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INTRODUCTION: THE PUZZLE OF THE PARTISANS



This book began with a puzzle.


In most accounts of twentieth-century politics, the victory of Ronald Reagan in 1980 marks a turning point, when the country shifted hard right after decades of liberal governance. His eight years in office were the crowning achievement for a group of conservative activists who had been trying to capture the presidency for decades. They had long been convinced they represented the vast majority of the American people, but election after election, the results at the polls had told a different story. Until Reagan.


Swept into office with overwhelming majorities—winning forty-four states in 1980 and forty-nine in 1984—Reagan provided proof of what the right had believed all along: if someone could advocate for conservatism cogently and charismatically, the hidden majority of conservative Americans would emerge. And so it began, the start of a new period in US history defined by the new president’s conservative politics: the Reagan era.


Only… after a decade of studying Cold War conservatism, I saw those victories less as a beginning than as an end. Nearly as soon as Reagan left office, the conservative movement he represented began to rapidly evolve, skittering away from the policies, rhetoric, and even ideology that Reagan had brought into office. Republicans still had significant political power, and the 1990s were a conservative era, but with each passing year, conservatives looked less and less like Reagan, even as they invoked his name more and more.


Unpacking that puzzle required making sense of two things: Reagan’s transformative effect on the conservative movement in the 1980s and the quick dissipation of the conditions that made the Reagan era possible.


In the 1980s, Reagan embodied a conservatism that was optimistic and popular, two things the American right had not been for most of the twentieth century. The Cold War conservatism that emerged in the 1950s had been born as a frustrated yawp from a group of activists, writers, and broadcasters convinced that the two major parties and most of the media in the United States were systematically shutting out their views. Some of their perspectives—like their belief that both the New Deal and communism represented an existential threat to the United States and should be wiped out, whatever the cost—had few adherents in the decades between the end of World War II and Reagan’s election. Others—like their belief that society had a natural hierarchy, topped by white Christian men, that must be maintained—were deeply embedded in US culture and politics and would not begin to lose significant support until the 1960s and 1970s.


But when packaged together in the Cold War conservative movement, the right’s blend of militant anticommunism, traditional social and racial hierarchies, and reduced government intervention in the economy had difficulty attracting a majority of voters in either party. In response, activists decided they needed to do more to unite conservatives and popularize their ideas. Activists who sought more mainstream acceptance also wrestled with how best to incorporate the more extreme elements of their movement, which provided a source of energetic foot soldiers but also made it easy to paint the right as a dangerous mix of kooks and revolutionaries, encompassing everyone from Ku Klux Klan members to wild-eyed Red hunters. Thus began a decades-long effort to build the media outlets, activist organizations, and think tanks that would become the backbone of the conservative movement.1


That effort to explain and expand conservatism was necessary not only because Cold War conservatives were in a distinct political minority but also because they were redefining the American right. Before the Cold War, what became known as the Old Right had distinctly different politics from what came after. It shared Cold War conservatism’s antiunionism and anti–New Deal politics. But the Old Right, represented by people like Republican senator Robert Taft, newspaper publisher Robert E. Wood, and writer John T. Flynn, was also profoundly opposed to military intervention abroad, including US involvement in World War II. Nor did it embrace the idea of free markets, preferring instead a protectionist order that included extensive tariffs. A strain of the Old Right even opposed modern industrial capitalism, believing republicanism only thrived in an agrarian order. The Cold War, with its emphasis on the rhetoric of freedom and its tendency to redefine US politics in opposition to communism, fundamentally transformed the conservative movement.2


The Cold War right that replaced the Old Right was also obsessed with the presidency. That was in part a function of its outsider status. Movement conservatism in the early decades of the Cold War really was a distinct minority in both major parties: conservative segregationists were located in the Democratic Party, the home of New Deal liberalism, while the antiunion and economic libertarian faction of the Republican Party had to share power with moderate and liberal Republicans who had adapted to the New Deal order. Conservatives believed that if they could capture either party’s presidential nomination—or, better yet, win the presidency outright—they would have lasting control of a major party and wield considerably more influence in national politics.3


The focus on the presidency also grew out of the specific circumstances of presidential politics in the 1950s. As the Old Right was giving way to Cold War conservatism, movement conservatives backed Robert Taft, the Ohio senator known as “Mr. Republican,” for the GOP presidential nomination in 1952. When Dwight Eisenhower, a celebrity general with no previous party allegiance, won the nomination, conservatives felt cheated—and were convinced that liberal elites in the party had stolen the nomination from them. That formative experience shaped the founding of National Review, the conservative journal of opinion started by William F. Buckley Jr. in 1955. In its first issue, a writer blamed “a small band of Eastern financiers, international bankers and industrialists” for snatching the nomination from Taft.4


Again and again, right-wing activists sought alternatives to what they saw as moderate and liberal nominees: the third-party States’ Rights candidacy of T. Coleman Andrews in 1956, the Republican primary boomlet for Arizona senator Barry Goldwater in 1960. In 1964, they finally succeeded, snagging the Republican nomination for Goldwater in a victory so profound that it triggered a party realignment: the Republican Party would become the home of the American right, welcoming conservative white Democrats, while the Democratic Party would grow increasingly liberal, becoming the party not just of economic liberals but of Black civil rights activists, feminists, and gay rights groups.5


Goldwater’s dramatic loss to President Lyndon Johnson—the largest popular-vote defeat in nearly 150 years—obscured the radical change the Republican Party was undergoing. Four years later, movement conservatives and the Republican Party seemed to have struck a truce of sorts: activists like Buckley embraced Richard Nixon’s candidacy as “good enough.” He wasn’t as conservative as they would like, but he was attentive to the movement, even bringing aboard writer Pat Buchanan, a young right-wing firebrand, as an ambassador between the administration and the movement. Still, other conservatives remained suspicious of Nixon, opting instead for George Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama whose third-party candidacy drew 13.5 percent of the popular vote in the general election.6


That split vote left Nixon with a tiny victory in 1968; he squeaked into the presidency with just five hundred thousand more votes than his Democratic rival, Vice President Hubert Humphrey. But running for reelection in 1972, Nixon showed what a consolidated center-right candidacy could do. Claiming to represent the “silent majority” of Americans who opposed antiwar activism and the late-1960s liberation movements, he won reelection over liberal icon George McGovern with over 60 percent of the popular vote and a historic 520–17 Electoral College victory. Nixon might have been a compromise candidate for the right, but for movement conservatives looking for a sign that their hidden-majority theory was correct, his win was promising.


The rest of the 1970s were a mixed bag for the movement. While wave after wave of new recruits replenished the ranks of the right thanks to the social movements of the era—the decade churned with activism against school integration, feminism, abortion, and taxation—at the presidential level, things were less promising. Nixon resigned in disgrace in 1974 during the Watergate scandal (exiting less than a year after his more conservative vice president Spiro Agnew resigned in disgrace over a scandal of his own). The new president, Gerald Ford, was more moderate and made Nelson Rockefeller, a liberal Republican, his vice president. The right hated Rockefeller, seeing him as part of the party’s liberal elite leadership, which they had been trying to overthrow for decades. Reagan, who had vied for the Republican presidential nomination in 1968, was inspired by this liberal turn to try again in 1976, but he was again defeated. For many movement conservatives, his defeat was the final indignity: they began agitating for a new party to replace the GOP.


Just as the right was turning its back on the Republican Party, the media infrastructure that movement conservatives had built to support their efforts seemed to be crumbling as well. Regnery Publishing, the right-wing company that had published nearly every conservative tract of the mid-twentieth century, closed up shop. Right-wing radio programs like the Manion Forum and the Smoot Report, which had been a vital part of conservative organizing, went off air in the 1970s. National Review subscription rates dropped 33 percent over the course of the decade, and things had gotten so dire at the right-wing newsletter Human Events in 1975 that the publisher had to ask readers for donations in addition to subscription payments in order to stay afloat.7


At this bleak moment, Ronald Reagan launched his third presidential bid, the one that would not only bring the conservative movement into the White House but pioneer the upbeat and popular variant of Cold War conservatism that would come to be known as Reaganism. Not everyone on the right rooted for Reagan in 1980—some felt he was too old, others that he was out of touch with the cultural issues energizing the base—but their criticisms had little impact, and he handily won the nomination and then the presidency.


Reagan was a conservative hard-liner. His policy positions were well to the right of, say, Nixon’s, and he was committed to the notion of sharply lowering taxes and cutting nonmilitary federal budgets. He wanted to roll back both the New Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and believed he had the mandate to do so. But as ideological as Reagan’s politics were, in office, he would often sacrifice them to make the more popular choice. The administration typically tested out his most dramatic notions as trial balloons, quickly popping them if public opinion soured. That pragmatism, combined with his charismatic and avuncular image, allowed Reagan to retain his popularity with a large majority of white Americans throughout his presidency.


Why, then, did much of the right move so quickly away from Reaganism and toward a more pessimistic, angrier, and even more revolutionary conservatism not long after his presidency?


As I began rooting around in the history of the 1990s—a history that, from my vantage point in the 2010s, was barely history—it became clear why the conservatism of the 1990s felt so different from what came before. The context had entirely changed. Most significantly, the Cold War had come to an end. For forty years, the geopolitical struggle between the Soviet Union and the United States, between communism and democracy, had been the central organizing theme of conservatism. It not only shaped the movement’s approach to foreign policy, shaking the right from its midwestern noninterventionist roots, but influenced nearly every aspect of conservative ideology and argumentation: Why did freedom matter? Communism. Why did religion matter? Communism. How could support for an enormous military and security state be reconciled with a small-government ethos? Communism. The Cold War may not have created the different threads of modern conservatism, but it conditioned every one of them.


The political philosophy Reagan carried into office was deeply rooted in the Cold War. He laced his speeches with appeals to freedom and democracy, but his conservative understanding of those ideas also shaped his policies: a preference for more-open borders and higher immigration levels, for fewer tariffs and a stingier social safety net. Anticommunism, though, mattered more to him than democracy or small government. He wanted a sharp increase in military spending, a more aggressive posture toward the Soviet Union, and more extensive aid to right-wing illiberal regimes in places like South and Central America and southern Africa. With the Cold War over, those political ideas had to be rethought.


Domestic politics and culture had also changed. In 1994, after having been confined to the minority in the House for more than forty years, Republicans won united control of Congress. Dubbed the Republican revolution, it was revolutionary not only because it gave an especially conservative party legislative power but because it reoriented the movement away from the presidency and toward Congress. That shift had profound consequences. With a Democrat in the White House, congressional Republicans adopted a politics of destruction, concerned less with legislation than with investigation and obstruction.


The post-Reagan right also existed in a rapidly evolving media environment entirely unlike the one Reagan had to navigate. The old film-and-radio star had come into office in the waning days of the network television era, before the rise of cable news (CNN went on air in 1980 but would not become a twenty-four-hour news channel until the Gulf War in 1991). Right-wing talk radio was still only a local phenomenon; the internet existed, but web browsers did not. Conservative media outlets held sway within the movement—National Review and Human Events were two of Reagan’s favorite publications—but they had little real influence within the Republican Party.


Over the course of the next decade, political media would radically change. By the end of the 1990s, there were three cable news networks, including one with overtly right-wing programming. Right-wing punditry had spread to every network and cable news outlet and also found a home on shows like Comedy Central’s Politically Incorrect. With the national debut of The Rush Limbaugh Show in 1988, conservative talk radio had transformed into a powerful, profitable institution—one that exerted significant influence in Washington, DC, first in the George H. W. Bush White House and then among the new Republican majority in Congress. And fax trees, internet message boards, and conservative websites created new avenues for grassroots activists to spread ideas, strategies, and conspiracies.


But what did it all add up to? When I first started sorting through these puzzle pieces in 2014, I wasn’t quite sure. The new conservatism still had Reagan’s DNA—most Republicans called for lower taxes, deregulation, military supremacy, and the like—but it had made an evolutionary leap in the 1990s that I still couldn’t account for. And the more I dug, the more confusing it became.


That’s in part because so many of the trends of the 1990s seemed to point away from increased partisanship and toward pursuit of a more popular, palatable form of conservatism. Consider, for instance, the Ross Perot phenomenon in the 1990s. During the 1992 election, an independent billionaire with no party affiliation and no political experience swooped into the presidential race. Perot’s politics did not map neatly onto any defined political faction. He was opposed to free trade deals and supported abortion rights, strict gun control, and significant government reforms. His rhetoric was reflexively populist, regularly bashing the elites and the establishment in favor of “the people” (though he was himself a billionaire many times over who, aides said, brought an authoritarian management style to his campaign). Despite conducting an erratic campaign, Perot walked away with 19 percent of the vote, more than any other third-party candidate in eighty years.


Voters, it seemed, were happy to dispense with party preferences, to “throw the hypocritical rascals out,” as one Perot-friendly organization put it. Commentators began to muse about a postpartisan era. After his impressive showing in the 1992 election, both parties looked for ways to attract the Perot voter with government reforms and a push to balance the federal budget and reduce the deficit, efforts that drew Republicans and Democrats closer together. That bipartisanship was made even easier by the election of Bill Clinton, a Democrat with a decidedly conservative bent. He worked with congressional Republicans to pass a free trade agreement with Mexico and Canada and deep cuts to welfare. He even began working with congressional leaders on a plan to privatize Social Security.


And yet, despite this bipartisanship, the decade was also a period of intensifying partisan warfare, when Republicans grew less tolerant of dissension in the ranks and began to view Democrats not as opponents but as enemies.


Those changes happened during an era when conservatives were racking up victory after victory. A dramatically more conservative Republican Party took control of Congress in 1994 and maintained its majorities for most of the next twelve years. The decade gave rise to massively successful talk-radio stars, television pundits, and best-selling authors. They pulled the Democratic Party sharply to the right and managed to impeach a president for the first time in 124 years. And yet, in the 1990s, the sunny optimism of the Reagan era fell away, and grievance politics took over. Conservatives were in power, and they were furious.


That fury fueled a new right-wing populist movement, one helmed by Pat Buchanan, a conservative pundit who had served as an aide to Nixon, Ford, and Reagan. Though a Reaganite in the 1980s, by the early 1990s he had begun resuscitating the politics of the Old Right and grafting them on to the era’s modern media culture. Insisting that both Democratic and Republican leaders had betrayed working people, he came out against the bipartisan consensus on free trade and overseas intervention. He fashioned grievance politics into an agenda: a border wall to keep out nonwhite immigrants from the south; an end to affirmative action and civil rights legislation; a rollback of commitments to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the United Nations, and the World Trade Organization. He did not run from his more extreme views on race, feminism, and sexuality. Instead, he made them cornerstones of his presidential campaigns of 1992, 1996, and 2000, evidence that he would always say what he believed, no matter how outrageous.


Buchanan may not have won the Republican nomination in any of his three bids, but he did make serious inroads with the party’s base, exposing an instability within conservatism that would only grow in the years that followed as pundits and activists pulled the party hard to the right while criticizing any Republican official who failed to follow their lead. And his style—harsh, outrageous, uncompromising—would become the primary mode of politics on the right. There were alternatives, political figures like Representative Jack Kemp and General Colin Powell who offered a more upbeat and inclusive vision of conservatism, but the party would ultimately reject that vision in favor of a Buchananite partisanship.


Those were the puzzle pieces I was still sorting through when Donald Trump appeared on the scene. His quick rise to the top of the Republican presidential primary field sent people scrambling for answers. Explanations for his rise to the leadership of the Republican Party—and the country—were typically told as a story of a swift and utterly unexpected transformation. Almost overnight, the story went, the Republican Party, long a bastion of free markets, traditional morality, anticommunism, and democracy promotion, flipped: in a wink, it became the party of tariffs, Russian autocrats, America First, and xenophobia. The party’s base, once thought to be conservative free traders and Christian traditionalists, inexplicably embraced a thrice-married real estate developer with a scandalous personal history and a notable absence of Republican pedigree. The GOP, it seemed, was now hostage to the whims of a cynical demagogue.


There was evidence to back up this story of an overnight conversion. Prior to Trump’s candidacy, for example, the base toed the Reagan line on free trade, with 55 percent of Republicans favoring free trade agreements and only 36 percent opposing. Once Trump won the nomination, the GOP became a protectionist party overnight, splitting 61 to 32 percent against free trade. Similarly, support for Russia doubled among Republicans in a short period, springing from 22 percent in 2014 to 40 percent by mid-2018. Early in Trump’s campaign, 17 percent of Republicans wanted to withdraw from NATO, while 48 percent wanted to remain; two years later, the split was 38 to 38 percent. So it went: with tariffs, with immigration, with executive power, with democracy. On issue after issue, the GOP traded Reagan for a version of conservatism not seen since the 1940s.8


Like many others, I was puzzling over these changes as I headed to Cleveland for the Republican National Convention in July 2016. I was there as both a historian of conservatism and a commentator on contemporary politics: at the time I was an assistant professor of presidential studies at the University of Virginia and a contributing editor at U.S. News & World Report, writing a weekly column on US politics and the right. My book on the history of conservative media would be published a month later. And as I watched Trump accept the nomination in the Quicken Loans Arena while thousands of delegates cheered with unreserved delight, the puzzle pieces snapped into place. The party’s transformation, sudden though it seemed, had been underway for a quarter century: in the turn toward nativism and a more overt racism, in the criticisms of conservative elites, in the wariness about free trade and democracy, in the sharp-elbowed, fact-lite punditry. And none of it had happened behind the scenes, hidden away only to be sprung on the American people when the right candidate rolled around. It had happened in plain sight. But too many people were too attached to the idea of the party of Reagan to notice.


Even though Trump helped the picture snap into focus, this book is not a prehistory of Trumpism. Instead, it is an exploration of how and why Reaganism, which in the 1980s seemed to be the future not only of the conservative movement but of US politics more broadly, collapsed so quickly. Just as importantly, it is a history of the partisans who, in the fluidity of the post–Cold War moment, seized the uncertainty of the rapidly evolving political landscape to accumulate political power, wealth, and fame. Though they made their political homes in a variety of institutions—think tanks, cable networks, Congress, political organizations—they all worked to develop a politics that was not just conservative but antiliberal, that leaned into the coarseness of American culture and brought it into politics, that valued scoring political points above hewing to ideological principles.


In doing so, these partisans blurred the lines between the mainstream conservative movement and a violent far right that was particularly active in the 1990s and was split between acts of domestic terrorism and efforts to worm its way into mainstream politics. They courted militias and palled around with white nationalists, funneling extremism into the newly powerful Republican Party. They found that their flirtations with extremism did not end their political careers but instead earned them a reputation for outrageousness that played well in the new media environment.


The story that emerges from these different strands fundamentally shifts our understanding of the politics of the 1990s. The decade, so often described as an era of polarization, was actually an era of right-wing radicalization. Even as the Democratic Party moved right, the Republicans moved even further, adopting what were once far-right positions on issues like guns and immigration and new procedural obstructions like extended government and impeachment.


Not all Republicans and not all conservatives were partisans in the 1990s. There were some who still clung to the politics of the Reagan era and others who warned that the party was headed in the wrong direction. Political leaders like Kemp and Powell argued for a more inclusive, less radical party. 


But they were the outliers. By the turn of the century, the party belonged to the partisans.















CHAPTER ONE



THE REVOLUTION


The Reagan revolution had arrived, and it was off to a shaky start.


The dais in the ballroom of the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles, where Ronald Reagan was delivering his victory speech, looked like the kind of stage where students at a small-town high school might present their spring production: small and spare, with a faded blue backdrop and tired burgundy curtains. A thin white banner tacked to the backdrop read “REAGAN-BUSH VICTORY ’80.” Even the players missed their cues: just as the president-elect was sharing the details of Jimmy Carter’s concession phone call, two staffers ambled out on stage with a giant cake shaped like a map of the United States. They commandeered the microphone to reveal which states Ronald Reagan had won—almost all of them—and tipped the board up to show the cameras, sending the massive cake sliding to the edge. After they had rescued it and scrambled off the stage, Reagan, looking flummoxed, turned back to the microphone and quipped, “When that began to slide, I thought that maybe the world was going out just as I was coming in!”1


For many Carter voters, that image captured exactly what they were feeling—that the country was sliding toward imminent ruin now that Reagan had claimed the presidency. And he hadn’t just eked out a win. He had beaten Carter by ten points, winning forty-four states and 489 electoral votes. It was more than a landslide—it was a political earthquake. For nearly fifty years, politics in the United States had been defined by the policies and legacies of the New Deal, marked by an active federal government, expansive and popular social programs, support for the poor and elderly, and economic regulation. Reagan now threatened to dismantle it all.2


Ironically, Reagan had spent the first half of his life as a New Deal Democrat. While his politics had started shifting to the right by the 1950s, it took decades for him to develop the blend of policies, ideology, and rhetoric that led him to that rickety stage in 1980. The tumultuous politics of the Cold War era transformed his politics, which were shaped first by the anxious anticommunism of the 1950s, then the domestic unrest of the 1960s, and finally the economic woes of the 1970s. Each decade left its imprint on Reagan, fashioning his politics into a distinct form of Cold War conservatism, something that commentators came to call Reaganism.


First emerging while Reagan was governor of California from 1967 to 1975, the word “Reaganism” came into common usage during his presidency, slipping seamlessly into the political lexicon without any of the friction that comes from precise definition. While it was often used as shorthand for Reagan’s policies or for conservatism more generally, making Reaganism a useful term requires a bit more precision. If it simply referred to his ideology and policy preferences, Reaganism would be synonymous with conservatism. After all, Reagan’s conservatism was not unique. It was the same blend of ideologies that movement conservatives had woven together over the previous decades: small-government libertarianism, social conservatism, and muscular anticommunism. Conservative activists never really found a way to resolve all the contradictions in their creed—small government, except when it came to the military or Red-hunting at home; social conservatism, except when libertarians wanted to be left alone; muscular anticommunism, except when it required foreign aid or higher taxes. So it should be no surprise that Reaganism was full of contradictions as well, and rhetoric and reality parted ways plenty of times.


Still, there was a definable Reaganism, one formed when Cold War conservatism was filtered through Reagan’s personality, rhetoric, and experiences. Those were not superficial influences but decisive ones. For decades, movement conservatism had been intractably linked with Arizona senator Barry Goldwater, far-right groups like the conspiratorial John Birch Society, and frothing segregationists unable to come to terms with the success of the civil rights movement. Many Americans saw it as dour, hateful, and nutty. And while some Americans certainly saw Reagan as embodying all three of those traits, he persuaded a hefty majority of voters that he was something different.


He did that by infusing his politics with flexibility and optimism, making movement conservatism genuinely popular for the first time in the Cold War era. Pieces of his agenda had found popular support before he became president—the antitax craze hit California in the late 1970s, for instance—but as a governing philosophy, movement conservatism had trouble winning national majorities. Goldwater had lost in a landslide in 1964 running against Lyndon Johnson; Richard Nixon, who secured a landslide of his own in 1972, had courted conservatives but never been one of them.


Changing conditions enabled Reagan’s majority-making politics. Rising crime rates, a stagnant economy, double-digit inflation, and military failures, though they happened under presidents from both parties, suggested that the New Deal order was in a state of collapse and persuaded millions of Americans to consider an alternative political philosophy. Reagan promised fixes to all these problems, offering simple solutions rooted in invocations of a glorious past. His rhetoric brimmed with appeals to freedom and democracy. And while those appeals were often just words, his belief in a particular kind of freedom shaped his commitment to policies like liberalizing trade and lowering barriers to immigration. That was a marked departure from previous Republican presidents like Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, who instituted tariffs and wage and price controls while raising barriers to entry for migrants from Mexico.


Popular though he was, Reagan was not without his detractors. The opposition to his left made sense: promising to shrink government, slash taxes, gut welfare, and superheat the Cold War clashed with liberal commitments to the New Deal order and to the notion of détente. Detractors from his right, on the other hand, were more surprising. But by the 1970s, the New Right, a new iteration of the conservative movement that focused on grassroots activism and social issues, had become a powerful and well-organized force—and a source of endless critique of Reagan both during the 1980 campaign and throughout his time in office. Though the force of his popularity kept the New Right from making much headway while he was in the White House, its adherents used the years of his administration to set the stage for a full-on revolt against Reaganism that began as soon as a less-beloved Republican president took over.
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Reagan’s political evolution neatly tracks the development of Cold War conservatism. The first iteration of his conservatism was forged though Hollywood Red-hunting, labor conflicts, and pro-business economics. Those battles set him on a path toward political activism, culminating in his support for Barry Goldwater’s ill-fated presidential bid in 1964.


Few people could have imagined that the Reagan of the 1940s—a Hollywood studio star and active member of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG)—would became a key player in a conservative movement defined by its staunch opposition to labor and its targeted campaigns against the movie industry for suspected communist influences. The only US president to have served as a union president, Reagan led SAG from 1947 to 1952 (and during a brief stint from 1959 to 1960). His rise to the SAG presidency occurred just as the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) had begun targeting the industry for investigation. Still a liberal Democrat at the time, Reagan wrestled with communism in Hollywood for nearly a decade. He resigned from one professional organization in 1946, believing it had become a communist front, and along with his first wife, Jane Wyman, became an informant, passing names of suspected communist sympathizers to the FBI. Reagan continued to pass information to the FBI as SAG president and in 1947 testified before HUAC as a friendly witness.3


Those were the actions of a liberal anticommunist, however, not a conservative one. By the late 1940s, anticommunism had consumed US politics and was well represented in both major political parties. Reagan believed that communists had infiltrated the unions and provoked the wave of strikes that wracked Hollywood and other industries after the war. And his conviction that he had been tricked and targeted by communist groups in Hollywood had sharpened his anticommunism. But he also believed persuasion and exposure, not government intervention, were the best response. He opposed outlawing the Communist Party, considering such a ban itself un-American, even as he supported exposing groups with communist ties and blacklisting individuals. “We have exposed their lies when we came across them,” he told HUAC, “we have opposed their propaganda, and I can certainly testify that in the case of the Screen Actors Guild we have been eminently successful in preventing them from, with their usual tactics, trying to run a majority of an organization with a well-organized minority.”4


That view separated Reagan from the conservative anticommunists of the era like William F. Buckley Jr., founder of the magazine National Review, who believed that both HUAC and its Senate counterpart, headed by Joe McCarthy, were vitally necessary and unconscionably smeared. And it separated him from those on the right who believed liberalism was simply one step toward communism—a view he understandably rejected, given that at the time he considered himself a “near-hopeless hemophilic liberal” who “bled for ‘causes.’” It would take a few more years for Reagan’s liberal anticommunism to harden into a Buckley-style conservative anticommunism.5


His pro-business, antiunion politics developed during his time at General Electric (GE). Hired by GE in 1952, he hosted General Electric Theater, a popular prime-time television show, and crisscrossed the country to speak at GE plants and private social clubs. During that time, he worked under Lemuel Boulware, GE’s vice president of labor and public relations, who exposed Reagan to the works of economic conservatives like Henry Hazlitt and Milton Friedman. Reagan also signed up for the new magazine National Review, which he would read for the next four decades. As Reagan absorbed these works, he began crafting for himself a business-friendly conservatism that was increasingly antiunion and antigovernment—though not particularly socially conservative, as the divorced actor, while not known as a libertine, took a libertarian stance toward people’s personal lives. His speeches outlined the greatest dangers to freedom—and the market—as collectivism, government regulation, and union power. By the late 1950s, his speeches also spoke to specific government policies, denouncing deficit spending, opposing tax increases, and attacking New Deal projects like the Tennessee Valley Authority.6


General Electric Theater made Reagan, according to one national survey, “one of the most recognized men in the country.” But he was still known primarily for his acting, not his politics. That changed as he became more openly conservative and began to drift toward the Republican Party. In 1960 he campaigned as a Democrat for Nixon in his bid against John F. Kennedy for the presidency; in 1962, while campaigning in support of Nixon’s gubernatorial run in California, he formally became a Republican. He compared his party switch not to a religious conversion—no Saul on the road to Damascus here—but to a sexual awakening. He likened buying copies of National Review off the newsstand to purchasing porn, joking that he bought his first issue in a plain brown wrapper, and often told audiences, “I know what it’s like to pull the Republican lever for the first time, because I used to be a Democrat myself, and I can tell you it only hurts for a minute and then it feels just great.”7


But in the 1950s and early 1960s, Reagan rarely joked about his politics. Few conservatives did. Right-wing activists were fighting to make conservatism something more than a fringe, out-of-fashion political ideology, and their main emotional weapons were fear and frustration directed at an overactive government, communist infiltrators, civil rights activists, and powerful labor unions. They finally found themselves at the center of US politics with Goldwater’s nomination in 1964, which marked the first time a Cold War conservative had appeared on either party’s presidential ticket. It felt like they had finally broken through—only to watch as Goldwater pursued a bungling campaign that reinforced the idea that he was an out-of-control extremist.


While a number of prominent moderate and liberal Republicans publicly broke with Goldwater, Reagan became an eager supporter. When he cut a campaign ad for Goldwater in September 1964, shortly before that year’s election, he mirrored Goldwater’s—and the movement’s—anger. As the ad opened, Reagan perched on a stool, glared into the camera, and crossed his arms. “I asked to speak to you because I’m mad,” he began. “I’ve known Barry Goldwater for a long time. When I hear people say he’s impulsive and such nonsense, I boil over.” It was probably not the best way to defend Goldwater, who had struggled throughout the campaign to convince Americans he was not a hot-headed fringe candidate. Rather than reassuring viewers, Reagan’s scowling face made it seem like Goldwater’s anger was catching.8


To be fair, finding the right way to defend Goldwater was not an easy task. He had a habit of speaking his mind, which, rather than conveying authenticity, tended to terrify people, because his mind contained ideas like using “small, conventional nuclear weapons” as part of regular warfare. When the sixty-second “mad” ad didn’t move the needle, a month later, Reagan tried a different tack. In a thirty-minute spot that aired nationally on NBC, drawn from the speech he gave to all those GE audiences, he repackaged the conservative ideas animating the Goldwater race in an effort to make them more appealing—and to present himself as a more appealing messenger for the right.9


It was that Reagan, with the enthusiasm of a convert but more profane than preachy, who made the closing argument for Goldwater in 1964. His new anticommunist conservatism came into full view in the final version of what conservatives, and Reagan himself, came to call “The Speech.” Reagan had been delivering The Speech, now often referred to by its title, “A Time for Choosing,” in some form since 1960. In it, he spoke of a world divided between totalitarianism and democracy, slavery and freedom, in which the United States faced an existential threat. If Reagan had once seen liberalism as the bulwark against communism, he now understood it as the first step toward authoritarianism. The choice, he told his audience, was not between left and right but between up and down, up toward “the ultimate in individual freedom consistent with law and order, or down to the ant heap of totalitarianism.”10


Reagan seemed to sense that the enemy abroad was not as useful as the enemy at home. If communism was the implied frame of The Speech, liberalism was its target. The evidence: he mentioned “government” forty-three times in thirty minutes—and communism not once. He opened by decrying the tax burden, the deficit, and the national debt, then spent most of his time attacking government spending to support everything from farm programs and housing to health care and Social Security. Full of pointed anecdotes and pithy turns of phrase, The Speech represented the emergence of Reagan the charismatic conservative. It raised $8 million for the Goldwater campaign—not enough to save him from the impending landslide defeat but enough to prove that when the dust cleared, Reagan would have a major role to play in the post-Goldwater movement.11
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A little over a year later, in January 1966, Reagan starred in another thirty-minute political ad, one announcing his run for governor of California. Aired over fifteen local stations across the state, the commercial centered on the idea of a “creative society,” one that would be unleashed by downsizing government. Here he trod carefully: rather than promising to slash taxes, he suggested they be “looked at”; rather than painting government as the enemy, he suggested it might be a junior partner to the businesses and people of California. Other than one offhand reference to Marxism, the ad showed no signs of its Cold War context. Though barely a year had passed since he spoke in soaring tones about a “rendezvous with destiny,” he now took aim at more domestic concerns: property taxes, crime, drugs, and campus unrest.12


If the Reagan of 1964 had little to say about social issues, the Reagan of 1966 could talk about almost nothing else. In the intervening months, President Lyndon Johnson had vigorously pursued his Great Society. To the landmark Civil Rights Act, he added the Voting Rights Act and wholesale immigration reform, as well as a slew of new social and economic programs meant to alleviate poverty, promote racial equality, and expand access to health care and education. But that period also saw the start of a sharp rise in violent crime, student antiwar protests, and uprisings and unrest in cities across the United States.


Which is where Reagan saw his opportunity: linking the victories of the Great Society to the turmoil of the mid-1960s. In his run for governor, his primary target was what he called the permissive society, one in which, thanks to liberal politicians, criminals went unpoliced, welfare recipients grew addicted to government aid, and college students ran wild. That, he argued in his opening campaign ad, was the cause for all the social unrest Californians saw around them. Though he assured viewers that no feeling person could withhold help from those in need, he insisted that too much welfare was going to freeloaders who could work but chose not to. And his voice never grew sharper than when he lacerated a “noisy, dissident minority” for degrading the state’s universities.13


Perhaps the most important line that captured the evolution of Reaganism was his complaint about crime. “Our city streets are jungle paths after dark,” he warned, “with more crimes of violence than New York, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts combined.” The language of “jungle paths,” a coded reference to Black crime, signaled a turn to law-and-order politics and colorblind racism—a racism that relied on neutral-sounding language to sell policies that disproportionately harmed nonwhite people—that would become a core component of Reaganism. His call to “untie the hands of our local law enforcement” pointed to the belief, one that would grow throughout the 1960s, that a permissive society had hamstrung law enforcement and the judiciary by elevating “criminals’ rights” above “victims’ rights.”


Despite his assertion that the people deserved equal rights and should live free from discrimination, Reagan did not believe that the government had any role in making that happen. He opposed the Civil Rights Act, Voting Rights Act, and Fair Housing Act, the tent poles of antidiscrimination law in the 1960s. As governor he supported a ballot initiative that would allow housing discrimination, arguing, “If an individual wants to discriminate against Negroes or others in selling or renting his house, it is his right to do so.” His arguments, though, were not limited to libertarianism; he called the Voting Rights Act “humiliating for the South,” suggesting not just that it was wrong for the government to intervene but that recognizing the history of anti-Black discrimination in the region was an unnecessarily wounding blow to white southerners.14


The racial politics of law and order and discrimination, along with an emphasis on crime, riots, and student protest, showed how Reagan developed a social conservatism distinct from the single-issue activism that would emerge in the 1970s. That decade saw the rise of right-wing movements opposing issues like abortion, feminism, gay rights, and school desegregation. Yet, as governor, Reagan loosened abortion regulations, tightened gun restrictions, and supported the Equal Rights Amendment, a constitutional amendment that would bar discrimination on the basis of sex. That disconnect did not mean Reagan had abandoned conservatism. Rather, it showed that those issues had not yet become part of conservative orthodoxy.


Even as issues like abortion became political litmus tests—a shift Reagan helped accelerate in 1980 when he insisted his running mate, George H. W. Bush, drop his pro-abortion politics—the fissure between Reagan and this new set of right-wing movements, loosely organized as the New Right, continued, setting the stage for a rift in the conservative movement that would continue throughout Reagan’s presidency.


A small group of political strategists who mobilized social conservatives in the 1970s and 1980s, the New Right had never been enamored of Reagan. Its founders, who included political operatives like Heritage Foundation cofounder Paul Weyrich, direct-mail innovator Richard Viguerie, and Conservative Caucus head Howard Phillips, had grown disillusioned with the Republican Party in the 1970s (Phillips, in fact, left the party in 1974). Like many conservatives, they saw Richard Nixon as too moderate and were aghast when his successor, Gerald Ford, chose Nelson Rockefeller, former governor of New York and avatar of the liberal northeastern Republican establishment, as his vice president in 1974.


These men believed that the future of the party lay in the social issues firing up activists across the nation. These emerging social issues, fueled by racial and religious conservatism, were electric. Part of a backlash to the civil rights movement and the New Left, they tapped a wellspring of fear, resentment, and anger that drove hundreds of thousands of white people, men and women, to rallies and protests across the country. “We organize discontent,” as Phillips put it. And in particular, they organized the discontent of newly mobilized religious activists by framing disparate social issues as part of a cohesive set of morality politics. Weyrich, the thin-faced, sharp-featured religious conservative in the New Right’s leadership, coined the term “moral majority” to describe this upswell of activism, drawing like-minded preachers like Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson into the coalition.15


If morality was the New Right’s theme, resentment was its emotion. Richard Viguerie, who had made his fortune targeting Goldwater voters with direct-mail advertising, understood that almost instinctively. Providing direct-mail services to George Wallace’s campaign in the early 1970s, Viguerie grew increasingly excited about the ardent segregationist. “I’m realizing as each day goes by that George Wallace and I have more in common than I thought,” he told New York magazine in 1975. “I’d like to see less government in people’s lives than Wallace does, but when it comes to social issues, we’re together.” But it wasn’t just Wallace’s stances on things like busing, policing, schools, and pornography that attracted Viguerie. It was his style: his anger, his invective, his clear sense of who the enemy was. And for Viguerie, that was good for business. “In an ideological cause like this, people give money not to win friends, but to defeat enemies,” he said, laying out a philosophy that would leach from the world of direct mail into right-wing politics more broadly in the 1990s.16


While Reagan would become the unintended beneficiary of much of the New Right’s activism—the activists it helped organize would become enthusiastic supporters of his presidential run in 1980—the leaders of the New Right showed only passing interest in the California governor. When the 1976 presidential election rolled around, many in the New Right were more interested in Wallace, even though Reagan provided a conservative alternative to Ford within the Republican Party. Ford was no liberal, but he looked quite moderate compared to Reagan, who pledged to slash the federal budget and rethink Social Security, while attacking a group he called “welfare queens.” Yet Reagan also understood he would need moderate Republicans to win the nomination. So, in an effort to unseat Ford at the convention, he pledged to choose a moderate Republican as his running mate. The New Right recoiled in disgust: it wanted technicolor conservatives, not pale-pastel imitations.17


New Right frustrations with Reagan grew in the years that followed, particularly after Reagan came out against Proposition 6 in California. The initiative would have made it legal not only to fire teachers for being gay but also to fire any teacher who spoke in support of gay rights. The vicious campaign, which echoed singer turned antigay activist Anita Bryant’s successful efforts to repeal Miami’s employment protections for gay workers, compared same-sex attraction to bestiality and child rape. It had the full support of people like Falwell and much of the New Right but met with stiff opposition from Reagan, who swatted it down from every angle. The initiative was unnecessary and costly, Reagan the pragmatist argued, while Reagan the libertarian insisted it was an infringement on privacy and constitutional rights. He made clear he was not offering broad support to gay Californians—“I don’t approve of teaching a so-called gay life-style in our schools,” he said in his statement opposing the initiative—but he worried about the initiative’s “potential for real mischief.”18


Though a newly organized part of the conservative coalition, the New Right rapidly established institutions and media outlets that would help it wield political power in the 1970s and 1980s. Those included the Heritage Foundation, a think tank established by Paul Weyrich in 1973; the Conservative Caucus, an advocacy group created by Howard Phillips in 1974; the National Conservative Political Action Committee, an innovative money group founded in 1975 that figured out how to funnel millions in independent expenditures to conservative candidates without violating campaign laws; and the Moral Majority, Jerry Falwell’s religious right organization created in 1979.


These organizations provided space for the New Right to build its political identity—one distinct from Reagan’s—and its independence within the movement. So when the 1980 Republican primaries rolled around, the New Right was on the hunt for a candidate to the right of Reagan. It landed first on Phil Crane, the forty-nine-year-old Illinois representative who had Reagan’s leading-man looks, though not his Hollywood history. Since the early 1970s, Crane had worked closely with New Right leaders like Weyrich, then a congressional aide, to establish the Republican Study Committee, the conservative caucus in the House, which Crane chaired throughout the 1970s and 1980s. When Crane dropped out early in the 1980 primary, the New Right shifted its support to John Connally, the former Texas governor and treasury secretary who had become a Republican just a few years earlier. Only once Connally lost to Reagan in South Carolina did New Right leaders begrudgingly fall in line—and then, only until Reagan won the presidency.19


The support for alternatives put the New Right at odds with much of the Republican Party. Reagan had led polls of possible candidates for the 1980 nomination throughout 1979, with only former president Ford and former CIA director George H. W. Bush providing any real competition. Bush squeaked out a victory in the Iowa caucuses, but Reagan quickly bounced back and secured the nomination. The Republican Party leadership, which had fought so hard to avoid conservative capture of the party in the 1964 election, saw far less danger in Reagan’s nomination.


That was due in part to Reagan and in part to changes that had fundamentally transformed the GOP and US politics. Reagan’s folksy rhetoric, Hollywood charisma, and bright-side attitude were worlds apart from Goldwater’s dour apocalypticism. And the party’s base had shifted firmly to the right in the intervening sixteen years, as the Great Society foundered and the post–World War II economic boom finally petered out. When it became clear that Reagan would win the nomination, John Anderson, a Republican representative from Illinois, launched an independent bid for president. His campaign attracted a chunk of moderate Republicans who could not stomach voting for a staunch conservative like Reagan. He captured 6.6 percent of the popular vote, a respectable showing for an independent candidate. But Reagan still walked away with more than 50 percent of the popular vote, burying President Jimmy Carter in a landslide and demonstrating just how popular Reagan, and Reaganism, could be.
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A few hours before Reagan ambled onto that makeshift stage in Los Angeles on Election Night 1980, President Jimmy Carter made his way to a podium at the Sheraton Hotel in Washington, DC, to concede the race. “I promised you four years ago that I would never lie to you,” he reminded his supporters, his face stretched into a pained grimace. “So, I can’t stand here tonight and say it doesn’t hurt.” He understood that his overwhelming loss reflected not simply a preference for Reagan but a rejection of him. Even though he’d had the better part of a day to come to terms with the defeat—his pollster Pat Caddell had told him overnight that they were expecting at least an eight-point loss—the sheer size of Reagan’s victory seemed to overwhelm him.20


But then, the presidency itself had seemed to overwhelm Carter. He had inherited a crush of intractable problems. By the time he came into the White House, inflation and the oil crisis had eaten away at Americans’ earnings, while Watergate and the war in Vietnam had eaten away at their faith in American institutions. The surge in violent crime that began in the 1960s continued unabated. Severe fiscal crises fueled by white flight and deindustrialization left several US cities on the brink of bankruptcy. The international scene was no better: if the Cold War had once presented an existential threat to the United States, it had also provided a sense of purpose and moral clarity. Thanks to the policy of détente, the threat had eased, but the loss in Vietnam and agitation over the apartheid regimes in America’s Cold War allies of South Africa and Rhodesia had muddied the moral waters around US involvement abroad. Throughout his four-year presidency, Carter often seemed outmatched by these broad historical forces.


While Carter struggled to address these challenges, Reagan swooped in with simple explanations and clear, if fantastical, solutions, from deep tax cuts that would magically refill government coffers to reheating the Cold War in order to win a final victory over communism. It was a vision that showed how the events of the previous decade had influenced his presidential aspirations. If his governorship had been shaped by the sense that the 1960s had gone too far—an excess of civil rights, protests, and government aid—his presidency would be shaped by the sense that the 1970s had delivered too little: too little patriotism, too little strength, too little vision, too little hope. Reagan was convinced that his landslide victory had given him a mandate to infuse the United States with all those things, as well as to enact the conservative philosophy that he had developed over the past three decades.


In the campaign and during his two terms as president, Reagan clarified the qualities that made Reaganism distinct from Cold War conservatism. Part of it was attitudinal. Reagan has long been considered an optimist, a trait held up as a defining feature of his presidency. And he was. This attitude set him apart from the anger, fear, and resentment that had fueled the conservative movement of the 1960s and 1970s, including the New Right. It also separated him from the sense of national decline that dragged on the country in the 1970s. “They say that the United States has had its day in the sun, that our nation has passed its zenith,” he said in his 1980 acceptance speech. “They expect you to tell your children that the American people no longer have the will to cope with their problems; that the future will be one of sacrifice and few opportunities. My fellow citizens, I utterly reject that view.” Beaming out at the audience, Reagan brought the convention to its feet with that line, promising a brighter future if only Americans would consent to a change in leadership.21


As that line suggests, optimism was as much a political tool as a personal quality. And it was a core component of Reaganism. During his presidency, his optimism colored both his vision for a bright future and his longing for a nostalgic past, making Reaganism a place where wishful thinking met wistful thinking. Such optimism often tipped over into a stubborn unwillingness to reckon honestly with the past or deal frankly with the limits or downsides of his policies. That could be seen in his support for supply-side economics, which held that large tax cuts for wealthy Americans and corporations would rapidly expand the economy and return dividends to lower- and middle-class Americans. Reagan had learned that economic philosophy from its main proponents, journalist Jude Wanniski, economist Arthur Laffer, and Republican representative Jack Kemp. Their tutelage filled him with a blithe certitude that slashing taxes for the wealthy would expand the tax base so dramatically that government revenue would actually grow (it did not; the Reagan years saw exploding deficits).22


That sunny-side approach to politics also infused Reaganism with a kind of blindness to the lingering consequences of past wrongdoing. This was especially clear in his opposition to affirmative action, a key part of the colorblind racism that defined Reaganism. Reagan seized on affirmative action, as many on the right did, as evidence that the civil rights movement had moved on from the noble quest for equality of opportunity to the pernicious pursuit of what the right labeled “reverse racism.” That interpretation, which required Reagan to ignore that he had opposed the “noble” civil rights legislation of the 1960s, presented racism and Black oppression as a problem that had already been solved. It also allowed Reagan to argue that white Americans were the victims of new civil rights legislation.


No one pursued the administration’s opposition to affirmative action more forcefully than William Bradford Reynolds, whom Reagan appointed to head the Civil Rights Division at the Department of Justice. Reynolds, who served all eight years, carried out a public relations campaign against affirmative action, which he referred to as “reverse discrimination.”23 Calling affirmative action “morally wrong,” Reynolds not only denounced efforts like targeted hiring and minority recruitment programs but served as the bulwark within the administration against any sort of compromise, challenging everyone from Clarence Thomas, then head of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), to Reagan himself whenever he felt they were softening on the policy. Yet, while the administration argued that its opposition to affirmative action was an extension of its commitment to the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts of the mid-1960s, it actually targeted those as well. During Reagan’s time in office, steep cuts to the EEOC budgets led it to eliminate 12 percent of its staff, limiting enforcement efforts for civil rights violations. At the same time, the administration fought to water down the 1982 reauthorization of the Voting Rights Act, arguing that violations should require proving intent to discriminate rather than simply showing discriminatory outcomes. (The administration lost that battle.)24


Another feature of Reaganism was an ideological flexibility that allowed Reagan to stay popular. Though he embraced a constellation of conservative ideas and policies that shaped his agenda, when he faced too much pushback and risked losing public support, he would abandon right-wing policies in favor of the status quo.


That ideological flexibility showed in his approach to racial politics. In effecting his own southern strategy, Reagan understood that he had to find a way to appeal to those who had flocked to segregationist George Wallace in 1968 without alienating the more moderate suburbanites who bristled at overt racist appeals, which a growing number of white suburban voters considered somewhere between impolite and offensive. So Reagan adopted a dog-whistle strategy, signaling to Wallace voters that he would look out for them, while maintaining plausible deniability of his motives. During the campaign, that strategy landed him in Neshoba County, Mississippi, not far from where three civil rights workers had been murdered in 1964, to give a speech in defense of “states’ rights.” Similar high-pitched invocations of racism ran through Reagan’s rhetoric about “welfare queens” and “young bucks” using food stamps to buy expensive steaks, an appeal to white grievance that also helped blend anti-Black politics into antigovernment politics.25


That effort to thread the needle between hard-line conservatism and popular appeal had defined his tenure as governor and would follow him into the White House. Ideological flexibility reshaped his most defining policies: tax cuts and Soviet engagement. On the campaign trail and even in his early days as president, Reagan held firm to radical ideas about both the economy and the Cold War. He wanted to slash taxes to the bone as part of his supply-side theory of economics, and he wanted to abolish communism through an aggressive approach to the Soviet Union.


Soon after taking office, he put his economic plans into action. On a foggy August morning at Rancho del Cielo, his private retreat in California that also served as a tax shelter, he signed into law one of the largest tax cuts in US history. After those massive tax cuts, combined with enormous growth in the military budget, ballooned the deficit, Reagan went back to the bargaining table. A year later, he was back at Rancho del Cielo signing a bill to raise taxes by $98.3 billion over the next three years (unlike a year earlier, journalists were barred from witnessing the second signing ceremony). Reagan would raise taxes again in 1984 in an effort to get deficits under control. Ultimately the two bills would raise more revenue than any other peacetime tax hikes in history.26


The same shift happened in foreign policy. Once it became clear that his apocalyptic rhetoric toward the Soviet Union was pushing the two nations closer to conflict, Reagan pivoted toward diplomacy. In January 1984, he outlined his softened approach, calling for “a policy of credible deterrence, peaceful competition and constructive cooperation” and even then downplaying deterrence in favor of cooperation and peace. He regularly engaged with Soviet leaders, though he grew frustrated that they kept dying on him (three died in the span of four years). The arrival of Mikhail Gorbachev—at fifty-four, a much younger, more forward-looking leader than the Soviet Union had had in some time—led to a policy of engagement that resulted in new treaties and, ultimately, Reagan’s declaration at the Kremlin in 1988 that his attacks on “the evil empire” were the product of “another time, another era.”27


The Cold War dominated far more than just US-Soviet relations. It was the atmosphere of the Reagan presidency, shaping nearly every aspect of his foreign and domestic policies. Its influence was most clear in the ways he wielded ideas of freedom and democracy, not just as ideas but as the motivation and justification for his policymaking, often with perverse results. Anticommunism, for instance, excused antidemocratic activities throughout the administration’s foreign policy: the decision to evade congressional restrictions on aid to the Contras in Nicaragua, a scandal so breathtaking in its scope that it surpassed Watergate in terms of its deceit and corruption; the decision to prop up the racist apartheid regime in South Africa in the face of calls for self-government; and support for Ferdinand Marcos’s dictatorship in Philippines, even as Marcos tried to steal an election.


But as empty as the rhetoric of freedom and democracy appeared on the world stage, it had a genuine impact on how Reagan viewed other policy areas like immigration and trade. Reagan believed in the ideas of free trade and free movement and saw an openness to immigration as a bedrock value of the treasured “city on the hill” philosophy he promoted frequently as president. In his 1979 campaign announcement, he proposed a “North American Accord,” a common market created by the removal of high tariffs between the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Though leaders in both Canada and Mexico expressed skepticism about the idea, worrying that it would simply expand the economic dominance of the United States, Reagan eventually negotiated a free trade agreement with Canada, which would ultimately be replaced with the North American Free Trade Agreement in the 1990s.28


Reagan also saw the free movement of people as part of the democratic ideal. He bristled at the idea of a border wall, arguing in 1980, “You don’t build a nine-foot fence along the border between two friendly nations.” An early draft of the speech, which emphasized even more clearly the connection with the Cold War, read, “We cannot erect a Berlin Wall across the southern border.” He spoke about immigration, including undocumented migrants, in emotional, aspirational terms. “We are talking here not just about statistics but human beings, families, and hopes and dreams for a better life.” While the 1986 immigration bill he signed into law did include more sanctions on employers who hired those in the country without authorization, it also granted amnesty and a path to citizenship to millions of people living and working in the United States.29


The Cold War framework did not always translate into an embrace of immigrants and refugees. Reagan brought an anticommunist, not human rights, view to foreign policy. Because he was unwilling to acknowledge atrocities committed by right-wing anticommunist governments in El Salvador and Guatemala, for instance, the administration refused to recognize refugees from those countries. But Reagan maintained the rhetoric of freedom even as he at times ignored its implications.30


At a naturalization ceremony in 1984, Reagan spoke at length about freedom, which he saw as the pull factor that drew immigrants to the United States, a notion of a piece with his determined belief in American exceptionalism. But he also shared his belief that immigration benefited the United States as well, not only economically but with the infusion of new cultures, ideas, and experiences. “So, you know, every now and then academics talk about assimilation and how our various ethnic groups have, with time, dropped their ethnicity and become more ‘American,’” he said. “Well, I don’t know about that. It seems to me that America is constantly reinventing what ‘America’ means. We adopt this country’s phrases and that country’s art, and I think it’s really closer to the truth to say that America has assimilated as much as her immigrants have. It’s made for a delightful diversity, and it’s made us a stronger and a more vital nation.”31


While Reagan espoused a shallow view of diversity, found in a new word or cultural artifact, he had come to embrace the idea that diversity represented a positive good for the United States. He saw the political value in it as well: he relished appointing the first woman to the Supreme Court and readily pointed to the (admittedly few) high-ranking nonwhite officials in his administration—even if he could not recognize his Black cabinet member on sight, mistaking his secretary of housing and urban development, Samuel Pierce, for a Black mayor he was supposed to be meeting.32


Reagan’s pro-diversity, pro-freedom, pro-democracy language, developed as part of his Cold War perspective, underscored another defining quality of Reaganism: its conflation of popularity and democracy. Reagan trumpeted majoritarian democracy as a cornerstone of US governance—and why not? His back-to-back landslide wins told him that he, and possibly his approach to government, had the broad support of the American people. When he left office in 1989, he had the highest approval rating of any outgoing president since World War II. Popular democracy seemed to have worked pretty well for him.


Majoritarian democracy may not sound like something so unusual for an American president to embrace, but the conservative movement had treated it with suspicion for decades. Rooted in the suppression of Black majorities in some parts of the South, support for minority rule appeared in the pages of National Review and in the rallies for Barry Goldwater. The claim that the United States is “a republic, not a democracy” gained popularity in the 1960s in response to the democratic rumblings of the Black freedom struggle. But with the rise of Richard Nixon’s “silent majority” and his and Reagan’s massive electoral victories, conservative majoritarianism was having a moment.


Reagan’s popularity had limits, though, and even during his presidency the seams of conservative majoritarianism were starting to show. He was deeply unpopular with Black Americans, winning just 14 percent of their vote—which, while the highest a Republican presidential candidate had earned in two decades, was still meager. Only around one in four Latinos voted for Reagan, according to a 1981 analysis by the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project. The 1980 race was also the first in which a sustained partisan gender gap appeared, with women favoring the Democratic Party and men the Republican Party. While Reagan spoke about an inclusive conservatism, not many nonwhite Americans felt included in his vision. But while he was in office, the overwhelming support he received from white Americans ensured that his overall support remained high.33


Popularity also guided Reagan’s policy choices. He did not want to be associated with unpopular policies, so he often either hid them in the bureaucracy or dropped them altogether when backlash began to build. After the administration cut funding for school lunches by 40 percent in 1981, public outcry and ridicule followed. Noting that children were now allotted four ounces of milk instead of six and that a squeeze of ketchup counted as a serving of vegetables, Richard Cohen at the Washington Post wrote, “The spirit of Marie Antoinette infuses the administration of Ronald Reagan.” Reagan, embarrassed, suggested that someone deep in the bureaucracy must be trying to sabotage him and that he’d canceled the cuts. None of this was true: the cuts were part of the president’s agenda and were not canceled, simply scaled back. But he could not abide the backlash.34


The same was true of the massive deficits that accompanied Reagan’s tax cuts. In theory, he would have coupled the lowered taxes with significant spending cuts to major programs, perhaps making Social Security voluntary, as he recommended before running for president, or dismantling Medicare and Medicaid, programs he had railed against as “socialized medicine.” But the programs were popular, and the one time Reagan tried to touch Social Security—floating the idea in 1981 that the government should significantly reduce payments for those who retired between ages sixty-two and sixty-five—even his advisors recognized the idea’s toxicity. They forced the head of Health and Human Services to announce it rather than Reagan and abandoned the bureaucrat when the backlash began. The Senate later voted 96–0 against any cuts for early retirement, and Reagan once again pretended to oppose his own idea.35


Unwilling to cut any popular spending programs, Reagan instead went after programs for the poor, including food stamps and Medicaid. While those programs helped support millions of impoverished Americans, they made up such a small portion of government spending that the cuts, though devastating to those who relied on the programs, did little to reduce the rate of government spending. So during the Reagan era, deficits grew. This infuriated David Stockman, his head of the Office of Management and Budget, a doctrinaire deficit hawk who joined the administration believing Reagan really did want to cut the budget. After Stockman resigned in disgust, he publicly excoriated Reagan, writing a book in 1986 titled The Triumph of Politics: How the Reagan Revolution Failed. “There is a startling disconnection between Reagan the campaigner, the scourge of big government, and Reagan the chief executive officer of the American government,” he said in an interview with Omni magazine. “There’s no consistent, credible or serious intellectual content to Reaganism, only a very popular kind of rhetoric—and by content I mean ideas, a sense of reality and facts.”36


Stockman was right that Reaganism was “a very popular kind of rhetoric,” but it was a rhetoric that shaped policies and defined the Reagan presidency. It was the unique fingerprint of a presidency at the tail end of the Cold War, molded by more than three decades’ worth of anticommunist ideas, antiliberal politics, and new conservative policy experiments. It was rooted in the broader conservative movement but also distinct from it, defined far more by its optimism, popularity, and ideological flexibility. One of the clearest indications that Reaganism was not synonymous with conservatism came from conservatives themselves, who were divided on the Reagan presidency. The New Right in particular railed against the administration, howling over the betrayals meted out by the White House. Though Reagan would later become a conservative saint, during his years in office, for many on the right, he was the god that failed.


But if Reagan divided conservatives, his successor in the Oval Office would bring them back together—united in their belief that George H. W. Bush was the man who betrayed the Reagan revolution.
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