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CHAPTER ONE


THE INDIAN SUMMER OF LIBERALDOM
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As the 1970s began, three talented middle managers worried about their respective institutions, which seemed to be crumbling. Worse, there seemed little they could do about it. All three were, in the jargon of management, on the edge of the boardroom, not at the center of events and decision-making.


Karol Wojtyla was the cardinal-archbishop of Cracow, Poland’s second city, in a Church still dominated by an Italian pope and Italian clerical bureaucrats. Margaret Thatcher had just entered the cabinet of Edward Heath’s new Conservative government in the middle-ranking position of minister of education. Ronald Reagan was in his second and final term as governor of California.


All three had strong personalities, great abilities, and loyal followings. Two of them had good prospects.


Wojtyla might conceivably rise to become the Catholic primate of Communist Poland and an influential religious leader in an Eastern Europe then adjusting to the permanence of Soviet rule. Thatcher might become Britain’s first female chancellor of the exchequer (finance minister in non-medieval language) if her wildest ambitions were realized. She conceded at the time that the post of prime minister would remain beyond the grasp of a woman for many more decades.1 Both were still rising stars.


At the age of sixty, however, Reagan was probably basking in the warmth of his last hurrah. The Right’s favorite had failed in a late bid for the Republican Party’s 1968 presidential nomination, and now his successful, more moderate rival, Richard Nixon, was almost certain to run for re-election in 1972. The Californian’s presidential prospects looked highly uncertain—his national future perhaps limited to a return to the “mashed potato” circuit of political lecturing. On the verge of receiving his first Social Security check when the 1976 primaries opened, Reagan was already dangerously close to becoming an elder statesman.


All three were plainly at or near the peak of their careers. And those peaks were tantalizingly short of the very top.


It was not hard for any intelligent observer to explain why these three, with such high abilities, had obtained only limited success. All three were handicapped by being too sharp, clear, and definite in an age of increasingly fluid identities and sophisticated doubts. Put simply, Wojtyla was too Catholic, Thatcher too conservative, and Reagan too American.


These qualities might not have been disadvantages in times of greater confidence in Western civilization—or in moments of grave crisis such as 1940 in Britain, or 1941 in America, or in sixteenth-century Rome—when people prefer their leaders to be lions rather than foxes. But 1970 was two years after the revolutionary annus mirabilis of 1968. It was a time when historical currents seemed to be smoothly bearing mankind, including the Catholic Church, Britain, and America, in an undeniably liberal and even progressive direction.


Revolutions of every kind—sexual, religious, political, economic, social—were breaking out from the campus to the Vatican to the rice paddies of the Third World. The sexual revolution of the 1960s, now actually being implemented, was liberating gays, lesbians, housewives, unhappy spouses, single parents—and, of course, those who wanted to sleep with them—from closets of either silence or irksome duty. Feminism and the United States Supreme Court had added legal abortion to the growing list of women’s rights. The Catholic Church had embarked in the previous decade on the internal revolution of the Second Vatican Council; Catholic liberals were now threading through the dioceses of Western Europe and America, purging the liturgy of traditional hymns and high-sounding language and seeking to reconcile faith with secular forms of “liberation.” The welfare revolution, already entrenched in Europe, was now being extended to America by, of all people, Richard Nixon, with his plans for a guaranteed minimum income and affirmative action. As Nixon also conceded (“We’re all Keynesians now”), the Keynesian revolution in economics was believed to be the key to steadily rising prosperity guided by government and interrupted hardly at all by recessions. The scientific “Green Revolution,” together with government-to-government aid, promised to extend this prosperity to the poor nations of the Third World. The Third World itself, growing in confidence and clout at United Nations forums, gained more recruits when the Portuguese empire in Africa collapsed overnight, replaced by two new independent governments in Angola and Mozambique. That left South Africa and Rhodesia as the last doomed holdouts against the world revolutions of decolonization and racial equality carried out under UN auspices. There and in countries such as Iran and Brazil, where change was resisted by oppressive governments or the military, more violent forms of revolution were employed. These had been encouraged when armed Marxist peasants in black pajamas had won half a victory in Vietnam as the war wound down, or was at least “Vietnamized” and American POWs began returning home. But it was generally agreed among progressive opinion that the Vietnam War had been an immoral mistake never to be repeated. More realistic statesmen in the advanced world saw the wisdom of avoiding violence and upheaval by yielding gracefully to other revolutions. Mao’s China came in from the cold and took its permanent seat on the UN Security Council courtesy of the Nixon-Kissinger “opening” to China. Edward Heath’s Conservative government in Britain not only offered left-wing labor unions an unprecedented say in determining economic policy, but also surrendered Britain’s recently imperial sovereignty to an embryonic united European superpower. Looking further ahead, the West German government was forging links with the East European Communist regimes in a policy of Ostpolitik that assumed the two halves of Europe would soon converge in some new blend of planned economy and social democracy. Détente promised the same convergence for the two superpowers, making the threat of nuclear war seem pointless in a world moving inexorably toward a future of peace, love, and bureaucracy.


Driving all these subordinate revolutions was what Walt W. Rostow, the distinguished liberal theorist of economic takeoff, called “the revolution of rising expectations.” Mankind the world over wanted a better life, was no longer prepared to live under the old rules and limits, and demanded that governments and social institutions provide a blend of prosperity, welfare, and equality—or yield office to those who would. Politicians of the liberal Left were far more prepared to promise such delights than those of a conservative Right that still tended toward caution and even pessimism. Liberals were also more comfortable with striking attitudes of rebellion from positions of authority—which legitimated that authority in an antiestablishment age. Accordingly, liberals dominated debate and the general direction of policy even when they were out of power. And though they sometimes lost the power of government through election defeats, they and their colleagues almost never lost power in the bureaucracy, the courts, the universities, the media, the charitable sector, and the great cultural institutions. The West—Europe more than America but both to different degrees—was governed by the assumptions of a liberal church just as Christendom had been governed according to the assumptions of the conservative Roman Catholic Church. This new order might have been called Liberaldom.


In those days even the Catholic Church—let alone the Tory and Republican parties—was seeking to soften its image to accommodate a more liberal world, a less deferential congregation, and a less orthodox philosophical climate. Even many traditionalists, political and religious, wanted subtle and ingenious leaders who might divert these new challenges into orthodox channels, rather than stiff-necked reactionaries who might break themselves and their institutions in a futile attempt to resist historical inevitabilities. Wojtyla, Thatcher, and Reagan all embodied such fading virtues as faith, self-reliance, and patriotism—which the modern world seemed to be leaving behind. To use a British political metaphor, if they were “big beasts” in the jungles of politics and religion, that was because they were dinosaurs.


An Orthodox Rebel


Karol Wojtyla was less subject to this suspicion than Reagan and Thatcher, for the simple reason that he was less well known. Except for a brief period in Rome, he had lived his life in a Poland invaded by the Nazis, occupied by the Soviets, and ruled by their Polish Communist satraps. His main intellectual interests had been cultural and philosophical rather than directly political, which was why the Communist authorities had initially regarded him as relatively harmless and even pliable. Wojtyla’s fame was also obscured by his modesty. When he was consecrated auxiliary bishop of Cracow in 1958 and full archbishop in 1964, and even when he was made a cardinal three years later, he self-consciously subordinated himself to the great Polish primate Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski. All these things meant that a certain mystery cloaked his views and personality for those outside his diocese and Poland.


As a Catholic bishop under a Communist government, moreover, he was concerned principally with Eastern European issues that Western Europe, America, and the rest of the world knew little about. Indeed, throughout the 1970s most political and religious leaders, betraying the provincialism of the sophisticated, cared less and less about the persecuted Church or the “captive nations” where Christians lived under modern penal laws. While the archbishop of Cracow struggled to ensure that Polish Catholic workers would have a local church on their new housing developments, specifically designed by the Communist authorities to exclude religion, the Church outside Eastern Europe was dealing nervously with a very different set of problems. They included the implementation of Vatican II reforms throughout the Church, the controversy over Catholic teaching on artificial birth control, and the gradual softening of Catholic opposition to Marxism seen both in Vatican diplomacy and in the growing sympathy for a Marxisant “liberation theology” in Latin America.


On all of these questions Wojtyla took essentially orthodox positions that theoretically put him at odds with the “progressive” bishops and theologians of Western Europe and the United States. As an academic philosopher, however, he brought a distinctive argumentative approach to them based on “personalism”—the Christian response to liberal individualism that sees the individual not as an isolated actor achieving a mythical self-realization but as someone developing his personality within the social context of friends, family, and work. This philosophical bent, reinforced by his pastoral experience and by his own personality, allowed Wojtyla to express his orthodoxy through subtle, humane, and novel arguments. This combination—fortiter in re, suaviter in modo—would be a hallmark of his papacy. It was a superb and effective political strategy—except that it was not a political strategy. It was a sincere reflection of Wojtyla’s firm belief that Catholic truth must be presented in terms that were intelligible and sympathetic to modern well-educated laymen as well as to other faiths. Still, its effect in these early days was to soften but not disguise the traditional nature of Wojtyla’s Catholicism. That made him a puzzle to progressive churchmen in Rome and elsewhere outside Poland, but it also meant that they cherished hopes that he might perhaps move to their side of the altar rail.


Reform and Resistance


Wojtyla was least at odds with progressive and liberal Catholics in his attitude to the implementation of the Vatican II reforms. It was as a participant in the Council debates that he began to establish a reputation with his episcopal colleagues worldwide. Many of the reforms that emerged from these debates were rooted in Wojtyla’s thought and reflected progressive concerns. This was especially true for ecumenism and the declaration on religious freedom.


Wojtyla had always shown the respect for other faiths that later animated his papacy and produced the encyclical Ut Unum Sint. When a locally respected Lutheran teacher died in Cracow, the archbishop said a requiem Mass for her and arranged for her Lutheran pastor to attend. Walking into the church that day, Wojtyla went directly over and embraced the pastor “as a brother in Christ.” It was a small gesture perhaps, but one very heartening to the Lutheran minority in Cracow, and merely one of many such gestures over the decades. This practical ecumenism was reflected intellectually in the 1959 essay that, as a novice bishop, Wojtyla sent to Rome in preparation for Vatican II. In it he argued for “less emphasis on those things that separate us and searching instead for all that brings us together.” His occasional interventions on ecumenism in debates were consistently in tune with this outlook.


Not surprisingly, he was equally firm in his support for the related value of religious freedom. As noted by his distinguished biographer, George Weigel2 (to whom all writers on John Paul II are indebted beyond possibility of repayment), both religious freedom and ecumenism were logically derived from the “Christian humanism” that Wojtyla developed through prayer, philosophy, and pastoral work. When Christ became Man, He established the high standing of the human being in creation. Every human being has a dignity—and by extension a right to freedom of conscience—that both Church and state are obliged to respect. In a written contribution to the Second Vatican Council debates, Wojtyla made the implications of this individual human dignity unmistakably plain to a gathering that included bishops still attached to the argument that error had no rights: “This civil right is founded not just in a principle of toleration, but in the natural right of every person to be familiar with the truth, which right we must set alongside the Church’s right to hand on the truth.”3 From a Catholic standpoint, it would be hard to go further in defense of religious and intellectual liberty than comparing it to the teaching authority of the Church.


Wojtyla was less in tune with progressive Catholics on the Vatican reforms dealing with the government of the Church. He shared the progressives’ view that the laity was as important as priests, bishops, and popes in the communion of believers. But he thought the role of Christian laymen was to take the truths of Christianity out to the world where lay people worked—to engage in a dialogue with the world over both Christian and secular truths—rather than, as the progressives argued, to share the responsibility for governing the Church with priests and bishops. Like the progressives, he supported more “authority” for the bishops. But he was critical of their argument that greater authority for the bishops required an increase in their power at the expense of the pope. Secular ideas such as “the separation of powers,” he maintained, did not apply to ecclesiastical government because pope and bishops were united in a collegial relationship rather than divided by a struggle for power. Christian truth and the good government of the church would both emerge gradually from debate conducted by the bishops with each other and with the pope rather than from an imitation of government, opposition, and majority rule.


It sounds a somewhat vague and otherworldly view—except for what happened next. (Granted, a bishop might reasonably regard “otherworldly” as a term of praise.) When the Second Vatican Council ended, there began a long debate on what it signified throughout the Church. Liberal Catholics endorsed the Vatican II reforms as a still incomplete agenda for the “democratization” of the Church. “Reactionaries” such as the followers of Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre (who eventually became schismatics) warned that it represented surrender to a hostile and anarchic modernity. Many faithful orthodox Catholics felt uneasy and nervous about this clash of interpretations—and also by some of the liturgical changes introduced by liberal Church bureaucrats—but they sought faithfully to grasp and implement the reforms. Not all these disputes have evaporated even today.


In the Cracow archdiocese, however, the reception of Vatican II was very different. Following his own unworldly prescription for Church government, Wojtyla submitted the Vatican reforms to a long debate by both the laymen and clergy of Cracow. Weigel describes Wojtyla’s thinking on this: “The best way to deepen the Council’s interpretation . . . was for the archdiocese as a whole to relive the experience of Vatican II through an archdiocesan synod, a mini-Council on the local church level.” The synod was established on May 8, 1972, and closed seven years later, when its founder was already pope, on the feast day of St. Stanislaw in 1979. Between those dates the laity and clergy of the diocese studied the texts of the Second Vatican Council and their bishop’s commentaries on them in more than five hundred study groups. Eventually they produced three hundred pages of documents covering every aspect of life in the diocese. Long before they reached the stage of proposing changes in church life, however, they had imbibed the teachings of Vatican II more or less intravenously in their study groups. The disputes that roiled Catholic life elsewhere never really emerged in Wojtyla’s diocese. And Vatican II was experienced there, in Weigel’s words, “as a religious event aimed at strengthening the evangelical and apostolic life of the Church, not as a political struggle over power within the Church bureaucracy.”


That success served not only to increase Wojtyla’s prestige throughout the Church but also to blind progressives yet again to his essential orthodoxy. As someone who had apparently converted a conservative Polish diocese to Vatican II without protests, he looked like an archbishop they could do business with.


New Issues for an Age-Old Religion


Wojtyla was more clearly at odds with progressives over the question that came to dominate Catholic debate more than any other in the late 1960s and early 1970s: the 1968 papal encyclical Humanae Vitae and its continued prohibition of artificial methods of birth control. Shortly after he became pope, Paul VI had asked an established papal commission on family, population, and the birth rate to report on whether the Church should rethink its teaching that artificial methods of birth control were morally inadmissible. The sexual revolution was spreading through Western society. The Pill had been invented in 1961. Young Catholic couples were asking their confessors, in effect, for permission to use it. And many liberal theologians were inclined to argue that its occasional use was permissible in a marriage generally open to the possibility of children. The commission was scheduled to send its report to the pope in 1966. Its members included the young Bishop Wojtyla.


His inclusion was not surprising. The pope admired Wojtyla’s sensitivity to the needs of modern lay people. As a priest, philosopher, and bishop, he had always taken a close interest in problems of sexuality, marriage, and the family. While serving as a priest in a university parish, he had recruited young people for what were, in effect, pre-marriage guidance counseling sessions on weekends in the country. (Interestingly, none of the young people who attended these sessions and later married have subsequently divorced.)4 Wojtyla incorporated what he learned from these sessions, from his philosophical work, and perhaps above all from the confessional itself in several later works, in particular his 1960 treatise Love and Responsibility. One quotation from it will establish both the personalist flavor of Wojtyla’s thinking on these questions and his anxiety that much sexual unhappiness, if not most, could be traced to male egoism: “[Female frigidity] is usually the result of egoism in the man who, failing to recognize the subjective desires of the woman in intercourse, and the objective laws of the sexual process taking place in her, seeks merely his own satisfaction, sometimes quite brutally.”5


That anxiety would shape Wojtyla’s own contribution—and that of his diocese—to the Humanae Vitae controversy. He established a diocesan commission to study the question of birth control. It began meeting six months before the papal commission quietly presented two reports to the pope—a majority report allowing artificial contraception and a minority one upholding traditional Church doctrine. Wojtyla could not attend the commission’s final meeting in Rome because the Polish government refused him an exit visa. It is clear, however, that if he had been in attendance, he would have voted with the minority. The memorandum of his diocesan commission—presented two years later to a Pope Paul still agonizing over his choice between the two papal reports—was firmly opposed to any dilution of the traditional view.


Its grounds of opposition, however, were a blend of the traditional and the personalist. Married couples, it argued, had a duty to regulate their families responsibly. Artificial methods of contraception were rejected, however, because they violated the physical integrity of the woman while liberating the man for selfish pursuit of his own pleasure. Instead of promoting mutual love, they tended to objectify one’s spouse and to reduce him or her (generally her) to a mere means. They thus contradicted the concept of marital equality. And in attempting to outwit nature, they risked damaging the health of the woman in a way that natural family planning did not.


These arguments arrived on Pope Paul’s desk a few months before he issued Humanae Vitae and doubtless helped him to confirm the traditional doctrine. Some of those who worked on the diocesan report are convinced that it greatly influenced the encyclical. Weigel is probably right, however, to argue that its influence was relatively superficial and that Humanae Vitae lacked “the rich personalist context” of the Cracow document. Even so, an encyclical more influenced by Cracow might have made very little difference in 1968. Wojtyla’s emphasis on women’s rights in both sex and marriage was certainly in tune with some of the egalitarian arguments of the fledgling feminist movement. But that same movement—and other new movements promoting personal self-realization—wanted women to assume male sexual egoism rather than for men to become sexually chaste. Weigel’s ingenious fallback argument that a more positive stress on natural family planning might have appealed to an ecologically minded generation then waking up to the importance of “nature”6 is logical enough. But the new environmentalists saw man as an enemy of nature rather than as an integral part of it. They were quite happy to employ unnatural methods to reduce his numbers and environmental impact. Besides, they were whoring after strange goddesses, notably Gaia (an anthropomorthic expression of nature fathered by James Lovelock in 1972), and so they were increasingly deaf to Christian concepts of environmental stewardship. It was, after all, 1968.


It is also unfortunately true that the language used by theologians to discuss sex is even more clinically distant from the actual experience than that employed by sexologists. So Humanae Vitae was always unlikely to persuade a generation tasting the first forbidden fruits of sexual liberation.


And, in fact, it was widely ignored by many otherwise faithful Catholics in Western Europe and America. Bishops and priests, rather than face an open schism, failed to support the encyclical in either the confessional or the pulpit. An initial exception was Cardinal O’Boyle of Washington, D.C., who sought to discipline priests who had openly dissented. Rome intervened to ensure that there would be neither disciplinary action nor a retraction by the dissidents. There ensued what Father Richard John Neuhaus, a distinguished Catholic theologian and the editor of the journal First Things, calls the “Truce of 1968,” whereby “rejecting moral doctrines solemnly proclaimed by the Church’s teaching authority was, essentially, penalty-free.”7 These internal divisions on birth control still fester today; indeed, they have spread to other issues, such as gay rights.


Whatever the impact of the “Truce of 1968” on the Church, however, it probably had a beneficial effect on the career of Bishop Wojtyla. By lowering the temperature of the Humanae Vitae debate, the truce made liberal bishops less likely to reflexively oppose anyone who had defended traditional doctrines—particularly one who, like Wojtyla, had done so with non-traditional arguments.


Not for the first time, nor for the last, Wojtyla found himself in the happy position of the young Melbourne in Robert Bolt’s film Lady Caroline Lamb. A young Whig, Melbourne is congratulated on his first parliamentary speech by the Tory leader, George Canning.


“A Whig speech, Sir,” says Melbourne defensively.


“Whig speech, Tory arguments,” replies Canning with complacent shrewdness.


Marxism and the Church


In Wojtyla’s case, any complacency on the part of progressive opponents would have been quite unjustified. His arguments, however unconventional, were always in the service of a clear and definite orthodoxy. And when it came to relations between the Church and Communism—the third major development in 1970s Catholic thought—Wojtyla could call on something more powerful than arguments to defend traditional positions: namely, experience.


Relations between the Catholic Church and Communism were a topic on which Wojtyla was undisguisedly swimming against the intellectual tide in both the Church and Western intellectual opinion. As early as the mid-1960s, the idea had arisen in intellectual Catholic circles that Christianity and Marxism were more compatible than Vatican diplomacy under Pius XII had allowed. Catholic intellectuals and theologians began to advocate a Christian-Marxist dialogue on the grounds that both sets of doctrines sought to ameliorate the lot of the poor through greater social justice and were therefore allied against a liberal capitalism that allegedly created and aggravated poverty. These ideas were exported from Europe and the United States to Latin America, where, in a less democratic climate, they blossomed into the dark flowers of “liberation theology.”


Liberation theology sought to justify violence against an unjust state by defining the social order of Latin countries as “latent violence.” It was also a form of secular reductionism that transformed sin into capitalist “structures,” the Church into the proletariat, salvation into economic “liberation,” and Christ into a revolutionary guerrilla. These arguments were bizarrely overreaching, to say the very least, yet they were widely accepted on the international Catholic Left. And in the 1970s many thought they had been given a kind of papal blessing by a new Vatican diplomacy of Ostpolitik that sought better treatment for the Church in Eastern Europe by toning down the ideological volume of traditional Catholic anti-Communism.


The first two developments—Christian-Marxist dialogues and liberation theology—were rooted in a simple but profound misunderstanding. Though Marxism and Christianity are both opposed to economic and social injustice, their grounds of opposition are radically different. Christianity is a religion of love, Marxism a doctrine of power. Even when they seem to be engaged in the same cause, they are aiming at quite different results. For instance, both might agree to urge a capitalist employer to raise the wages of his workers and even support a strike against him if he resisted. But the aim of the Marxist would be to weaken the capitalist so that eventually he would be bankrupted, taken over by a monopoly, or forced to hand over his concern to the workers. Such contradictions in the capitalist system as a whole would lead to its collapse and the transfer of power to the proletariat. Strikes were an important tool in effecting that result. Christians, on the other hand, would seek a higher wage as a matter of justice. Once it was granted they would seek to reconcile the workers and the employer and, more generally, to shape an economic system that promoted harmony between different social classes on the basis of such ideas as the living wage. And love, unlike power, embraces all sides. It is more than arguable that Christians would be obliged to counsel against a strike that had as its aim the destruction of the employer or his enterprise—and that he would be justified in resisting it on behalf of his shareholders, or his family, or his own legitimate rights. That being so, a member of a Latin American upper or middle class would be still more justified in resisting the violence advocated by liberation theologians who sought to replace his authoritarian society with a still more oppressive totalitarian one.


Wojtyla was never tempted by such ideas, for the good reason that he was actually living in an oppressive totalitarian society. He was constantly battling a Polish government that was seeking to harass the Church and reduce its influence over an overwhelmingly Catholic population. Poland did not suffer the very worst brutalities like those imposed on the Soviet Union and Hungary, but the harassment was relentless and inventive nonetheless. Priests were taxed excessively, and often followed and beaten up; students were denied admission to universities if their parents were churchgoers; permits for the building of churches were withheld when new towns were developed; the state abolished old religious holidays and invented ersatz national ones; and there was a constant ideological campaign of lies in the media designed to weaken religion and reduce it to an expression of patriotic nostalgia.


Wojtyla resisted all these pressures by evading them inventively as much as by challenging them boldly. When the regime refused a permit to build a church—which was equivalent to preventing the creation of a new parish—the archbishop of Cracow would encourage his priests to form what Weigel calls “a parish-without-a-church”8 by door-to-door evangelization. Once such an invisible parish had been created, he would demand a building permit to accommodate this new reality. Such an agitation enabled the construction of the famous “Ark” church in the workers’ suburb of Nowa Huta. Its construction became a cause célèbre and was assisted by pilgrims from the whole of Europe, and the steel figure of a crucified Christ that today dominates the church was forged by the workers in Nowa Huta’s Lenin Steelworks. Altogether, the building of the “Ark” church was a major moral defeat for the Communist regime.


On another occasion, a priest hit by a heavy tax bill was advised by his archbishop to report to prison for non-payment. Wojtyla then announced to the parishioners that he would take over the priest’s parish duties for the period of his incarceration. The priest was promptly released. Wojtyla’s technique of resistance disguised as accommodation was extremely hard for the regime to counter without resorting to outright brutal repression that would lose them the propaganda war. They were baffled by Wojtyla’s understated defiance and grew increasingly hostile toward the troublesome priest.


But the extent of oppression and the resistance were not fully appreciated by Catholic churchmen outside Poland. This became clear to Wojtyla at the 1974 synod of bishops in Rome, which discussed, among other questions, the evangelization of the Communist world. Wojtyla was distressed by the failure of Western European and Latin American bishops to grasp the unpleasant “everyday reality” of Marxism, instead regarding it as a “fascinating abstraction.”9 Though appointed “relator,” with the task of drafting the final report on which the bishops would vote, he was unable to persuade the various factions to accept an agreed draft. (The task was passed on to a commission.) Liberation theology and Christian-Marxist dialogues were exciting new ideas, blessed by the spirit of the age, which the bishops did not want to dismiss too rashly. Nor, probably, did they wish to give comfort to a capitalist system of which the Church had many criticisms at a moment when it seemed weakened by currency crises, oil price hikes, labor disputes, and the threat of hyper-inflation. Finally, the new Vatican Ostpolitik acted as a sort of indulgence, permitting bishops to flirt with the Marxist devil.


Ostpolitik was in reality embarked upon from much more hard-headed motives than ideological fashion. Like the West German government headed by Willy Brandt some years later, the Vatican of Pope Paul VI and Secretary of State Cardinal Agostino Casaroli had concluded that Eastern Europe was destined to remain Communist for the indefinite future. That being so, the first responsibility of the wider Church was to protect the persecuted Christians of the Soviet bloc and the institutional church serving them. Rome wanted legal agreements with Communist governments that would allow the Vatican to appoint priests and bishops for service in the Eastern bloc. It was a strategy called salvare il salvabile (saving what can be saved) and even Pope Paul conceded that it was hardly a “policy of glory.”10 And there was, inevitably, a price to pay for it: consultation with the regimes on episcopal appointments, a diminution of anti-Communist rhetoric, the Vatican’s diplomatic distancing from the West, and the halting of clandestine ordinations of priests in the Eastern bloc. In this cautious spirit Ostpolitik was pursued—symbolized all too neatly by Cardinal Casaroli donning a normal business suit to visit Poland in 1966 for negotiations with its government over a possible papal visit to mark the millennium of Polish Christianity.


No such visit was permitted. This was doubtless a disappointment to the Polish Catholic hierarchy, but it must also have confirmed their suspicions about the utility of Ostpolitik. Three strong doubts, objections even, about the Vatican’s policy worried the Polish primate, Cardinal Wyszynski, and his deputy, Wojtyla. In the first place, they feared that the Communists—as technicians of power before all else—might be able to exploit differences of opinion within the Church to their own advantage. That was why Wyszynski sought to monopolize contacts between the Church and the regime—and why Wojtyla firmly and consistently subordinated himself to the primate on every conceivable question. On one occasion, asked by a journalist how many Polish cardinals could ski, Wojtyla replied, “40 percent.” As there were only two Polish cardinals at the time, the journalist wondered how that could be. Wojtyla replied, “In Poland, Wyszynski counts for 60 percent.”


Their second objection was that the assumption underlying Ostpolitik might well be false: the dominance of the Communist regimes in Eastern Europe was neither permanent nor stable. Not only were the subjects of the Soviet empire restive and discontented—there had been rebellions, after all, in East Germany in 1953, in Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and in Poland itself in 1970—but the moral-cum-ideological foundations of the Communist regime were shaky and uncertain. The Communists had originally enjoyed some social support and even ideological respectability, and they still did outside Poland. As time went on, however, they increasingly depended, in the words of Norman Davies, the most distinguished foreign historian of the country, “on policemen rather than . . . philosophers” to remain in power.11 Both Wyszynski and Wojtyla knew this from an “everyday reality” that the Vatican had never experienced. The Polish Church was able to call upon the loyalty of virtually the entire Polish nation—including the workers and excluding only the apparatchiks. That amounted to a highly unstable situation. It was not precisely replicated in other Communist satellites. In all of them, however, under its concrete façade Communist power was fragile, unstable, and kept in place only by domestic repression and popular fear of Soviet intervention.


Their third objection was that there were better strategies against Communist power than Ostpolitik, even if Communism proved permanent. Wyszynski’s approach was one of firm political resistance in defense of the Church’s rights and independence even under a Communist regime. Such a strategy was essential to prevent a manipulative government eroding Catholic rights over time. Wojtyla’s approach was somewhat different—complementary rather than opposed—because it relied on the firmness of Wyszynski in the background. It is rightly described by Weigel as “cultural resistance” rather than strictly political resistance. It consisted of using all the legal avenues of expression—small magazines, theaters, universities, the pulpit, church organizations—to encourage a debate that, even when it seemed to be entirely cultural or religious, inevitably had political undertones. It meant reaching out to many social groups, even such left-wing dissidents as Adam Michnik, and drawing them into a common debate with Catholic intellectuals and the Church. It meant ignoring the Communist government rather than opposing it in order to build what would now be called an alternative “civil society.” And it baffled the Communists because the debates conducted by this civil society were more exciting and realistic than those of the totalitarian state, even though the latter theoretically disposed of all the power.


Wojtyla’s style of resistance began to influence the wider Polish Church. Poland’s bishops became more outspoken—and in his distinctive way. A 1978 joint pastoral letter that declared “the spirit of freedom is the proper climate for the full development of the person” clearly bears the marks of Wojtyla’s personalist Catholicism. His influence now began to spread from Poland to next-door Czechoslovakia. The Czech Church, persecuted more harshly than Poland’s, was suffering from a shortage of priests, owing in part to the Vatican’s Ostpolitik prohibition on the ordination of new priests by “underground” bishops. Wojtyla now began ordaining new priests for service in Czechoslovakia. He did so with the explicit permission of the Czech bishop who would be the priest’s superior but without consulting the Vatican. He assumed—according to an interview he gave to Weigel many years later—that the Vatican may have turned a blind eye because it welcomed his actions as a kind of “safety valve.”


Another guess may also be hazarded: Wojtyla was a Pole. There was an indulgence toward Poles on the topic of Communism in the Vatican then and later. It was understood that their anti-Communism was especially deep and that their courage had carved out a unique degree of religious freedom in the Communist world. That indulgence would not change the Vatican’s mind on Ostpolitik, but it would excuse some degree of Polish resistance to it. By the same token, however, a Polish bishop would be viewed with greater reserve, if not suspicion, when it came to selecting the person who would be ultimately responsible for that and all other Vatican policies: the next pope.


Wojtyla was a coming cardinal by the mid-1970s. He led a new kind of cultural resistance to Communism in Poland. He was seen abroad as an impressively intellectual Church leader. Pope Paul had an admiring fondness for him and, as a mark of special favor, had invited him to give the 1976 Lenten retreat for the pope and the Roman Curia—a Lenten sacrifice in itself as it required from him no fewer than twenty-two sermons delivered in Italian over one week. He had impressed his influential listeners with a characteristic blend of sophisticated philosophy and theological orthodoxy. Yet the papacy looked to be beyond his reach. However silver his tongue and however fresh his philosophical arguments, he was still a Polish traditionalist in a modernizing Church—too Catholic, in other words, to be pope.
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Three years before Wojtyla delivered his Lenten sermons, Dirk Gleysteen, a middle-ranking U.S. diplomat, had a very good lunch at the Connaught Hotel in London on May 22, 1973.12 He would have enjoyed the food anyway; the Connaught, then as now, housed two of London’s best restaurants. But he probably enjoyed the conversation much more than he expected because his lunch companion, the secretary of state for education and science, the Right Honorable Margaret Thatcher, despite having a public reputation as rather a starchy schoolmarm, was flagrantly indiscreet about her colleagues in the Heath government.


The conversation began with some conventional throat-clearing on Thatcher’s part. “Parties don’t win elections,” she told the diplomat, “governments lose them.” She forecast (wrongly) that food prices and housing would be the main issues in the next general election and (rightly) that her own responsibility of education would not. She had a low opinion of her Labour opposite number, Roy Hattersley (“no spine”), and a high one of her junior minister, Norman St. John-Stevas (“not very good at administration but lively, full of ideas, and making a useful contribution”). And she made the modest boast that the recent round of public spending cuts had not hurt education because she had persuaded the cabinet to reject the Treasury’s initial program.


Gleysteen would have realized at this early stage that, as many others have since learned, Thatcher was exceptionally frank even for a British minister talking to a friendly diplomat. But she had scarcely begun. She went on to express high praise for social services secretary Sir Keith Joseph (“brilliant, versatile, and full of further promise”) and for the former home secretary Reginald Maudling (“one of the best minds in the party”). Other judgments were more qualified: she clearly respected Geoffrey Howe, a senior minister in charge of price control, even though he was “too willing to compromise” and might not get over this “weakness”; Environment Secretary Peter Walker was a “good politician” but lacked “the kind of first-class mind needed at the top”; junior minister David Howell was very able indeed but “always talking in phrases no one could understand.” She was positively damning about others. Paul Channon and Christopher Chattaway she dismissed as “lightweights,” and she remarked crisply of the telegenic Michael Heseltine that he “had everything it took in politics except brains.”


Not all these judgments have stood the test of time. Maudling was dropped from Thatcher’s own Shadow Cabinet a few years later largely because of his ineffectiveness. Walker, Channon, Howell, Howe, and Heseltine all served in senior positions in her governments with varying degrees of distinction. The latter two lit the fuse of her downfall eighteen years later—though it is fair to add that Heseltine never achieved the premiership in part because many Tories felt he lacked an intellectual anchor.


To Gleysteen, however, these frank judgments must have seemed pure gold. He rushed back to the embassy and sent the ambassador a memorandum repeating them. Few diplomatic lunches pay such lively dividends. But the U.S. ambassador, Walter Annenberg, also recognized that they were gold—with all the dangerous properties of that substance to blind. He sat on the memorandum for a full month, and when he finally sent it to Washington on June 25, 1973, he prefaced it with a character study of Thatcher and her political prospects that set her comments in perspective.


Annenberg’s study was friendly, shrewd, and relatively conventional. It struck notes that endured throughout Thatcher’s career. And it underestimated her. She was, wrote Annenberg, a very real political asset to the government, a strong supporter of Heath, and a “workhorse” who carried weight within Tory councils, but it was most doubtful that she could realistically expect to lead her party. He summed her up:


           Mrs. Thatcher is an almost archetypical, slightly to the right-of-center Tory whose views are strongly influenced by her own middle-class background and experience. A well-educated, intelligent, and even sophisticated woman herself, Mrs. Thatcher shares with others in her party a certain anti-intellectual bias. Her views on her party colleagues are interesting but should be read with the above in mind.13


In a phrase: too conservative.


Annenberg and other friendly observers were not foolishly wrong here, but they had not quite grasped the complicated cocktail of Thatcher’s political personality and how it might be suited to the changing circumstances of Britain. It was a cocktail with three ingredients.


The first was Thatcherism—though it was not called that until well into Thatcher’s time as prime minister. Thatcherism is a combination of economic liberty, traditional conservative and Christian values, British patriotism, and a strong attachment to the United States and other like-minded countries in the English-speaking world. In her intellectual life—her occasional lectures, her reading, her participation in seminars—she has been extremely consistent in her attachment to these ideas.


The first major occasion on which she was invited to give an account of her own brand of Toryism was at the Conservative Conference of 1968, when she delivered the Conservative Political Center (CPC) lecture.14 This was a prestigious lecture in Tory circles and an occasion when the speaker was expected to rise above day-to-day politics and wax philosophical. Thatcher’s invitation was a sign that her star was rising. Much would ride on her performance.


Read today, the lecture—“What’s Wrong with Politics?”—is an almost uncanny forecast of what the Thatcher governments sought and sometimes achieved more than a decade later. It has its topical references, to be sure, but even these she used to make characteristically Thatcherite points. To the then fashionable panacea of “participation,” for instance, she argued that “the way to get . . . participation is not for people to take part in more and more government decisions but to make government reduce the area of decision over which it presides and consequently leave the citizen to ‘participate’. . . by making more of his own decisions.” Elsewhere the lecture attacked government prices and incomes control, argued that the way to control inflation was for government to exercise fiscal and monetary restraint and to promote competition, suggested tax incentives for private health and education, and criticized the notion of “consensus” as an excuse for avoiding hard decisions. Anyone who treated the lecture as a guide to future decisions by a Thatcher government would have been right nine times out of ten.


Not that she clung to these verities in a blind way. Thatcher loved a good argument and the play of ideas. She once urged a group of Tory journalists on the Daily Telegraph to write the kind of satirically anti-socialist pamphlets that Colm Brogan (later National Review’s London correspondent) had written in the 1940s and that had lifted her morale when she was a young candidate.15 Far from being the “anti-intellectual” woman depicted by Annenberg, she was a perpetual student who sought further enlightenment from a series of academic gurus—including F. A. Hayek and Milton Friedman in economics and Robert Conquest, Hugh Thomas, and Norman Stone in foreign policy. She had been an early groupie of the influential Institute of Economic Affairs established by Ralph Harris and Arthur Seldon to promote free market ideas in the 1950s. These tutorials served to deepen and broaden her instinctive commitment to Thatcherite ideas rather than to change them significantly. It must also be said that the economic history of Britain from 1945 to 1979 did nothing to undermine her views.


At the time, however, her CPC lecture was only a modest success. It was noticed less for what it suggested about her fundamental ideas than for a passage in which she placed two statements on economic policy by Labour governments alongside two Tory statements and pointed out that they were “almost indistinguishable.” That ruffled the feathers of former ministers who had produced the Tory statements, but it also exemplified the second ingredient in the Thatcher cocktail: outspokenness. In private she almost invariably said what she thought, as the Gleysteen memorandum demonstrated; in public, she was only slightly less candid, frequently departing from the agreed party line if she disagreed with it and even if she were actually carrying it out in government. During her premiership, Andrew Alexander, the Daily Mail’s acerbic parliamentary sketch-writer, once described her as the “Leader of the Opposition” because of her habit of publicly disowning policies that had been forced on her by the Tory “wets.”16


The third ingredient might at first seem incompatible with the first two: political prudence. From her arrival in Parliament in 1959 until her resignation in 1990, Thatcher never took on a fight unless she thought she could win it. Until the two Tory election defeats of 1972, that meant supporting the party vigorously (she was a party “workhorse,” as Annenberg wrote), sticking to her specific front-bench responsibilities, and not engaging in any doomed rebellion against policies she disliked. Once a feasible rebellion became possible against Heath’s leadership in 1974, she promptly joined it. As Tory leader and then as prime minister, she transferred that prudence to decisions on governing—for instance, she surrendered to the 1981 miners’ strike because she thought she couldn’t win it and began quietly preparing to defeat the miners in the “Scargill insurrection” of 1984–1985.17


The Rise of an Iron Lady


How was it possible to combine the outspoken expression of firm Thatcherite views with loyalty to a party and government that at times embraced very different ideas? The general answer is that until New Labour both major British political parties exercised a very wide ideological tolerance. Heath was in many ways a natural autocrat, but he was reasonably relaxed about the expression of different views provided that such dissent did not spill over into the voting lobbies or into an orchestrated cabinet rebellion. As she climbed the ladder, Mrs. Thatcher kept to those rules.


Her front-bench career began in 1961, when she became a very junior minister at the pensions ministry in the Macmillan government. She rose steadily through a succession of minor front-bench posts in government and opposition until the 1966 Labour landslide. In those years she could have endorsed the flat earth theory without anyone much caring; junior front-bench spokesmen are the pond life of Westminster. Her promotion by Ted Heath to serious front-bench positions after 1966 was doubly lucky; it coincided with the Tory Party’s drift to the right on policy. Her CPC lecture neatly anticipated the coming orthodoxy—tax cuts, no incomes policy, reducing government intervention in industry—that was adopted in full in the 1970 general election manifesto. When the Tories won a solid victory, Thatcher was appointed to the middle-ranking cabinet position of secretary of state for education and science.


At this stage Thatcher was seen as a Heath clone. The irreverent male chauvinists on the Tory benches used to refer to the new education secretary as “Ted with tits.” But Ted himself knew better—or at least he knew himself better. A natural corporatist who had adopted the free market as a managerial technique rather than as a governing philosophy, Heath exiled the two cabinet colleagues most committed to it to non-economic ministries. Thatcher went to the Department of Education and Science, Sir Keith Joseph to the Department of Social Services.


Thatcher performed competently at the DES but left its left-leaning ethos fundamentally unchanged. As she concedes in her memoirs, she failed in particular to halt or even obstruct the drive toward closing down the selective schools favored by the party’s middle-class supporters in the country. Such a radical policy shift, certain to be bitterly opposed by the educationist establishment, would have required the full backing of the prime minister. It took her fifteen months to get Heath even to attend a meeting to discuss the principles of education. His growing dislike was indicated by the consolatory minute from one of the Downing Street civil servants setting up the meeting: “I doubt it would be practicable to exclude her from the discussion, but you might perhaps like to bring in a number of non-officials to liven things up.” The meeting proved to be a pointless rehash of the department’s conventional policy mix of more spending and specific educational initiatives, such as raising the school graduation age. Overall, the best that could be said about Thatcher’s stewardship of education was said by Annenberg: “Believing strongly that educational policy is not an issue on which her party could expect to gain political advantage, she has concentrated . . . on making sure that it does not become a disadvantage.”


But the DES had one advantage that accrued to Thatcher personally. When Heath performed his famous “U-turn” during 1971 and 1972—nationalizing Rolls-Royce; imposing control of incomes, prices, and dividends; abandoning his attempt to reform the labor unions; subsidizing “lame duck” industries; and embarking on a massive expansion of the money supply to stimulate growth—Thatcher was out of the loop. So was Sir Keith Joseph. They prudently stayed out of the loop. They neither resigned nor tried to organize cabinet opposition to the new corporate Toryism that was so little different from socialism that a Marxist group urged its members to vote Tory. Indeed, Thatcher was praised (“held in high esteem in the party. . . has kept us out of trouble”) and recommended for cabinet promotion by the chief whip, Francis Pym, in a secret memorandum to the prime minister. She might have been embarrassed by the offer of an economic ministry that would have required her to administer a near-socialist policy, thus ensuring that she would never be heard of again. But fate intervened in the form of a crisis over incomes policy and an early election called to resolve it.


Not enough Marxists voted Conservative in the spring election of 1974. Nor enough voters of any kind. Before he could offer Thatcher a job, Heath lost his own in a narrow election defeat and the Tories went into opposition. As no party enjoyed a parliamentary majority, everyone knew that a second election would follow very soon. But Heath took his defeat as an instruction from history to move the Tories further left in pursuit of an all-party Government of National Unity. It was then that Sir Keith, supported by Thatcher, broke with Heath (or rather with his policy, as both remained uncomfortably in the Shadow Cabinet), established a new think tank, the Centre for Policy Studies, to advance their common agenda of economic freedom, and launched a series of major speeches repudiating the U-turn policies to which Heath was now indissolubly attached.


It was bold; yet it was prescient too. Most Tories had never been comfortable with Heath’s corporatist socialism, and now it had provoked both a crisis and an election defeat. If he lost the next election, he would have to be replaced, almost certainly by a more conventional Conservative. When the defeat duly occurred in the fall election of 1974, Sir Keith let it be known that he would stand against Heath when a leadership contest could be held. Thatcher was the only member of the Shadow Cabinet to endorse him.18


Sir Keith was everything that Thatcher had said of him in the conversation with Gleysteen—“brilliant, versatile, and full of further promise.” But he was also highly strung and full of self-doubt. When he came under a viciously ludicrous attack as a supposed advocate of eugenics, it distressed him and his family more than he expected. He came to the conclusion that he was not leadership material and withdrew. Thatcher announced, with his backing, that she would stand in his stead.


Not even her natural supporters believed she was likely to win. At a meeting of sympathetic journalists, the Daily Telegraph’s Frank Johnson asked her what she would do after the leadership election.


“I shall be leader of the Conservative Party,” she replied.


“No, I mean, really,” said Johnson, slightly nettled at being treated like part of a public press conference.


“Frank,” she responded. “I would not run for this job if I did not really think I could win it.”19


Others shared Johnson’s skepticism, including Dirk Gleysteen’s colleagues at the U.S. embassy and the U.S. State Department. Thatcher was, after all, a mere middle-ranking opposition spokesman, internationally unknown, taking on a former prime minister. Nonetheless, on February 4, 1975, Brent Scowcroft at the White House received a memorandum from George S. Springsteen at State informing him that Heath had been “unexpectedly defeated” as opposition leader on the first ballot. But, it was “doubtful that Mrs. Thatcher will win on the second ballot,” a week later. A more likely victor was “popular Willie Whitelaw,” a more centrist figure whose last position in government had been secretary of state for energy.20


One week later, however, Springsteen had to inform General Scowcroft that Thatcher had soundly defeated four other candidates, including Willie Whitelaw, to capture the leadership of the Conservative Party. Her victory was as unexpected as popular Willie’s “poor showing”—Thatcher got about twice as many votes as her opponent. That merely established her acceptability to the Tory Party, however, not to Britain as a whole. Springsteen added to his list of predictions by pointing out that “to win a future election she will have to move an appreciable distance from her position on the right wing of her party.”21


She was, in the now familiar term, “too conservative.”
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One of the very few Americans who might have disputed that judgment was the former governor of California and the hero of the Republican Right, Ronald Reagan. Governor Reagan and Mrs. Thatcher had not met each other at this point, but they had heard of each other. Thatcher’s husband, Denis, had returned home from a meeting of the Institute of Directors in 1969 singing the praises of the Californian governor who had given them a stirring defense of capitalism of a kind then rare in British politics. Reagan in turn had been told of a bright new Tory star by Justin Dart, one of the members of his “kitchen cabinet.” When Reagan visited Britain two months after Thatcher’s elevation to the Tory leadership, he arranged through Dart to meet her.


The meeting lasted well over its scheduled time. That was good judgment on Thatcher’s part—especially since the Labour government had hardly rolled out the red carpet for a very conservative politician with little apparent chance of higher office—but it also reflected their discovery of a common outlook. When Reagan left, they had agreed to keep in regular touch. Reagan’s office sent her his columns and radio commentaries, which she undoubtedly read. Thatcher also promised to see Reagan on a future visit to the U.S. But the most significant result of that first meeting was Reagan’s bread-and-butter letter sent to the British politician on April 30, 1975.


“I’ve chosen a dark day to write a belated thank-you,” he began. “The news has just arrived of Saigon’s surrender and somehow the shadows seem to have lengthened.” For the people of Vietnam and Cambodia, who faced oppression and genocide, the shadows had indeed lengthened. Thatcher undoubtedly felt the same sadness as Reagan; she was to make the famous “Iron Lady” speech, denouncing Soviet expansionism, shortly afterward. But the fall of Saigon, though tragic, was also the most important of several major developments that were to add credibility to Thatcher’s bid for Downing Street and propel Reagan into the presidency.


For in early 1975 Reagan was at a crossroads. His second term as California governor had ended at the beginning of the year with plaudits even from opponents. His record was summed up by Newsweek, not a particularly friendly source, as “on balance successful years running the nation’s largest state—a passage in which he balanced a deep-red budget, held down employment by the state, pared the welfare rolls, and in other ways demonstrated his competence to govern.”22 This success had revived the presidential prospects that had looked bleak earlier in the decade. On leaving office, he had therefore signed up to write a newspaper column, to deliver a daily radio address, and to tour America giving speeches.23 He was a political celebrity, well regarded by the Republican establishment and adored by conservatives. But the political way forward was blocked with an immense obstacle thrown in his way by the Watergate crisis.


Before Watergate, Reagan could assume that if he ran in 1976, he would be the strongest conservative candidate in a field of newcomers. Watergate demolished that assumption when Gerald Ford became president after Nixon’s resignation. A moderate conservative already holding the presidency would be the man to beat in 1976. That was a much more formidable task—especially in a Republican Party that placed a high premium on loyalty. Reagan plainly wanted to run but he needed to feel that a presidential bid would not be doomed in advance.


Ford came to Reagan’s rescue. He weakened his own support among conservatives by committing what sports commentators call an “unforced error.” He appointed Nelson Rockefeller, whom Sun Belt conservatives distrusted as a liberal panjandrum from the Eastern establishment, to be his vice president. This provoked a massive protest. Conservatives felt betrayed—or, worse, about to be betrayed. Reagan was the beneficiary of this outrage.


He was still uncertain, however, and he needed a plausible justification for running against a Republican president. The policies pursued by the Ford administration gave him this pretext. Three of the most common and deeply felt themes in Reagan’s columns and broadcasts then and later were opposition to détente as a version of appeasement, support for America’s free market system as the most efficient means of creating prosperity, and a corresponding anxiety about the growth of government and government regulation. The Ford administration sinned somewhat on the latter two grounds—Reagan was worried in particular about the spread of government regulation that had continued under Nixon and Ford. But it was its foreign policy of détente, led by Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, above all that motivated him. (It was as unfortunate for President Ford as it was manna to rightist conspiracy theorists that Dr. Kissinger had been the foreign policy adviser to Rockefeller when he ran for the presidency in 1968.)


Reagan and Kissinger were not opposed on foreign policy across the board. Reagan’s column on the fall of Saigon echoed the arguments that the secretary of state had made to congressmen, urging approval of promised military supplies to the Thieu regime, before its final collapse. Both men were concerned that America’s betrayal of its South Vietnamese ally would weaken American alliances around the globe as well as stain the national honor.24 But détente revealed two sharp differences between them. The lesser difference was Reagan’s judgment that the compromises of détente were generally lopsided. The Soviet Union usually got the better of the bargain, especially on arms control.


The more significant difference was an almost spiritual one. Threading through all Reagan’s writings was a deep belief in the virtue of America and the recuperative powers of its free people. His view of Soviet Communism was the precise opposite: Communism was a “form of insanity—a temporary aberration” that would one day disappear from the earth because it was contrary to human nature.25 He consequently regarded détente as a policy that gave undeserved respectability to the Soviet Union, helping to prop it up morally, weakening the resistance of anti-Soviet dissidents, even lending credence to the idea that the U.S. and the USSR were more or less indistinguishable superpowers. Reagan favored a policy of ideological resistance to Soviet goals rather than accommodation.


This was utopian nonsense to the foreign policy establishment, which increasingly saw the Soviet Union as a stable, successful, and therefore permanent presence in the world. In addition to being a member in good standing of that establishment, Kissinger believed that the best a presidency weakened by Watergate and the loss of Vietnam could do was to hold the line by making trade deals conditional upon Soviet good behavior until domestic American opinion was prepared to back stronger measures. It must be said that the secretary of state had cooperated slightly in his own caricaturing as a second Metternich upholding a new order.


The stage was set for a contrast between Reagan, advocating an “American” policy of spreading freedom and human rights, and the Kissinger-Ford administration devoted to a “European” defense of amoral stability. Even those liberal members of the foreign policy establishment critical of Kissinger felt that Reagan was simply “too American”—i.e., too naïve, too superficial, too moralistic. This view spread quickly through America’s political and cultural elites. To be sure, there were influential new dissidents from establishment liberalism, neo-conservatives like Norman Podhoretz and Irving Kristol, who sympathized with Reagan’s criticism of détente. But they were disposed to identify Ambassador Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then upholding American values at the United Nations, rather than a California Republican as their champion. Surely, however, the American people would likely warm to a candidate whom the elites saw as “too American”?


Reagan decided to see. In July 1975 he gave Nevada senator Paul Laxalt permission to set up a “Citizens for Reagan” exploratory committee. All the signs were good—the polls, the money—and Reagan prepared to launch his campaign in November 1975. Even late in the day Ford could have avoided a primary challenge, but he made a second unforced error. Realizing that Rockefeller was so unpopular with GOP conservatives that he threatened Ford’s own re-election, the president dropped him from the ticket. This decision came fewer than three weeks before Reagan’s announcement. If Ford had invited Reagan to be his running mate at that point, the Californian would have found it hard to refuse. The Ford-Reagan ticket would have almost certainly triumphed the following year. But Ford had never treated Reagan seriously. No soundings were taken, and Reagan went ahead with his announcement.26


The announcement was made on November 20, 1975, not, as most accounts claim, at midday at the National Press Club in Washington but several hours before in a signed article by Reagan in the London Daily Telegraph.27 This modest world scoop revealed some embarrassment on Reagan’s part that he would be challenging a president of his own party, but he asserted he was responding to popular demand. People he had met on his cross-country tours had urged him to stand so that voters would have a clear-cut choice “between the opposing theories of centralization and diffusion of power.” He also denounced the growth of government regulation. But he did not mention Ford in these contexts. Reagan might have been aiming at the Democrats in control of Congress; the reader was left to distribute the blame himself. Ford’s name came up only as a president who lacked full political legitimacy. Because he had been appointed without going through the national nominating process, argued the challenger, the president should not really benefit from “the usual traditions of incumbency.”


All the same, incumbency won the nomination for Ford. The primary campaign divided neatly into three segments. From New Hampshire onward Ford won all the primaries until North Carolina. Reagan stopped him there, with the help of Senator Jesse Helms and his local organization, and then caught up with a series of victories, including Texas. Then in early June Ford won the first two of the three major primaries in New Jersey, Wisconsin, and California. When the candidates arrived at the Kansas City convention, Ford had a slight edge in numbers but Reagan was the favorite of the mainly conservative delegates. On a free vote Reagan would probably have won in a landslide. As president and candidate of the GOP establishment, however, Ford was able to call in favors and exert pressures that delivered him victory. Even so, it was tantalizingly close: Ford won the nomination by 1,187 votes to 1,070.


That should have been the end of Reagan’s political career—a creditable end, as, if he had won, he would have been the first candidate in ninety-two years to wrest the nomination from a sitting president. But it was an end nonetheless.28 Reagan himself believed it was the end; Newsweek reported that he and Nancy laughed at the following day’s breakfast when Laxalt obliquely suggested that he might have a second chance: “These are strange times. Anything could happen.”29 Laxalt proved to be an instant prophet.


That evening, after Ford had delivered his acceptance speech, he invited Reagan onto the stage and, in an unusual move, asked him to say a few words. Reagan apparently extemporized a speech, calling to mind a radio script on which he had been working. He had been asked to write a letter for a time capsule due to be opened in 2076 on the occasion of America’s Tricentennial. In writing it, he had suddenly realized that the readers of the letter would know whether this generation of Americans had met the challenges of nuclear war and state encroachment on personal freedom. He asked his Republican audience that night:


           Will they look back in appreciation and say, “Thank God for those people in 1976 who headed off that loss of freedom, who kept us now a hundred years later free, who kept our world from nuclear destruction”? And if we fail, they probably won’t get to read the letter at all because it spoke of individual freedom, and they won’t be allowed to talk of that or read of it.


On the printed page these words are not particularly eloquent; in the hall they were electrifying. Delegates were made horribly aware, at some subliminal level, that they had chosen the wrong man. The man who had just spoken was not simply an able politician, a talented actor, or a principled conservative (though he seemed to be all of those). He was the embodiment of something. He had connected 1776 to their deliberations and to the future of America like an American Edmund Burke. More than Burke, however, Reagan embodied what he preached. He was the archetypical American.


Was that, however, “too American”?


If the delegates at Kansas City had been asked that question, they would have laughed it to scorn. He was not too American for them. He was almost certainly their future leader (though they could not quite see how). Besides, how could anyone be too American?


They were just about to find out.









CHAPTER TWO


THE NIGHTMARE YEARS
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Ford was clearly the GOP’s second-best candidate. But he fought a strong campaign and narrowly lost the 1976 election to James Earl Carter, a Southern governor, Georgia peanut farmer, and former naval officer who had served on a nuclear submarine. If Carter had been designed to win over the conservative suburbanites of the Midwest and the New South, he would have looked just like his résumé. But his administration had a very different character from the start. It was an expression not of the New South’s moderate conservatism but of the McGovernization of the Democratic Party. This transformation had begun with the student rebellions over Vietnam; had continued with the Pyrrhic defeat of Eugene McCarthy at the 1968 convention; had developed further with the nomination of the students’ candidate, George McGovern, for the doomed campaign against Nixon in 1972; and had been consolidated by the gradual surrender of party regulars and blue-collar unions to the middle-class radicals who now controlled the party machine. These radicals, ten years older and sometimes wiser, now began to take over the U.S. government. And as time went by, Carter looked more and more like his administration.


In 1977 that seemed to be an advantage—or at least a necessity. The Carter administration was an almost self-conscious attempt to adjust U.S. foreign and domestic, and especially economic, policy to the currents of history. If these historical currents had seemed to be bearing mankind and America in a liberal and optimistic direction in the early 1970s, they had become markedly darker since then—and this deterioration was far from reaching its end.


The Decline of the West?


After a long period in which crime rates had steadily declined in most industrial countries, they began rising in the 1960s and accelerated sharply in the 1970s. A victimization survey conducted by the U.S. Justice Department found that in 1973, one family in every four had suffered a rape, robbery, assault, burglary, larceny, or auto theft that year—and that in large cities the figure was one in every three families.1 Other indicators of social regress in the United States and elsewhere were a growing underclass, an alarming rise in sexually transmitted diseases, greater segregation by geography as parents fled bad inner-city schools and court-ordered municipal busing, and rising figures for divorce, illegitimacy, drug abuse, and many other ills.2 These varied nationally but, with rare exceptions (usually Japan or Switzerland), they showed the same pattern throughout the West, severely disappointing those who had believed such problems would be mitigated by the numerous costly government programs recently established to combat them.


Four problems eclipsed all the rest, however, because they had an impact, direct or indirect, on everyone: the rise of terrorism, the collapse of South Vietnam in 1975, OPEC’s quadrupling of oil prices in 1973, and the growing power and strategic reach of the Soviet Union.


The modern epidemic of terrorism had scarcely begun in 1970. That year, a secular Arab terrorist group seized four airplanes, landed three of them on Dawson’s Field in Jordan, and threatened to murder the passengers unless their governments agreed to demands that included releasing terrorists from prison. Not only did Britain, West Germany, and Switzerland surrender to these demands, but they also put pressure on Israel to release terrorists whom the Israelis knew would immediately set about murdering more of their citizens—and not for the last time. In almost every terrorist crisis, European governments ignored and evaded their common institutions of anti-terrorist intelligence to reach quiet deals with the terrorists—usually on the latter’s terms.3


Fed in this way, terrorism grew steadily. By the decade’s end, the victims of terrorism included Egypt’s Anwar Sadat, Lord Louis Mountbatten, Aldo Moro (a leading Italian Christian Democrat), the West German banker Jurgen Ponto; the prime ministers of Jordan and Spain; U.S. ambassadors to Guatemala, Sudan, Cyprus, and Lebanon; and countless ordinary people who simply happened to be standing nearby when a bomb went off. To give some idea of the carnage inflicted by terrorism, Irish Republican terrorists alone murdered 944 people between 1969 and 1975, mainly in Northern Ireland but also on the British mainland.4


North Vietnam’s conquest of the South had an impact on world opinion far beyond its intrinsic importance. It was commonly said at the time that the world’s most technologically advanced military power had been defeated by a small guerrilla army whose soldiers could survive for a week on a sockful of rice. The dramatic photographs of U.S. helicopters lifting off the Saigon embassy with desperate Vietnamese clinging to their undercarriages both dramatized the defeat and underscored America’s betrayal of its allies. In reality the betrayal was truer than the defeat. America had not been defeated on the battlefield and South Vietnamese ground forces had themselves defeated a full-scale North Vietnamese invasion in 1972 when they still enjoyed U.S. air support. Not only did the United States withhold such support in 1975, but Congress also refused to supply even the ammunition and military supplies that it had promised when the American forces left. For some perverse psychological motive, the American establishment acted as if the United States would not be genuinely free of involvement in Vietnam until its allies were conquered and occupied. Sirik Matak, a former Cambodian prime minister, refused an offer of asylum from the American ambassador (remaining in Phnom Penh to be murdered viciously by the Khmer Rouge) in a letter that said, “I cannot, alas, leave in such a cowardly fashion. As for you, and in particular, for your great country, I never believed for a moment that you would have this sentiment of abandoning a people which has chosen liberty.” It was worse than that. In the final hours America switched sides.


The price of this betrayal was unforeseen and psychologically complex. Waves of “boat people” fled North Vietnam’s oppressive rule in large numbers, some perishing on the high seas, others murdered by pirates, still others creating a refugee crisis in Asia. In Cambodia, 1.7 million were killed or starved to death in the internal genocide of the Khmer Rouge. Rather than concluding that such atrocities bore out the justice of its original intervention in Indo-China, the United States found itself hostage to the so-called “Vietnam Syndrome”: a deep aversion to foreign involvement of almost any kind on the part of both liberal elites and popular opinion. This hobbled American foreign policy in countless ways, so that the popular image of America became one of a “helpless giant.” America’s allies became nervous and America’s enemies were emboldened. The USSR increased its assistance to Marxist guerrilla groups in Central America and established a second Cuba in Nicaragua. Cuba itself stationed troops in a dozen African countries; in particular, Cubans helped defend Angola’s Marxist government against an attack from UNITA rebels backed by South Africa. Above all, the myth of the invincible Marxist guerrilla took hold of the popular mind both in the Third World and in the West.


Also taking hold of the popular mind was the power of oil. OPEC’s quadrupling of oil prices had both mythical power and practical impact. It brought about a massive transfer of wealth from the industrial West to the oil-producing Middle East, imposed a worldwide recession, and stimulated a massive increase in inflation when Western countries sought to head off the recession by expanding the money supply. As David Frum points out, this OPEC-induced inflation came on top of the mild inflation to which even the United States had become accustomed. In the fiscal year ending in July 1975, inflation exceeded 11 percent in France and Japan, topped 17 percent in Italy, and reached 26 percent in Britain.5 Although mild inflation was commonly regarded as a preferred alternative to high unemployment, hyper-inflation on this scale was particularly unsettling because it substantially raised unemployment. The resulting two-headed economic monster, known as “stagflation,” stalked the West for almost a decade. And conventional Keynesian remedies—control of incomes and prices, manipulating fiscal policy, “jawboning” unions, business, and consumers to show restraint—either proved ineffective or made matters worse.


The mythical effects of the price hike were perhaps more damaging than stagflation. One myth was the fear on the part of Western governments (and hope on the part of anti-Western radicals) that OPEC was merely the first of a series of raw material cartels organized by the Third World. Such cartels would raise raw material prices permanently, transfer wealth on a massive scale from “North” to “South” (terms that began to challenge “East” and “West” in political jargon), and severely reduce Western standards of living. In vain did economically literate commentators such as Norman Macrae of The Economist point out that raising raw material prices by political fiat would reduce demand, stimulate supply, provide incentives to switch to alternative technologies, and thereby result in the long-term collapse of oil prices. His entirely accurate 1974 forecasts that many OPEC countries would face a financial crisis in a decade when oil revenues fell below their projected levels were widely ridiculed.6


European governments did their best to make the nightmare come true by rushing to Iran, Saudi Arabia, and other OPEC members with offers amounting to a joint producer-consumer cartel that would have “managed” shortages indefinitely. Luckily these came to nothing, but the UN took up the same idea more ambitiously and began to promote the concept of a New World Economic Order that would institutionalize similar arrangements in other commodities. Though the U.S. government, under Ford and Kissinger, was skeptical, the American people were open to such ideas: the national high school debate topic for 1976 was “Resolved: An International Organization ought to allocate all scarce resources.”7


This resolution neatly linked the fear of Third World cartels with another myth, already in existence but sleeping until kissed by OPEC: that the world was running out of raw materials and therefore faced a future of inevitable shortages and falling standards of living. In truth it was topsy-turvy logic to imagine that a cartel would produce a natural shortage. If there had been any economic link at all, the shortage would have produced or at least facilitated the cartel. There was no such link in OPEC’s case, but once this paranoia was released, it rapidly became the conventional wisdom. A Davos-style group of concerned businessmen and economists, who called themselves the Club of Rome, had published a book called The Limits to Growth in 1972. They forecast that the prices of raw materials would rise exponentially until they produced another depression, which could be alleviated only by rationing. It was nonsense, what statisticians call “naïve extrapolation”—even nonsense on stilts, as it extrapolated on the basis of price increases that were themselves distorted upward by the West’s own inflationary policies.8 But nonsense that appealed to the anti-market prejudices of intellectuals was hard to demystify. Before long, respected economists who should have known better, such as the late Professor Robert Lekachman of NYU, were pontificating grandly: “The era of growth is over and the era of limits is upon us. It means the whole politics of the country has changed.” In fact, it was the other way around: the whole politics of the United States was changing in the direction of controls by the mid-1970s. As controls were progressively introduced, above all controls over oil and gas, lo and behold—the era of limits descended upon us.


Another sleeping monster beginning to stir in the middle and late 1970s was the Soviet threat. In 1973, the heyday of optimism about superpower convergence, nobody paid much attention to a British intelligence report that Leonid Brezhnev had told a meeting of Communist leaders in Prague that, as a result of détente, “a decisive shift in the correlation of forces will be such that come 1985 we will be able to extend our will wherever we need to.” (Reagan even complained in one of several radio commentaries on the Brezhnev speech that a report of it in the Boston Globe, despite its obvious news value, had been reprinted only in National Review four years later.)9


By the middle and late 1970s, however, the signs of this shift in the correlation of forces seemed to be everywhere. The Soviets were planting highly accurate SS-20 missiles in Eastern Europe within easy target range of Western capitals. These placed a question mark over the reliability of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. As the Warsaw Pact enjoyed a massive preponderance in conventional forces, the Red Army was now “a specter threatening Europe” (in the words of Raymond Aron, paraphrasing Marx). But the Soviet threat was not confined to the central theater of the Cold War in Europe. A Soviet world-class navy had been built and was now shadowing the U.S. Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean. Both the American naval base at Cam Ranh Bay in Vietnam and the old British imperial port of Aden in the Persian Gulf now hosted Soviet ships. A retreating West was being followed by an advancing East. Suddenly, Brezhnev’s forecast seemed not boastful but prophetic.


Even taken singly, these four threats looked formidable. Taken together, they provoked increasing alarm, initially on the political right, over time across the spectrum. They seemed to reinforce each other. Terrorism, for example, was believed to be covertly financed and sponsored by the Soviet Union and its allies. That was an additional reason for fighting it. The oil-producing countries were often friendly to Palestinian terrorist groups (even after Carlos the Jackal, leading such a group, had kidnapped OPEC ministers briefly in Vienna). The West wanted OPEC governments to continue recycling petrodollars into Western investments to avoid a recession. This was a strong reason for not fighting terrorism too fiercely—in fact, a strong reason for appeasing it—and hoping that it would strike one’s neighbor rather than oneself.10 David Frum added up the results: “Between January 1972 and January 1974 European police forces apprehended fifty suspected Arab terrorists. Of those fifty only seven ever saw the inside of a prison. Thirty-six were released in response to threats, direct or implied.”11 Those thirty-six included the murderers of the Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics.


If the Soviets were covertly assisting terrorists, they were openly backing left-wing guerrillas in coups and revolutionary wars and loudly supporting the Third World’s plans for international economic redistribution at the United Nations. Cuban regulars in Angola, local guerrillas in Nicaragua, and East German military advisers in Ethiopia were all trained, transported, and supplied by the Soviets for Third World interventions. But the long-running crisis of stagflation in Europe, coupled with the Vietnam Syndrome in America, made governments reluctant to allocate the defense spending necessary to counter such subversions. The Soviet–Third World alliance meanwhile meant that the anti-Western side could usually count on a majority vote in the UN General Assembly on issues from Rhodesia to the Law of the Sea to the “Zionism is racism” resolution. The UN also developed the habit of designating left-wing guerrilla groups as “the sole legitimate representative” of colonized peoples, thus obstructing the West from directing its military and financial support to more accommodating clients. Indeed, whatever the crisis, the West always seemed to face an obstacle to responding effectively.
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