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INTRODUCTION


There are days when the nation’s capital really does resemble what Ronald Reagan liked to call a shining city on a hill. Leaving my home in Alexandria, Virginia, I would drive to work shortly after sunrise, always relishing the still glory of dawn as it broke over the Potomac River.

Crossing the Fourteenth Street bridge I could see the majesty of the city arrayed across the horizon, from the National Cathedral atop Mount St. Albans to the Kennedy Center along the river’s bank and the Jefferson Memorial at the Tidal Basin. On those days of clarity, the city not only shimmered in the river’s reflection but evoked in me an awe-inspiring sense of pride, even excitement, at being part of the country’s government.

Then there were other days when the view and the vision were far less clear, when the Washington Monument was almost totally obscured by dense, low-lying clouds. On those days, Washington would almost appear to rise up from the mist and haze that often lingered on the Potomac.

On May 29, 1990, I traveled this route for the first time to my new job as a member of the Bush White House. I was headed for the White House to join the staff of an immensely popular President who had pledged to continue the economic boom launched by Ronald Reagan.

As I drove I became almost physically conscious of what the morning meant in my life. I was eager, filled with a sense of expectation about my new opportunity. The White House would be a place of clarity and precision. There would be direction and a sense of purpose. Gravitas. The nation’s future awaiting my input.

As I drove it began to sink in: “Today I’m going to work at the White House as Deputy Assistant to the President for Domestic Policy.” At approximately 6:55 A.M. the Southwest Gate will swing open, and I will drive my car inside on West Executive Avenue to parking space 42, some 150 feet from the entrance to the West Wing. Not the Old Executive Office Building next door. The West Wing—just paces from the Oval Office.

I was going to work in the Bush White House, joining the ranks of really talented, top-flight people. Men and women who knew what they were doing.

Or so I thought.

This book is about the internal workings and politics of the Bush White House. In addition to several members of Bush’s Cabinet, the main actors are the top fifty or so “staffers” who enjoyed truly remarkable power and discretion—the Assistants and Deputy Assistants to the President of the United States. These are the people who would sift through options papers long before a short list made its way into the Oval Office. They are the presidential gatekeepers who often determine whom he sees, where he’ll speak, and what he’ll say; whether his Cabinet will meet with him and when; what the topics will include; and what his major and minor foreign and domestic policy initiatives will entail.

Getting a job in the White House is more often than not the result of luck. Right place, right time. I did not invent some grand plan to end up working on domestic policy in the White House. I started out in Washington in 1979 as a young international lawyer at the city’s largest law firm, Covington & Burling. At that time I had no inkling that I would ever work in government, let alone occupy a senior-level position in the White House.

But serendipity took its course, and a series of domestic policy appointments in the Reagan Administration altered my career plans and took me first to David Stockman’s Office of Management and Budget (part of the Executive Office of the President) as an Assistant General Counsel and then to the U.S. Department of Education under Secretaries William Bennett and Lauro Cavazos, where I served as Deputy General Counsel and finally as Deputy Under Secretary for Planning, Budget, and Evaluation. A heavy dose of education budgeting and policymaking experience was what ultimately led me back to the White House complex under George Bush.

To end up where I did, it was usually necessary to have played a major role in a presidential campaign. I had not. In fact, during the Bush-Dukakis campaign, when I was still at the Department of Education, I was technically “Hatched,” precluded by law from any active campaigning.

From my position at the Education Department, I came to know and to work closely with Roger B. Porter, a former professor at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government who was on leave serving as George Bush’s Assistant for Economic and Domestic Policy. Porter was the first person to hold this position for both economic and domestic policy. He was to become a most important figure in the Bush White House, not so much for what he did as for what he chose not to do.

My immediate predecessor was Dr. William L. Roper, a health policy expert who was also a licensed pediatrician. After a year as Porter’s deputy, Roper bailed out of the White House in February 1990 for Atlanta, where he headed the Centers for Disease Control. Before long I would come to understand why Dr. Roper left when he did.

One month before Roper departed, both he and Porter contacted me separately to see if I was interested in being considered for Roper’s position. I had worked closely with both men in shaping Administration education policy from the first week of the Bush presidency. Porter had also asked me to join Roper and Larry Lindsey (then another Office of Policy Development staffer) to serve as a rapporteur in the closed meetings between Bush and the nation’s governors at the September 1989 Charlottesville Education Summit.

Although my initial reaction to Porter’s inquiry was favorable, I did not exactly jump for joy at the prospect of a White House position. The job, after all, entailed a Faustian pact—lots of prestige in exchange for exceedingly long hours, a grueling pace, and a fundamentally uncertain future I was wavering, and it was my wife who urged me to accept Porter’s offer.

The only problem was that I didn’t have an offer. After Roper’s and Porter’s inquiries in early February 1990, I didn’t hear anything further until late March, when Porter asked me to come over for an interview. Followed by silence. He specifically asked me not to mention our discussion to my boss, Secretary of Education Lauro Cavazos. since he didn’t want to alarm Cavazos with the perception that he was “stealing away” one of the Secretary’s senior aides. I also asked Porter not to say anything yet to Cavazos. He agreed not to.

But then he did anyway. About two weeks later Porter called me ro say that he had just told Cavazos after a Cabinet meeting that he was thinking of bringing me to the White House. I had wanted to be the one to break the news to Cavazos. That Porter jumped the gun was not accidental or a slip of his memory. (It also wasn’t the last time he said one thing but did another.) He and Cavazos were constantly struggling over who was to set education policy in the Bush Administration, the Education Department, or the White House. Press accounts had already referred to Porter as the de facto Education Secretary, given the perception that Cavazos was relatively weak and ineffective. I did not want to become a pawn in their power squabble.

Another month went by, and I ran into Porter shortly before I was to give a speech in the Roosevelt Room (the main conference room in the West Wing, just across from the Oval Office). He took me aside and asked me when we were “going to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Come to work here, of course.”

So that was my offer. What I didn’t realize then was that Porter’s taking nearly three months to offer me the job was all too characteristic of his own decisionmaking style on virtually everything from personnel to policy.

My first day at the Bush White House was unforgettable—but not for the reasons one might think. I woke up that morning to find that the Washington Post’s “Style” section featured a front-page profile about “workaholics in the White House.” George Bush took the prize as the biggest workaholic in the West Wing (after all, he lived nearby. had no commute, and enjoyed plenty of servants). My new boss came next:


 
On a Saturday night the lights in Roger Porter’s office are burning. Porter, the president’s adviser on domestic and economic policy, can beaver like nobody’s business. Inexplicably, he keeps the longest hours of all, according to an informal poll of his White House peers. “I’d put Roger Porter in the Vampire Category,” says [Andy] Card [Bush’s Deputy Chief of Staff and later Transportation Secretary]. “I don’t think he ever sees daylight.”

“He’s Mormon. He can’t even drink coffee or smoke,” says a fellow staffer. “Without caffeine or nicotine, how does he do it?”

“A known insomniac,” answers a third.1
 

But I’d already been warned. Another profile of Porter that had appeared two months to the day previously in the New York Times had allowed that Porter’s dedication to detail merited him “a black belt in white paper.” A colleague had even gone so far as to describe him as being “born to process.”2

In a sense, the Post article was reassuring. People did work hard at the White House, and for what struck me as an obvious reason: It was a place to get things done for the country. If there was process, then I was certain that it must be process with a purpose.

First days in the federal government usually involve tedious routine: lots of paperwork, orientation, fingerprinting, photographing, and other necessary details. The White House is no different. But the most important, and eye-opening, event that day was the impromptu staff lunch I attended—impromptu in that it included almost the entire Office of Policy Development senior staff minus their leader, Roger Porter.

We gathered over sandwiches and chips from the Mess in Larry Lindsey’s Old Executive Office Building quarters. A brilliant Harvard economics professor in his early thirties on leave to the Office of Policy Development, Lindsey (now a Governor of the Federal Reserve Board) had developed a well-deserved reputation as one of the most able and articulate defenders of the Reagan era’s growth-oriented supply side economic theory. Around Lindsey’s table was gathered some of the finest talent in the Bush White House. Bright, likable people like my co-deputy Jim Pinkerton, Deputy Assistant to the President for Policy Planning; Rae Nelson, who handled education and drug policy; Hans Kuttner, an irrepressibly witty Princetonian who managed health policy for the Office of Policy Development; Emily Mead, a charming New Englander who kept the complete record on every George Bush policy statement uttered since the late 1960s; Bradley Mitchell, Porter’s executive assistant; Michael Klausner, OPD’s White House Fellow; as well as several others.

At lunch on my first day, I listened as one by one my new colleagues told astonishing stories of Roger Porter’s ineffectiveness within the White House: his predilection for avoiding controversy, his preoccupation with mind-numbing and pointless detail, his love of lists and fact sheets, his desire not to incur the wrath of Budget Director Dick Darman, and his basic inability to make decisions or delegate authority. Pinkerton was, as usual, to the point: “At least Roper did the smart thing and left town after a year.” I was hearing all this for the first time, and the staff was hoping, almost pleading, that as Porter’s new deputy I could do something about it.

On Day One I found a terribly frustrated and dejected staff who felt that Porter treated them like peons while simultaneously regarding mid-level Office of Management and Budget officials, to whom he was unquestionably far senior, as on a par with himself. Curiously, it never occurred to Porter how this posture devalued not only his own staff but himself as well. The overall gloom of the meeting lifted slightly when someone lightheartedly suggested psychotherapy as a cure, only to have that idea shot down as improbable and, at any rate, unlikely to change Porter’s strictly ingrained habits.

I was stunned. I simply couldn’t believe the degree of dejection and frustration, the sense of hopelessness and helplessness among such intelligent and capable people! They had indeed given me a sense of the dynamics inside the Bush White House; it was a far cry from the picture Porter had painted, and I had fondly imagined, when he approached me about the job.

As I left Lindsey’s office that afternoon I comtemplated Porter’s chummy description a month earlier of how he, along with Chief of Staff John Sununu and OMB Director Dick Darman, basically ran domestic policy as a troika, occasionally augmented by Michael Boskin, Chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers. What I’d heard described at lunch was anything but chummy. Darman had already elbowed aside Porter and Boskin, and in late May 1990 he was near cementing his lock on policy with Sununu.

What my new colleagues said suggested that it didn’t really matter what the exceedingly capable Office of Policy Development staff managed to do, because very few innovations ever got beyond Porter’s six in-boxes. When it came to the development of domestic policy. the Bush White House had produced what came to be a fatal impasse.

This memoir of my White House days is an attempt to explain why the Bush Administration accomplished so little and ultimately collapsed, thereby winning a place for Bush in the history books alongside William Howard Taft, Herbert Hoover, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter. Some of the people mentioned in these pages will not be flattered, and for good reasons.

The focus of this book is relatively narrow and modest. It is not intended to be a history of the Bush Administration, an impossible undertaking so soon after George Bush has left office.

Moreover, no one person who served in that Administration can tell that story, especially given that it was essentially an Administration where people went to considerable lengths to conceal things from each other. As will become increasingly clear, too much of what constantly went wrong and led to the unmaking of domestic policy can be attributed to the systematic denial of the truth about what was actually happening around George Bush and his senior aides. Critical information was denied not only to the President of the United States but to the American people as well.

Far too often—whether the issue was the economy, the budget, or extending unemployment benefits—the paramount goal in the White House was daily spin control. It is clear now that this lunatic obsession with spin control in Washington has not ended with the departure of the Bush Administration. The multiple examples of Bill Clinton’s early missteps and attempted recoveries illustrate that a preoccupation with spin control has now become truly bipartisan.

Be that as it may, when it comes to the collapse of the Bush Administration, we can continue to expect prodigious efforts in blame-shifting as the history of the departed Republicans comes to be written. Some of the key players themselves will begin to lay the blame for 1992 elsewhere. That’s why I believe it is important now to offer this memoir of the daze—the confusion and inaction—that came to characterize and ultimately overwhelm George Bush’s presidency.

While grateful for the rare opportunity to serve on a President’s staff, I became increasingly dismayed by the principal advisers surrounding George Bush. I was not alone in this feeling. Some of those advisers, like John Sununu, thought they knew everything and were openly dismissive of attempts to pursue an aggressive domestic agenda emphasizing such ideas as economic opportunity and empowerment. Others, like my boss, Roger Porter, were basically decent people but essentially miscast in roles that required political action rather than endless analysis and reflection.

One of the President’s senior advisers, Gregg Petersmeyer, who headed the Office of National Service (the “Thousand Points of Light” office), said to me a few months before the 1992 election that this President’s “staff was screwing him over. They’ve cut him off and isolated him from the American people. That was the chief crime of John Sununu.” The problem was that no one at a senior level in the White House was willing to do anything about this, and the President himself really didn’t seem to care. Some wondered whether he even noticed.

A true and proper history of an administration will do its work best by stepping back—far back—and viewing that administration from above, to achieve a broad historical perspective of world issues and the long-term economic and political forces at work. This cannot be that book. My intention here is far simpler: to offer a picture of what it was like to work in the White House during the fleeting moments of the Bush Administration.

Did the “Bushies” intentionally forget about Ronald Reagan? How did Bush’s domestic policy office become a nonplayer in policy development? How did the strictures of the 1990 budget deal crowd out other domestic policy initiatives? How well did Dick Darman serve George Bush? Did Bush earn any part of the title he sought as “the education president”? How did the White House handle domestic crises? Why did the concept of empowerment keep appearing and disappearing throughout the entire four years? Why did the President fail to advance a domestic agenda when his popularity peaked just after the Persian Gulf War? Did the Bush Administration really want another four years?

These questions matter, and the Bush years are important ones. Assessing them correctly—the achievements and lack of achievements of the White House in which I served—is critical to determining whether the Bush years represented the end of conservative rule for a long time to come in America or, instead, constituted a unique act of bungling that only interrupted what may continue to be a growing conservative tide in the affairs of the nation.

My friend Arlene Holen, who had served in senior positions in both the Reagan and Bush Administrations, asked me shortly after the 1992 election whether I would have written this book had George Bush been reelected. Her question reminded me of what motivated me to write in the first place: My intention—as I made personal notes starting in late 1990—was to keep a record of what went wrong in the first term so that a second Bush term would avoid making the same errors. As I began shaping those notes into a manuscript after the 1992 election, nothing was sadder than having to delete repeated references to that nonexistent “second term.”

From that first day in the Bush White House, however, I realized that all was not well. The opinion polls hadn’t registered this fact yet: The President’s popularity was remarkably high, and Ronald Reagan’s stunning economic expansion was still continuing. In late May 1990 I was only beginning to learn just how my colleagues felt about the Bush White House—its policies, its people, and its problems—although I didn’t yet entirely understand why. Nor in the generally placid economic and political environment in the second year of the Bush Administration could I know what the consequences of everything I took in that first day would be.


 

1
Doing It Differently

 
Shirley MacLaine … thinks I was Martin Van Buren in a former life.1
—George Bush, Looking Forward
 

Not since Herbert Hoover succeeded Calvin Coolidge to become President in 1929 had there been a two-term succession like the transition from Ronald Reagan to George Bush. The pundits called it a friendly takeover.

After eight years of a clearly successful presidency accompanied by unprecedented levels of national economic growth, personal prosperity, and international peace, George Bush inherited what in effect was Ronald Reagan’s third term. Or so his supporters hoped and his opponents feared.

But as George Bush and his inner circle saw it, the challenge soon became to define the incoming President’s differences in relation to his supremely popular predecessor without alienating that solid core of Reagan Republicans and, especially, the Reagan Democrats who gave Bush his margin of victory over Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts.

Defining the difference from one’s predecessor is the first preoccupation of virtually all incoming Presidents. In some instances, as with Franklin Roosevelt, the differences defined themselves. In 1932 the electorate rejected the failed economic policies of Herbert Hoover and the Great Depression. On occasion, new Presidents have announced policies and programs designed to put their own stamp on America’s future. Virtually all of Roosevelt’s Democratic successors have sought to follow his New Deal policies by espousing an over-arching theme that encompassed their programs. Thus, Truman’s Fair Deal; Kennedy’s Arthur Schlesinger- and Ted Sorensen-inspired “New Frontier”; and Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society.”

Republicans, on the other hand, have tended to be less global and inclusive in their thinking about the role of government, preferring instead to manage their administrations on a day-to-day basis inspired by the central tenet that free-market economies and decentralized government—not grand public works schemes or hundreds of new federal programs—reflect what the people want most.

Ronald Reagan, however, changed the political landscape for Republicans. Although he never announced a unifying theme like Roosevelt, Johnson, or Kennedy, Reagan nonetheless campaigned on and governed with reference to three relatively simple and straightforward principles—core convictions—that he had honed over the years and that his loyal supporters knew by heart: reduce taxes, strengthen defense, and get big government off the backs of the American people. After Jimmy Carter’s malaise and stagflation, Reagan, despite his age, appeared a sunny optimist. His clarity and focus were epitomized in the phrase “Morning in America”—the quest for that “shining city on a hill.”

Reagan’s supply side tax policies put resources in the pockets of the American people rather than in government coffers. He steadfastly believed that individuals and families could spend their own money more efficiently than the federal government. During the 1980 primary campaign, candidate George Bush derided Reagan’s supply side theory as “voodoo economics.” Then he spent the next eight years assisting in its implementation and watching it work.

The success of Reaganomics effectively forced Vice President Rush to campaign on the same theme in 1988: “no new taxes.” While Ronald Reagan had presided over several major tax increases between 1982 and 1988, it never hurt his fundamental popularity, thanks largely to his remarkable communications skills plus the fact that each of those tax increases was usually buried deep in the bowels of some other, more technical and elaborate piece of legislation. Since 1977 employer-based Social Security taxes had increased roughly nine times, with some of the largest increases coming on Reagan’s watch. And yet, because of his “Teflon” presidency, coupled with the general recognition that he was a president with strong convictions, Reagan was always forgiven when taxes went up and managed to avoid political liability for these generally large and economically regressive tax increases. George Bush would not be so lucky.

While it was natural for George Bush to look for ways to differentiate himself from Ronald Reagan, Bush’s approach to doing so was fundamentally flawed at the outset. He inexplicably downplayed and virtually ignored two factors that had contributed mightily to Reagan’s success: the importance of presidential rhetoric and the creation of a well-oiled propaganda machine for swaying public opinion.

Almost from the beginning, George Bush’s presidency was an antirhetorical operation. According to one of his senior aides, it was even borderline anti-intellectual: “Remember, the movie actor’s White House was the one that was hospitable to new ideas. Not the Yalie’s.” This assessment came from a long-standing Bush partisan who served in the West Wing and believed that many members of the Bush team had little more than “generalized social contempt” for the Reaganites. Some Bushies even went to great lengths to add credence to the charge that Reagan had been simply lazy. They would emphasize with relish that George Bush got to the Oval Office by 7:15 each morning, almost two hours before Reagan. The focus soon became not how well Bush communicated or what he actually achieved but how long he worked.

Rather than build on Reagan’s strengths, Bush systematically dismantled them. First came his treatment of the White House speechwriters and then his intentional understaffing of the Office of Public Liaison.

Perhaps nothing so exemplified the differences between the two Presidents as Bush’s approach to speeches and speechwriting.

Whereas Franklin Roosevelt had skillfully used his fireside chats to explain complex issues in fairly simple terms, George Bush saw little need for speeches to explain much of anything. His public remarks lacked content, depth, inspiration, and, frequently, even elementary grammar.

Bush abhorred soaring rhetoric and emotional speeches. While Ronald Reagan could readily move an audience with carefully crafted words spoken in his soft, mellifluous voice with gently cocked head, Bush instead chose a more pedestrian style that was almost deliberately flat, charactetized by broken, incomplete sentences and steadfast avoidance of the word “I.”

Reagan’s most gifted speechwriter, Peggy Noonan, quickly noted and understood this tendency.2 Noonan observed that Bush intentionally resorted to incomplete sentences to make it easier to avoid bragging about himself. He would actually cross out the first-person pronoun or even delete a sentence that included it. As Noonan put it, “I became adept at pronoun-less sentences. Instead of ‘I moved to Texas and soon we joined the Republican Party,’ it was, ‘Moved to Texas, joined the Republican Party, raised a family.’ ” She even worried whether, come Inauguration Day, Bush would take the oath of office on the Capitol steps by saying: “Do solemnly swear, will preserve and protect …”3

The success of Noonan’s book on the Reagan years itself undoubtedly was a factor in Bush’s penchant for a more modest role for rhetotic. Bush assumed the presidency with a desire that staff remain staff. Whereas Reagan’s speechwriting shop included recognized conservatives like Peggy Noonan, Peter Robinson, Tony Dolan, and Josh Gilder, Bush’s office was essentially an afterthought. Speechwriters (and other staff, too) should never achieve a notoriety that, in some instances, meant outshining their principals. Accordingly, the Bush speechwriting operation was intentionally downgraded. The small staff was initially headed by Chriss Winston, a pleasant but relatively nonideological woman who saw her role as manager of the process. Winston herself did not write speeches so much as edit them.

To add insult to demotion, the speechwriters were deliberately denied use of the White House Mess, a fact which—aside from the personal affront—ensured their isolation and insulation from the staff’s open roundtable, where junior White House aides in the Reagan years had exchanged ideas, schemes, policies, and frustrations. The Reagan speechwriting operation had been a center of ideological ferment inside the White House, a focal point for the debate over presidential policy. Bush preferred anonymous wordsmiths, toiling out of sight, removed from whatever meager discussion of issues might be occurring, while crafting passionless prose to convey the message handed to them.

Ronald Reagan used his rhetorical skills to articulate a new direction for the nation. Actually achieving his goals required Reagan to undertake an extraordinary and sustained attempt at coalition-building that would generate support for his proposals in Congress. To do this, Reagan established a zealous band of lobbyists and skilled persuaders inside his Office of Public Liaison, the unit that served as the White House’s eyes and ears with the American public.

According to Wayne Valis, a well-connected lobbyist who had served with Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford as well as in Reagan’s Public Liaison Office, Bush decided early on—even before taking office—to downplay the type of coalition-building that Reagan had deployed so artfully. Valis and a small group of his clients met with Bush, Sununu, and Darman in December 1988 in the Roosevelt Room, where the President-elect and his advisers made it obvious that there’d be no more coalitions and no bickering with the Congress. Negotiation, not confrontation, was the new style. “We were stopped in our tracks,” Valis explains. “It was unilateral disarmament in the face of George Mitchell and company.” By 1992, Reagan’s well-oiled machine, capable of mustering support across the country, had grown rusty with disuse.

Under Reagan, there was cacophony in the West Wing as various outside groups—business, conservatives, special interests—played Jim Baker, Mike Deaver, and Ed Meese against one another. As a result, a wide array of constituents had access to the Reagan White House. Bushies, however, disliked ferment and debate. Our White House would be a quiet place, a neat and tidy operation.

Bush placed both his speechwriting and Public Liaison operations under the centralized control of David Demarest, a former Labor Department spokesman during the Reagan years. Demarest had no idea whatsoever about how to make the linkage between presidential rhetoric and actually moving the American public to support a presidential initiative. He acknowledged that formal presidential speeches were “only one piece of the pie” and explained that the White House was relying on speeches, press conferences, trips, and unscripted appearances by the President to create a “mosaic” of the Bush presidency.4

The communications jigsaw puzzle envisioned by Demarest never added up to a whole picture, and the reason was simple: Unlike Reagan, who had a clearly defined roadmap of where he wanted to go and what he wanted to accomplish, George Bush replaced substance with form. Perhaps this approach is understandable in retrospect, because, from the very beginning, Bush had little of substance to communicate.

Instead of an action agenda, Bush began his presidency with … a list. All over town in late January 1989, members of the new Administration’s team were framing and hanging on their office walls the President’s nine-point credo, which reflected Bush’s own governmental, bureaucratic, and managerial experience as distinguished from Reagan’s ideological, outsider, and conviction perspective. George Bush wanted his Administration to observe the “Golden Rules”:


  	Think Big.
 	Challenge the system.
 	Adhere to the highest ethical standards.
 	Be on the record as much as possible.
 	Be frank.
 	Fight hard for your position.
 	When I make a call, we work as a team.
 	Work with Congress.
 	Represent the United States with dignity.
 

This was not just the new team’s management philosophy; it was our whole agenda!

Bush’s “Golden Rules” were all process. They offered no hint about what to think big about or fight hard for. After all, while the 1988 election campaign was supposedly about “ideology” rather than “competence,” now it was time to govern. “Campaign mode” was over for another four years.

No one put it better than a Bush transition team aide who observed, “Our people don’t have agendas. They have mortgages. They want jobs.”5 This remark was perhaps more revealing than the aide (who later became head of Presidential Personnel) intended it to be. Reagan’s two-term presidency had seen relentless ideological ferment and struggle—over taxes, government spending, and defining contests like his battle with the striking air traffic controllers. Bush had signaled a different beginning with his reference to a “kinder, gentler” America at the 1988 New Orleans GOP convention and in his Inaugural Address, when he acknowledged a desire not to “bicker” with the Congress.

The only problem was in figuring out precisely what Bush’s “kinder, gentler” distinction meant when it came to domestic policy. “Kinder and gentler” than what? Loyal Reaganites were beginning to grumble.

Demarest had it right when he spoke of a Bush communications mosaic that would gradually become apparent to the American people with the passage of time. Not so with Reagan, who announced his bold tax and spending cuts as part of a hundred-day agenda intended to stun the Congress into acquiescence. People knew what he wanted to achieve and where he was headed. Bush had his “Golden Rules” of process: “Think Big” and “Be Frank.”

It became obvious that George Bush would reject Reagan’s model and refuse to announce a bold hundred-day agenda within the first weeks of his presidency. After an uninspiring Inaugural Address, Bush launched into preparing a speech to the Congress scheduled for February 9, 1989. Reagan had delivered a final State of the Union Address, so Bush’s first speech to the Congress was intended to set the tone for his new team. Along with the speech he would also emphasize his own budget themes for the coming fiscal year.

The February 9 address was as close as George Bush came in his first three years in office to articulating a serious, comprehensive domestic agenda. Accompanying the speech was a 193-page document, “Building a Better America,” prepared by his White House staff. The speech would outline the broad framework of his presidency and his priorities. “Building a Better America” supplied the details, along with proposed modifications to the last Reagan budget, submitted just a few weeks before Bush took office.

Rereading Bush’s “Building a Better America” speech to the Congress after his one-term presidency is a strange experience now. Considerable portions of the text were devoted to domestic themes: education, the environment, drugs, crime, and future investment. His emphasis on education and the environment was designed as a clear departure from the Reagan years. Bush also listed as critical priorities reducing the federal budget deficit, meeting urgent priorities (unspecified), investing in the future, and, of course, the pledge that got him elected in the first place, “no new taxes.” Furthermore, Bush himself laid out the contours of his economic empowerment agenda when he said: “I believe in giving people the power to make their own lives better through growth and opportunity. And together, let’s put power in the hands of people.”

But there was also something else at work behind the scenes in the crafting of Bush’s “Building a Better America” speech that would prove a curious omen for the future of his presidency. Right from the beginning a battle was under way for George Bush’s mind.

Sir Isaiah Berlin, the British historian of ideas, wrote memorably about the distinction between the hedgehog and the fox: “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.”6 Ronald Reagan was unmistakably a hedgehog—someone who lived by a “single, central vision, one system more or less coherent or articulate, in terms of which they understand, think and feel.” Bush, by his own express contrast, was a fox, a man who would “pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in some de facto way.”7

No one should have been surprised by what turned out to be an early fight between the “hedgehogs” and the “foxes” inside the Bush Administration. The “hedgehogs” were the political and ideological heirs of Ronald Reagan, leaders like Jack Kemp, Bush’s Secretary of Housing and Urban Development; Drug Czar William Bennett; and my fellow deputy Jim Pinkerton, who repeatedly urged that Bush advance a bold domestic agenda characterized by economic growth and opportunity, empowerment, and institutional reform. The reform theme was critical, since it would position Bush—like Reagan—as an outsider determined to bring change to a Washington dominated by special interests. A slogan from Bush’s 1988 campaign even summarized this attitude: “We are the Change!”

The “foxes,” by contrast, were represented by OMB Director Dick Darman, Roger Porter, and David Demarest. These were the process “pragmatists,” true believers in the efficacy of government who wanted Bush to define himself not by advancing a strident, confrontational ideological message but by presenting a pastiche whose principal contours would emerge over time. The pragmatists stressed good government and sound day-to-day management. They spoke in terms that expressly distinguished campaigning from governing. Most important, they saw themselves as insiders, not outsiders, and in many respects—background, breeding, mostly Ivy League education—they were like George Bush himself.

As Bush prepared for his first major address to the Congress, Pinkerton reviewed the draft prepared principally by a former Bush speechwriter, then a Darman aide. Bob Grady. Pinkerton added language that had Bush emphasizing the importance of various reform themes. Pinkerton’s additions were crafted to provide an emotional crescendo with a big buildup to a line that Bush would articulate with gusto and determination: “… for I am a reformer!”

Bush deleted Pinkerton’s suggestions. In fact, the text came back with the following marginal comment in Bush’s own handwriting: “ ‘for I am a reformer’? Strains credulity.”

“We are the Change!” was long abandoned. It was never taken seriously.

From the earliest days of the Administration it would be “go along to get along.” Ideology had lost out to competence.

But competence at doing what? Who would take the lead in charting the new Administration’s future course?

The 1988 election saw the lowest voter turnout in any presidential election since 1924. Candidate Bush, if he galvanized the public with any of his campaign themes, did so with the one that most harked back to Reaganism: “Read my lips: no new taxes.” The rest of the 1988 Bush campaign had been little more than a pollster’s collage of themes—not agenda items or policy proposals, and certainly not promises—such as crime, race, the American flag, Willie Horton, and the line-item veto.

The triumph of competency and its companion, slavish adherence to process, meant a policy vacuum at the heart of Bush’s presidency. Whereas Ronald Reagan had surrounded himself with advisers like Ed Meese, Jim Baker, Mike Deaver, Martin Anderson, and others who were constantly scheming among themselves, Bush placed a premium on politeness and collegiality. People were not expected to disagree with each other.

The absence of ideology coming from the Oval Office signalled an Administration lacking in direction. Even Gregg Petersmeyer, long a staff aide to Bush, remarked to me that George Bush was “a President who, intellectually, needed to be led.” There was always lots of energy and motion in the Bush White House—early morning meetings, late nights, lots of press briefings, countless fact sheets announcing the details of one policy proposal after another. What was lacking, however, was a sense of purpose and direction. There was no focus.

Another noticeable and significant difference between the Reagan and Bush Administrations was the latter’s persistent efforts at defining its differences with the wrong people. In his Inaugural Address Bush extended a hand to congressional Democrats. There was nothing wrong with this, especially given the fact that Bush lacked a majority coalition in both houses of Congress.

The principal difficulty was that the Bush White House far too often forgot to include congressional Republicans and others in the GOP who, had they been asked, would have been delighted to lend a hand. Frank Wolf, a Republican Representative, would recount to some of us how he had repeatedly written Darman and others at the White House urging a more activist pro-family agenda. Months passed before he received even a perfunctory reply. And then nothing happened. Not only were skilled former Reagan operatives like I’d Rollins and Lyn Nofziger virtually ignored or systematically derided by the Bushies, but Reagan’s economic team—people like Martin Anderson, Martin Feldstein, William Niskanen, William Simon, Beryl Sprinkel, and Murray Weidenbaum—were intentionally excluded from the Bush Administration’s policy discussions.

The fruits of this curious predilection—the need to coddle the Democratic opposition while simultaneously ignoring or even vilifying the Administration’s natural GOP supporters—were abundantly present by the second year of the Bush Administration. During the 1990 budget deal talks at Andrews Air Force Base the Bush negotiating team of Treasury Secretary Nicholas Brady, Darman, and Su nunu placed a premium on compromising with House and Senate Democrats. When some Republican congressmen, led by Representative Newt Gingrich, balked at the tax increases contained in the first deal, the Bush White House branded those renegade Republicans—not the tax-raising Democrats—as the villains.

Over time, the Administration’s inability to undertake coalition-building also found expression in the way the Bush Administration conducted its relations with the Congress. Rather than define what he favored, Bush’s strategy was to highlight what he opposed. Nothing illustrated this more than the way in which Bush exercised the presidential veto of legislation he didn’t like.

Governing by veto—or, more precisely, governing by the threat of veto—came to be a hallmark of the Bush presidency. The veto threat was, after all, used sparingly in part because of the number of Democrats on Capitol Hill. Sustaining a veto in the House of Representatives meant holding 146 votes for the President, a difficult task given the margins between Democrats and Republicans. The numbers were somewhat more favorable in the Senate but kept getting significantly worse (especially after the 1990 elections), not better.

Given those congressional party divisions, a veto strategy became a game of chicken. Surprisingly, congressional Democrats and moderate-to-liberal Republicans never figured this out. If they had—and if they had been clever enough—they could easily have called the President’s bluff more often or could even have mustered sufficient votes to override his vetoes.

Bush would rarely veto legislation unless he knew in advance that he had the votes necessary to sustain the veto. The issue was counting heads, not standing on principle. If Fred McClure or Nick Calio, his two assistants who headed his legislative shop, told him he was shy on votes, Bush rarely applied the veto. Simple as that.

What the Democrats failed to appreciate was that with each newly sustained veto, George Bush was becoming the captive of a nooverride strategy. As his personal popularity soared in the polls, his advisers became increasingly addicted to preserving an unbroken string of sustained vetoes. To the public, this standard initially conveyed an aura of invincibility. To anyone concerned with principled policymaking, it often appeared supine and weak-willed. Occasionally it even meant an unfortunate break with perfectly sound positions taken by Ronald Reagan.

One minor but revealing example of how this passion for an unbroken string of vetoes overrode more prudent and consistent policy considerations was Bush’s decision to sign the so-called kid-vid legislation regulating the number of minutes of commercial advertising on children’s television programs. As enacted by Congress in September 1990, the “Children’s Television Act” would have required the Federal Communications Commission to enforce strict limits on the number of minutes of commercial advertising that could be aired on children’s television programs. During weekdays, no more than twelve minutes per hour were permitted. On weekends, particularly during the Saturday morning television period, only 10.5 minutes were permitted. The rationale for federal intervention was the fear that television commercials were influencing children to bedevil their parents to buy them all the various toys, cereals, candies, and other goodies dangled before them by the sponsors. In one way or another, the federal government just had to step in to address a situation that parents were deemed unable to handle.

Ronald Reagan—quite properly—had vetoed almost identical legislation in 1988. His veto statement explained that this legislation was unnecessary and that while it may have had “laudable goals,” its provisions raised serious constitutional issues about the ability of the “Federal Government to oversee the programming decisions” of broadcasters. Consistent with his desire to keep the government out of matters of personal taste and individual decisionmaking, Reagan vetoed the bill on November 5, 1988, noting that the legislation might “discourage the creation of programs that might not satisfy the tastes of agency officials responsible for considering license renewals.”

The facts and the Constitution had not changed in the intervening twenty-two months, nor had the details of the legislation, and yet, here was George Bush—for eight years during the Reagan Administration supposedly the archfoe of excessive government regulation—poised to sign this bill into law. What could possibly explain this reversal of Reagan’s stance? I strongly objected to Bush’s signing the bill and decided to find out why the President’s “senior advisers” were recommending this clear break from Reagan policy.

So I went to see Roger Porter and handed him a memorandum I’d drafted explaining why signing the bill would be a mistake. First off, he acknowledged we lacked sufficient votes to sustain a veto. I said, so what? We were bound to lose a veto at some point, so why not lose it over a relatively small issue now and get the superstition behind us? Otherwise, our fear of losing would continue to distort our adherence to sound principle.

Porter told me politely that I didn’t really appreciate or understand the problem. After all, he had four kids, and those Saturday morning ads on TV were awful. Something had to be done about them.

“Roger, it’s simple,” I argued. “Why not turn off the television set if it’s a problem? After all, kids don’t buy TVs, parents buy them.”

Porter said it wasn’t that easy: “Children visit their friends and watch the shows at their homes. I can’t very well turn off those TVs too, can I?”

“Sure you can. Talk to those parents if it’s really that bad. If the situation’s out of control—which I seriously doubt is the case—keep your kids at home. Furthermore, a few seconds more or a few seconds less of advertising hardly makes a difference. We’ve preached stronger parental involvement as a hallmark of this Administration’s education policy. If we sign this bill, it sends a contrary signal, particularly since Reagan vetoed it. Why does a paternalistic government—in this case the FCC—have to step in to deal with a problem that should be dealt with by parents?”

That’s when the telephone rang and Porter, looking relieved, had to take the call, but only after noting again that we lacked the votes to sustain a veto. So much for the principle of parental involvement.

Bush did not actually sign the children’s television legislation but instead let it become law without his signature. This was perhaps worse. The New York Times had endorsed the legislation and had specifically urged Bush “to take a careful look at what the market has wrought in children’s television and come to a different conclusion” than Ronald Reagan. On October 17, 1990, Bush issued a statement indicating that he had “decided to withhold … approval from H.R. 1677, the ‘Children’s Television Act of 1990,’ which will result in its becoming law without my signature.” The President’s statement applauded the bill’s goals but decried its imposition of content-based restrictions on programming, the constitutional uncertainty of the limits imposed, and the quantitative advertising restrictions that applied to cable television operators. For all those reasons—plus Reagan’s precedent—Bush should have vetoed the law. He didn’t because he knew he would have been overridden.

The fate of the Republic hardly turned on this obscure statute. The major news media organizations never covered the story in much detail after the bill became law, with the exception of William F. Buckley’s National Review, which criticized Bush for abandoning Reagan’s staunch and principled opposition. What the kid-vid legislation signaled, however, was a willingness on Bush’s part to sacrifice principle—even one consistent with his own emphasis on parental involvement in children’s education—when he knew he lacked the votes to prevent a veto override.

By such instances was finger-in-the-wind “pragmatism” defined and stratospheric approval ratings maintained, at least initially. This mindset gave birth to a central characteristic of the Bush presidency: It would be a hesitant, timid, and reactive Administration, one which governed largely by thwarting the congressional Democrats’ efforts through the skillful use of the presidential veto pen. Still, Bush’s use of the veto in his first three years in office was relatively less frequent than that of many of his modern predecessors. By the end of 1991 Bush had vetoed some twenty-five bills, and the Congress had failed to override a single veto, although it had tried to do so thirteen times.

Domestically the Bush Administration, faced with a need to differentiate itself from Ronald Reagan, embarked consciously upon a strategy in which it defined its differences with the wrong people. Haunted by Reagan, Bush constantly looked backward to make sure that his Administration would be seen as somehow different from his predecessor’s. He could have achieved the same result had he instead articulated a forward-looking vision and an agenda that would define his differences with the congressional Democrats. But he didn’t, and the result was fratricidal warfare.

Congressional Democrats became the good guys with whom people like Dick Darman and Roger Porter could cut deals. Republicans like Jack Kemp, Newt Gingrich, Vin Weber, and Ed Rollins were readily dismissed as ideologues, loose cannons who lacked any appreciation for the art of compromise, which was seen as essential to the ability to govern. Whereas Reagan’s popularity had a bedrock foundation in democratic populism, the Bush Administration identified almost reflexively with the important and powerful. Senior aides in the West Wing were profoundly uncomfortable when dealing with real people outside the Beltway.

Ronald Reagan entered Washington in 1981 as an outsider riding a populist wave that had its origin in the antitax and antigovernment movements at the state level, particularly California. Even during his eight years in Washington, Reagan always managed to position himself as a Washington outsider—someone working on behalf of the little guy against big government and the special interests that thrived “inside the Beltway.”

Bush was the exact opposite, a man whose patrician upbringing and preference for elites was only masked, but hardly extinguished, by his preference for pork rinds, country music, and a voting address in a downtown Houston hotel room. In his autobiography, Looking Forward, George Bush describes his New England upbringing: “Maine in the summer was the best of all possible adventures. We’d spend long hours looking for starfish and sea urchins, while brown crabs scurried around our feet…. Then there was the adventure of climbing aboard my grandfather’s lobster boat, Tomboy, to try our luck fishing.” As the young Bush matured, he “graduated from outboard motors to power-boats” so that “[h]andling boats became second nature.”8 He and Barbara Bush moved to Texas after his graduation from Yale in an effort to “break away” from that upbringing9 in order to avoid doing “anything pat and predictable.”10 But Bush’s move to Texas was more a studied exercise in breaking with his own upbringing, a way to strike out on his own and make some money. Yet he never lost sight of his New England roots and continued to return to Kennebunk-port—and boats, the sea, and lobsters—throughout his life.

By contrast, one could not imagine such sentiments coming from Ronald Reagan, whose own childhood was characterized by an alcoholic, often unemployed father and relative poverty in comparison with Bush’s privileged background. The Reagan biographer Lou Cannon describes how Ronald Reagan


 
… worked his way through an obscure, church-affiliated college, where his grades were never more than mediocre. Most of his classmates sought to become ministers or teachers, and his own ambitions to be a sports announcer or an actor seemed hopeless fantasies beyond his training and abilities.11
 

Given their backgrounds, the world views of these two future Presidents were at polar opposites. Bush felt the need to differentiate himself from his investment banker father—to make it on his own—as a means of legitimizing his own continued participation within that same world into which he had been born and where he would always be welcome. Reagan, by contrast, sought to leave his past behind and, braced by his fundamentally sunny disposition and relentless optimism, believed he could make a better world for himself.

Ronald Reagan had the easier task. With his past an unpleasant memory, Reagan was free to break entirely new ground, and he did repeatedly—becoming a sports announcer, an actor, a union president, a television spokesman, a two-term Governor of California, and, ultimately, President of the United States. For George Bush, on the other hand, the challenge to define his own separate identity had plagued him throughout his life. The Boston Globe—no admirer of George Bush—asked five months before the 1992 election whether Bush would “now say who he is.” Specifically, the columnist Martin Nolan observed that “Bush faces a decision he has ducked for decades: whether to be more Texas or more Yale.”12

George Bush’s pattern of favoring the status quo is present in many aspects of his domestic policy. This predilection explains why initiatives like “economic empowerment” never made it to the forefront of Bush’s policy agenda. Even his much-touted education reforms were shaped primarily with elites in mind, rarely with the desires of real people taken into consideration. Bush almost never missed an opportunity to take what should have been a populist crusade and turn it into an activity for the elites. Those contradictions were almost invariably lost on the President.

In April 1991, for example, Bush and Education Secretary Lamar Alexander launched their “America 2000” national education strategy to help the country meet the six education goals that Bush and the governors had announced in the months after the Charlottesville Education Summit. “America 2000” was conceived as a populist crusade to inspire communities across the country to work hard at improving their education systems. Its direction was to be, appropriately, bottom-up, not top-down.

Part of the strategy, however, was to involve the business community. The way that was ultimately done was a classic example of the Bush Administration’s penchant for seizing a populist initiative and turning it topsy-turvy. Bush and Alexander urged the creation of a nongovernmental entity called the New American Schools Development Corporation (NASDC), which was to be privately incorporated and instructed to raise up to $200 million from corporate America—most notably from Fortune 500 firms. The donations were to finance revolutionary new “break-the-mold” school designs that could then be emulated or replicated by communities across America. David Kearns, Alexander’s exceedingly capable Deputy Secretary and the former head of Xerox, oversaw NASDC’s activities.

Membership in the New American Schools Development Corporation read like a Who’s Who of corporate America: Lou Gerstner of RJR Nabisco, James Baker of Arvin Industries, Walter Annenberg of the Annenberg Foundation, Norman Augustine of Martin Marietta, and Kay Whitmore of Eastman Kodak were just a few of the nearly two dozen CEOs constituting NASDC’s Board of Directors. At the corporation’s first meeting in Washington, these luminaries of business gathered at the White House to meet with the President. Ushered into the Roosevelt Room, the board members eagerly awaited their opportunity to brief the President on how their efforts at school reform—once presumably all the money was raised—would transform American education. The President entered the room and spent some thirty minutes hearing about the general activities of the corporation to date. He praised the members for having raised $40 million so far.

But before long Bush’s natural inclination to socialize with people like himself had kicked in. In a flash he was exuberantly inviting the NASDC board to visit with him and Barbara up at Camp David when they next got together in Washington. And bring along your spouses, too, he insisted. Which they did for sure just a few months later.

The point about this episode is not to criticize the President for being sociable or for wanting to share with others perquisites of the presidency like Camp David. But it does show that when left to his own devices, George Bush naturally gravitated toward elites and away from the populist masses. The same instinct explains why he doggedly followed the erroneous economic advice of men of vast inherited wealth like Brady and Darman while ignoring populist entrepreneurial capitalists like Jack Kemp or Vin Weber.

When a scheduling proposal was made for Bush to meet with some nonelite group—nonunion “independent” teachers, for example—a reflex against doing anything with a populist flair frequently kicked in. The concept of using the presidential “bully pulpit” to credential some nonestablishment (but otherwise pro-Republican) entity was foreign to the Bush White House.

Occasionally, there was even downright fear inside the West Wing when it came to the public. I can remember when Kimberly Bergalis, a young Florida woman who had contracted AIDS from her dentist, came to Washington to testify before Congress. Leigh Ann Metzger, a Special Assistant to the President in Public Liaison, called me one afternoon to ask if I would be free to meet with the visitor. I said, of course. My door was always open. The young woman was dying and wanted to have a chance to share her thoughts with someone at the White House as well as to see the Oval Office.

The next day Metzger called me back. Everything had been canceled. No meeting. No tour. No nothing at the White House for Miss Bergalis. When I asked why, I was informed that the meeting had been nixed at a higher level because of fear of adverse publicity!

As David Broder has remarked, the Bush Administration’s penchant for dealing with elites manifested itself not only in domestic policy but in its foreign policy as well.13 The collapse of Communism will probably be seen as the most significant event in the last decade, if not the last half, of the twentieth century. And once again, as with the economy, George Bush inherited Ronald Reagan’s investment and proceeded to squander it.

The pressure—economic, political, and military—that Reagan brought against the Soviets gradually took hold and wore down their economic and political will. Coupled with Gorbachev’s own efforts at glasnost and perestroika and furthered by continuing communications and technological advances, which made it harder for the Communist party to monopolize information and thereby retain authority, Reagan’s policies reached fruition with the “Revolutions of 1989” throughout Eastern and central Europe.

The delegitimizing of Communist authoritarian and totalitarian regimes was accompanied by an odd reaction in Washington. The ruling foreign policy elites—the White House, State Department, and National Security Council staff—sought to bolster and preserve the legitimacy of their counterparts, the ruling Soviet elites. As it became increasingly evident that the old Communist order was indeed collapsing, the Bush Administration took the curious stance of seeking complicity with Gorbachev instead of encouraging the democratic reformers. Our “foreign policy” President was, once again, a passive observer of events unfolding around him, reacting rather than leading. Afraid of the new and unknown, the Bush Administration pointedly distanced itself from the reformers. The issue had once again become one of competence, not ideology.

Nothing illustrates this passive posture more than Bush’s relationship with the leading Russian democtatic reformer, Boris Yeltsin. During his first unofficial visit to Washington in 1989, Yeltsin was virtually ignored—snubbed by the Bush Administration—and openly slandered by Presidential aides, who participated in a whispering campaign against Yeltsin. Leaks about Yeltsin’s reported drinking and other supposedly boorish habits found their way into the press. When Yeltsin visited the White House, Bush himself declined to receive him in the Oval Office, deciding instead to “drop by” the office of his National Security Adviser, General Brent Scowcroft, with whom Yeltsin was meeting informally.

Yeltsin next returned to Washington in June 1991, exactly one week after having been popularly elected president of Russia in a stunning landslide, the first democratically held election in Russia in a millennium. Bush met with him only after the congressional leadership and his own Vice President had extended cordial invitations. By now it was obvious to everyone—even to those in the West Wing of the White House—that Yeltsin was significantly more popular and more powerful than Gorbachev. This time, he could not be so readily ignored.

Yeltsin’s visit was sponsored and coordinated in part by Allen Weinstein, head of the bipartisan Center for Democracy in Washington. Weeks prior to Yeltsin’s visit and before his remarkable electoral victory, Weinstein had called me one afternoon with what he called “an offer you simply cannot refuse.” Andrei Kozyrev, Yeltsin’s foreign minister, was coming to Washington and was willing to speak to our White House “Empowerment Breakfast Group,” which met every Friday morning in the West Wing basement. The question was whether I could persuade the National Security Council staff to approve such a visit.

Beginning in the fall of 1990, about twenty members of the White House staff gathered together for breakfast each Friday morning to hear from an outside speaker on the subject of domestic policy reform. We had met with Bill Bennett, Irving Kristol, Jack Kemp, Hernando de Soto, and many other notable and outspoken advocates of political and economic reform. We had extended our sessions to include foreign policy as well, having also heard from Ognian Pishev, Bulgaria’s newly appointed Ambassador to the United States; Kazimierz Dziewanowski, the Polish Ambassador; and Weinstein himself. As it turned out, the NSC clearance—much to my surprise—went smoothly. The only problem was that Kozyrev had to change his schedule at the last minute to return to Moscow and canceled the breakfast. The fact remained, however, that the only direct link to the Yeltsin forces that I was aware of in the West Wing was my effort through Weinstein. Don’t forget: I did domestic, not foreign policy.

But my role with Weinstein was not the only activity under way in the White House complex. Vice President Quayle and his staff, less reluctant about meeting with Yeltsin, quietly began making more favorable comments about how he should be handled during his forth-coming visit. That should have been a perfect opportunity for the Bush White House to open its arms to Yeltsin. By then the auguries about Gorbachev’s future were clear, and yet Bush and his aides were in no hurry to begin ensuring at least a degree of continuity should Yeltsin ever replace Gorbachev.

As Weinstein explains his dealings with the Bush White House, “They had their antennas closed. It was a ‘stand by Gorbachev’ mentality. Whenever I needed to speak to someone at the White House I’d call Kolb, or Quayle’s staff, Bill Kristol or Karl Jackson. The State Department actually objected to Quayle attending a dinner for Yeltsin that June.” The Vice President ultimately attended and made exceedingly obvious his warmth and enthusiasm for Yeltsin.

As it turned out, Bush’s June 1991 meeting was a godsend two months later when it was Yeltsin—the so-called drunk and bulk—seen standing atop a Soviet tank preserving both democracy in the rapidly disintegrating Soviet Union and Mikhail Gorbachev’s neck The Bush Administration, preferring to deal with existing elites, had nearly blown it once again. Weinstein had also met with Yeltsin as recently as a week before the August 1991 putsch. As the drama was unfolding and Yeltsin’s and Gorbachev’s fates were unknown, Weinstein received numerous faxes and other communications directly from the Russian White House and from Foreign Minister Kozyrev. He shared them immediately with the Bush White House, where hegot no reaction.

It was, after all, Ronald Reagan who had stood before the Berlin Wall and exhorted Mikhail Gorbachev to dismantle the barricade. By contrast, it was George Bush who delivered a speech in the Ukraine urging the reformers to cease their efforts and support the continuation of the Soviet Union.

A similar predilection for dealing with elites rather than real people also explains the curious position the Bush Administration took on democratic reform in China and later its benign neglect of the worsening situation in Yugoslavia. Bush’s personal experience as U.S. Ambassador to China reinforced his loyalty to a regime that was systematically violating international human rights agreements, not to mention murdering its own people who were agitating for democratic reforms. The Administration’s lame explanation of its policy hardly comported with Bush’s lofty thetoric on human rights or his principled articulation of a New World Order after the Persian Gulf War.

When it came to Yugoslavia, the same patterns evident with respect to the elites in the Soviet Union and China began to repeat themselves. In this case, however, the Bush Administration’s inexplicable reluctance to endorse Croatian and Slovenian independence would return to haunt it during the 1992 reelection campaign.

The worsening crisis in central Europe made George Bush’s decisiveness

in the Persian Gulf look like an aberration. In retrospect, even his marvelously successful Persian Gulf War effort could not have been accomplished had it not been for the Reagan Administration’s defense and arms policies. Yes, George Bush masterminded, coordinated, cajoled, and sustained a remarkable alliance among a disparate collection of countries—including the former Soviet Union—but the actual muscle and high-tech firepower needed to win were the direct consequence of the Reagan-era defense buildup, which bought and paid for the weapons. Investments in new weapons systems made during the 1980s paid off in the first major military engagement during the 1990s. Bush depleted the inventory and sent aloft the Stealth bombers, Tomahawk cruise missiles, and jet fighters to soften up the Iraqi enemy before launching the troops during the 100-hour battle. His crowning achievement as President was but one more reminder of how much his Administration owed to Ronald Reagan. And yet, with one Communist regime after another crumbling, the President’s reluctance to support those emerging democracies led many to question whether the Administration truly understood the significance of what was happening and whether, with the Cold War ending, they were intellectually equipped to deal with these new situations.

Throughout his 1988 bid for the presidency, George Bush had Martin Van Buren very much on his mind. In the introduction to his autobiography, Looking Forward, George Bush acknowledged his familiarity with history:


 
Martin Van Buren served as Andrew Jackson’s vice president from 1833 to 1837. When Jackson left the White House, Van Buren succeeded him, defeating William Henry Harrison in the election of 1836. Since that time, reporters reminded me, no incumbent vice president has ever been elected to the presidency.14
 

Expecting to break the historical jinx, Bush noted that past campaigns, particularly the one in 1836, had “little or no bearing” on his own race in 1988. He then added the following prophetic observation: “even if [past campaigns were relevant], I have an ace in the hole: Shirley MacLaine—so I’ve been told—thinks I was Martin Van Buren in a former life.”15

Bush became the first sitting Vice President since Van Buren in 1837 to succeed his predecessor to the presidency by election. But there were more ominous—and apparently overlooked—similarities between the two Presidents. Each was considered an aristocrat more in touch with Eastern moneyed interests (Bush presided over the massive savings and loan cleanup; Van Buren championed a national bank, which was opposed by Eastern workingmen and populists who were part of the Jefferson-Jackson tradition) than agrarian or working-class concerns. Both had been preceded by extremely popular men (Andrew Jackson and Ronald Reagan) who made lasting impressions on the political life of their generation. Interestingly, both faced political rivals named Clinton.

The historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wrote of the Jacksonian reform period, “The driving energy of Jacksonian democracy, like that of any aggressive reform movement, came from a small group of men, joined together by essential sympathies in a concerted attempt to transform the existing order.”16 Schlesinger could as easily have been describing the Reagan years.

George Bush might have spent more of his time worrying about his similarities with Martin Van Buren than his differences from Ronald Reagan. Bush’s principal hurdle had been to break the historical trend and get elected in the first place, but he had obviously neglected the full import of Shirley MacLaine’s quip. For neither Martin Van Buren nor George Bush was capable of sustaining the momentum of his predecessor, and each was ultimately challenged for reelection by an opponent who championed fairness, class power, and the need for economic change. In many respects, each tried to “do it differently” in ways that effectively undermined his predecessor’s records and his own success as well. Each man was limited to a single term by a populist challenger promising a new direction.

No other President in our history was as well prepared to assume the presidency as was George Bush. Yet Bush’s lifetime of preparing for the nation’s highest office translated into an Administration whose sights were aimed unnecessarily low and whose expectations and aspirations for America’s future rarely advanced beyond uninspired platitudes.

The Bush Administration was a polite, not a political, operation. Compromise, camaraderie, and collegiality were the trademarks of Reagan’s successors. Nowhere was this limited horizon more apparent than in the development of domestic policy.

The absence of ideological commitment—the lack of direction accompanied by an innate desire to respond to others rather than to initiate something itself—meant: that the Bush Administration was often adrift without a rudder. In the Reagan days there were zealots—Jim Pinkerton affectionately called them the “nuts”—like Elliott Abrams, Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and later for Latin America, or Brad Reynolds, Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights, with principled beliefs for which they paid dearly.

Men like Reynolds and Abrams and my former boss at the Education Department, Bill Bennett, were constantly battling inside the Administration to achieve Ronald Reagan’s social and political goals. Don Regan, while a disaster as White House Chief of Staff, was a strong Treasury Secretary with sufficient clout to block efforts by David Stockman and Dick Darman (even then!) to raise taxes. There were also thoughtful, gifted people like Peggy Noonan and OMB General Counsel Michael Horowitz, whose energy and moral direction infused the Reagan Administration with agendas, options, and strategies for the social revolution it sought to achieve. Those people set the tone of the Administration and were indispensable to the policy and political successes achieved during the Reagan years.

Among the people nearest to George Bush, however, only Chief of Staff John Sununu came close to filling their shoes. And even his natural combativeness and disdain for internal debate was seriously eclipsed by an overall tone of “let’s get along” with the opposition to achieve, if possible, marginal successes rather than bold triumphs.

The often-repeated excuse for these compromises was the need to govern rather than to pursue some abstract or abstruse ideological agenda. When it came to governing, Bush relegated ideology to the back seat and sometimes left it on the curb. Competence was indeed what mattered most, but the Bush Administration did nothing with the many talented officials it managed to attract.

According to Martin Anderson, Ronald Reagan’s first domestic policy adviser, there were clear differences in the way policy was made in the early Reagan years and under George Bush:


 
“First of all, it was a misnomer under Reagan to speak of the Office of Policy Development. It wasn’t that at all, notwithstanding the name. Remember that Ronald Reagan had spent ten or fifteen years developing and honing his message, and he locked it in during the campaign. As a result, when we took over the White House in January 1981 there was not a hell of a lot of new policy for us to develop. Reagan had already done it. I thought of OPD as the Office of Policy Implementation. It wasn’t going to be a supermarket of things to choose from like it was under Jimmy Carter.

“Ronald Reagan knew what he wanted to do. From the outset he set the priorities which everyone knew: national security and economic growth, and in the first eighteen months, 90 percent of our efforts were on economic policy.”
 

Anderson was also emphatic in explaining that nobody inside the Reagan White House questioned the President’s priorities. There were lots of arguments and debates, but they were mostly over details and were confined to the seventy or eighty working groups on policy that were established simultaneously while the two main themes were being pursued.

“We worked very hard on this,” Anderson recalls. “I had ideas of my own, and I knew that Ronald Reagan liked them. So we were driving them. We were ruthless at it.”

Once again, the contrast between the Bush White House and his predecessor’s could not have been clearer. Bush enshrined process through his “Golden Rules” and ultimately substituted a flurry of activity for Reagan’s more focused, principled development of policy. Reagan was the hedgehog, and the various working groups of foxes were established to complement the President’s laserlike focus on the big picture. For Bush, there was no big picture, only foxes. There were multiple working groups operating in a vacuum without any overarching focus. Like our communications policy, domestic policy had become another mosaic. This structure became even worse when Sam Skinner replaced John Sununu. Martin Anderson put it succinctly when commenting on the various ways in which the Bushies set about to distinguish themselves from Ronald Reagan’s successes: “That’s dumb.”

In the Bush White House everyone was, essentially, nice. People rarely disagreed or argued over matters of substance. Roger Porter, in particular, liked things that way.

At one of our daily OPD staff meetings. Porter read at length from a letter he’d received from one of our former colleagues, Andy Sieg, who’d returned to graduate school at Harvard. Sieg had attended an evening seminar at the Kennedy School of Government on the presidency where someone in the press had characterized the Bush Administration as consisting of relatively junior aides who were extremely loyal to the President and never engaged in the type of personal infighting and leaking of stories to the press that occasionally occurred in the Reagan years. Porter read the letter to us with considerable pride. Later I said to Pinkerton: “Yes, that’s all true. But the reason there are no leaks is easy to understand: There’s nothing to leak.”

Ours was an Administration whose expectations were so low as to be virtually invisible. Policy disagreements rarely occurred, because there was a constant premium placed on harmony, inclusiveness, and, above all, politeness.

We were undoubtedly doing it differently from Ronald Reagan when it came to developing policy. The question, however, was what were we really doing? What kind of game were we up to when it came to developing policy in the Bush White House?

 
 

2
Playing Tennis
 It’s All Form 
 
Young Bingo, you see, is one of those fellows who, once their fingers close over the handle of a tennis racket, fall into a sort of trance in which nothing outside the radius of the lawn exists for them. If you came up to Bingo in the middle of a set and told him that panthers were devouring his best friend in the kitchen garden, he would look at you and say, “Oh, ah?” or words to that effect.1
—P.G. Wodehouse, Very Good, Jeeves! 
 

For the first three years of the Bush Administration, Roger Porter occupied the prestigious dark-panelled southeast corner office on the second floor of the West Wing. The notorious John Ehrlichman had worked there under Richard Nixon; Stuart Eizenstat occupied the office under Jimmy Carter; and Martin Anderson, Ed Harper, and conservative activist Gary Bauer served there under Ronald Reagan. Finally, it was Porter’s.

On the wall just inside the door of Porter’s office hung two seemingly identical framed black-and-white photographs, one above the other. The date was 1974, the location the White House tennis court: doubles with President Gerald Ford and George Bush on one side, and another individual and Roger Porter, then a thirty-year-old White House Fellow on leave from Harvard to serve as staff secretary to Ford’s Economic Policy Council, on the other. According to the New York Times, that was the first occasion on which George Bush met Roger Porter.

The top picture bore the following inscription: “To Roger Porter in appreciation of your warm kindness and loyal supporter [sic] and with admiration for your career accomplishments. Warm regards, Gerald Ford.” The other picture is dated August 15, 1989, and is signed by George Bush with the following handwritten message: “Roger—Eye on the ball, Bend your knees! Same place, 15 years later.”

The photographs are indeed identical. Bush had inscribed a duplicate of the 1974 picture to Porter as a memento of their long friendship. And while Porter and Bush—sometimes accompanied by Michael Boskin and Gregg Petersmeyer—still enjoyed playing doubles, things had very much changed during the intervening fifteen years for both men.

The tennis motif, memorialized on Porter’s wall, was not incidental or accidental. Along with the tenets of his strict Mormon upbringing, reinforced by his four years as an undergraduate at Brigham Young University, the game of tennis played a central role in Roger Porter’s outlook on life. Here’s how the New York Times’s Maureen Dowd presented it in her 1990 profile of Porter:


 
Roger Porter has a theory that you can learn a lot about people by watching them on the tennis court.

Take Mr. Porter himself, an expert player who often plays doubles with President Bush.

“A lot of players play impatiently,” he says, talking about tennis and about life. “And it is not easy in tennis unless you’re much better than your opponent, to score a lot of outright winners. My point is to win the point, but not to do it in any particular time frame.”2
 

And what a point, indeed! Why rush? Why hurry? Fake your time. and if you’re lucky you can play a full four-year term, perhaps even eight years. Maybe the court also has lights, so the game can continue at night. (Unfortunately, the one at the White House doesn’t, so the tennis—at least the tennis played outdoors—stops at sundown.)

Tennis was so essential to Porter’s outlook that he used to regale his staff each year with stories from his weekend spent selecting the next crop of White House Fellows who would devote a year to government service working at the right hand usually of some Cabinet Secretary, Deputy Secretary, or senior White House aide. Each year he would select a Fellow to serve in the Office of Policy Development, and we would hear how he judged prospective Fellows on the basis of their tenacity on the tennis court.

Did any of this make a difference in the White House Fellows selection process? It’s hard to tell, but what was interesting was the fact that during my first year at the White House, Porter asked me to help in the selection process to determine which Fellow should be offered a position in OPD. The incumbent Fellow who’d been selected the previous year—a bright young lawyer who’d also clerked for a Supreme Court Justice—and I both agreed on the same candidate, who was a quadriplegic. Our choice happened to be an expert on health care for the disabled with a proven record of published articles and academic achievement. He was, needless to say, someone who had also overcome immense obstacles. But Porter chose someone else, also an exceptionally talented person. Porter told us how he was taken with this young man who, while demonstrating absolutely no tennis form whatsoever, revealed an aggressive intensity in running all over the court to retrieve the ball This would have been difficult, no doubt, for someone in a wheelchair.

Porter joined the Bush Administration at its outset, once again leaving behind his tenured position at Harvard’s Kennedy School. Having sat out the Carter presidency, Porter returned to Washington during the Reagan years to hold a series of junior and mid-level economic and domestic policy staff positions under more senior Reagan advisers such as Martin Anderson and Ed Harper. In each instance Porter played second fiddle to someone else: He was the consummate staff member devoted to ensuring the integrity of the process rather than the content of the policy. As one former member of the Reagan Administration remarked, “Roger is great when it comes to following process, in making sure that all sides are faithfully represented in the deliberations and summarized in the staff memorandum that ultimately gets to the President. But don’t expect a lot of innovation or creativity coming from him. That’s just not his forte.”

“Eye on the ball” is one way to put it, and keep the ball within the lines of the court. Don’t really look for winners. Lob a lot. Stray a little too far in any direction and you lose the point. Maybe even your job.

The game of tennis came to characterize much of what happened in economic and domestic policymaking at the Bush White House, and Porter, a nationally tanked tennis player during his college days in Provo, Utah, and later while a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, brought a tennis mentality to the conduct of economic and domestic policy in the Bush Administration. Rather than set a new, bold, imaginative, or politically relevant agenda, Porter preferred to continue to play the role of loyal staff member, an unfortunate attitude, given his considerable talents and experience, that left him at the mercy of more aggressive colleagues like Richard Darman. Rather than play a leading role in developing most of the Bush Administration’s domestic and economic policy initiatives, Porter was content to operate within the confines of somebody else’s rules. He worked on whatever Sununu, Darman, or the President told him to work on. Except for national education policy (principally at the K-12 level). Porter preferred to hew to a safe script and systematically avoided areas—such as civil rights or the Administration’s inert economic opportunity agenda—that would prove divisive, controversial, ideological, or ultimately partisan.
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