal versus conservative combat kept alive social concerns. A decade later, narcotized by Clinton, corrupted by power, dazzled by the Dow, few Democrats even posed the question. With Democrats quiet and the economy booming, Republicans did not bother explaining or justifying their “trickle down” economics.

The Reagan Restoration

Yet, if the nineties was the decade of the ten-thousand-point Dow Jones, the decade of ten thousand creature comforts and self-delusions, of social disengagement and political narcolepsy, what, then can we say about the 1980s? In culture as in politics, in society as in government, it was an era of restoration. Exhausted by the political tumult of the 1960s, dispirited by the social chaos of the 1970s, Americans wanted to restore order, to resurrect the assurances of yesteryear. Reagan, with his traditionalist rhetoric, promised a return to the old regime, the old ways. Yet, as England’s Charles II discovered during his seventeenth-century Restoration, the world had fundamentally changed. New ideas cannot be purged. The new leader was too pragmatic, too political, too accommodating to engage in a futile attempt to turn back the clock. As a result, Reagan led the country Back to the Future, as the popular movie series of the 1980s suggested.

The Cassandras of the 1980s erred so dramatically because their analyses were rooted in the “ought” more than the “is.” This was one more attack against a caricature of Reaganism and the 1980s. There were indeed many problems to lament—Reagan and Reaganism did seem to encourage hard-heartedness, self-absorption, materialism, and a peculiar kind of self-righteous decadence. Millions felt disenfranchised—some because resources had been redirected from them and their communities, others because they felt ideologically orphaned. But most of the problems troubling America in the 1980s predated Reagan—and outlasted him. Ronald Reagan was not responsible for the massive governmental and social failures of the age, such as the crime wave, the drug epidemic, the scourge of racism, the persistence of poverty, the decay of public education, the poisoning of the environment, the proliferation of illegal immigration, the deterioration in family relations, the seeping away of community spirit, the gargantuanism of government, the inscrutability of corporations, the feelings of insignificance burdening so many individuals, the seeming aimlessness and randomness of modern life.

Similarly, such a litany could obscure the good that Reagan accomplished, and the many miracles of the modern American polity. Every day, tens of millions of Americans functioned happily in the world’s first and largest mass middle-class democracy. An elaborate transportation network moved people along thousands of roads and airline routes. An advanced communication system relayed masses of information at the flick of a phone, a fax, a PC. The basics of food, clothing, and shelter were available—at both very reasonable and unconscionably unreasonable prices—with the federal government monitoring food safety and providing food, clothing, and shelter for millions who could not provide for themselves. Rights had been expanded and continued to expand—to vote, to learn, to work in peace, to move beyond yesterday’s racist and sexist paradigms. Old people had pensions, medical care, and dignity; young people had broad horizons teeming with possibility; while people of all ages had access to miraculous health care that was eradicating disease, minimizing pain, and prolonging life.

The entertainment industry, for all its flaws, delivered affordable, accessible diversions, which, along with the many pursuits of leisure, allowed most Americans to indulge, to enjoy, to laugh, to be entertained, in a way that only aristocrats could do centuries before. Some of America’s problems were also being addressed, with drug use and crime gradually slowing, and polluted air, rivers, and streams being cleaned, just like some urban areas were being reclaimed. Youngsters who had grown up in the 1970s assumed that institutions always crumbled; public spaces and safety always deteriorated. The 1980s forced a recalibration of expectation, as all kinds of things actually improved. There was also a community-mindedness, an altruism, a goodness that was and remains characteristically American. This national idealism, along with our stable democratic government, our thirst for liberty, our genius for innovation, and our market-oriented economy, have kept this nation thriving, proud, and strong—not yet perfect, but always, energetically, striving.

Reagan was too much the populist crowd-pleaser to be the revolutionary. For all the liberal laments about Reagan’s extremism, for all the conservative cries to “Let Reagan be Reagan”—in many ways when he was trimming, compromising, playing to the center; Ronald Reagan WAS being Ronald Reagan. To an old Hollywood lawyer friend familiar with his marathon negotiations both as president of the Screen Actors’ Guild and as a contract player in the days of the big studio moguls, Reagan wrote: “You know, those people who thought being an actor was no proper training for this job were way off base. Everyday I find myself thankful for those long days at the negotiating table with Harry Cohen, Freeman, the brothers Warner et al.” In 1983 the Reagan White House released a detailed document, “Ten Myths That Miss the Mark,” denying that the Reagan administration was hostile to the poor, to blacks, to women, to environmentalists, to education. In short, addicted to polls, trying to remain popular, Reagan and his aides embraced the key revolutions of the last few decades they were supposedly seeking to repel.

As a master salesman, and as a consummate political warrior with a remarkably light touch, Reagan was more effective at stigmatizing liberalism than defeating it. Thanks to Reagan’s devastating combination of quips, anecdotes, statistics, ideology, and bombast, by the 1988 campaign his more heavy-handed successor George Bush used “liberal” as an epithet, and the Democratic nominee Michael Dukakis hastily retreated from the term. “Liberal Nationalism,” the Roosevelt-Kennedy-Johnson-King big idea, nation-building, liberalism did fall into disfavor. A new, more pinched, more self-oriented, rights-based liberalism developed instead. Yet the Democratic Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill was able to check the Reagan Revolution with the “fairness issue.” Even in the 1980s Americans still had consciences to prick. Moreover, Reagan could not stem the tide of demands by individuals and special interest groups the 1960s unleashed. The language of “my rights” rather than the “nation’s needs” drove Reagan-era liberalism, just as individual desires rather than communal constraints often drove Reagan-era conservatism. From the Left and the Right, on the two coasts or in the Midwest and South, Americans wanted government off their backs—except when it was convenient, or profitable.

Just as Ronald Reagan shaped America, the political realities of modern America shaped the Reagan administration. America’s majoritarian instincts, the system’s gravitational pulls toward the center and toward compromise, triumphed. And rather than being the fire-breathing conservative critics feared, Reagan emerged as a more mainstream type of leader, one who played to the center—and revitalized it. At the end of the day, in many ways he stayed within the New Deal–Great Society governing status quo, fine-tuning it more than destroying it. As a result, intentionally or not, he ended up legitimizing rather than repudiating much of the legacy of the 1960s and 1970s. Reagan’s reign was one of restoration; it was one of reconciliation, more than revolution.

In many ways, with his odd mixture of tradition and modernism, idealism and materialism, nationalism and selfishness, moralism and libertinism, integrity and artifice, and, in foreign policy, aggression and appeasement, Ronald Reagan invented early twenty-first-century America as well as the 1980s. For starters, he could claim some bragging rights for shaping critical building blocks of our era, especially the fall of Soviet Communism, the resurgence of the American patriotic ideal, and the rise of image politics and prosperity economics. There are many things about modern America—and its recent past—that bear the mark of Reagan and the 1980s. The nineties’ boomtown mentality and cult of the stock market; the post–September 11, flag-drenched mixture of sentimentality and patriotism; the unapologetic and overconfident imperial vision in Afghanistian and Iraq; the fear of the “L-word” and professed disdain for “big government” during Bill Clinton’s Democratic reign as well both Bush administrations; the shameless fundraising, aggressive politicking, and flamboyant star turns of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, best symbolized perhaps by Clinton’s televised backstage amble onto the 2000 Democratic Convention podium and Bush’s Top Gun landing, in full flight gear, aboard an aircraft carrier; the gussied-up business pages, detailed lifestyle tidbits, and expanded entertainment sections of any daily newspaper; the rhetoric of moral absolutism coexisting with tolerance of lifestyles once deemed deviant; the arch, postmodern cynicism and epidemic antiauthoritarianism; the rampant consumerism and celebrity worship; the money-making and money-wasting without guilt; even the division into blue and red, Gore’s America and Bush’s America, once Walter Mondale’s America and Ronald Reagan’s America.

When Ronald Reagan died, Reagan’s supporters seized the opportunity to show what Reagan had wrought. With a week of saturation news coverage dominated by the Reagan alumni—older, grayer, rounder, but more devoted than ever—with most journalists holding their fire, the line of the week emphasized that we were now living in Ronald Reagan’s world. The alumni eulogized Reagan as a revolutionary whose bold, all-American ideas transformed the world, then became standard. The only criticism of the “great unifier” mourners remembered underlined their hero’s courageous, anti-Communist iconoclasm. Even though much of the myth-making rewrote history, most Americans did unite in 2004 to celebrate Reagan’s civility, optimism, and idealism. Brimming with the pageantry he enjoyed, the aphorisms he coined, the ideas he embraced, the little acts of patriotism from the little people he loved, Reagan’s mourning week provided a glorious, dramatic, happy ending to Reagan’s biography—and his quest for national renewal.

The Reagan Reconciliation—and Redefinition

In the real presidency rather than in the legend, Reagan’s centrism, his incrementalism, facilitated the Reagan reconciliation, where the sixties met the eighties culturally and politically. During this time, many of the rebels and the revolutions of the 1960s went mainstream. The eighties would be perceived as the time of the great sellout, when yippies turned yuppie, when the conservative backlash checked feminism, environmentalism, civil rights, and the sexual revolution. In fact, just as the New Deal only became mainstreamed in the 1950s, when Dwight Eisenhower did not undo most of Franklin Roosevelt’s handiwork, Reagan’s America reinforced many of the far-reaching ideological, cultural, social, and even stylistic transformations of the previous decades. Nevertheless, feminists yelled “backlash,” even as women swarmed into the workplace; African Americans yelled “racism,” even as a black middle class emerged; radicals yelled “sellout,” even as a new cadre of “thirtysomething” executives made corporations more responsive and less monolithic, let alone more open to granola and jeans.

Subtly, gradually, the president facilitated a Reagan redefinition ideologically as well. While always being careful to pay homage to his first political hero, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Reagan often attacked the domestic dimension of what the historian Robert Dallek calls “liberal nationalism,” a liberalism based on “a strong defense against external threats” and sweeping “programs that eased the problems of an advanced industrial society.” “Today’s conservative is, of course, the true liberal—in the classic meaning of the word,” Reagan explained during his prepresidential years. “But it is today’s so-called liberal who did the switch on these two words. He affixed the title conservative on those who opposed his affinity for centralized authority and a big government as the answer to all problems.”

Reagan’s championing of old-fashioned freedom and individualism appealed to many Americans feeling overburdened by government heavy-handedness. In Reagan’s updated, more enlightened version of nineteenth-century Social Darwinism, material success became proof of America’s liberating freedoms. This Reaganesque libertarianism and materialism, however, became particularly toxic when combined with 1960s’ antiauthoritarianism and antitraditionalism. This resulting radical individualism helps explain the continuing social, moral, and communal crisis amid all the talk of national restoration. Reagan could conjure up warm, fuzzy national feelings, but his vision remained more individual than communal, ultimately more selfish than altruistic, more oriented toward the indulgences of today than the values of yesteryear.

Still, Reagan’s vision did not quite transform Lyndon Johnson’s Liberal Nationalism into Libertarian Nationalism. Despite his belief that “government is not the solution, government is the problem,” Reagan was not as Jeffersonian as he liked to think he was. He remained too tied both to the social conservatives who wished to use government to inhibit certain behaviors and to the big government realities of what Reagan himself called the “social safety net.” Similarly, Reagan was too moralistic, at least rhetorically, to accept a Libertine Nationalism. “I am deeply concerned with the wave of hedonism—the humanist philosophy so prevalent today,” Reagan had complained before becoming president, “and believe this nation must have a spiritual rebirth, a rededication to the moral precepts which guide us for so much of our past, and have such a rebirth very soon.”

At the same time, Reagan was not preaching a conventional conservatism. Conservatives had long lists of programs they hated, innovations they feared, movements they abhorred. Caught by their instinctive disdain for the liberals’ instinctive faith in creating government programs for every possible problem, conservatives often flirted with a kind of policy nihilism. Their clear sense of what they did not want preempted all discussion of what they did want.

Charles W. Dunn and J. David Woodard note in The Conservative Tradition in America that conservatives tend to embrace traditional religious values, doubt the perfectibility of mankind, prefer state and local government over the centralized government, exhibit a nationalistic and patriotic spirit, value individual duties over rights, trust in the capitalist free market, and hope for stability and only gradual changes within existing institutions. Despite being modern America’s most successful conservative, Ronald Reagan had a mixed record regarding living and legislating traditional values. He was ambivalent about the need for gradual change, occasionally hoping for some shakeups. Most dramatically, he maintained a strong, progressive belief in the perfectibility of humanity while tending to emphasize individual rights more than duties.

These deviations from the script made for a happy conservative—and an individualistic nationalism. Reagan’s Goldwaterism-with-a-smile distanced the president from the unappealing, and unelectable, cranky conservatism of the 1950s and 1960s. His seemingly paradoxical patriotism allowed for a burst of national pride in a media-saturated, individuated age. “Our nation exists for one purpose only—to assure each one of us the ultimate in individual freedom consistent with law and order,” Governor Reagan wrote. “God meant America to be free because God intended each man to have the dignity of freedom.”

This individualism came through in his 1986 Shuttle eulogy, when he invoked “the great explorer Sir Francis Drake,” neither an American nor a scientist but an adventurer who “lived by the sea, died on it, and was buried in it.” Seven months later, the great patriotic festival at the Statue of Liberty emphasized the many individual accomplishments of the outstanding immigrants who passed through Ellis Island, literally and metaphorically, such as Lee Iacocca and Elie Wiesel. Ultimately, Reagan himself, with his Hollywood rootlessness, dysfunctional family, and disconnected albeit affable personality, lived his life more as an individualist than a nationalist, or as an individualist who loved his nation without being unduly inconvenienced by it. In that, the man and his times were well suited.

When Mr. Reagan came to town, Americans happily left the 1970s behind, trying to bury the traumas of Watergate, Vietnam, the energy crisis, stagflation—that unprecedented economic knockout punch of high inflation and high unemployment—and the Iranian hostage crisis. Americans feared that the end of the American Century had arrived nearly a quarter of a century prematurely. The Soviets seemed to be on the march with America languishing. Few Americans in the 1970s would have predicted the great eighties’ bull market, the resurgence of American confidence and patriotism, the end of the cold war, or the collapse of the Soviet Union within a matter of years. By the end of the 1980s, many Americans did feel restored, and Ronald Reagan had earned bragging rights for many of these successes.

And yet, a closer look suggests the restoration was more imaginary than real. Serious social crises remained. The Reagan boom coexisted side by side with poverty, racism, crime, family breakdown, urban deterioration, and a mass epidemic of individual psychic distress. Moreover, Americans remained deeply insecure. Many worried—needlessly—that Japan and West Germany would eclipse the United States economically. And for all the homages to national unity, millions felt deeply marginalized, and only more inflamed by all the Morning-in-America celebrations.

In many ways, the restoration of the 1980s was like the urban gentrification projects of the time. Modern, gleaming, high-tech towers of glass and steel often replaced decaying slums, but the problems were shifted offstage, not solved. Dramatic transformations did indeed occur, but it was often hard to see which changes were real, and which were cosmetic.

The Wizard of the American Id

Ronald Reagan was the central figure of this decade, and of this restoration. Politically and culturally he dominated, and defined, the times. As the first president from suburbia, and presiding over an increasingly suburban nation, he epitomized and perpetuated many suburban values, ministering to a nation of individuals who were increasingly withdrawn into their little warrens and petty concerns. Ideologically, Reagan’s conservatism galvanized the country, shifting American attitudes and triggering a decades-long debate about the role of government, the strengths of capitalism, the meaning of morality, and the limits of individual compassion and charity. Tactically, his media savvy mastered and promoted the brave new media universe that was emerging. Culturally, he epitomized an odd synthesis that occurred between the ideals of the 1960s and the ambitions of the 1980s. He and his “revolution” did not repudiate as many social, political, and cultural trends as he intended. Reagan after all was the first divorced president, perhaps the first president to host a gay couple overnight in the Executive Mansion when his wife’s interior decorator slept over, and the father of a quarreling clan whose members, at various moments, did drugs, “shacked up,” and married multiple times. In fact, part of Reagan’s success stemmed from his ability to help Americans incorporate some of these changes into their lives, albeit sometimes unconsciously.

Perhaps Reagan’s greatest asset—and his greatest gift to Americans—was his optimism. His faith in America and in the future was contagious, and a welcome corrective to the traumatic Nixon years, the drifting Ford years, the despairing Carter years. His can-do optimism, his sense of America as a shining “city upon a hill,” tapped into one of the nation’s most enduring character traits. Americans wanted an Era of Good Feelings, and they got it. Ironically, even as Reagan seemed to be repudiating the greatest legacies of Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson, Reagan’s have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too politics echoed theirs. Like Reagan, Roosevelt, Kennedy, Johnson all sought to conjure up a democratic Eden painlessly, with no tradeoffs. Neither the great conservative president of the 1980s nor the great liberal presidents who preceded him really demanded that Americans solve social problems through individual or collective sacrifice.

Paradoxically, Ronald Reagan’s odes to an older, simpler, more idealistic, more community-oriented America helped spawn a new, sprawling, often selfish, deeply individualistic society. In reinvigorating American capitalism, Reagan helped unleash the American id. Many of the forces that triggered the boom to which Reagan claimed bragging rights were social solvents. Consumerism, materialism, individualism, entrepreneurship, the antigovernment backlash, the information age, capitalism itself, the end of the cold war all helped dissolve traditional ties and certainly fostered an American hedonism. But all these centrifugal forces made Ronald Reagan’s centripetal force—his celebrity, his patriotism, his communal vision for modern America, in short his narrative—all the more important, then and now.

Whether spurring Americans to believe in themselves, their economy, and their system again, elevating the liberation of tiny Grenada into the greatest American victory since Iwo Jima, or consoling Americans after the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion, Reagan’s siren song of confidence and faith soothed Americans. It returned Americans to their basic political and cultural instincts, unleashing creativity and confidence, as well as the hedonism and selfishness that became so typical of the 1980s.

Thinking of Reagan as the Wizard of the American Id also helps explain why so many movement conservatives were so frustrated with him. His synthesis of Hollywood imagineering and Keynesian have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too-ism precluded the kind of moral crusade conservatives demanded to “take back” America. Reagan would not fight the hard fight on the conservatives’ “abc” agenda of abortion, busing, crime. As a result, many of the reforms and revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s ended up legitimized. At the same time, Reagan’s Dr. Feel Good approach frustrated the Democrats—and it is hard not to see Jimmy Carter in 1980 or Walter Mondale in 1984 as appealing to the national superego, while Reagan merrily appealed to the id. This idea also explains the great mystery of the Reagan years, of how, as a leader, his whole was greater than the sum of his parts, as one memo put it, how he remained personally more popular than his policies.

The Reagan celebration of American hedonism did not end with politics—it was also influential culturally. The great reconciliation, whereby the hippie elite and ethos matured into the yuppie elite and ethos, was Reaganite. Consumerism, careerism, materialism, and flashy designs spread as Reaganism set a social, cultural, and stylistic tone too. Reaganism helped make politics an extension of entertainment for a society already “immersed” in entertainment, with a people pursuing “pleasure first and fast,” in the words of the cultural critic Jacques Barzun. Ironically, by releasing the American id, this conservative, who was calling, at least rhetorically, for a return to tradition, shaped an era whose cultural sensibility was shaped by Madonna and Michael Jackson, the man-child, rather than the more traditional Madonna and child.

Finally, one could also characterize the defining approach of Reaganite foreign policy as “egoistic.” Reagan gleefully quoted his UN Ambassador Jeane Kirpatrick’s claim that in the 1980s America removed the “kick-me” sign on its back. Reagan’s approach to the Soviet Union, to Central America, and the way he and his staff circumvented normal channels in Iran-Contra all speak to a national egoism, which many Americans found inspiring, and so many foreigners found exasperating. From the seeds of small symbolic actions such as Ronald Reagan’s insistence on lecturing his colleagues about freedom at the 1981 Cancun Summit to his proactive approach to the Soviets, a new, less ambivalent American superpower emerged, best exemplified by George W. Bush’s with-us-or-against-us, proactive approach to terrorism.

Reagan’s Three Promises: A Scorecard

Regarding foreign policy, it is too facile to rely—as so many do—on the idea of Reagan’s “dumb luck.” True, Reaganite foreign policy was a march of folly replete with an often disengaged president, warring advisers, poorly planned summits, and absurdly priced Pentagon gadgets. The murder of 241 marines in Lebanon went unavenged. The president of the United States tested his microphone by joking about bombing the Soviet Union. Reagan and his advisers celebrated the liberation of Grenada as if it balanced out the loss in Vietnam. And the tragi-comedy of Iran-Contra made the United States—and its president—a laughingstock.

Yet, today, compared to George H. W. Bush’s dithering about the collapse of Communism, and Bill Clinton’s congenital waffling about almost everything, Reagan’s foreign policy course appears more resolute, and quite triumphal. Under Reagan’s reign, the United States effectively won the cold war and experienced a resurgence of national pride. A decade and a half after Ronald Reagan’s retirement, the United States is the world’s sole superpower. Twenty years after Reagan outraged liberals by squarely labeling the Soviet Union “the Evil Empire,” millions are freed: the Iron Curtain is down, Germany is reunited, Eastern Europe is liberated, and even Nicaragua’s Sandanistas have been voted into retirement.

True, Mikhail Gorbachev was a blessing from heaven—more accurately, an astonishing ray of light emanating from the putrefying Soviet Communist system. But Reagan’s excessively personal approach to world affairs helped forge a warm bond with the Soviet reformer, and Reagan’s embrace buttressed, legitimized, and helped further the Gorbachev revolution. Reagan’s mix of saber-rattling and pacifism worked. His naive faith in Star Wars terrified and helped bankrupt the Soviets; his aversion to the experts’ doctrine of mutual assured destruction motivated him to nurture his rapport with Gorbachev—and match the Soviet leader’s boldness. Clearly, it takes great skill to turn dumb luck into lasting good fortune.

At the same time, Reagan shares culpability with all the presidents from Jimmy Carter through the pre–September 11 George W. Bush, for allowing the cancer of Islamicist terrorism to fester unchecked. And it is simplistic to say that Reagan won the cold war singlehandedly. The cold war victory was a joint achievement of all the presidents from Harry Truman through George Bush. It is a tribute to the bipartisan consensus that kept America strong but not too aggressive in the face of Communism.

In addition to defending America to defeat Communism, Reagan wanted to deregulate, and he wanted to cut the marginal tax rate. Both initiatives were rooted in the 1970s—deregulation began under Carter, and the tax revolt had spread in many states without Reagan’s involvement. Reagan’s victory raised expectations regarding this broad-based assault on the “Nanny State” and achieved mixed results. At most, Reagan slowed the growth of big government. He was too pragmatic, and too weak, to do much more. The Democratic Congress and the characteristic incrementalism of the American political system shackled Reagan. He shifted course by a few degrees but did not succeed in veering right overnight. It took time for the Reagan Revolution to restrain the courts, weaken the bureaucracy, reorient the body politic. Yet, by the 1990s, even under a Democratic administration, America seemed further away from the Great Society than it did at the end of Reagan’s reign. And it was Reagan’s appointments that revolutionized the judiciary; it was Reagan’s small-government rhetoric along with his astronomical deficits that kept Americans budget conscious. The deregulation was slower and less systematic than he would have liked, the tax cuts came with a host of “user fees,” and the resulting “pride” also had an overlay of cynicism. Still, it was an impressive tribute to one man’s unrelenting focus amid the hurly burly of the presidency.

At Ronald Reagan’s funeral, the tableau of presidential and vice presidential couples captured the generational politics that defined the last quarter of the twentieth century, as well as the ideals of civility and unity Reagan championed. The elder Bushes, the Carters, and the Fords were all seated in one row. All veterans of World War II, part of the “Greatest Generation” that also included John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon, each of the three ex-presidents had fought Reagan politically—Gerald Ford for the Republican nomination in 1976, George Bush for the nomination in 1980, and Jimmy Carter for the presidency in 1980. The youngsters in the front row, the Bushes, the Cheneys, the Clintons, had also fought Reagan, albeit less directly: the junior President Bush had commiserated with his father during the elder Bush’s frustrating vice-presidential years, Dick Cheney had been Ford’s Chief of Staff during the 1976 nomination fight, and Bill Clinton had launched his winning 1992 campaign by denouncing Reaganism. Still, all gathered to mourn Reagan’s death and celebrate his life.

The three thousand mourners in the National Cathedral, the handful of participants in the service, and the hundreds gathered for the California burial together painted a pointillist portrait of Reagan’s era—and testified to many of the changes he helped trigger. When Ronald Reagan was inaugurated, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor was an unknown Arizona lawyer not yet called to become the first female Supreme Court justice; Rabbi Harold Kushner was a grieving Massachusetts rabbi just about to publish When Bad Things Happen to Good People; Brian Mulroney was running the Iron Ore Company in Quebec, two years away from even being elected to Parliament. Margaret Thatcher, however, was already advancing her own Reaganesque revolution as British prime minister. Among the Washington guests, in 1981 Natan Sharansky, now an Israeli cabinet member, was still Anatoly Sharansky and imprisoned in the gulag; Mikhail Gorbachev was a Soviet apparatchik with the agriculture portfolio; Lech Walesa was a union activist, with both years of arrests and years as Poland’s president ahead. At the time, Colin Powell was an unknown soldier, Peggy Noonan was an unknown ghostwriter—for Dan Rather—and, among the California mourners, Arnold Schwarzenegger was a body-builder just breaking into acting. Ronald Reagan and the Reagan idea shaped all these lives, directly and indirectly.

The “Smiths”: Wealthier, Safer, but Anxious too

To revisit our fictional couple, the Smiths, from the introduction, 1990 would find them older, wealthier, more politically disillusioned, more wired into media mores and celebrity talk, and more complacent. Thickened a bit by aging, but still well-toned, thanks to their personal trainer—a 1980s’ invention—they would now be busily juggling the demands of two careers and two children, who eventually arrived after a tense stretch of infertility remedied by Clomid, the pregnancy wonder drug for thirtysomethings trying to start a family after years of relying on “The Pill” to avoid such a fate. Mr. Smith’s sideburns had receded along with his hairline; thanks to her $125-a-shot stylist, Mrs. Smith’s hair color was richer and shinier than ever.

The Smiths had traded up from their 1950s’ starter house in a suburb just bordering the city to a new, larger home an hour from downtown. Situated in a gated community providing tennis courts, a swimming pool, and twenty-four-hour security, they lived in what would soon be called a “McMansion.” The sprawling, two-story home had a great room grander than their grandparents’ formal “parlors” or their parents’ cozy dens, a marble bathroom in the bedroom suite, and a huge, sun-splashed, chrome-filled kitchen with an island for chopping and cooking. In the 1987 stock market crash they lost “more money than I ever thought I’d have,” Mrs. Smith said, but they sustained only paper losses and had since partially recovered. Their stock portfolio, mutual funds, and 401ks were still much higher than they had been in 1980 and were still climbing. Every year at tax time, the Smiths felt a bit embarrassed by how much money they spent running a household, shopping, eating out in restaurants, maintaining the Honda Accord and the Dodge minivan—they had just bought American for the first time in years, thanks to the carlike trucks that debuted in 1983, and which, when the Smiths bought in 1987, now had V-6 engines for easy acceleration. And even as they noticed the increasing outflow every year, all their costs seemed fixed. As with the federal budget, somehow there did not seem to be much room for cutting.

Most of their friends had married, a few already twice, but two seemed to be perpetually single—both women. Both resolutely career women, they tried to laugh off the ridiculous headlines shouting that they had a better chance of being killed by a terrorist than actually getting married. One gay male friend was HIV-positive, optimistically following a daily regimen of multiple drug doses, blessed by the miraculous “AIDS cocktail.” The eighties’ boom had been good to the Smiths’ social circle. One lawyer friend earned a six-figure salary practicing entertainment law in New York for a few years, then joined the march of the committed conservatives into Ed Meese’s Justice Department in Washington, DC—and settled permanently in the Maryland suburbs of the nation’s capital. Another stayed with his family’s real estate business, helping it grow from a thriving concern into an empire. A third went the corporate route, earning a high salary, while suffering repeated career disruptions as mergers, consolidations, and downsizing buffeted her from place to place, from lucrative buyout to lucrative buyout. A fourth earned such high bonuses trading bonds on Wall Street that he retired with a multimillion-dollar stock portfolio at thirty-nine. Their lawyer friends and doctor friends, their entrepreneurial friends and their corporate friends mostly floated to the top of Reagan’s money-making pyramid. Only their most idealistic and intellectual friends languished financially. Their social worker and professor friends watched the Great Inflation of the 1970s make the basics of an upper-middle-class life unaffordable, without being able to benefit from the 1980s’ boom—unless their parents’ nest-eggs had grown sufficiently. In addition to their other collective traits, the baby boomers were emerging as the greatest heirs in history, awaiting—sometimes patiently, sometimes less so—the largest transfer of wealth ever from their parents.

The Smiths’ children, though cute, and very well dressed, seemed more precocious, more worldly, and less disciplined than the Smiths remembered themselves being. But the family had just returned from a week-long jaunt to Disney World in Orlando, visiting the new EPCOT Center as well as the Magic Kingdom. The trip had gone smoothly, even with the undocumented Guatemalan nanny staying home.

Like so many Americans, the Smiths still had fond feelings for Ronald Reagan. They could still remember some stirring moments from his presidency, although they worried that too many important issues had been neglected on his watch. They liked George Bush’s “kinder, gentler” rhetoric but somehow were less enthusiastic about this administration. While they had not quite soured on politics, both were much less engaged. When reading the newspaper, Mr. Smith spent that much more time poring over the business page, Mrs. Smith spent some extra time with the style section, and both guiltily noticed that they read the “people” column in the entertainment section a bit too carefully. With a mix of pride and shame, they noted how fluently they could speak about Michael Jackson’s latest hue or Madonna’s latest beau. In fact, each monitored Leona Helmsley’s tax troubles and the allegations that the Menendez brothers killed their father at their Beverly Hills home more closely on CNN than they had the Tiananmen Square crisis or the Berlin Wall’s fall.

Although Mr. and Mrs. Smith had an all-white social circle, they had some black colleagues at work. Neither could say “African American” without feeling self-conscious. Similarly, at work both said they supported affirmative action, and each had undergone “diversity training,” even as they confessed to each other at home that they preferred to hire people based on merit and found themselves resenting the multicultural mantra and the stultifying, increasingly politically correct, atmosphere at work.

But they had not forgotten or repudiated the 1960s. Both told pollsters and friends that they were “pro-environment” and happily recycled newspapers and empty bottles—although neither would consider serious lifestyle adjustments such as giving up one car. Similarly, when the subject arose, Mrs. Smith still professed to be a feminist and would defend feminism passionately when her husband or another man attacked the “movement.” But her Ms. subscription had lapsed, and her enthusiasm had stilled. Both had duly signed petitions to oppose the expansion of a garbage dump in the neighboring township, but neither could get that enthusiastic about plunging into the campaign to protect their prerogatives. More globally, both were pleasantly surprised by the fall of Communism, with Mr. Smith giving Reagan more credit and Mrs. Smith crediting Gorbachev mostly.

And yet, both worried about the state of the world—and the country. Both admitted that they never imagined in January 1981 that they would be living in such splendor, or that the Soviet Union would be no more and the Eastern European states would be free. But they rarely ventured downtown anymore because they feared taking a wrong turn and ending up in the wrong neighborhood, as they had read in Bonfire of the Vanities. Both felt pressure to work hard and keep the cash flowing; neither had time to relax during the week. Both hated what their neighbors’ teenage kids looked like and listened to—with the boys slouching and dressing like ghetto gangsters and the girls revealing too much flesh and makeup. The Smiths also felt isolated. They socialized infrequently and disliked the rampant selfishness and “NIMBY” approach to politics in their town, even as they occasionally indulged in it.

When Frederick Lewis Allen conjured up the fictional Smiths in the 1930s, he instinctively made them upper-middle-class WASPs. To call such a couple “typical” in the 1980s was less obvious, and more controversial. Nevertheless, this sketch suggests trends and attitudes that were reflected in millions of American lives.

Reagan as Historian as Well as Historical Figure

Ronald Reagan needs to be appreciated as historian as well as history-maker. Reagan’s “Morning in America” resurrected pride in the past and faith in the future as well as confidence in the present. This simple, red, white, and blue, Glory, Glory Hallelujah reading of history delighted many Americans—expecially when professional historians were painting a more complex, more critical, and decidedly unpopular picture of America.

Reagan’s affirmative vision and definitive rhetoric continue to invite caricature. Consensus-oriented triumphalists from the Right use Reagan to celebrate America’s achievements and continuing promise, while conflict-obsessed critics from the Left use Reagan to berate America’s failures and myopic denial. In fact, studying Reagan and Reaganism requires a more synthetic, less politicized approach. American history combines pragmatism and idealism, selfishness and altruism, crassness and nobility, individualism and nationalism, populism and progressivism. The people of plenty have been lovers of liberty. It is a mistake to overlook either the flinty-eyed materialism or the misty-eyed high-mindedness.

Reagan and Reaganism left the country with a mixed legacy. At its best, Reaganism helped restore an idealism and entrepreneurial can-doism central to the American spirit. At its worst, Reaganism perpetuated self-righteousness mixed with selfishness. Like it or hate it, like him or hate him, nearly twenty-five years after the Reagan inauguration, Ronald Reagan’s legacy continues to define his country; he remains the greatest president since Franklin Roosevelt. Reagan saved the presidency from irrelevance, showing that the ability to shift the national conversation and set the national tone was in and of itself a valuable asset and a significant role, even at a time of increasingly sclerotic government. Reagan’s influence continues because in so many ways, whatever his shortcomings and flaws, the vision he projected of himself was the vision of themselves most Americans wanted to see. Only by having such utter and complete faith in American ideals of freedom and democracy has the United States been able to accomplish so much. Only by keeping such faith—tempered with just a bit of modesty and realism—will the United States continue to grow and to lead.


A Note on Method and Sources

If you can write a nation’s stories, you needn’t worry about who makes its laws.
DR. GEORGE GERBNER, UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA

Studying Ronald Reagan is not for the faint-hearted—or the untenured. Ronald Reagan remains a contentious, often polarizing, figure. Too many Americans praise Reagan blindly, while too many others simply bash him. Even a benign attempt to tell the saga of Nancy and Ronald Reagan as a great American love story for the November 2003 television sweeps ended up caught in this ideological crossfire, with conservatives encouraged by Nancy Reagan crying foul and accusing the script of having a liberal bias, when the project’s real bias was toward Hollywood melodrama.

The continuing partisanship overshadows most looks at Ronald Reagan. “Why would you spend time studying that man?” a horrified artist asked during one of my Reagan research trips to Los Angeles. “Are you a fan?” the director of The Reagans miniseries wondered, as we talked about the challenges of seeing Reagan clearly in a community that abhors him, be it Hollywood or academia. At the same time, too much of the hype around the Reagan funeral reflected an intolerance for any thoughtful, balanced assessments, which inevitably include criticism. And the cascade of adjectives lionizing Reagan’s personal traits did not explain how they interacted with his surroundings and shaped the times. As I said of a different ruler when I played Marc Antony in sixth grade, I come neither to bury Reagan nor to praise him. The goal of the book is to understand Ronald Reagan, his impact and his times.

Among the professoriate, the Reagan “yuck factor,” or what Professor Alan Brinkley more elegantly termed “the problem of American conservatism,” has distorted the debate and impeded assessments of Reagan’s significance. Even the recent boom in studying conservatism has not carried over sufficiently into studying Reagan. Too many critics are unwilling to spend too much time revisiting that man or his times. “Your manuscript brought me right back to all the horrors of the 1980s,” one of my early readers shuddered. Many of the most entertaining Reagan morsels confirm the caricatures of Reagan the moron—and many came from the disaffected insiders who published “kiss-and-tell” memoirs, especially David Stockman and Donald Regan.

Reagan’s critics have long wavered between denouncing him as clueless or malicious. Most Americans refused to believe that someone could be both foolish and cruel, especially someone so eloquent and affable. In fact, Reagan’s light touch tempered his conservatism, just as his ideology anchored his otherwise breezy political style.

During the Bush administration Reagan’s historical stock dipped, even among many Republicans. Ironically, Reagan’s reputation rose thanks to a Democrat, Bill Clinton. It was hard for liberals to grouse about “peace and prosperity” as a presidential rationale, when it became the Democratic mantra. Many fair-minded people recognized that if this baby-boom-boom was going to be attributed to a president, both Reagan and Clinton deserved some credit. As the 1990s’ boom shrank the government deficit, one of the great failures of Reagan’s era receded in importance. And, with Bill Clinton triangulating, it was Reagan’s Democratic successor who engineered welfare reform as part of his retreat from “big government.”

Clinton’s scandal-laden second term also helped boost Reagan’s reputation. An old-fashioned, 1950’s-style, gentlemanly president who never took off his suit jacket even in the Oval Office, Reagan appeared downright saintly compared with the undisciplined perpetual adolescent whose behavior embarrassed even his ideological allies. And Reagan’s moving 1994 farewell letter, acknowledging his Alzheimer’s disease, helped situate the Marlboro Man in the Age of Oprah. As Reagan lost his memory, Americans’ memories of him softened. The proposed CBS miniseries in October 2003 faltered by violating the unspoken demilitarized zone that had settled around this ailing national icon, and his loyal, self-sacrificing wife Nancy, enjoying her own extreme image makeover thanks to the grace with which she responded to her husband’s disease.

Meanwhile, Reagan zealots guard their hero’s memory by celebrating his contradictions. Motivated by loyalty to the past and the partisanship of the present, a steady stream of books has hailed Ronald Reagan’s Revolution! (Martin Anderson, 1988), the good old days of the 1980s When Character Was King (Peggy Noonan, 2002), The Power of Conviction and the Success of His Presidency (Peter Wallison, 2003), and How an Ordinary Man Became an Extraordinary Leader (Dinesh D’Souza, 1997). Alas, too many of these books celebrate rather than cerebrate, making Reagan Churchillian when he confronted the Soviet Union and equally Churchillian when he compromised.

The continuing ideological debates, along with the psychobiographical sideshows trying to unpack Reagan’s psyche rather than assess his accomplishments, have stunted the growth of Reagan studies. As a result, the first wave of defining works about Reagan and the 1980s still dominate, especially Lou Cannon’s President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime (New York, 1991, 2000), Haynes Johnson’s Sleepwalking through History (New York, 1991, 1992, 2003), and Robert Dallek’s Ronald Reagan: The Politics of Symbolism (Cambridge, 1984, 1999). In fact, all were recently reprinted—proof of great interest in the era, but a sad commentary on the failure of new perspectives rooted in the new material the Reagan Presidential Library regularly releases to command attention.

Fortunately, newer analysis, often based on these fresh sources, is emerging. A recent University Press of Kansas anthology W. Elliot Brownlee and the late Hugh Davis Graham edited, The Reagan Presidency: Pragmatic Conservatism & Its Legacies (Lawrence, 2003), published papers from a conference held at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library that used newly released records. The notion of Reagan as “pragmatic conservative” is intriguing. This middle ground follows the interpretive lines developed by Alonzo Hamby, who deemed Reagan an “incrementalist” in his authoritative work, Liberalism and Its Challengers: From F.D.R. to Bush, 2nd ed. (New York, 1992), and by Frances FitzGerald, who defined Reagan as a “supple” politician and an “American Everyman” in Way Out There in the Blue (New York, 2000). Hamby characterized Reagan’s conservatism as “more populist than elitist, more prone to risk taking than prudence, more flexible in its methods and more successful in elections than any of its twentieth-century predecessors.”

Two superb collections of Reagan’s speeches and letters, Reagan in His Own Hand (2001) and Reagan: A Life in Letters (2003), both edited by Kiron K. Skinner, Annelise Anderson, and Martin Anderson, and published by The Free Press, reinforce what the Reagan Library proves—that Reagan was an articulate, idea-driven ideologue, and that after twenty years of governing he was more politician than actor.

Reagan demonstrated that politics was more than a power game and a question of resource allocation. Reagan treated politics as the historian Jean Baker does in Affairs of Party (Ithaca, 1983), as “a symbolic demonstration of the way Americans led their public lives” and “a series of community rituals embodying national values.” Reagan instinctively understood that to make his mark on modern America he had to dominate American culture in its broadest terms, “not simply” referring to “the arts” but “to the ways a society makes meaning,” as Yale’s David Greenberg puts it in Nixon’s Shadow: The History of an Image (New York, 2003). Despite his apparent intellectual lassitude, Reagan’s towering ambition targeted what professors Meg Jacobs and Julian Zelizer would call in 2003 the “ideologies, languages, and symbols” that “shaped all political actors” in his time in “The Democratic Experiment: New Directions in American Political History,” in Meg Jacobs, William J. Novak, and Julian E. Zelizer, eds., The Democratic Experiment (Princeton, NJ, 2003).

Many of these ideas and symbols were most potent when integrated into a broader narrative. “If you can write a nation’s stories, you needn’t worry about who makes its laws,” says Dr. George Gerbner, of the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for Communication in Lisa A. Lewis, Gender Politics and MTV (Philadelphia, 1990). It all suggests Reagan’s recipe for success—despite the various fiascos on his watch. “Successful leaders do not necessarily do more than other leaders,” the Yale political scientist Stephen Skowronek writes in The Politics Presidents Make (Cambridge, 1993); “successful leaders control the political definition of their actions, the terms in which their places in history are understood.” Reagan’s cultural renaissance, his renewal of American confidence, would become a central part of the Reagan narrative and success story.

So far, decades remain the building blocks of twentieth-century American history. Historians package their interpretations in more-or-less ten-year chunks, with the apolitical abandon of “the twenties” becoming the sober reformism of “the thirties”; with the political abandon of “the sixties” becoming the apolitical excesses of the “seventies.” Often these decade packages function as morality tales, wherein times of great prosperity—the twenties, the fifties, the eighties—somehow earn great opprobrium as times of great selfishness. To most American historians, it is the years of the Depression in the 1930s that are “great”; the generation that fought World War II in the 1940s that is “good”; and the boom years of the twenties, fifties, and eighties that are bloated, complacent, vulgar.

The content providers who program our hundred-channel universe have reduced historians’ generalizations into generational stereotypes. Nostalgia is popular and profitable. Consumers know the decade shorthand: boas and headdresses for the 1920s; rags and fedoras for the 1930s; uniforms and zoot suits for the 1940s; leather jackets and bobby socks for the 1950s; torn jeans and love beads for the 1960s; leisure suits and bell bottoms for the 1970s; and power suits and exercise Spandex for the 1980s.

Just as the 1970s was the decade of great 1950s’ nostalgia, the 1980s the decade of 1960s’ nostalgia, and the 1990s when the 1970s’ revival began, we are now poised for a 1980s’ revival in popular terms. Adam Sandler recognized this growing interest in The Wedding Singer, his 1998 hit set in the 1980s, which marketed its eighties’ soundtrack and set Sandler’s down-to-earth, mildly countercultural, exceedingly lovable character against the stock bad guy of the period, a Gordon Gekko type as caricatured by Oliver Stone in Wall Street: in this case a Lamborghini-driving, two-timing, junk-bond-selling broker cretin who sports an unshaven, Miami Vice–pastel look. With the stereotype of this era as the “New Gilded Age” solidifying among historians and in the popular culture, it becomes ever more important to reexamine the eighties and the president so instrumental in defining the times.

In 1986 the Harris Poll found that 60 percent of Americans felt alienated and powerless—believing “what I think doesn’t count much anymore”—and 82 percent confessed they would act on a friend’s stock tip, even if it constituted illegal insider training. (Louis Harris, Inside America [New York, 1987]). “Is it possible that we could become citizens again and together seek the common good in the post-industrial, postmodern age?” the sociologist Robert Bellah and his colleagues asked in 1985’s surprise best-seller Habits of the Heart (New York, 1985). “Freedom is a moral accomplishment,” the British theologian Jonathan Sacks would write in The Politics of Hope in 1997, illustrating that the problem outlasted the 1980s and transcended Reagan’s America. “It needs strong families, cohesive institutions, habits of civility and law-abidingness, and a widely diffused sense of fellow-feeling. … When moral language breaks down—as it has broken down—much else is at risk, including freedom itself.”

Reagan demonstrated that traditional paeans to morality and citizenship would indeed generate applause. Yet for all the talk, his combination of nonconfrontational affability and feel-good libertinism did little to arrest the social and moral decay. In fact, in carving out a public plane where the radical individualism and indulgent libertinism of the Left and the Right could meet happily, he further undermined America’s “moral language” and institutions.

And yet, perhaps the greatest gift of Ronald Reagan and the 1980s was to show that things could get better, to reaffirm the traditional American faith in progress. Those of us who grew up in the 1970s, and most especially those of us who grew up in New York in those years, simply assumed that things always declined, socially, institutionally, culturally, and politically. To see, as we entered adulthood, the economy improve, crime stop spreading, neglected institutional jewels such as the New York City Public Library shine, deteriorating architectural wonders such as Miami’s Art Deco district sprout anew, all the while enjoying a surprising cold war victory, reconnected us to one of American history’s central tropes and one of the great blessings of the American experiment’s great blessings. Learning to believe in that hope—and remembering that national fortunes can change for the better, collective moods can lighten, world conditions can improve—is necessary today, to those of us on the Left or the Right, be we more shocked by twenty-first-century terrorism or more concerned about America’s reaction to it. It is with a renewed appreciation for how desperately we need this lesson of hope that this book has been written.

In that spirit, rather than boring deeply into this unapproachable, not very reflective, but surprisingly intuitive man’s psyche, this study has examined Reagan’s governing script and his White House stage, assessing how it mollified, inspired, seduced, and ultimately transformed his preferred audience—the American people. As a work combining political and cultural history, the book has followed the research strategies of both the sweeping, secondary-source-heavy William Leuchtenburg–Eric Goldman–Bruce Schulman “decade” book and the denser, more primary-source-intensive David Donald–Robert Dallek–Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., presidential biography. The book thus is based on contemporary periodicals, secondary sources, and available manuscript sources in the Tip O’Neill Papers, the Donald Regan Papers, the Alice Rivlin Papers, the William Rusher Papers, and, most important of all, the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, California.

During repeated research trips to Simi Valley since 1993, I have examined thousands of documents catalogued specifically for this project, in response to Freedom of Information Act requests I filed. Collections in the Reagan Library that proved particularly useful included:

•   Presidential Handwriting File, which was the focus of the bulk of my Freedom of Information Act requests, houses copies of any documents with Reagan’s handwriting on them from across the collection. Series II: Presidential Records collects handwritten drafts of letters the president wrote to friends and strangers (Reagan maintained a rich correspondence with fans and foes throughout his White House years); Series III: Presidential Speeches demonstrates the personal touch Reagan brought to his speeches and his skills as both writer and editor; Series IV: Presidential Phone Calls consists of Reagan’s phone logs, especially his call lists to members of Congress, which feature his one-and two-line scrawls summarizing the conversations; and Series V: White House Mail Reports occasionally features Reagan’s brief scribbled replies on a variety of issues from members of Congress and others.

•   Records of the White House Office of Public Affairs and the Elizabeth H. Dole Papers, chronicle the intense lobbying and strategizing on critical issues such as civil rights, women’s rights, and Iran-Contra, recording, in a sense, the “conversation” that developed between the public and the president’s people.

•   Margaret Tutwiler Papers and Series I, Memorandum File, Subseries C, 1984–Jan. 1985 of the James A. Baker III Files are particularly helpful for the 1984 reelection campaign.

•   White House Central Files, especially the FG, Federal Government Files, which highlight government operations, the PR, Public Relations Files, which concentrate on selling the program, and the SP, Speech Files, which show the various drafts of Reagan’s speeches and his essential role in shaping many of them.

In the Tip O’Neill papers, the Kirk O’Donnell papers are very useful in terms of the behind-the-scenes strategizing, and Series VI, especially the Speeches and Press Statements, provide the Speaker’s running commentary on Reagan and the administration.

To limit the notes, I usually referenced only material cited directly in the text and did not repeat citations for major Reagan statements identified clearly in the notes and easily tracked on the Web or in the Public Papers of the President. Instead of numbered footnotes, each citation is keyed to the first two or three words in the quotation or relevant phrase and the page number on which the material appears.
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	BosG	Boston Globe

	Cannon	Lou Cannon, President Reagan (New York, 1991, 2000)

	CSM	Christian Science Monitor

	DTR	Donald T. Regan Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, DC

	EHD	Elizabeth H. Dole Papers, RR Lib

	EM	Edwin Meese, III

	JAB	James A. Baker, III

	KOD	Kirk O’Donnell Files, Staff Files, Thomas P. O’Neill Papers, John J. Burns Library, Boston College, Brookline, MA

	LAT	Los Angeles Times

	LHarris	Louis Harris, Inside America (New York, 1987)

	LofC	Library of Congress, Washington, DC
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	Nwswk	Newsweek

	NYT	New York Times

	NYTM	New York Times Magazine

	Pub	Public Papers of the President, available for each year and in the process of being posted at www.reagan.utexas.edu/resource/speeches/rrpubpap.asp
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	RS	Rolling Stone
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