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TO JIM










“Nobody dast blame this man. You don’t understand: Willy was a salesman. And for a salesman there is no rock bottom to the life. He don’t put a bolt to a nut, he don’t tell you the law or give you medicine. He’s a man way out there in the blue, riding on a smile and a shoeshine. And when they start not smiling back—that’s an earthquake. And then you get yourself a couple of spots on your hat, and you’re finished. Nobody dast blame this man. A salesman is got to dream, boy. It comes with the territory.”


—From Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman
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Author’s Note




THIS BOOK BEGAN with my interest in the appeal Reagan had for the American public and the direct connection he made to the national imagination. Demonstrably Reagan did much to restore the national morale even while the achievements of his administration seemed elusive to many. To study his rhetoric and political persona is to learn much about this country, and in particular about the myths, traditions and stories that sustain us and color our thinking about the world. Star Wars, or the promise of a space-shield to protect the country against destruction by Soviet nuclear missiles, seemed to me to be the place to begin since it was surely his greatest rhetorical triumph. What other President, after all, could persuade the country of something that did not, and could not for the foreseeable future, exist?

Reagan was an unusual politician and a most unusual chief executive. In the “kiss and tell” books of the late 1980s and early 1990s former officials told stories about Reagan’s ignorance of policy issues, his disengagement from the work of the government, his distance from other people and so forth. These books, coming on top of the revelations of the Iran-contra affair, led many Americans to conclude that Reagan was an aging simpleton with a few strongly held ideas. But this is not what those books say, nor is it a conclusion that can be drawn from his life and career. Reagan puzzled me for a long time. A number of his close associates described him as living in a world of rhetoric, performance and perceptions. But it was years before I understood the extent to which this was the case.

The book opens with a chapter about Reagan’s success in tapping into the mother lode of the American civil religion, with its substrata in nineteenth-century American evangelical Protestantism. As Reagan demonstrated, the national mythology is no dull centrist amalgam but rather a sparkling collection of elements, which, if arrayed on a spectrum, could appeal to the political right, center or left. His range and suppleness as a politician came from his ability to move through that spectrum, combining and recombining the elements at will.

Still, the Star Wars phenomenon was clearly not just of his making, but a collective enterprise.

Reagan’s 1983 Star Wars speech surprised everyone in his administration except for a few White House aides. His call for an initiative to make ballistic missiles “impotent and obsolete” was initially ridiculed in Washington and apparently dismissed. Two years later, however, the administration launched a major research program in anti-missile technologies, the Strategic Defense Initiative. In congressional hearings senior Defense Department officials, distinguished scientists and strategic policy analysts argued about laser weapons and boost-phase defenses as if these weapons were about to jump off the assembly line. Television news programs showed animated renderings of space-weaponry destroying the entire Soviet ICBM fleet. In Geneva, U.S. arms control negotiators called upon the Soviets to agree to the deployment of anti-missile defenses and to the radical reduction, and eventual elimination, of nuclear arms.

How could this happen? How did Reagan’s unworldly idea get through the gauntlet of technical experts in the Pentagon, the administration and Congress? What did administration officials hope to achieve in the arms talks? And what of the Soviet reaction? Was it true, as some said, that the idea of Star Wars frightened the Soviets into ending the Cold War?

How the rhetoric of Star Wars came into being and how it played out in Washington and in U.S.–Soviet negotiations as the Cold War came to an end is the main subject of this book. The quest for anti-missile weapons, however, continued after Reagan left office, and because in 1999 both the Clinton administration and Congress resolved to deploy a national missile defense system, I bring the quest up to date in an afterword.

Americans have always been skeptical of politicians and experts, but during the Cold War they trusted their government with national life and death. When it came to the Soviet Union, nuclear weapons and the balance of terror, they assumed their officials knew what they were doing and told them the truth. Yet to look back over the public record of the late 1970s and 1980s is to be struck by how little of what was said about these subjects had anything to do with reality. It is to enter a world of phantoms and mirages.

Reagan and his foreign policy advisers came into office on a wave of hyperbole about the Soviet threat designed to rally the American public to support a major military build-up. A number of Reagan’s advisers belonged to an ideological faction whose views had not been substantially represented in Washington since the 1950s. Like their counterparts in the domestic arena who proudly proclaimed that they had come to create a “revolution” in government, they were radicals, in the sense of going back to the roots, and their ambitions were high. Like their forebears in the Eisenhower years, they wanted to roll back the Soviet empire and win the Cold War. When they came into office, they conditioned their public statements, and often the official estimates, in regard to Soviet intentions and capabilities upon these ambitions. Essentially they were not much interested in the ins and outs of what was happening in Moscow.

By 1983 the newly empowered enthusiasts—dominant in the administration—had managed to upset the elaborate system of conventions developed over two decades by the U.S., its NATO allies and the Soviet Union. The conventions on arms control were never well understood by the public because they involved a set of abstractions and conditionals which few but the experts could keep any account of, and because they did not stop the arms race but permitted both sides to develop prodigious numbers of nuclear weapons and preposterous strategies to go with them. Reagan was at one with the public on this score. The conventions nonetheless served to allay tensions and keep the risk of a nuclear war at bay. In flouting them the enthusiasts managed to create the worst period of friction in U.S.–Soviet relations since the Cuban missile crisis of 1962.

The public reaction to this friction permitted those within the administration who believed in reinstating the conventions to come to the fore. The “pragmatists” were, however, in the minority, and for most of the years of the two Reagan administrations U.S. policies toward the Soviet Union reflected results of every skirmish in the long and inconclusive struggle between the two camps. Both sides claimed Reagan as their own, but he never decided between them. In fact the president played almost no role in working out the policies of his administration.

When the SDI program got underway, discourse about strategic issues lifted off from reality altogether.

Behind Reagan and his “dream” of a shield against missiles and a non-nuclear world, the two warring factions within the administration pursued separate and contradictory agendas and fought for control over policy. With both sides vowing allegiance to the “dream,” the battles within the administration became a shadow play in which maneuvers were hidden under layers of official deception and deceit. Washington journalists had great difficulty identifying the goals on each side, much less totting up the gains and the losses. In the U.S.–Soviet negotiations the administration’s positions were rarely what they seemed, and from time to time, the levels of deception went so deep that even the most astute defense experts in Congress failed to penetrate them. At the Reykjavik summit, for example, Reagan and Gorbachev seemed to be gambling with their entire arsenals of nuclear arms.

Meanwhile Gorbachev launched a political revolution in the Soviet Union. Few in Washington understood what he was doing or where he was going, and the Cold War was over long before the American foreign policy establishment knew it.

To study this period is to reflect upon the extent to which our national discourse about foreign and defense policy is not about reality—or the best intelligence estimates about it—but instead a matter of domestic politics, history and mythology.






CHAPTER ONE

The American Everyman




ON MARCH 23, 1983, President Reagan announced that after consultations with the Joint Chiefs of Staff he had decided to embark on a long-range research-and-development effort to counter the threat of Soviet ballistic missiles and to make these nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete.” The announcement, made in an insert into a routine defense speech, came as a surprise to everyone in Washington except for a handful of White House aides. The insert had not been cleared with the Pentagon, and although Reagan was proposing to overturn the doctrine which had ruled U.S. nuclear strategy for more than three decades, the secretary of defense and the secretary of state were informed only a day or so before the speech was broadcast.

In background briefings White House aides explained that the research effort would be directed towards producing space-borne laser and particle-beam weapons with the potential to provide a reliable defense for the entire United States. Most of the scientists and defense experts invited to the White House for dinner that evening expressed incredulity: the technologies were so futuristic they would not be ready for decades, if then, and the cost of an all-out development effort would be staggering. Some further objected that any effort to develop an anti-ballistic missile capability would lead to a new and more dangerous form of arms race with the Soviet Union.

Reagan’s proposal was so vague and so speculative that it was not taken altogether seriously at the time. Press attention soon shifted away from it and did not fully return until March 1985, when the administration launched the Strategic Defense Initiative with fanfare and asked the Congress to appropriate twenty-six billion dollars for it over the next five years.

At this point the debate over anti-missile defenses began in earnest, and journalists for the first time inquired about the origins of the proposal that Reagan had made so abruptly two years before. The President maintained that the idea was his to begin with, but said nothing more about it. However, Martin Anderson, an economist at the Hoover Institution and a former Reagan aide for domestic policy, told journalists that the idea had first come to Reagan during a visit to the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) that he had made at the beginning of his presidential campaign in July 1979. In his book Revolution, published in 1988, Anderson described that visit at some length. His account subsequently became embedded in the history of the Strategic Defense Initiative. Journalists, academics and official SDI historians have all quoted it in more or less detail—and small wonder, for it is a marvelous story. To paraphrase Anderson’s text, it is this:

On July 31, 1979, Anderson accompanied Reagan from Los Angeles to the NORAD base in Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. The visit had been arranged by a Hollywood screenwriter and producer, Douglas Morrow, whom Reagan had known for some years, and Morrow came along on the trip. NORAD, Anderson explains, “is the nerve center of a far-flung, worldwide network of radar detectors that alerts us to any surprise attack.” Its computers, he writes, would track a Soviet missile from its launch pad and give the President the facts he would have to rely on in deciding whether to launch a retaliatory strike. As for the command post, it is “a vast underground city, a multi-level maze of rooms and corridors carved deep into the solid granite core of Cheyenne Mountain,” with “a massive steel door several feet thick.” Once inside these portals, the visitors spent most of the day in a series of windowless conference rooms listening to briefings on the nuclear capabilities of the U.S. and the Soviet Union and on the means for detecting a nuclear attack. Towards the end of the day they were ushered into the command center, “a very large room several stories high,” which looked “just like such command centers do in the movies.” A huge display screen with an outline map of the United States covered one end of the room, and in front of it, facing video display screens with dozens of switches and lights, were “the young men and women who constantly monitor these displays for the first sign of a nuclear attack.” Later the visitors talked with the base commander, General James Hill, and the discussion turned to the issue of what could be done if the Soviets fired just one missile at an American city. Hill replied that they could track the missile but that nothing could be done to stop it.

On the flight home to Los Angeles, Reagan, according to Anderson, seemed deeply concerned about what he had heard. “He couldn’t believe the United States had no defense against Soviet missiles. He slowly shook his head and said, ‘We have spent all that money and have all that equipment, and there is nothing we can do to prevent a nuclear missile from hitting us.’ ” Towards the end of the flight he reflected on the terrible dilemma that would face a U.S. president if, for whatever reason, nuclear missiles were fired at the United States and concluded, “We should have some way of defending ourselves against nuclear missiles.”

Anderson then reminded Reagan of “the ABM debate that occurred early in President Nixon’s first term of office, of how we pursued the idea of missile defense and then, inexplicably, abandoned it.” He suggested that they look at “what technological advances had developed” and reexamine the idea. Reagan agreed, and a few days later Anderson, with the permission of the campaign manager, John Sears, wrote a memo on the broad issues of defense and foreign policy. In it he included a section proposing the development of a “protective missile system,” arguing that “the idea is probably fundamentally far more appealing to the American people than the questionable satisfaction of knowing that those who initiated an attack against us were also blown away,” and that “there have apparently been striking advances in missile technology during the past decade or so that would make such a system technically possible.”

According to Anderson, Reagan embraced the idea wholeheartedly, and so did a number of his key campaign advisers. However, Reagan’s political advisers vetoed the proposal on the grounds that “there was no way Reagan could discuss radical changes in traditional nuclear weapons policy without leaving himself wide open to demagogic attacks from his Democratic opponent.” The idea was then shelved, but, as Anderson tells us, only temporarily.1

This story of Reagan’s epiphany on Cheyenne Mountain is perfectly good history: General James Hill has confirmed the basic facts, and Reagan himself referred to his NORAD visit in an interview six months later when talking about the need for a defense against nuclear missiles. At the same time it must be regarded as something more than history. There is, after all, a high narrative gloss to the story, and in confirming it General Hill suggested that it had been somewhat dramatized.2 Though life may well have been imitating art, the story sounds very much like the allegorical stories Reagan habitually told to illustrate the meaning and moral of an action. Because it first appeared in public long after Reagan’s 1983 speech, it has always been understood in light of that speech, and as a reflection upon his exhortation to the scientific community to make “nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete.” In a sense it is a myth of origins.

Of course, looked at in a certain way, the story is pure comedy. To read it literally, Reagan did not understand that the U.S. relied on deterrence until eighteen months before becoming President of the United States. Taken to NORAD by a Hollywood screenwriter, he discovered to his amazement that ballistic missiles could not be stopped in mid-flight. While in the grip of this revelation, he was told by an economist from the Hoover Institution—and one of the architects of Reaganomics—that there might be a way to stop them. Then the economist, who apparently did not know why Nixon and his successors failed to pursue the idea of missile defenses, went off and wrote a memo proposing that the candidate call for a change in the entire strategic posture of the United States. Reagan was thrilled, and had it not been for his political advisers, he might have gone along with the idea—and possibly lost the election.

Though the story would seem to show that a supply-side economist was the brains behind SDI, there is another possible author of SDI in the story: the Hollywood screenwriter, whom Anderson inexplicably abandons as a character early on in the narrative. Could the screenwriter have orchestrated the whole drama of Reagan’s conversion and suggested the solution without Anderson’s actually knowing it? Doubtless not. All the same, his presence in the narrative, and Anderson’s observation that the NORAD command center looked like a movie set, seemed to lend credence to the theory held by a number of journalists and academics that Reagan took his missile-defense idea from a science-fiction film.

When Reagan announced his initiative in March 1983, the project was immediately dubbed “Star Wars” in the press. The title was a reflection not merely on the improbability of making nuclear missiles “impotent and obsolete,” but on the fact that Reagan in a speech just two weeks before had spoken of the Soviet Union as “the evil empire,” and commentators were still joking about “the Darth Vader speech.” Yet those who later maintained that Reagan took his inspiration for SDI from the movies were not joking at all.

In the mid-eighties Dr. Michael Rogin, a political scientist at the University of California at Berkeley, published a series of scholarly papers making a case that Reagan’s thinking was profoundly influenced by the movies he had starred in. The thesis seemed plausible to journalists covering Reagan, for by then many of them had noticed that Reagan took some of his best material from the screen. For one thing, he had a habit of quoting lines from the movies without attribution. For example, his famous retort to George Bush during the primary debate in Nashua, New Hampshire, “I’m paying for this microphone,” came from a film called State of the Union. For another thing, he sometimes described movie scenes as if they had happened in real life. Speaking to the Congressional Medal of Honor Society in December 1983, he told a World War II story of a B-17 captain whose plane had been hit and who was unable to drag his wounded young ball-turret gunner out of the turret; instead of parachuting to safety with the rest of the crew, the captain took the frightened boy’s hand and said, “Never mind, son, we’ll ride it down together.” Reagan concluded by telling the society that the captain had been posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor. But no such person existed: the story came from the 1946 movie A Wing and a Prayer 3 Within a month of this event Reagan told the Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir that the roots of his concern for Israel could be traced back to World War II, when he, as a Signal Corps photographer, had filmed the horrors of the Nazi death camps. Reagan, however, did not leave California during World War II; he had apparently seen a documentary about the camps.4

While screening some of Reagan’s own films one day, Dr. Rogin came across a 1940 Warner Brothers spy movie called Murder in the Air in which Reagan had played an American secret agent charged with protecting a newly invented superweapon, the “Inertia Projector,” capable of paralyzing electrical currents and destroying all enemy planes in the air. In the film a Navy admiral claims that the weapon “not only makes the United States invincible in war, but, in doing so, promises to become the greatest force for world peace ever discovered.” 5 Rogin thought it obvious that this film had influenced Reagan’s thinking about missile defenses. But there was another candidate: Alfred Hitchcock’s Torn Curtain, a 1966 film which revolves around an attempt to develop an anti-missile missile. In it an American agent played by Paul Newman declares, “We will produce a defensive weapon that will make all nuclear weapons obsolete, and thereby abolish the terror of nuclear warfare.” Reagan’s own aides were struck by the similarity of the language to that of Reagan’s speech.6

Historians of SDI have referred to these films as possible sources of Reagan’s inspiration. Yet in retelling the Anderson story they pass over the movie references in it, and they pay small attention to the role of Anderson himself. The story as they tell it focuses on Reagan’s epiphany about ballistic missiles and his resolve to end the existential tragedy of the balance of terror. This is, of course, the dramatic centerpiece of Anderson’s narrative, and, read with or without irony, it is a great story in itself. It is in fact the perfect complement to the SDI speech, and to read it without irony, as most SDI historians have, is to see that it has a very rich symbolic content. But, then, the same is certainly true of the speech.

A year or so after Dr. Rogin discovered “the Inertia Projector,” Professor G. Simon Harak of Fairfield University in Connecticut examined the SDI speech from a theological point of view. In an article published in the Journal of the American Academy of Religion, he asked why it was that Americans had become so enthralled with Reagan’s vision of SDI in spite of all the evidence that a perfect defensive shield was currently beyond the reach of science. The answer, he maintained, lay in the way in which Reagan had laid claim to the soteriology, or the salvation doctrine, of the American civil religion.

In his speech Reagan had said, “I call upon the scientific community in our country, those who gave us nuclear weapons, to turn their great talents now to the cause of mankind and world peace, to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete.” With this sentence, Harak writes, Reagan assumed the role of a prophet: he implicitly reproved the scientists for creating the Bomb in the first place and called upon them to redo their work. In reproving them thus he seemed to be identifying them—as they sometimes did themselves—with the “smiths” of mythology. Not only in the Norse myths but in other mythological traditions the “smiths” were at once feared and venerated because of their mastery over fire and metal; further, they were often portrayed as having their own agenda—as opposed to the master plan of the gods—and in a very human fashion creating mischief, or loosing disorder upon the world. Thus, in calling upon the “smiths” to redo their work, Reagan was asking for an act of redemptive reconstruction: the scientists were to restore the time of harmony and innocence before they had interfered with the God-given order of the world.

In the American context, Harak continues, the “smiths” are not just being asked to make up for their mischief in creating the Bomb; they are being asked to restore America to the time before it became vulnerable to nuclear annihilation: the time before the Bomb. In the American civil religion, he writes, America is seen as “the virgin land,” protected by two oceans and innocent of the corruptions of the Old World; it is also seen as a nation guided by divine Providence with the mission of bringing light to the world. That foreigners had the ability to attack America from the skies was in itself a pollution of this Eden. By calling for a defense that would make nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete,” Reagan was, Harak writes, holding out the promise that America might once again become an invulnerable sanctuary, its sacred soil inviolate, as it was in the mythic past; then the nation, unsullied, could once again undertake its divinely ordained mission to the world. “My fellow Americans,” Reagan said in peroration, “tonight we are launching an effort which holds the promise of changing the course of human history.” 7

Harak’s analysis may seem a bit farfetched, drawn as it is from two sentences in the SDI speech. Yet Reagan later spoke quite often of his desire to create a “space shield” or a “roof” over the United States, and his speeches were often filled with the rhetoric of American exceptionalism. As President he repeatedly affirmed that a “divine plan” put the American continent between two oceans, where people who “had a special love of freedom” could come and create “something new in the history of mankind.” Americans were God’s chosen people, and, according to Reagan, they had a purpose. Celebrating the anniversary of the Constitution in 1987, Reagan said: “The guiding hand of providence did not create this new nation of America for ourselves alone, but for a higher cause: the preservation and extension of the sacred fire of human liberty. This is America’s solemn duty.”

The nation, Reagan insisted, had to be a model to mankind, “a beacon of hope, a shining city,” with “a creed, a cause, a vision.” On dozens of occasions Reagan concluded speeches with John Winthrop’s image of the country as a “city on a hill” (or a “shining city,” as Reagan preferred it) and with Tom Paine’s words, “We have it within our power to begin the world all over again.” But Reagan, unlike Paine, was not calling for something new under the sun; rather, he was asking for a “spiritual revival” or a “moral renewal” or a “rebuilding” of America, “the land of our dreams and mankind’s great hope.” Our need, he declared in his 1981 inaugural address, was “to renew ourselves here in our own land” so that we would again “be the exemplar of freedom and a beacon of hope for those who do not now have freedom.” This was much the same message Harak drew from the SDI speech: at once nostalgic and forward-looking, at once isolationist and internationalist.8

Of course, many of those who listened to Reagan’s patriotic pieties did not actually hear them, so perfectly liturgical were they. American exceptionalism had Puritan roots—in the conception of the country as a covenanted New Israel—but it was in its complete form a secularized, or, rather, a deicized version of nineteenth-century Protestant beliefs about spiritual rebirth, reform and evangelism. Since the mid-nineteenth century these pieties had been a staple of American civic rhetoric, not only in the political arena but in every setting where patriotism might be invoked. The admiral in Murder in the Air and the American agent played by Paul Newman in Torn Curtain delivered the message of American exceptionalism as well as any Rotary Club chairman in speaking of the purpose of their superweapons. Yet in the 1960s and ’70s there had been some faltering in the incantation of this national mythology. American exceptionalism was challenged from the left, and, in the wake of the Vietnam debacle, domestic unrest and Watergate, Presidents Nixon and Ford found it difficult to use the rhetoric in any convincing fashion. Henry Kissinger did not believe in it, and Jimmy Carter, possibly because he was a devout Southern Baptist, tended to speak of what required redemption and renewal rather than of renewal, period. By the late 1970s many Americans seemed actively to crave such rhetoric—a surge in the membership of conservative evangelical churches was one evidence of this—and Reagan, who had never stopped speaking of American goodness, gave it to them like a diligent pastor. For the country Reagan’s rhetoric was a ceremony that recalled the golden age of economic prosperity and military success before Vietnam, Watergate, civil disturbances, the oil shock, the hostage crisis and other disorders.

Though some associated him only with Hollywood, Reagan was in fact supremely well equipped to preach this national revival. His mother, Nelle, became a convert to born-again Christianity at the turn of the century, and until he left college he was thoroughly immersed in his mother’s evangelical church. In later life he was far from a consistent churchgoer, but that in a sense was an advantage: the civil religion cannot be confused with any particular religion or it ceases to be national, and, as Jimmy Carter discovered to his dismay, it does not include all aspects of the Christian message in secular form. Yet it includes more than one, and Reagan had a range of expression quite exceptional among politicians of the 1980s.

In all the levity about Star Wars that followed a speech he gave on March 8, 1983, when he called the Soviet Union the “evil empire,” it was generally forgotten that Reagan was talking to the National Association of Evangelicals, and that, as the clergymen understood him, he was speaking about evil. This was not the first time he had applied the word to the Soviet Union. In a speech at West Point in May 1981, for example, he had referred to the assembled cadets as a “chain holding back an evil force.” 9 Yet the phrase “evil empire” had a much more precise theological significance. To conservative evangelicals, such as those in his audience, the phrase would trip-wire the whole eschatology of Armageddon. According to fundamentalist doctrine, derived from the Book of Ezekiel, the Book of Revelations and other sources, the evil empire will appear in the end-times under the leadership of the Anti-Christ; after a seven-year period of tribulations, Christ and his saints will fight the evil empire and confederated nations in a great battle on the field of Armageddon in Israel, and their victory will usher in the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth. The evangelical clergymen would not have been surprised that Reagan identified the Soviet Union as that empire, for ever since the Bolshevik revolution, fundamentalists had identified Russia as the Biblical “Ros,” where the Beast would appear.10

To look at the Anderson story about Reagan on Cheyenne Mountain in the light of Harak’s analysis of the SDI speech is to see a story that resonates with Biblical and mythological overtones. In that story Reagan can be seen as the innocent, the American Everyman who on the eve of his election must undergo initiation into the terrible secrets of power. Led into the “granite core” of a mountain—into the innermost sanctum of esoteric knowledge—he looks for the first time upon the horror that scientists and their masters have created for the country and for humankind. But then, rather than to accept initiation into the guardianship of this horror, as his predecessors have done, Reagan cuts through the arcane and dangerous knowledge with pure common sense and vows to deliver his people from impending doom. Anderson, his guide—his guardian angel or his Merlin—then shows him the road he must travel.

The Anderson story—or perhaps it is the Reagan story in that Reagan performed it for him—recalls a host of other stories, including some of the most powerful ones in the culture. It recalls, for example, “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” in which the adults are so blinded by deference to authority and their own hypocrisy that only the child, the innocent, can see the truth. The NORAD command center in the core of the mountain recalls the caves of the Nibelungen in Wagner’s Ring and the caves of Norse mythology, where the dwarves, the “smiths,” forge magical weapons: swords and spears which can never be broken and never miss their mark. In this setting the story is clearly that of the birth of the hero, or the moment when the pure youth receives his mission and sets forth on the difficult and dangerous quest. Here Reagan becomes Siegfried setting out to end the reign of the mischief-making dwarves and to restore the gods to their rightful place, bringing order once again to the world. Then, too, the story recalls a number of Biblical narratives about prophetic epiphanies and the banishment of scholastics and apostates, among them the story of Moses going up on a mountain to receive the tablets and descending to destroy the golden idol. It recalls Jesus’s simple response when the Scribes and the Pharisees spoke to him of tradition; and it suggests the story of the temptation of Christ, in which the devil takes Jesus up on a mountain and offers him all the kingdoms of the world in return for the acknowledgment of his authority.

Of all these stories, the New Testament narratives may be the most relevant, in that they have some very specific reverberations in the American tradition.

At least until the twentieth century, most American Protestants, from the Puritans on down, saw the Roman Catholic church as a vast, sinister institution, whose rites were conducted in an arcane language and whose priestly hierarchy interposed papal authority and scholastic tradition between the believer and his God. Identifying themselves with the early Christians, they called for the restoration of a simple, democratic church, whose sole authority was the Biblical word of God, and whose Scriptures were an open book, available to all. Evangelical Protestantism, which sprang out of the Second Great Awakening of the 1820s and ’30s, went a good deal further than Calvinism down this egalitarian, anti-institutional and anti-intellectual track. For evangelicals the emphasis was—and is—on the direct experience of Christ rather than on knowledge of doctrine or ritual practice, and on the individual rather than on the body of the church. Whether the evolution of American democracy in the nineteenth century created this particular form of Protestantism or vice versa, the same basic attitudes existed in the popular political movements of the period. The Populists, to pick just one example, tended to regard the financial centers of the Eastern Seaboard in much the same way that evangelicals regarded the Roman Catholic church. In secular as well as sacred contexts the primary conflict of American society was understood to be that of Christ versus the Scribes and the Pharisees, the pure and the innocent versus the worldly and corrupt, the plain people versus the cosmopolitan elite with its esoteric knowledge. Of course, by the early twentieth century urbanites regarded the Populists and fundamentalist evangelicals—the two united in the person of William Jennings Bryan—as provincial and backward-looking, as people left behind by the complex transactions of an industrializing society. Yet these “provincials” stood for the virtues still generally thought to be most quintessentially American: anti-elitism, distrust of the experts, a belief in democratic values, in plain speaking and common sense. It was they who created the American Everyman—or the part Reagan played in the Anderson story.

What all of this suggests is that the Martin Anderson story could stand as a synecdoche not merely for the appeal of SDI but for the appeal of Reagan himself. Certainly it is difficult to think of another politician who could have fit the role assigned to him so well. Anderson, an ardent supporter, spoke of Reagan as clear-sighted and steadfast—as a leader who could cut through the thickets of conventional wisdom with a simple truth. Tip O’Neill, the Speaker of the House and Reagan’s favorite antagonist, saw him, by contrast, as stubborn, simple-minded and ignorant of the world. Yet the difference between the two perspectives was merely the difference between the two paradigmatic views of American populism. Supporters and critics alike would agree on the character he projected, both as an actor and as a president. In his fine book on the Reagan presidency, Lou Cannon, the journalist who knew Reagan the best, described it thus:


Reagan was Illinois come to California. He was the wholesome citizen-hero who inhabits our democratic imaginations, an Everyman who was slow to anger but willing to fight for the right and correct wrongdoing when aroused. It was a role in a movie—personified by Reagan’s friend Jimmy Stewart in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington—in which homespun American virtue prevails over the wily and devious “special interests” that rule that nation’s capital.11


Throughout his political career, Reagan presented himself as a citizen-politician: an amateur who ran for office to restore common sense and common decency to a government which had grown too big, too complex and too far removed from the concerns of average Americans. There was always a populist and anti-intellectual theme to his rhetoric. The solution to the crime problem, he once said, “will not be found in the social worker’s files, the psychiatrist’s notes or the bureaucrat’s budget. It is a problem of the human heart. . . .” 12 And, as Cannon writes, Reagan evoked the image of Cincinnatus, the Roman general who left his farm to lead the besieged armies of his nation to victory and then returned to the plow.

Of course, as Tip O’Neill might have pointed out, Reagan and the role he played were not always the same thing. This “Mr. Smith” had, after all, spent half of his working life as an actor-celebrity and the other half as a professional politician. This “populist” often suggested that, with all the employment ads he saw in the newspapers, there was no reason for anyone to be unemployed or poor. This “Cincinnatus” did not go home for twenty-two years after first taking office, and when he did, it was not to a farm but to a three-million-dollar house in Bel Air. But, then, the Anderson story had a certain theatrical quality to it.

The drama of the story resides in the notion that Reagan had never actually contemplated the fact of American vulnerability to nuclear weapons before his visit to Cheyenne Mountain. This was plausible enough. Both those who saw him as Mr. Smith and those who thought of him as a bubble-headed actor could imagine that he never really had grasped this fact of life before. In actuality Reagan had been preaching the horrors of deterrence for some years before he visited the NORAD base. Addressing the Republican National Convention in 1976, he told the delegates: “We live in a world in which the great powers have poised and aimed at each other horrible missiles of destruction, that can, in a matter of minutes, arrive in each other’s country and destroy virtually the civilized world we live in.” 13

During his 1976 campaign for the Republican nomination Reagan often made the point that nuclear deterrence was like “two men pointing cocked and loaded pistols at each other’s heads.” Then, in a 1978 radio broadcast, he said, “If the Soviets push the button, there is no defense against them, no way to prevent the nuclear destruction of their targets in the United States.” 14 Even Mr. Smith could not have forgotten so basic a truth from one year to the next, and Reagan had, as it happened, a very good memory for the anecdotes and striking phrases that he himself had used before. Therefore, either Reagan reenacted the drama of his epiphany for Anderson, or Anderson, who certainly knew what Reagan felt about deterrence, used a bit more poetic license than historians generally consider legitimate.

Remarkably, however, the SDI historians who retell the story do not, with one exception, comment upon this piece of theatrics, even though several of them, including Anderson himself, also quote Reagan’s previous remarks about the threat of nuclear weapons. But, then, no one ever took Reagan to task for being a professional politician rather than the amateur he played.

The explanation surely has to do with the power of a good story and the power of Reagan as an actor-narrator. Reagan was a simple person in the sense that he believed in simple ideas (“There are simple answers, just not easy ones,” he liked to say), but he was not simple in the sense of being transparent. Reagan was not Mr. Smith. Yet he played Mr. Smith rather better than a real Mr. Smith might have played himself in front of cameras and a national audience. “Be yourself” is after all a command that only actors can respond to—and they do it by impersonating themselves. As Laurence Olivier has said, the art of mimesis consists in seizing upon certain recognizable characteristics and exaggerating them slightly, as opposed to copying all the overtones and subtle shadings that actually exist in life. Truth to an audience lies in some slight degree of caricature.15

All actors and all stories leave something to the imagination and lend themselves to more than one interpretation. In the Anderson story Reagan was playing a scene, not explaining precisely what was going through his mind. Left to the imagination is how Reagan conceived of a defense against nuclear missiles in July 1979. In light of the SDI speech, the account of Reagan’s epiphany with all of its mythical and Biblical overtones would seem to suggest that Reagan always thought of an ABM defense as a way to rid the world of the threat of nuclear weapons. Yet this cannot be established as a fact from the story, nor can it be established from Reagan’s speeches attacking deterrence. When Reagan compared the U.S. and the Soviet Union to two men with pistols pointed at each other’s heads, he never proffered an alternative. In an ideal world, would both men be disarmed—or only one of them? Reagan’s conservative supporters thought they knew what the answer was. Certainly they never thought of Reagan as a nuclear abolitionist or a closet one-worlder. Indeed, when during his second term as president he proposed the elimination of all nuclear weapons and embraced Gorbachev in Moscow, they claimed that he had changed, that he had abandoned all of his old principles. Possibly they were right, for Reagan did assume different roles. He did not always play Mr. Smith, the part was scripted for him when he began his political career in the 1966 campaign for the governorship of California. Before that he played a somewhat different character.

In 1954, with his movie career almost at an end, Reagan signed on with General Electric to be the host of a GE-sponsored television series and to make appearances around the country on behalf of the company. He stayed with the job for eight years. For the first couple of years, he spoke at GE plants, entertaining workers with stories of his experiences in Hollywood. Proving a popular speaker, he was sent out to Chambers of Commerce and other civic groups, and as time went on, his speeches grew more substantive. They also grew more and more right-wing. By the late fifties, he was denouncing all the New Deal measures still extant, from rural electrification to Social Security, and warning of the imminent demise of the free-market system. The Eisenhower administrations were hardly unfriendly to business, and yet Reagan grew more and more alarmist about the threat of creeping socialism. He took to calling the graduated income tax “this progressive system spawned by Karl Marx and declared by him to be the prime essential of a socialist state.” 16 In his 1965 memoir Reagan explained that his speeches “underwent a kind of evolution, reflecting not only my changing philosophy but also the swiftly rising tide of collectivism that threatens to inundate what remains of our free economy.” 17

At the time, Reagan was not generally thought of as an expert on the political economy, so to give authority to his argument he studded his speeches with statistics and scraps of information gleaned from newspapers, right-wing periodicals, conversations and fan mail. According to Reagan, the Federal Power Commission once handed natural-gas producers a 428-page questionnaire that would require seventy thousand accountant man-hours to fill out; U.S. foreign aid paid for the construction of a model stock farm in Lebanon with nine stalls for each bull; a Washington bureaucrat, whose job was to initial documents and pass them on to the proper agency, once initialed a document he wasn’t supposed to have read and twenty-four hours later was made to erase the initials and initial the erasure.18 When Reagan spoke about Communism, he would begin by describing his efforts to defeat a vast Communist conspiracy to take over Hollywood when he was on the board of the Screen Actors Guild in the late forties. With his credentials thus established, he would go on to speak in apocalyptic terms about the global Communist threat. Addressing the Phoenix Chamber of Commerce in 1961, Reagan declared, “Wars end in victory or defeat. One of the foremost authorities on communism in the world today has said we have ten years. Not ten years to make up our minds, but ten years to win or lose—by 1970 the world will be all slave or all free.” 19

The version of the standard speech he included in his 1965 memoir is perhaps the most eloquent. In the introduction, Reagan struck the theme that would unify the long address. Americans, he said, were faced with the choice of going up towards freedom or down into “the ant heap of totalitarianism,” and he warned“Already the hour is late. Government has laid its hand on health, housing, farming, industry, commerce, education, and to an ever-increasing degree interferes with the people’s right to know.” Reagan then made his way through a mass of statistics on wasteful federal spending on farm subsidies, urban renewal, welfare, youth programs, and Social Security, stopping from time to time to tell anecdotes about bumbling bureaucrats.

Towards the end of the speech he turned to the subject of international Communism. “We are faced,” he said, “with the most evil enemy mankind has known in his long climb from the swamp to the stars.” Having figured Communism as the devil (though in the context of Darwinian evolution), he went on to suggest that American liberals were making a pact with him because of their policy of accommodation, which was appeasement. And he said: “We are being asked to buy our safety from the threat of the Bomb by selling into permanent slavery our fellow human beings enslaved behind the Iron Curtain. To tell them to give up their hope of freedom because we are ready to make a deal with their slave masters.”

Though Reagan did not actually counsel an attack on the Soviet Union, he asked whether those Americans who believed it was better to be red than dead thought there was anything worth dying for: “Should Moses have told the children of Israel to live in slavery rather than dare the wilderness? Should Christ have refused the Cross? Should the patriots at Concord bridge have refused to fire the shot heard round the world?”

Americans, he concluded, had the choice of preserving “the last best hope of man on earth” or of sentencing their children to take the first step “into a thousand years of darkness.” 20

The year after Reagan published this speech in his memoir, he was running for the governorship of California with the backing of a number of wealthy Los Angeles businessmen anxious to unify the California Republican Party after the Goldwater-Rockefeller split of 1964. Under the tutelage of Stuart Spencer and Bill Roberts, the political consultants who had worked for Rockefeller, Reagan ran a mainstream campaign. Early on, Spencer and Roberts confronted Reagan with the fact that he was facing Governor Edmund G. “Pat” Brown, one of the most experienced and knowledgeable politicians in the state. It would therefore be unwise for Reagan to claim authority via his usual array of factoids and unsourced statistics. Reagan, they said, should play to his strength and campaign as a “citizen politician,” as a “Joe Doakes running for office,” as someone who shared the average voter’s sense of alienation from professional politicians.21 And Reagan did just that. The right-winger metamorphosed into the bland Mr. Smith.

The transformation was achieved more easily than might be imagined. On the one hand, Reagan took direction very well; on the other, there was far less distance between the American Everyman—particularly in the form of Jimmy Stewart’s Mr. Smith—and the quintessential fluoride-in-the-water right-wing crackpot than most Americans have ever wanted to admit.

In the late fifties and early sixties a group of distinguished American scholars, including Richard Hofstadter and Daniel Bell, wrote a series of ground-breaking studies on the radical right of the period: the McCarthyites, the John Birch Society, the Ku Klux Klan and other groups. One of Hofstadter’s contributions was his marvelous essay “The Paranoid Style in American Politics.”

In the essay Hofstadter begins by explaining that he is using the term “paranoid style” in much the same way that an art historian would speak of mannerism or the baroque. He goes on to describe the salient characteristics of the style—and much of his description would loosely apply to Reagan’s rhetoric of the early sixties. The central image, he writes, is that of a vast, sinister conspiracy, a gigantic yet subtle machinery of influence set in motion by forces of almost demonic power. The paranoid spokesman claims to know what others do not yet know, and sees himself as the center of an apocalyptic drama. “He is,” Hofstadter writes, “always manning the barricades of civilization. He constantly lives at a turning point. Time is forever just running out. Like religious millenarians, he expresses the anxiety of those who are living through the last days.” 22

Though these apocalyptic warnings run close to hopeless pessimism, Hofstadter continues, they usually stop just short of it, their function being much the same as the description of the consequences of sin in a revivalist sermon. The paranoid spokesman sees the world as a conflict between absolute good and absolute evil; thus social conflict is not something to be mediated or compromised; only total victory will do. He is obsessed by one subject. His particular enemy is the cause of all evil—not just some of the evils of the world, but every one of them. The enemy is the perfect model of malign intent, and yet, possibly because the enemy is a projection of self, the paranoid spokesman tends to imitate its ways. If the enemy is Communism, his organization sets up secret cells; if the enemy is the cosmopolitan intellectual, he outdoes him in claims to elite knowledge and in the apparatus of scholarship.

The paranoid style, Hofstadter pointed out, was not confined to the American radical right of the 1950s and ’60s. It was an international phenomenon, and examples of it could be found in many periods of history. In American history small explosions of it occurred in every decade from the founding of the Republic on. At the end of the eighteenth century, for example, at the time of the rise of Jeffersonian democracy, conservative Congregationalist divines, including the geographer Jedidiah Morse and Timothy Dwight, the president of Yale, announced that the United States had become the object of a Jacobinical plot conceived by the Bavarian Illuminati, and that this anti-clerical conspiracy would soon overwhelm the forces of religion and order across the country if Americans were not roused. In the 1820s Protestants in rural upstate New York attacked the Masonic Order—at that time a citadel of Enlightenment ideas—as a sinister elite conspiracy against Christianity and republicanism, some identifying it as an engine of Satan and one of the confederate powers that would fight against Christ in the battle of Armageddon. During the 1830s and ’40s nativist and anti-Catholic spokesmen spun fanciful tales of Jesuit priests, financed by the Catholic powers of Europe, infiltrating the country in deep disguise to subvert American freedom. There were a few paranoid spokesmen among the abolitionists and, later in the century, among Populist leaders, the latter imagining that an international cabal of gold traders was secretly plotting to undermine the economy and pauperize American farmers. The paranoid style, in other words, appeared within both reformist and reactionary movements of the nineteenth century and within groups that would be difficult to place on the spectrum of right to left.

Hofstadter finds important differences between nineteenth-century conspiracy theorists and those of the radical right in the 1960s, but his own account shows a relationship between them: a line of succession. What the nineteenth-century groups had in common was their close association with evangelical Protestantism. Most of them sprang from revival movements, and their “paranoid” rhetoric appeared side-by-side with new Adventist doctrines and new social- or moral-reform agendas. Many of the twentieth-century groups Hofstadter discusses, including the Ku Klux Klan and the John Birch Society, were closely associated with Protestant fundamentalism, and, like some of their nineteenth-century counterparts, were nativist and anti-Catholic. Senator Joseph McCarthy, a Catholic, was an exception to this rule, and yet, elected in Protestant Wisconsin, he created a new and ecumenical form of nativism by labeling his opponents “un-American.” To him, as to others of the radical right, Communism appeared in exactly the same dress as Catholicism had appeared to nineteenth-century nativist Protestants: as a vast international conspiracy with secret agents financed by foreign powers to subvert the Republic.

Like most nineteenth-century conspiracy theorists, the radical right-wingers of the fifties and early sixties were virulently anti-establishment and anti-intellectual. Though their economic program was far from egalitarian, they were engaged in a struggle against the cosmopolitan elite of the Eastern Seaboard, which, as they saw it, controlled Wall Street, the universities and the federal government. In this sense they could be called populists—though theirs was a form of populism that would make itself right at home in Scottsdale or Palm Springs.

Given this genealogy, the connection between the radical right-winger and the mythic American Everyman with his homespun virtues becomes easier to see. Related by their common origins in evangelical Protestantism and nineteenth-century populism, they shared certain salient characteristics. Anti-intellectual and anti-elitist, they both saw themselves as representing the plain folk, the real Americans, whom they picture as rugged individualists standing up to corporatism and collectivism. Both thought themselves commonsensical, and their enemies caught up in esoteric, irrational systems of thought. The radical right-wing movements of the 1950s and ’60s were distinguished by the ugliness of their temper. But if you took away their hostility and their elaborate, quasi-metaphysical theories, they might look very much like the party of Mr. Smith.

What most people seem to remember about Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is that it is the story of an endearingly naïve young man who, appointed to fill a vacant seat in the Senate, runs afoul of corrupt special interests, stands up for principle and eventually wins. Those who remember a bit more about the movie remember that Mr. Smith, who comes from some unidentified Western state, is bewildered by the ways of the capital and horrified when he discovers that his fellow senator, Joseph Paine, has sold out to the political boss of the state for the sake of his own presidential aspirations. Paine, Smith discovers, has sponsored a bill providing for the construction of a dam that the boss will profit from through kickbacks. Smith knows this because he has just written a bill that would establish a national boys’ camp on the proposed site of the dam. He objects. Paine, who has previously befriended Smith, takes his junior senator before the Senate Ethics Committee, claiming that Smith owns the land around the dam. The Ethics Committee, whose members have interests as murky as Paine’s, charges Smith with conflict of interest and calls for his removal from the Senate. Smith asks the people of his state to support him and filibusters on the floor of the Senate for twenty-four hours until the letters of support can arrive. However, since the political boss owns all the newspapers and radio stations in the state, the journalists report that Smith is guilty of conflict of interest. Therefore, all the letters that come in condemn Smith. But then, just as Smith is about to collapse from fatigue and disappointment, Paine rushes onto the floor of the Senate and confesses that he, not Smith, is the guilty one.

Mr. Smith is about the virtuous individual versus the corrupt system, but there are a number of overlapping themes.

To begin with, Capra creates what must be the apotheosis of the American civil religion in film. The score is a medley of patriotic tunes—“My Country ’Tis of Thee,” “Yankee Doodle,” “Taps,” and the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” among others—plus a few sentimental favorites, such as “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair” and “Auld Lang Syne.” In his unidentified Western state, Mr. Jefferson Smith is said by the governor’s children to be “the greatest hero . . . the greatest American we’ve ever had,” though for reasons the film quickly passes over. Arriving in Washington, Smith neglects pressing business to tour the national shrines—the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, Mount Vernon and so forth. The camera dwells on the statue of Lincoln, presenting him to Smith’s eyes, and to ours, not as the great debater, politician and statesman, but as an icon, the graven image of a martyr or a god. In his filibuster Smith reads all the national scriptures—the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and the Gettysburg Address—apparently for the edification of the other senators. Smith thus emerges with the mantle of pure patriotism swung about him, representing all that is good in the nation. In the end Senator Paine, abandoning his own selfish interests, rushes down the aisle of the Senate and flings himself on the low wooden railing in front of the dais. “I am not fit for office,” he cries. Clearly he is making an act of contrition, or having a born-again experience, on the altar rail of the national church.

What is disturbing about this theme is the suggestion of Caesarism or Bonapartism, if not something worse, for in the course of the film it becomes clear that the problem is not simply that there is corruption in Smith’s own state, but that all congressional politics are corrupt. Under the glorious capitol dome that Smith so venerates, there are a lot of cynical, small-minded men who, in corrupt solidarity with Paine, unjustly condemn the innocent Smith. However bumbling Smith is, and however much of an underdog, he is still in his own way a Siegfried among the scheming, deal-making dwarves. Charged with graft, he defends himself not by the legal route of proving that he does not own the land around the disputed site but by the demagogic tactic of calling upon the people of the state to attest to his virtue. This tactic does not succeed, because the boss and the political “machine” of the state tell the journalists what to write, and the people believe what they are told. Clearly the people are not responsible citizens, but a mob.

In addition there is the theme of nostalgia for a purer, more idealistic past. Senator Paine and Jefferson’s father, Clayton Smith, had been friends in the old days, when Smith had run a crusading four-page newspaper and before Paine had sold out to the bosses (also, presumably, before he had acquired his transatlantic accent). Clayton Smith, who is said to be “the patron saint of lost causes,” had taken up the case of a single miner against a mining syndicate and had paid for bucking the system with his life. Paine had found Smith slumped over a rolltop desk with a bullet in his head and his soft-brimmed hat still on him.

The third, and connecting, theme concerns the difference between boys and men: the boys are pure and idealistic and the men are cynical, powerful and corrupt. Smith, played by a very young Jimmy Stewart, is a hero to the children of his state because he is the head of an organization called “The Boy Rangers” and because he has helped put out a forest fire. When he gets to Washington—arriving with a basket of white pigeons—he behaves like a child, playing hooky amid the national monuments, and then like a shy adolescent in the face of Paine’s sophisticated, conniving daughter. The only possible love interest for Smith in the film is his worldly, somewhat older, secretary, who teaches him the ways of the Senate and says she loves him “like a mother.” The only friend Smith has in the Senate is a pageboy, and his only supporters are the boys of his state and, in the galleries of the Senate, a troop of boy scouts, or “Boy Rangers,” who come to listen to his maiden speech proposing a national boys’ camp. Childishly, Smith never asks himself whether the camp is a workable idea—or whether the dam might not actually help the people of the state in spite of the graft. No, he is right and the men are wrong. “Either I’m right, or I’m crazy,” he says. Confronting him with the political facts of life, Paine tells Smith, “You live in a boys’ world. This is a world of men, and it’s a brutal one.” Later Smith, in defending his proposal for the camp, counters, “Men all start life being boys.” In the end, when justice triumphs, it is the man, the surrogate father, Paine, who prostrates himself before the pure, innocent boy.

This last theme seems to beg for psychological interpretation, but, looking past that to the politics of the movie, Mr. Smith is clearly not the pragmatic republican that liberal historians have conjured up as the American Everyman. Indeed, given a different temperament, Mr. Smith might take his sense of victimization and create an explanatory structure around it having to do with the near-victory of demonic forces over the America he knows and loves. As it is, Smith sees himself as a lonely prophet, and the key figure in a national struggle of good versus evil. Like Hofstadter’s paranoid spokesman, he believes that individuals, and indeed whole societies, can be transformed overnight from one to the other. Because he believes himself to be without self-interest, he cannot imagine that politics might be a negotiation between legitimate interest groups; and no matter how much he reads the Constitution, he cannot understand that human societies require checks and balances. He is a believer in natural harmony. He is, of course, an optimist, but so, too, in the final analysis, is the paranoid spokesman. In a sense the two are alter egos; there is something quite childish about both of them. The difference is that the first Mr. Smith remains wide-eyed and extroverted, whereas the second one retreats into the solitude of his own imagination and creates the model of a hostile world in which trains will crash and armies will be swept from the board—unless he at the last moment intervenes to save them. Yet for both Smiths the world is controlled by powerful adults with whom it is impossible to negotiate.

Historically speaking, the connection between the two Mr. Smiths is nineteenth-century evangelical Protestantism. Indeed, its two major eschatologies—post-millennialism, or the belief that as a result of Christian zeal society will soon grow to such a state of perfection that Christ will return, and pre-millennialism, or the belief that society is falling into such sin and apostasy that Armageddon is nigh—more or less mirror their contrasting temperaments.

What made Ronald Reagan exceptional as a politician in the 1980s is that he could speak the language of both the post- and the pre-millennial Mr. Smith. As if in homage to Capra, he often told stories about unsung American heroes—ordinary people who by their moral courage and persistence had triumphed against all odds. He also liked to picture his antagonists, whether bureaucrats, liberals or professors, as a collection of faceless little men. Reagan always looked and sounded like the first Mr. Smith. Even in his seventies he had pink cheeks and a boyish charm about him that suggested modesty and goodness, and he was unfailingly optimistic. Yet sometimes, in a sweet and slightly bumbling manner, he would deliver the lines of the other Mr. Smith. He never stopped telling people that he knew the purposes of the Kremlin from his reading of Karl Marx, and like some earlier Cold War leaders, he sometimes came quite close to the paranoid style. For example, describing the purpose of American military aid to El Salvador in 1981, he said:


What we’re doing . . . is [to] try to halt the infiltration into the Americas by terrorists, by outside interference and those who aren’t just aiming at El Salvador but, I think, are aiming at the whole of Central and possibly later South America—and, I’m sure, eventually North America. But this is what we’re doing, is trying to stop this destabilizing force of terrorism and guerrilla warfare and revolution from being exported in here, backed by the Soviet Union and Cuba and those others that we’ve named.23


Two years later the President revealed to a joint session of Congress the probable consequence of inaction in Central America: “If we cannot defend ourselves there, we cannot expect to prevail elsewhere. Our credibility would collapse, our alliances would crumble, and the safety of our homeland would be put in jeopardy.” 24

In the course of his career, Reagan veered back and forth several times between the two rhetorical styles, but at no time was his oscillation more abrupt or more radical than at the time of his SDI speech.

Reagan’s March 23, 1983, speech is now generally thought of as his SDI speech, though only the last few paragraphs concern the initiative. The rest is what Washington journalists at the time called “the standard threat speech.” In it Reagan painted an alarming picture of the Soviet military buildup, called for a sizable increase in spending for offensive weapons and in peroration asked Americans to choose wisely between the “hard but necessary task of preserving peace and freedom and the temptation to ignore our duty and blindly hope for the best while the enemies of freedom grow stronger every day.” This mini-jeremiad echoed the “evil-empire” speech he had made just two weeks before. Reagan then changed gears. He had, he said, been talking with the Joint Chiefs of Staff about the need “to break out of a future” that relied solely on nuclear retaliation. “Over the course of these discussions,” he said, “I’ve become more and more deeply convinced that the human spirit must be capable of rising above dealing with other nations and human beings by threatening their existence. . . . Wouldn’t it be better to save lives than to avenge them?”

With hardly a paragraph of transition, Reagan had leapt from one form of millennial prophecy to another. No longer was the Beast slouching towards Armageddon, but the human spirit was rising towards heaven, and the enemy had disappeared. “We seek,” he continued, “neither military superiority nor political advantage. Our only purpose—one all people share—is to search for ways to reduce the danger of nuclear war.” In closing he declared, “My fellow Americans, tonight we’re launching an effort which holds the promise of changing the course of human history.” Here the innocent, optimistic Mr. Smith was asking his countrymen to undertake their time-honored task of making the world all over again.25

Still, Reagan’s call for a defensive shield could be seen to complement his earlier call for more offensive weaponry. Both proposals, after all, offered technological rather than political solutions to the problem of the Cold War. Further, a shield can be used for offensive as well as defensive purposes. Reagan acknowledged this objection in his speech and answered it by promising to share SDI technology with the Soviet Union as well as with America’s allies. The proposal was never taken seriously in Washington, much less Moscow, yet that was precisely what the American admiral in Murder in the Air and the Paul Newman character in Torn Curtain had proposed: their superweapons were going to make the United States invincible in war and then the great force for world peace. Movie audiences suspended disbelief, for to Americans it seemed perfectly plausible that the United States would disarm its enemy and then seek no advantage for itself.

The promise of an anti-missile shield was surely Reagan’s most characteristic idea, for, being perfectly ambiguous, it had appeal for both Mr. Smiths: for the pre-millennialist who saw enemies advancing from all quarters and for the post-millennialist who believed that the human spirit could rise to an almost godlike state of disinterestedness. It was the ambiguity inherent in the idea which allowed Reagan to make the transition between a vision of the Soviet Union as the “evil empire,” and a vision of world peace and disarmament. These perceptions seemed contradictory to many in his administration, but in the national liturgy they were merely a harmonic interval apart.

Though a defense shield might have been the conception of either the pre-millennial of the post-millennial Reagan, it was certainly that of Reagan the actor and storyteller. A perfect anti-ballistic missile defense was beyond the reach of technology. It was just a story, and yet to trust the polls, the idea had great popular appeal in the mid-eighties, and many Americans believed such a thing could be built. In that sense the Strategic Defense Initiative was Reagan’s greatest triumph as an actor-storyteller. The fact that the program did not produce a single weapon only helped Reagan, for had it produced some sort of ABM system, the story with all of its mythic overtones would have given place to a piece of technology with a lot of practical difficulties attached. Politically at least, anti-missile defenses were better air than metal.

According to Cannon, President Reagan used to bridle when his movie career was mentioned in the press, for so often in the past his opponents had joked about his old movies and tried to dismiss him as “just an actor.” (It was only in the last month of his presidency that he spoke of the link between his two careers, telling David Brinkley that he sometimes wondered how anyone could do the job who hadn’t been an actor.)26 Similarly, Reagan was annoyed when his defense initiative was dubbed “Star Wars.” Richard Perle, however, his brilliant young assistant secretary of defense, told colleagues that he thought the name wasn’t so bad. “Why not?” he said. “It’s a good movie. Besides, the good guys won.” 27 What Perle meant, of course, was that the George Lucas movie—which was far better known than the initiative at this point—had good associations for people that might rub off on the program. Perle might have said much the same thing about Reagan’s movie roles, for the aura of the decent all-American hero he had so often played hung about Reagan in his political career. And Reagan surely knew this. In a commencement address at Notre Dame in 1981 he described how the role of the Gipper came his way and then made the film Knute Rockne—All American into an allegory of American patriotism. As Paul Erickson has pointed out in his marvelous analysis of Reagan’s rhetoric, Reagan managed to read himself into both the role of Rockne and that of the Gipper, and, by moving back and forth between fiction and the real world, to associate Rockne and his team with the Founding Fathers.28 He also managed to move American history and the American future into the safe space of a movie in which the good guys won.

Still, an actor’s roles and his persona are two different things. Those who associated Reagan with the roles he played were in some degree suspending disbelief, just as people do in the movies. On the other hand, those who pointed to the President as a former actor or “just an actor” were focusing attention on the possibility of deception or inauthenticity. This was, of course, what worried Reagan, both in regard to himself and in regard to the name “Star Wars.” Yet some movie actors are not just actors but celebrities—stars—who inhabit a magical realm somewhere between the real world and fiction. They are a kind of royalty, not just because they light up rooms with their entrances but because, unlike partisan politicians, they belong to all of us equally. What is more, even the aura of inauthenticity—or unreality—they bring along with them has its attractions. Anderson’s story of Reagan’s epiphany on Cheyenne Mountain suggests the purposes the aura might serve.

Reagan surely would have disliked the movie references in the story of his conversion to anti-ballistic missile systems. Certainly, when he spoke of the NORAD visit, he did not say that it had been arranged by a screenwriter. And yet these references do a great deal for the story. Because movies are the common currency of American life, Anderson was describing the NORAD command center in the most efficient manner possible when he said that it looked just the way such command centers do in movies. He was also triggering that slight sense of unreality that most people feel when contemplating the possibility of a nuclear war. His own discussion of Soviet first strikes is far less alarming than it otherwise would have been, and, given the light touch, neither he nor Reagan has to play the heavy: both are at one remove from actually thinking about weapons systems and nuclear war. Of course, to look at the symbolic content of the story, the Hollywood set makes a bizarre backdrop for the epiphany scene with all of its mythic and Biblical implications; it gives the whole story an uncomfortable post-modern quality. But there is a strategy to post-modern design: with a hint of play, or self-conscious levity, the liturgical repetition of classical forms cannot be dismissed as trite or impossibly earnest. In the case of the Anderson narrative, the movie references provide a bubble-gum-pink coating for an extremely heavy dose of symbolism. Readers may think they have just seen Reagan wandering about a movie set dreaming of an Inertia Projector, whereas in fact they have swallowed the whole epiphany, complete with Siegfried, and Christ among the Pharisees.

In the same way, those who sneered that Reagan was “just an actor” were not necessarily producing the effect they intended. According to the polls, large numbers of Americans voted for Reagan who did not agree with many of the conservative positions he took. Many of these liked the character Reagan projected, but some of them must have told themselves that Reagan was, after all, only an actor, so there was no need to take his rhetoric too seriously: perhaps he did not really think the Soviet Union was “evil,” and even if he did, responsible people in his administration would surely prevail. By 1983 a fair number of Republicans who thought they had voted for a good-natured actor had unhappily concluded that they had elected an ideologue. Conversely, by 1988 conservative spokesmen in Washington were complaining that the man they had thought a true conservative had turned out to be a man without substance or principles, particularly when it came to his dealings with the Soviet Union. These spokesmen, however, represented only a small fraction of the public. Most Americans did not want a continuing state of conflict with the Soviet Union, and had never been ready to send American boys to fight Communism in Central America—and they were extremely happy when Reagan turned out to be less than serious about either enterprise.

In fact, it could be argued that what Americans really wanted in the 1980s was an actor for President. Many, after all, were able to persuade themselves that America was “back” and “standing tall” when American troops managed to occupy the island of Grenada. And many thought the handsome front-man, Colonel Oliver North, a red-blooded American hero. Even at the time, the 1980s was not thought of as a period of national dedication and sacrifice, but rather as a time of false prosperity, indulgence and speculation, when even the most solid middle-class citizens dreamed of getting something for nothing. Most Americans wanted military spending and a tax cut; they wanted a tax cut and Social Security with cost-of-living increases; they bought junk bonds and forgot the risk associated with them. They went to visit theme parks rather than real places, and they seemed to want a President who could speak all the lines of FDR and Churchill and Tom Paine without seriously threatening to act upon them. Certainly they did not seem to mind that the President who spoke of homespun virtues and old-fashioned family values was a divorcé who rarely saw his children or went to church and whose wife shopped on Rodeo Drive. In the days of Jim and Tammy Bakker, when Pentecostalists prayed for the miracle of a Cadillac, who wanted the innocent, self-righteous Mr. Smith? Who wanted a real populist, anyway? Better an actor who could play Mr. Smith but who, reassuringly, spent the Christmas season in Palm Springs. Better a President who would promise the miracle of a perfect defense and world peace without preaching the need for struggle or compromise. Reagan, the actor and politician, may have understood this.






CHAPTER TWO

The Making of an Orator




“The motion picture business presents right and wrong as the Bible does.By showing both right and wrong we teach the right.”

—HARRY WARNER 1


RONALD REAGAN always associated his childhood with Dixon, Illinois, a small town on the banks of the Rock River surrounded by dairy farms and open country. And the people of Dixon claimed him as their own. When he became a famous actor, and later in his life, they always spoke of him as he was at age seventeen or eighteen, when he was a hometown celebrity. In his last year of high school Reagan was nearly six feet tall, handsome, and muscled in the way that swimmers are. He was class president and the star of the drama club, and a tackle on the varsity football team. Every summer he worked as a lifeguard at Lowell Park, on a part of the river where dangerous currents swept along the forested bluffs of the far shore. In seven summers on the river he saved seventy-seven people from drowning. Dixon people remembered him as poised, self-possessed and nice to everyone. He taught Sunday school, dated Margaret Cleaver, the pretty, intelligent daughter of the pastor in his mother’s church, and saved up money for college. He was, people said, an all-American boy with a good sense of humor.2

As a politician Reagan associated himself with Dixon and with the stability, neighborliness and rock-solid middle-class values of a small Midwestern town. But he spent most of his childhood living out of a suitcase in less-than-middle-class circumstances, his parents at odds with each other and constantly on the move.

Both of Reagan’s parents had grown up on farms and had no more than primary educations, but they were urban people—people of the air, as opposed to the earth—who worked, as might be said today, in communications. His father, John Edward Reagan, whom everyone called “Jack,” was of Irish Catholic stock. Dark, muscular and good-looking, he was a salesman and a dashing dresser with the gift of gab. “No one I ever met,” Reagan wrote in a memoir, “could tell a story better than he could.” 3 His mother, Nelle Clyde Wilson, was of Scots-English extraction; blue-eyed, auburn-haired and energetic, she taught herself elocution, became a lay evangelist for her church and star performer in a group that gave dramatic readings of passages from plays, speeches and books. “Nelle really threw herself into a part,” Reagan wrote. “She loved it. Performing, I think, was her first love.” 4 Married in 1904, the two had their first child, Neil, nicknamed “Moon,” four years later. Ronald, called “Dutch” because his father said he looked like “a fat little Dutchman,” was born in Tampico, Illinois, on February 6, 1911.

Restless and ambitious, Jack took the family from Tampico to Chicago, then to Galesburg, Monmouth and Tampico again before settling in Dixon in 1920. Working as a clerk, and always at the largest and best-stocked emporium in town, he dreamed of success as a manager or an owner of a first-class store.5 His opportunity seemed to come when a former employer gave him the financial backing to open a shoe shop in Dixon, but the Fashion Boot Shop never did enough business for him to buy into it, and his earnings were often small. Reagan wrote that his life in Dixon was “sweet and idyllic as it could be,” 6 but in the ten years he lived there, the family moved five times, always renting, and always to smaller quarters than before. Nelle took in sewing and, when she had a house, she took in boarders to make ends meet. Dutch slept with his brother in one small bed and wore hand-me-down clothes; there was always food on the table, but the main meal, at noon, often consisted of hamburger meat mixed with a batch of oatmeal.7 A committed Christian, Nelle always looked on the bright side and insisted that there were people much worse off than they. Quietly she pushed her sons towards education and a better life, taking them with her to lectures, readings and plays. According to Reagan, she always saw the best in people, whereas Jack was a cynic with a mordant wit. Jack was also an alcoholic, a binge drinker who would go on sprees lasting days.8

Jack was sober for long stretches of time, but, in Reagan’s memory at least, the threat of his binges always hung over the family, particularly on holidays and family celebrations, when Jack was most likely to go on a bender. According to Reagan, Nelle never blamed Jack for his bouts with the bottle and told the boys that alcoholism was a sickness over which he had no control.9 Perhaps she told the boys that, but if so, it was surely just for their sake.

Born a Methodist, Nelle did not take religion very seriously while growing up: she married a Catholic and promised to have her children reared as Catholics. But in the sixth year of her marriage, the year before Dutch was born, she was baptized by immersion into the Disciples of Christ Christian Church. An evangelical offshoot of Presbyterianism, the church had a literalist interpretation of the Bible and an optimistic post-millennial theology, which placed emphasis on individual responsibility and social reform. Champions of the work ethic, the Disciples were strongly pro-temperance—they regarded drinking as a sin—and they were militantly anti-Catholic. Nelle threw herself into church activities. She went to prayer meetings two nights a week as well as Sunday services, and on settling in Dixon she became the leader of a women’s Bible group, a Sunday-school teacher and a local missionary, making regular visits to prisoners and patients in state mental hospitals. She also ministered to friends and acquaintances in distress and developed a reputation for healing by prayer.10

The Disciples of Christ clearly suited Nelle’s optimistic and activist temperament, and she became a much-respected member of the community. All the same, it is difficult not to see her conversion to that church as a reproach to her husband, and her constant round of church activities as escape, or, more positively, an attempt to make a more satisfactory life for herself apart from him. In later life the two Reagan boys never complained about her absences, but they described them, and by other accounts she spent a great deal of time in the service of others and away from home.11 Then, as so often happens in unhappy marriages, the two boys took sides. Moon took his father’s part, Dutch his mother’s, and the two boys developed according to their allegiances.

An extrovert and an athlete, Moon rebelled at his mother’s strictures and went off with rowdy friends; brash and articulate in the way his father was, he became a cutup and spent time at the forbidden pool hall. Nelle had both boys baptized into her church, but at the age of eighteen Moon converted to Catholicism.12

Dutch by contrast was a quiet child, obedient and withdrawn. “As a kid I lived in a world of pretend,” he once said. “I had a great imagination. . . . I used to love to make up plays and act in them myself. . . . But by the time I was [eight or nine] I felt self-conscious about it. People made fun of me. . . . ‘What are you doing, kid? Talking to yourself ?’ Enough people make cracks like that, and a sensitive boy . . . begins to feel a little silly. . . . So from then on he doesn’t pretend openly.” 13

Small as a boy, Dutch was acutely shortsighted—though neither he nor his parents realized it until he happened to look through his mother’s glasses at the age of thirteen. He learned to read at an early age, and since he could not see the blackboard, he developed an almost photographic memory for words on the page. He had playmates, he remembered, but he spent a good deal of time alone. He wandered the countryside, dreamed of being a trapper and at the age of ten began to check books—mostly boys’ adventure stories—out of the library every weekend.14 “I was a little introverted and probably a little slow in making really close friends,” he wrote of his first years in Dixon. “In some ways I think this reluctance to get close to people never left me completely.” 15

Reagan’s myopia prevented him from playing baseball, but it did not stop him from playing football. He was never a very good football player, but he made the high-school varsity by sheer scrappiness and determination. Lou Cannon wrote that football seemed to fill some deep need in Reagan. In 1981 Reagan told an interviewer that football “is the last thing left in civilization where two men can literally fling themselves bodily at one another and not be at war. It’s a kind of clean hatred. . . . I know of no other game that gave me the same feeling football did.” 16

It was a side of Reagan that showed up in few other ways. As far as Dixon people were concerned, Dutch at the age of seventeen had no darkness in his nature.17

In the fall of 1928 Reagan entered Eureka College, a Disciples of Christ liberal-arts college eighty miles south of Dixon, with twenty in faculty and just under two hundred students. Margaret Cleaver entered the same class, and Moon, who initially refused to go to college, followed a year later. The college found enough work for the two boys to pay their tuition and board. Dutch majored in sociology and economics, but he was an indifferent student; he relied on his photographic memory to get him through with passing grades. His interests lay in sports and drama. He made the football team, coached swimming, starred in college productions and won a national award for acting. He also became class president, and on one celebrated occasion he made a speech in support of a student-faculty protest against a highly unpopular college president. “I discovered that night,” he later wrote, “that an audience has a feel to it, and in the parlance of the theater, that audience and I were together. . . . It was heady wine.” 18

While Reagan was in college, the Depression hit, the Fashion Boot Shop folded and his father took to the road, first as a traveling salesman and then as the manager of a small, cheap shoe store in Springfield, Illinois. Nelle went to work in a dress shop, and the marriage faltered. Friends and neighbors suggested she get a divorce; she told them her religious principles would not allow it.19 On Christmas Eve, 1931, when Dutch and Moon were home from college, a special-delivery notice arrived for Jack telling him he was fired from his Springfield job. He and Nelle had to move into a one-room apartment, and Dutch sent money home.20 The following year, Jack’s life took a turn for the better. A lifelong Democrat, Jack worked hard for Franklin Roosevelt, and when his man was elected, he was rewarded with a job as district manager for the New Deal emergency-relief programs. He found the job fulfilling, and his drinking problem subsided. But in 1934 he suffered a severe heart attack and thereafter could not work at all. Dutch, who had by then found a well-paying job, supported his parents for the rest of their lives.


In his high-school years Dutch began to find mentors among the older men he admired: the Christian Church minister, his drama teacher and successful businessmen who brought their children to Lowell Park. This practice, which continued throughout the first half of his life, was surely a healthy way of compensating for his father’s emotional absence, and often it had more than psychological rewards. In his last year in college he was taken up by Sid Altschuler, a wealthy Kansas City businessman with ties to Dixon, and when he graduated, he asked Altschuler’s advice about getting a job. Dutch loved acting, but the idea of becoming an actor seemed so impractical he didn’t even bring it up. Instead he spoke tentatively about going into radio broadcasting. Altschuler told him radio was a growth industry and one that had many opportunities to offer if he could get in on the ground floor.21

On the strength of the endorsement, Dutch hitchhiked to Chicago and then to Davenport, Iowa, where he found a job as a sportscaster at a local station. He was an immediate success. Articulate and imaginative, he had a talent for giving vivid descriptions of the crowds, the players and the dramas of the game. He covered the nearby sports events in person, but he narrated the baseball games in Chicago from the telegraphed codes sent into the station after each play. Though he had never seen a major-league baseball game, he described the games as if he were there, making up accounts of the action on the field, the changing weather conditions, the mood of the spectators and so forth from his own imagination. On one occasion the wire went dead just as the game was tied up in the ninth inning, and for six minutes Reagan described foul ball after foul ball until the wire came back again. The batter had popped out on the first pitch.22

In 1933 Reagan moved to Des Moines, Iowa, with the station and, thanks to a new and more powerful transmitter, his mellow voice became well known throughout the Midwest. Moon followed him and found a job which eventually led him into network production and from there into a successful career in advertising. Margaret Cleaver, however, went to Europe and a year later wrote Dutch that she was going to marry a young foreign-service officer. Reagan was shocked. He had been engaged to Margaret for years and always assumed he would marry her. But she thought he lacked ambition, a sense of adventure and cultural curiosity. “He was always a leader,” she later said. “Still, I didn’t think he’d end up accomplishing anything.” 23

In Des Moines, Reagan, now financially secure, began to expand his horizons. He joined a cavalry regiment as a reserve officer and learned to ride; he dated a number of attractive women, interviewed sports stars and other visiting celebrities and got to know the politicians in town. He took all of this in his stride, and four years later his dream of becoming an actor no longer seemed impossible. In February 1937 he went to Los Angeles on a spring-training trip with the Chicago Cubs. Through an actress friend he found an agent, and, exaggerating his acting experience and his salary at the radio station, he got a screen test at Warner Bros. The studio liked his clean good looks, his natural manner in front of the camera. Jack Warner gave him a contract and shortly afterwards the lead in a B-picture about a Midwestern sportscaster.24

In the thirties the Hollywood studios, each with its stable of contract actors, were making enormous numbers of films a year, most of them low-budget pictures that could be shot in a matter of weeks. For an actor, and particularly for an actor like Reagan, it was a great time to come to town. Reagan made eight pictures in 1938, eight in 1939 and seven in 1940. Disciplined and aided by his photographic memory, he always showed up on the set with his lines perfectly memorized and his character well thought out. He took direction well, and he did everything the publicity department asked of him. Jack Warner, the tyrannical head of the studio, liked him. Reagan—now Ronald not Dutch—played leading roles in the B-pictures and supporting roles in the major features. Often he played stock figures: a wise-cracking reporter; an earnest, idealistic young man. In three films he played a comic-strip action hero, Lieutenant “Brass” Bancroft of the Secret Service. His idols were Spencer Tracy, Gary Cooper and Jimmy Stewart, and he watched many of their pictures, including Mr. Deeds Goes to Town, Meet John Doe, and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, over and over again. In the judgment of the Hollywood biographer Anne Edwards, his own acting lacked passion and friction, but he was good at light, romantic comedy: he read lines well, and his timing was perfect.25

In 1940 Reagan married Jane Wyman. Louella Parsons, the powerful Hollywood gossip columnist, who also came from Dixon, Illinois, virtually arranged the marriage. The fan magazines immediately cast Ronnie and Jane as the Perfect All-American Couple, two innocent young sweethearts in love for the first time—though in fact Wyman had been married before. That same year Reagan made a breakthrough as an actor in Knute Rockne, playing the talented Notre Dame football player George Gipp, who died of pneumonia in his senior year. His success led to parts in other A-pictures, an official studio designation as a star and a salary of a thousand dollars a week. In 1941 he joined the board of the Screen Actors Guild.26 He also made King’s Row, a melodrama in which he played Drake McHugh, a rake who has his legs amputated by a mad surgeon. He later considered King’s Row his best film, but, as Garry Wills points out in Reagan’s America, Reagan is for most of his time on the screen the light, witty fellow of his earlier films. As for the scene in which Drake McHugh comes to consciousness after the operation and cries, “Where’s the rest of me?” McHugh is off camera for much of the time. The scene belongs to Ann Sheridan as Randy, not to Reagan.27

In 1942 Reagan went into active service in the Army. Still entranced with the image of the Perfect Couple—now one with a baby girl, Maureen—the fan magazines pictured him as going “away” or “off to war” while Jane bravely endured the anguish of a separation.28 In fact, Reagan, far too myopic to be sent into combat, spent most of the next three years at the First Motion Picture Unit of the Army Air Corps at the old Hal Roach Studios in Culver City. He saw his family regularly and even acted in a Warner Bros. film, This Is the Army, a musical adapted from Irving Berlin’s Broadway hit. Otherwise, he made Air Corps training films, often with footage of real combat wrapped around his scenes.29 In his 1965 memoir Reagan tells us that he was driving over to the Disney Studios when the explosion of the atomic bomb was announced. But he also tells us, “By the time I got out of the Army Air Corps, all I wanted to do—in common with several million other veterans—was to rest up awhile, make love to my wife, and come up refreshed to do a better job in an ideal world.” As if he had actually been away.30


The immediate post-war world was far from ideal for Reagan. For one thing, his career went into a stall. Reagan supposed that King’s Row would propel him into stardom, and he had a million-dollar contract with Warner Bros., which his agent Lew Wasserman of MCA got him while he was in the Army. But for months no scripts came his way, and in 1947 he made two films that flopped. At bottom the issue was what kind of an actor he was, or could be, and Reagan and the studio did not see eye-to-eye on the question. Wyman, who had always been typecast as a dizzy blonde, was turning into a serious actress. She worked hard at her acting and took unglamorous roles—an alcoholic’s fiancée, a sternly tried mother—and in 1948 she won an Oscar for playing a deaf-mute teenager. Reagan had no such ambitions. For him the movies were entertainment, and he wanted to be a star. He never took drama lessons or worked in small theaters, as many contract players did, and he never sought roles that would deliver him from typecasting or challenge him to plumb any emotional depths. He wanted to be typecast. The problem was that he wanted to be another John Wayne or Errol Flynn—a hero in action-adventure movies. “I was the Errol Flynn of the B-movies,” he often joked later on. But, as Garry Wills points out, he had badly miscast himself. To the studios, and to his audiences, he was not a tough guy but, rather, the nice Ronald Reagan, who could deliver a quip—and he was always more popular with women than men. He continued to do well in light, romantic comedies, but he wanted heavier parts, and when he got them, he could not sustain them.31

His marriage, as it turned out, was not well cast either. In 1948 Wyman sued for divorce. It was a case of mistaken identities all around. Initially it was Jane who had the romance with Ronald, whom she found not only attractive but overwhelmingly kind and good. Reagan for his part treated Jane rather casually at first.32 Once married, he came to believe the fan-magazine story about the two nice, ordinary kids who fall in love and have an ideal marriage. He never had much idea what Margaret Cleaver was like, and he did not understand Jane any better. He treated her as if she were as cute and flighty as she appeared in her films, and he was amazed when she claimed that he paid no attention to her needs and her views.33 Afterwards he could never explain what had happened. “I suppose there had been warning signs, if only I hadn’t been so busy,” he wrote, “but small-town boys grow up thinking only other people get divorced. The plain truth is that such a thing was so far from being even imagined by me that I had no resources to call upon.” 34

·     ·     ·

On leaving the service in 1945, Reagan began to devote more of his energies to the Screen Actors Guild and to politics. Reagan had always taken a lively interest in politics and government. A Democrat and staunch Roosevelt supporter, he had argued politics incessantly with the Republican news manager of the station in Des Moines. In Hollywood he filled the idle hours on movie sets reading newspapers and talking politics. At dinner parties in the early forties he would often dominate the conversation with talk of world events. At the time Wyman found him impressive—she once said he might be President one day—but in 1948 she sued him for divorce on the grounds of the mental cruelty associated with such evenings. What she disliked, she said, was that discussions would either turn argumentative or end with Reagan on a soapbox lecturing.35

In 1945 Reagan joined a series of pro-Roosevelt organizations, including the American Veterans Committee and the Americans for Democratic Action, and gave speeches opposing atomic weapons and the Ku Klux Klan. He became a board member of the Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts, Sciences and Professions (HICCASP), an organization which included many Hollywood notables and the President’s son Jimmy Roosevelt. “I was a near-hopeless hemophiliac liberal,” Reagan later wrote.36 Possibly he was, but if so, it was not for very long.

In 1946 the post-World War II Red Scare hit Hollywood. Following Roosevelt’s death and the beginning of the Cold War, right-wingers began a domestic crusade against Communist infiltrators and saboteurs, using this popular cause to attack the New Deal, discredit the radical, or simply activist, unions and tar liberal Democrats with being “soft on Communism.” Witch hunts for Communists and Communist sympathizers began with the House Un-American Activities Committee and J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI in the lead. Hollywood was an important target because of its visibility. Sensitive as always to the mood in the country, the studio producers veered sharply to the right, and many movie people active in liberal organizations began to think differently about the minority of Communists in their ranks, and to worry about their associations.

For Reagan there was nothing at all abstract about the Red Scare. His brother, Neil, who had become a right-wing Republican and, secretly, an FBI informant, warned him that some of his associates in HICCASP were under government surveillance. Then, in the summer of 1946, three FBI agents came to see him to ask for information about fellow members of the organization. “You served with the Air Corps. You know what spies and saboteurs are,” they said. Reagan, who had played Brass Bancroft, Secret Service, gave them the information they wanted. What they did not tell him, but what he might well have suspected, was that, because of his membership in liberal organizations, the FBI considered him a Communist sympathizer.37

In that same summer of 1946, Reagan quit HICCASP, along with Jimmy Roosevelt, Dore Schary, Olivia de Havilland and most of those on its right and center, leaving the organization to the left-wingers and the FBI. That fall he, as a member of SAG’s Emergency Committee, played an important role in deciding the future of unionism in Hollywood.

In the early forties a new alliance of Hollywood craft unions, the Conference of Studio Unions (CSU), under the leadership of Herb Sorrell of the Painters’ Union, had mounted a challenge to the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE), the dominant union in Hollywood. Because some of IATSE’s leaders had been found to be mobsters, the challenge was successful, and by 1946 IATSE, one of the oldest unions in the American Federation of Labor, was fighting for its life. The studio executives sided with IATSE because, among other things, the alliance included the projectionists’ union, and thus had the power to shut all the exhibitors down. With IATSE they maneuvered the CSU into going out on strike, and violence ensued. In the course of the struggle Roy Brewer, the new head of IATSE, made unsubstantiated charges that Herb Sorrell was a Communist and that Communists under the direction of Moscow were attempting to take over the motion-picture industry through the CSU.

SAG was officially neutral in the conflict, but the actors had to decide whether or not to cross the picket lines, and since the studios could not make movies without them, SAG’s decision was crucial. At some point in the summer of 1946, Reagan decided that Sorrell was a Communist, and afterwards paid no attention to bread-and-butter issues or to the merits of the CSU case. He led the fight to have SAG declare the dispute jurisdictional, so that under AFL rules the actors could cross the picket lines. On October 20, after a sharp conflict, SAG members supported Reagan’s position. The strike collapsed, and the weakened CSU folded.

Both at the time and subsequently, many outside observers concluded that IATSE and the studio executives had ganged up to defeat an aggressive, independent union.38 But Reagan drew a different conclusion. In his 1965 memoir he wrote:


The Communist plan for Hollywood was remarkably simple. It was merely to take over the motion picture business. Not only for profit, as the hoodlums had tried—but also for a grand worldwide propaganda base. In those days before television and massive foreign film production, American films dominated 95 per cent of the world’s movie screens. We had a weekly audience of 500,000,000 souls. Takeover of this enormous plant and its gradual transformation into a Communist gristmill was a grandiose idea. It would have been a magnificent coup for our enemies.39


In this, his first brush with real politics, Reagan had become a hero in his own drama, the fate of the free world in his hands. “The Russians,” he told a conservative audience in 1951, “sent their first team, their ace string, here to take us over. . . . We were up against hard-core organizers.” 40

In October 1947 the House Un-American Activities Committee held hearings on the Communist menace to Hollywood. Reagan, now the president of SAG, testified as a friendly witness. He confirmed that there had been a “small clique” within SAG that had generally followed the Communist line, but named no names and assured the committee that the film community had confronted the problem and turned back the threat. He said that it was up to Congress to decide whether to outlaw the Communist Party as a subversive organization, but that as a citizen he would not like to see any party outlawed on the grounds of its political ideology. Democracy, he said, “is strong enough to stand up and fight against the inroads of any ideology. . . . I believe that, as Thomas Jefferson put it, if all the American people know all of the facts, they will never make a mistake.” 41

At the time even liberals considered Reagan’s testimony sensible and restrained, and largely on the strength of it Reagan maintained the reputation of a moderate throughout the 1940s and ’50s.42 But Reagan acted differently behind the scenes.

Reagan’s FBI files, released under the Freedom of Information Act in 1985, show that in April 1947 he had a second interview with FBI agents, this one at his own request, in which he gave them the names of six SAG members he thought were following the Communist Party line and stated his firm conviction that the Communist Party was a foreign-inspired conspiracy and should be outlawed by Congress. Subsequently he became an FBI informant with the code name T-10. This was not just patriotic enthusiasm. The motion-picture executives had decided to try to preempt any special legislation involving the industry by blacklisting all those suspected of having ties to the Communist Party, and Reagan, according to agents, told the FBI that he had been made a member of a committee headed by Louis B. Mayer, the purpose of which was to “purge” the industry of party members. At the HUAC hearing he was supporting the studio executives’ position that Hollywood was policing itself well enough and that no special legislation was required.43

Between 1947 and 1960 the studios black- and gray-listed over two thousand people, ruining their careers. Reagan repeatedly denied the existence of a blacklist and repeatedly said that SAG would never be a party to any such thing. But Reagan knew about the list, and the guild under his regime banned suspected Communists and those who refused to cooperate with congressional investigations.44 When Gale Sondergaard, an Academy Award-winning actress, wrote the SAG board that she was going to take the Fifth Amendment at a HUAC hearing and asked that SAG oppose the blacklist, the board responded with a letter, drafted by a small group that included Reagan, saying that “all participants in the international Communist Party conspiracy against our nation should be exposed for what they are,” and that the guild would not defend any actor who by his own actions “so offended American public opinion that he has made himself unsalable at the box office.” 45

In truth Reagan’s claim to have been a “near-hemophiliac liberal” was probably an exaggeration of the sort that conversion stories seem to require. He had been brought up a Democrat in a Republican town, and after he left home his mentors and best friends were all Republicans. In Hollywood he and his wife had lived in a world of successful, conservative actors and businessmen. Dick Powell and George Murphy were friends, so was Justin Dart, a tough, shrewd drugstore tycoon and one of the top fund-raisers for the Republican Party in California.46 Reagan supported the New Deal, but his enthusiasm had centered on Roosevelt the man rather than on his institutional reforms. According to Jack Dales, the executive secretary of SAG, Reagan “idolized [Roosevelt] as some people would idolize a film star—he thought he was an almost godlike man.” 47 FDR was, after all, a strong, popular president and a war leader, the kind of man Reagan admired.

After 1946 Reagan grew increasingly conservative. He did not change his voting registration until 1962, but he left the Democratic Party well before that. He did not much like Truman, though he voted for him in 1948, and, understandably, he did not like the high post-war taxes that took a huge bite out of his salary. In 1952 he chaired a Democrats for Eisenhower committee, and for the next decade he was always a Democrat for Republicans.48 Most biographers report that he backed Helen Gahagan Douglas against Nixon in the 1950 senatorial campaign. Helen and her husband, Melvyn Douglas, were friends of his, he pledged her his support and his name appears in her campaign literature. But Anne Edwards offers evidence that he secretly raised money for Nixon’s red-baiting campaign against her.49


Reagan served as SAG president from 1947 to 1952 and returned for another year in 1959-60. In those years he negotiated a number of important agreements for screen actors, including one that changed the face of the industry and put his own career in jeopardy.

In 1952, when television was still in its infancy, the Music Corporation of America, the powerful talent agency built by Jules Stein, asked for an unprecedented blanket waiver from the SAG rules that would allow it to go into television production. MCA executives promised that they could bring a great deal of work to Hollywood actors and, unlike the studio heads, they promised TV residuals to SAG members. Reagan might have recused himself from the decision since it involved his own agency, but instead he pushed the deal through, and in 1954 the SAG board, on which he still sat, renewed it. No other talent agency ever got such a waiver from SAG, and by the early 1960s MCA controlled some 60 percent of the entertainment industry.50

In 1961 the Justice Department initiated a grand-jury investigation to discover whether MCA had violated the anti-trust laws. Reagan was called as a witness. By that time MCA was not only his agent but his employer in a television series. On the stand in February 1962 Reagan could recall little for the jurors about the waivers except for two things: one, that other agencies had been given the same kind of waiver, and two, that no arrangements about the residuals had been made in the course of the negotiations. When evidence was produced to show that both contentions were untrue, he retreated further into forgetfulness and contradicted himself on the reason for his memory lapses.

The Justice Department brought a civil suit against MCA for conspiracy in restraint of trade, naming SAG as a co-conspirator. MCA decided to settle out of court and to divest itself of its talent agency, thereby avoiding a trial that would have been embarrassing to the company. Had the Justice Department brought criminal charges against MCA, or had the company not decided to settle, Reagan would have been seriously embarrassed as well.51


In the fall of 1949, Reagan met Nancy Davis, an aspiring young actress who had just arrived in Hollywood and had a small part in a film directed by Mervyn LeRoy. Her mother, Edith Luckett, was a stage actress who had worked with Walter Huston, Spencer Tracy and George M. Cohan and knew many of the major figures of the entertainment world. Edith’s first marriage, to Kenneth Robbins, had failed soon after Nancy was born, and Nancy changed her name to Davis after her mother married the eminent Chicago neurosurgeon Loyal Davis in 1929. Having grown up without a father—and with her mother often away on the road—Nancy formed a deep attachment to her forbidding and profoundly conservative stepfather, and her devotion was reciprocated. Educated at private schools and at Smith College, she went into summer stock; later, and with the help of her mother’s friend ZaSu Pitts, she got small parts in stage plays and did some work in television. Spencer Tracy and Benjamin Thau, the powerful MGM executive, arranged for her to go to Hollywood for a screen test at MGM with George Cukor. She was not star material by the studio’s estimation, but she was good enough to get a contract. In filling out the MGM publicity form, she wrote that outside of her career her greatest ambition was “to have a successful marriage.” 52

By most accounts Ronald and Nancy had what screenwriters call a “cute” meeting. In his 1965 memoir Reagan wrote that Mervyn LeRoy called him on behalf of a young actress, who was very distressed because her name kept showing up on rosters of Communist-front organizations. After doing some checking, he found that there was another Nancy Davis, and this one was “in the clear.” As a courtesy, he took her out to dinner and, though he planned to make it an early evening, he was so entranced with her that they talked until three-thirty in the morning.53

This story, which has Reagan rescuing a damsel in political distress and falling for Nancy at first sight, was often repeated, and it appears in both their autobiographies. But in her book Early Reagan, Anne Edwards presents much evidence to show that the confusion with the other Nancy Davis occurred many years later. By Edwards’s account the two met at a small dinner party that Dore Schary’s wife, Miriam, arranged to bring Nancy together with the man who topped her list of eligible bachelors in Hollywood. The Scharys were liberal Democrats, and to their dismay Reagan talked about his anti-Communist activities all evening and left early without offering to take Nancy home. Shortly afterwards Nancy called him at the guild office and, according to the guild minutes, said she was interested in joining the SAG board. Reagan then took her to dinner, and a couple of months later, when she joined the board as a temporary member, they began to meet regularly and often went out together.54

Nancy decided rather quickly that she had found the man she wanted to marry, but Reagan, recently divorced, proved reluctant. He dated many other women, haunted the nightclubs and, in his newfound celebrity as an anti-Communist hero, traveled a great deal making speeches. “I did everything wrong,” he later wrote, “dating her on and off . . . doing everything which could have lost her.” 55 Nancy, however, persevered. Ignoring the other women, she sat through SAG meetings, painted fences on his ranch and spent countless evenings at home with him watching TV. Two and a half years later he proposed. They were married on March 4, 1952, and their first child, Patti, was born seven and a half months later.56

Nancy devoted herself to her husband—she rarely left his side—and the marriage became an extremely happy one. Temperamentally the two were as different as people could be. He was optimistic and confident, she high-strung and insecure. He sailed through life while she worried, fretted and feared the worst. He trusted those around him; she suspected people’s motives and stood watchful guard against the slightest sign of disloyalty to her husband. Many people found her trying, but Reagan, unfailingly upbeat, sunny-tempered and distant, did not seem to notice how “difficult” she was.

It was Nancy who put all the energy into the marriage, for, although Reagan charmed audiences and acquaintances, he had no intimate relationships—indeed, he seemed to live on a different planet from everyone else. This distance of his was not generally known about until the “kiss-and-tell” books appeared late in his presidency, but afterwards everyone who knew him well remarked upon it. Lyn Nofziger, who once spent nine months campaigning with him, said that there was “a veil between Ronald Reagan and the rest of the world.” 57 Helene von Damm, his assistant in Sacramento and Washington, wrote, “There was a wall beyond which you could not penetrate. . . . He was a fundamentally difficult man to know.” 58 Forced to deal with the issue in her 1989 autobiography, Nancy wrote: “Although he loves people, he often seems remote, and he doesn’t let anybody get too close. There’s a wall around him. He lets me come closer than anyone else, but there are times when even I feel that barrier.” 59 People simply supposed that there was something behind the wall.

Nancy put up with his remoteness. As is clear from her autobiography, she felt she had found her cause and her career as his protector. He for his part came to depend on her. Possibly her grating nervous energy helped to connect him to the world. Possibly it did the opposite, for, as time went on, she increasingly assumed the tasks he did not want to perform himself. Michael Deaver in his memoir wrote: “At times Ronald Reagan has been very much a puzzle to me. I had never known anyone so unable to deal with close personal conflict. When problems arose related to the family, or with the personnel in his office, Nancy had to carry the load.” 60

Nancy felt the burden. Over the years, she writes, “I think I’ve come to worry even more than I used to because Ronnie doesn’t worry at all. I seem to do the worrying for both of us.” She continues, “Every marriage finds its own balance. It’s part of Ronnie’s character not to confront certain problems, so I’m usually the one who brings up the tough subjects—which often makes me seem like the bad guy.” 61 Possibly Nancy, in addition to compensating for her husband’s inability to deal with personal problems and conflicts, became a conduit for the negative emotions he could not, or did not want to, express himself. Certainly after many years of marriage they seemed, like Aristophanes’ lovers, to be two half-creatures who had found their other half.

What was missing from this ensemble was much concern for anyone else, including the children—not only Reagan’s children with Wyman, Maureen and Michael, but his children with Nancy as well. Patti described her parents as two halves of a circle, and Ron, the youngest, and the child who seemed to suffer the least, told a television interviewer that he never had a real conversation with his father.62

Reagan made twenty-two films after the war, but by 1953 his career had again stalled: though he was still getting movie offers, they were not for parts he wanted, and, while rich in real estate, he was cash-poor. At this juncture Taft Schreiber at MCA’s Revue Productions brought him the General Electric Theater and a whole new career. Reagan had always said that he would not work in television, but the deal was too good to turn down: at a starting salary of $125,000 a year he would host a weekly dramatic program featuring guest stars and would act in a few of the plays each season; in addition he would spend several weeks a year touring GE plants around the country as a part of their “employee and community relations program.” In his memoir Reagan writes that Revue Productions had conceived the package with him in mind, and that it was the idea of making appearances all over the country that intrigued him.63 In reality GE had offered the package to several other actors ahead of him, and it seems unlikely that he actually wanted to visit GE plants all over the country, particularly since he was afraid of flying. But Reagan made the best of it.

In the eight years the General Electric Theater lasted, Reagan visited all, or most, of the 139 GE plants scattered over thirty-nine states. On arriving at a plant, he would meet the managers, talk with groups of workers and walk the assembly line signing autographs, telling stories and joking. In the evening he would address a civic group in the community. According to Edward Langley, a GE public-relations man who traveled with him, Reagan made thousands of speeches in the course of eight years. “We drove him to the utmost limits,” he said.64 The trips, usually made by train, were doubtless grueling, but surely not as grueling as Reagan remembered them. In his 1965 memoir Reagan claimed that he had performed the Bunyonesque feats of shaking two thousand hands in one day, signing ten thousand autographs in two days, walking forty-six miles of an assembly line in one day—and another forty-six miles that evening for the night shift.65

Paul Gavaghan, a GE public-relations man who accompanied Reagan on one trip, remembered that the pace was rather less hectic and that Reagan was always in control. “He was very different in private from his public personality, so outgoing. In private he was more restrained, disciplined, careful. He knew what he was doing all the time. He conserved his time and energy. As he said, ‘We sell the difference,’ and for him the difference was appearance. He took very good care of himself. He was not a nine-to-five man. He needed time off to rest and exercise and keep himself in shape. He was a professional.” 66

On that particular trip, Gavaghan remembered: “His speech was always the same, he had it polished to perfection. It was old American values—the ones I believe in, but it was like the Boy Scout code, you know, not very informative. But always lively with entertaining stories. . . . He promoted anti-Communism and the free enterprise system.” 67

In the course of the 1950s, however, Reagan’s speech changed considerably. By the late fifties he was denouncing Medicare as “a foot in the door of a government take-over of all medicine,” urging that Social Security be made voluntary and questioning every social program enacted since 1932. In 1961 he made the surprising announcement that “the Communist party has ordered once again the infiltration of the picture business as well as the theater and television. They are crawling out from under the rocks. . . .” 68

Why Reagan moved so far to the right in this period has been variously explained. Langley later opined that it was because of his exposure to Middle America. Edwards by contrast suggests that it was the influence of his right-wing GE handlers.69 But neither explanation will do, for Middle America had not turned against the New Deal, and Reagan’s handlers, though very conservative, had no interest in stirring up political controversy around the company. Reagan doubtless picked up ideas from his audiences, his associates and his friends. His attacks on “socialized medicine,” for example, surely owed much to his father-in-law. Still, he seems to have generated much of the heat on his own, and, as Garry Wills proposes, it seems to have been a matter of his rhetoric’s running away with him. “I did it with my own speeches,” Reagan later said. And he wrote, “I wasn’t just making speeches—I was preaching a sermon.” 70

The process by which Reagan composed the Speech is in any case of some interest, for his method of composition never changed. It was the way his mind worked.

Throughout his life Reagan collected stories and anecdotes. He also collected bits of information. Lawrence Williams, an actor who worked with Reagan on five pre-war films, told Edwards:


Statistical information of all sorts was a commodity Ronnie always had in extraordinary supplies, carried either in his pockets or in his head. Not only was this information abundant, it was stunning in its catholicity. There seemed to be absolutely no subject, however recondite, without its immediately accessible file. Ron had the dope on just about everything: this quarter’s up—or down—figure on GNP growth, V. I. Lenin’s grandfather’s occupation, all history’s baseball pitchers’ ERAs, the optimistic outlook for California sugar-beet production in the year 2000, the recent diminution of the rainfall level causing everything to go to hell in summer [in] Kansas and so on.71


At the time some of Reagan’s colleagues thought the young actor a naïve and a memory bank without a purpose.72 But as Reagan’s political views took shape, he began looking for statistics and anecdotes to deploy about his new certainties. He called this “research,” but, as his campaign managers later discovered, he picked up pieces of information like a magpie without concern for the provenance. He valued every piece equally, and there was no piece that could be not replaced by another that would illustrate his point just as well.

At Hollywood dinner parties, where he practiced his speeches, some found his performances amusing and informative, others not. “I just thought he was stupid,” said an art dealer who met him at a dinner at Edward G. Robinson’s house. “He gave this speech, and you felt that if he stopped giving it he would fall off the edge. There wouldn’t be anything there to hold on to.”

The underpinnings Reagan’s speeches lacked—and the art dealer found sorely missing—were the classical modes of argument. The method Reagan used was not deductive; it was not inductive either, for the conclusion came before the evidence. Rather, it was agglutinative. That is, his assumptions and moral precepts served as aggregation devices for anecdotes and bits of information that he would store away for future use—and anything that did not adhere to them would simply pass him by. Just as in a sermon, Reagan began with a lesson and then worked to present it as convincingly as possible.

As a Sunday-school teacher in Dixon, Reagan had illustrated his lessons with tales of courage and individual initiative shown by young men lost in the jungle, battling flood-swollen rivers or facing moments of truth on schoolboy fields of honor. Many of these stories were doubtless taken from the boys’ adventure books he checked out of the library.73 In his speeches Reagan told countless stories of individual heroism and, occasionally, villainy, some of them from the movies, some of them apocryphal. In the 1980s commentators politely assumed that he believed these stories to be true—and possibly he did by then. But in the fifties he narrated movie plots as true stories not so long after the movies came out. For example, he used the story about the heroic B-17 captain from the 1946 movie A Wing and a Prayer in a commencement address he made in 1952.74 Since he had an excellent memory, it is reasonable to assume that he knew the story was a fiction but just did not care—accuracy being unimportant where moral certainty and the Truth were concerned.75

The Speech was always a work in progress. Reagan would add new examples, try out new anecdotes and drop lines for more felicitous phrases. His basic precepts never changed after the 1950s. What changed was the amount of stress he put on them. For example, he always complained that government was too big, but sometimes he figured the problem as minor—a matter of waste and fraud in the bureaucracy—sometimes as major and sometimes as a dire threat to American freedom. In general, the further away from power he was, the more alarmist his rhetoric. In office he often sounded like a complacent pastor; out of it he became a tent revivalist. In the early sixties he was a voice crying in the wilderness, and his rhetoric, unchecked by political necessity, slid over to the extreme end of the spectrum.


The General Electric Theater went off the air in 1962.76 By that time Reagan was financially secure and much in demand as a speaker. In the next four years he made one film and did some television work, principally in a series called Death Valley Days, which his brother, Neil, now a vice-president in the advertising firm of McCann, Erickson, brought to him. But in those years he spent most of his time, and earned most of his living, on what he called “the mashed potato circuit.” Naturally he was in demand with right-wing groups, and in southern California, where a new right-wing movement was taking shape, he spoke to a rally of Dr. Fred Schwartz’s Christian Anti-Communism Crusade and at a fund-raising dinner for Representative John Rousselot, a self-acknowledged member of the John Birch Society.77 After he changed his party registration in 1962, a number of wealthy California conservatives tried to persuade him to run for office.78 Reagan kept turning them down, but he was clearly preparing for a political career. In 1964 he wrote a memoir with Richard Hubler, devoting much of the book to his work as a SAG negotiator and as leader in the anti-Communist struggle. The title of his book, Where’s the Rest of Me?, came from his favorite film, King’s Row, and the answer to the question, implicit in the book, was that there was much more to Reagan than what he called “the colored shadow” that appeared on the screen.

That same year Reagan served as co-chair of the California Citizens for Goldwater-Miller.79 Goldwater was an old friend of his—he saw the senator frequently when he stayed at the Loyal Davises’ house in Phoenix. Pleading other commitments, he did not spend much time on the campaign, but he did agree to tape a version of the Speech for national broadcast as a paid political advertisement for the campaign.

When Goldwater’s advisers saw the text of the speech, they asked that the broadcast be canceled because they feared it would push their candidate even further into the right-wing corner he had painted himself into. But the California committee insisted it be aired, and Goldwater eventually let the Californians have their way. The speech, called “A Time for Choosing,” was a huge success. Reagan, with his low-key manner and easy charm, made even attacks on the social-security net sound reassuring, and since he confined himself to generalized warnings about the Soviet threat, he seemed altogether more reasonable than Goldwater.80 The speech raised a great deal of money for the campaign and received a very favorable comment from pundits and political handicappers. David Broder called it “the most successful national political debut since William Jennings Bryan electrified the 1896 convention with the ‘Cross of Gold’ speech.” 81 Just as Goldwater was going down to defeat, Reagan became the new face in Republican politics.

Even before the 1964 election results were in, Goldwater’s principal financial backers in California—among them Holmes Tuttle, a successful auto dealer; Henry Salvatori, an oil developer; and Cy Rubel, the chairman of the board of Union Oil—realized that they had been backing not only a loser but a losing strategy. These men had put up the money to broadcast Reagan’s speech, and the success of it persuaded them that they had a far better candidate. Reagan, Salvatori said, “has a great image, a way to get through to people. . . . [Goldwater’s] philosophy was sound, but he didn’t articulate it moderately.” 82 Justin Dart, another supporter, later said, “I don’t think he’s the most brilliant man I ever met, but I always knew Ron was a real leader—he’s got credibility. He can get on his feet and influence people.” 83 But before Reagan could run for President, he would, they determined, have to run for governor in 1966, and to do this successfully he would have to unite the Republican Party in California.

This time Reagan was easily persuaded to run. He did not declare his candidacy until 1966, but the strategy—one which he duplicated in other campaigns—was to let “Friends of Reagan” committees get out in front, drum up support and appear to be courting him. He was also persuaded of the need to appeal to moderate Republicans in the state. This was not his original intention. Shortly after the 1964 election he had told a meeting of the Los Angeles Young Republicans that Goldwater’s defeat did not mean that the voters had repudiated conservatism or conservatives. “We don’t,” he said, “intend to turn the Republican party over to the traitors in the battle just ended. The conservative philosophy was not repudiated. . . . We will have no more of those candidates who are pledged to the same socialist philosophy of our opposition.” 84

Reagan was referring to the liberal Republican Senator Thomas Kuchel, who had refused to support Goldwater. Not long afterwards he abandoned this line and actively supported Salvatori’s effort to bring in Stuart Spencer and William Roberts, who had managed the Rockefeller campaign.85 His eagerness to run was such that he agreed to travel the state by airplane.

Having decided that Reagan should run as a “citizen politician,” “a Joe Doakes,” Spencer and Roberts hired BASICO, the Behavioral Science Corporation of Reseda, California, established by Dr. Stanley Plog and Dr. Kenneth Holden, to help retool their candidate for the campaign. Behavioral psychologists who taught at universities in southern California and advised businesses on human-relations issues, Plog and Holden had decided to look at the campaign as a complex problem in human behavior. But on meeting Reagan, Plog discovered that the candidate knew “zero about California . . . I mean zero.” The psychologists therefore had to go back to the basics. Though no experts on state affairs themselves, they researched the issues and presented Reagan with position papers and eight books of five-by-eight cards that gave him the essential facts about the state. On the campaign trail they followed him everywhere and kept vigilant watch over him to see that he used their facts and not the ones he picked up for himself. They also changed his message. “We made certain that Reagan came across as a reasonable guy, not as a fanatic,” Holden said. “One of the first things I got Ron to do was to stop using that terrible phrase ‘totalitarian ant heap.’ His basic speech was too negative, so we provided him with creative alternatives to combat that Far Right image with constructive proposals.” 86 They also encouraged him to have a “total concept” of himself as candidate. Reagan, they discovered, was happy to be coached and happy to be spoon-fed answers to questions.87 Under their guidance, he came out for unemployment benefits and Social Security, and he campaigned on high taxes, the growing cost of welfare, the unrest on California’s campuses and the unpopular decisions Governor Brown had made in the course of his two terms.

The campaign was extremely well financed. Reagan’s supporters included Alfred Bloomingdale, Jack Warner, Lew Wasserman of MCA and a roster of Hollywood stars, Jimmy Stewart and John Wayne among them. Henry Salvatori, Holmes Tuttle, Taft Schreiber of MCA, Reagan’s lawyer William French Smith, Leonard Firestone (president of the tire company), Jaquelin Hume, president of Basic Vegetable Products, Inc., and others formed an executive committee to raise funds and otherwise assist the candidate.88

In spite of this muscle, Pat Brown thought Reagan would be easy to beat. “We rubbed our hands in gleeful anticipation of beating this politically inexperienced, right-wing extremist and aging actor,” he wrote.89 Brown had badly miscalculated. In the first place, Californians, who had just elected George Murphy to the Senate, had no aversion to actors; and in the second, Reagan had made many more speeches than Brown had in the course of his career. In the care of his handlers Reagan proved a fine campaigner. Given a light schedule with plenty of rest and the comforts of a star on location, he was always up, always impeccable, always charming. He was quick on his feet and always ready with a quip. Journalists despaired of his habit of repeating the same answers over and over again, as if someone had hit the “play” button, but few others cared, and it kept him from making mistakes.90 Brown did his best to pin Reagan as a right-winger, but he never succeeded, for Spencer and Roberts kept all right-wingers out of the campaign, and Reagan did not sound or act like one. He spoke about the brilliant future of California. “Our problems are many but our capacity for solving them limitless,” he proclaimed.91 He made self-deprecating jokes, and he seemed to have no hostility to anyone—not even to members of the press. As for the charge that he lacked experience, Reagan turned the barb back on itself by saying, “The man who has the job has more experience than anybody. That’s why I’m running.” 92

Nineteen-sixty-six was a good year for the Republicans nationally. In California, Reagan was helped by the Watts riots, by the behavior of student radicals on University of California campuses and by the fact that for many people Brown had been around too long. In November, Reagan won by almost a million votes.

During the campaign, Bill Roberts had paused for a moment to consider the possible result of his efforts. “What will the poor soul do if he’s ever elected governor!” he said of Reagan.93 Lyn Nofziger, a reporter for the Copely Newspapers, who had become Reagan’s press secretary, later remembered having had sinking feeling after the victory. Reagan had “materialized out of thin air with no political background, no political cronies and no political machine. He didn’t even run his own campaign. His campaign was run by hired people who then walked away and left it. Therefore, when he was elected, the big question was, ‘My God, what do we do now?’ ” 94

Reagan was almost fifty-six years old when he took office. He knew nothing about government—how budgets were made, how bills were passed—and he had no organizational experience outside of SAG. His Los Angeles executive committee, later known as the Kitchen Cabinet, helped with appointments and offered advice. But in the beginning Reagan had only the staff which remained with him from the campaign. Because Spencer and Roberts had chosen people who did not have political loyalties to one side or the other of the California Republican Party, most of them were young and inexperienced. Philip M. Battaglia, a brilliant and ambitious thirty-one-year-old attorney, who had chaired the campaign, became his executive secretary, or chief of staff. Thomas C. Reed, a thirty-year-old engineer, who headed the campaign in northern California, became his first appointments secretary.95

In line with his campaign rhetoric, Reagan proclaimed himself a citizen governor, a Mr. Smith, who would sweep the capitol with a new broom. Reagan spoke of the career civil servants as “them,” and vowed there would be no more political horse-trading with the legislators.96 “For many years now,” he said in his inaugural address, “you and I have been shushed like children and told there are no simple answers to the complex problems which are beyond our comprehension. Well, the truth is, there are simple answers—there just are not easy ones.” 97 In his first year, simplicity, or pure simple-mindedness, prevailed.

Reagan had run against high taxes, but on arriving in Sacramento he discovered that Brown had left the state with a deficit for the coming year and that he had a constitutional duty to close it. His first remedy was to order the state budget cut by 10 percent across the board. The order could not be universally obeyed, because many programs were legally mandated or pegged to particular revenue streams, but to the extent that it was, it cut into all programs indiscriminately, causing costly disruptions and delays. Other impractical schemes followed. State employees were asked to work voluntarily on Lincoln’s and Washington’s birthdays and were virtually barred from travel out of state; twenty-eight hundred mental-hospital workers were laid off; there was a freeze on the purchase of state automobiles; construction work was canceled and maintenance deferred. It was as if the Red Queen had gone after the California state budget, chopping off bits of the bureaucracy here and there. At the same time, the citizen governor had an acrimonious and highly publicized series of fights with the University of California Board of Regents in which he reduced its funding request by 15 percent and insisted that the students pay some tuition.

But none of these economies could save Reagan from the need to raise taxes. Anxious to blame his predecessor for the levy, he and his aides wrote a tax bill in great haste and made numerous political deals with Republican legislators in order to get it passed. The bill gave California the steepest tax increase in its history; it produced revenues far in excess of what was needed to cover the deficit, and since Jesse Unruh, the powerful Democratic Speaker of the Assembly, knew far more about the tax system than they did, it mandated a highly progressive tax.

Lou Cannon describes these measures as mistakes made by the novice governor and his novice staff; Wills, however, points out that dramatic budget cuts played well in the press, and the tax increase was blamed on Brown.98

After the first year or so, Reagan’s California administration settled down and began to behave in a much more orthodox fashion. The ideological fervor diminished, and so did the quest for dramatic, short-term results. By the end of four years, Reagan could point to few legislative successes and, as Lou Cannon writes, his achievements were by any standards modest. On the other hand, his administration was considered by many to be moderate and responsible. Its top appointees, among them Caspar Weinberger, a San Francisco attorney who replaced Reagan’s first finance director, were generally given high marks for competence.99

The turn-about coincided with a change in Reagan’s staff.

In the spring of 1967 Lyn Nofziger heard rumors of what came to be called “a homosexual ring” operating out of the governor’s office. Alarmed that a scandal might break out, and knowing full well that the political consequences would be severe if it did, Nofziger launched an investigation and after some months amassed evidence that the rumors had foundation. On September 7, Nofziger, Reed and several other staff members took the report to the governor, who was then recuperating from a prostate operation in San Diego. Reagan read the report and with a stricken look said, “My God, has government failed?” 100

Reagan’s chief of staff resigned, and a paralysis descended upon the governor’s office. Rather than taking charge himself, Reagan drifted away, and his staff virtually stopped functioning. “The governorship went into receivership,” one staff member later said.101 Eventually William P. Clark, his Cabinet secretary, and a few other top aides drew together and formed a leadership team. A trial lawyer with considerable management skills, Clark created an organizational structure that lasted for the rest of Reagan’s governorship. His deputy, and his replacement after Reagan appointed him to the California bench in 1971, Edwin Meese III, was another important member of the team. A graduate of Yale and the University of California at Berkeley law school, Meese had served for six years as deputy district attorney of Alameda County before becoming Reagan’s legal secretary. He had made his reputation by supervising the police crackdown on the Free Speech movement at Berkeley, arresting some seven hundred students. When anti-war demonstrations and other civil disturbances erupted in the late sixties, he directed Governor Reagan’s hard-line response.102 Meese’s deputy, Michael Deaver, became another key member of the team. A graduate of San Jose State, a piano player and sometime IBM salesman, he had joined Reagan’s gubernatorial campaign at the age of twenty-eight and later went to work for Clark.103 Deaver had no background in administration or policy-making, but, equipped with excellent political antennae, he eventually carved out a role for himself as Reagan’s scheduler, troubleshooter and public-relations specialist. He also took on the job that no one else wanted: that of making Mrs. Reagan feel comfortable and secure. Over the years he grew close to Mrs. Reagan, and, partly as a result, came to have a good deal of influence over her husband.

Clark and Meese restored order and momentum to the governor’s office. They created a working governor’s Cabinet and acted as honest brokers for contending views. In addition they established a routine that suited Reagan and permitted him to function as chief executive of the state.

In his eight years in Sacramento, Reagan never worked long hours or spent evenings drinking with legislators: he left the office every afternoon at five, went home to a quiet dinner with Nancy and was usually in bed by ten. He worked hard on his speeches and on certain major issues, but the day-to-day work of governance did not interest him, and he left a great deal of it to Clark and Meese. As a result, he remained ignorant of much that went on in the governor’s office. In the midst of an interview two and a half months after his inauguration, he turned to his aides and said, “I could take some coaching from the sidelines, if anyone can recall my legislative program.” 104 Clark dealt with the selectivity of his attention by giving him mini-memos that summarized issues and recommended solutions.105 He also provided Reagan with the kind of direction he seemed to require. “For eight years,” Reagan later said, “somebody handed me a piece of paper every night that told me what I was going to be doing the next day.” 106

In Sacramento, Reagan’s aides often described their boss’s management style as being much like President Eisenhower’s. The governor, they said, believed in a Cabinet government and had a relaxed, corporate approach; he believed in choosing good people and allowing them to run their departments while he acted as a kind of chairman of the board. Reagan may well have believed that this was how he governed, but the description was only half true. Reagan did have a relaxed approach, and he did delegate a good deal of authority to his department heads. But he never hired or fired anybody. According to Nofziger, his first staff members had to hire themselves and then hire everyone else. “Reagan was a macro-manager and sometimes no manager at all,” Nofziger wrote. Further, Reagan depended so heavily on his staff that he sometimes appeared to be presiding over his government rather than running it.107

At a Cabinet meeting in the spring of 1967, Reagan and his advisers discussed a proposal from the state utility to build a nuclear-power plant in Diablo Canyon and a counter-proposal from conservationists to have the canyon set aside as a park. Reagan, who had read an article on the subject, remarked that the canyon sounded very beautiful and asked whether it wouldn’t be best suited to private development, if not a park. His advisers, however, favored the nuclear plant. At the end of the meeting Reagan apologized for taking so long on the subject of the canyon and said, “I was really hoping that someone would say the canyon is just too beautiful for a plant. It sounds like a great place for a ranch.” Cannon, who obtained the minutes to the meeting, points out that it did not seem to occur to Reagan that the “someone” who might have insisted on an alternative was himself.108

Reagan made decisions easily when his close aides were united and when issues fit into his ideological framework. Otherwise he made them hesitantly and unhappily. This was the case when a bill to liberalize abortions in California came up in 1967, five years before the Roe v. Wade decision and the political controversies it generated. Francis Cardinal McIntyre of California opposed the bill, Loyal Davis was for it and the governor’s aides and friends were all over the map. Reagan waffled for weeks. He finally signed the bill, but, when confronted with the fact that it effectively legalized abortion, he complained that there were “loopholes” in it he had not understood.109

“Reagan is drawn to decisive types who are very positive in their recommendations,” a former political consultant of his observed. “He accepts uncritically the theories of men of action who manage to speak in unqualified terms about getting things done. When Reagan handles a problem with clear-cut alternatives of good or bad, he can be effective, as in the campaign. But government contains so many options it frustrates anyone who tries to think in absolutes. Reagan doesn’t have the knack for weighing alternatives.” 110


A few days after Reagan’s election as governor, eight or ten of his supporters convened at his house on Pacific Palisades. Lyn Nofziger opened the meeting. “OK, now, you’ve been elected governor,” he said, “let’s look and see what we can do about electing you President in 1968.” 111 The group, which included Tuttle and Salvatori, agreed that Tom Reed would mount an independent Reagan-for-President campaign, and that Reagan would cooperate by speaking widely and keeping his options open. Salvatori and Tuttle raised $440,000 for the effort, and as soon as the governor’s office was staffed, Reed took off around the country booking speeches for the governor and talking with Republican leaders. Catching wind of this activity, the press naturally took to speculating that Reagan would run in 1968. Reagan issued firm denials.112

In July 1967 Reagan and Nixon met at the Bohemian Grove. Reagan said that he would not enter the primaries and, Nixon recalled, he said he was “surprised, flattered and somewhat concerned about all the presidential speculation surrounding him.” A month later, however, Reagan put out word to conservative leaders, asking them to “wait and see” rather than announcing for Nixon.113 That fall he went on the road and made speeches across the South and the West. Nixon had him outflanked in both regions, but his enthusiastic audiences so encouraged him and his political managers that he paid no attention when Goldwater and others told him that the best he could do was to split the conservative vote and hand the nomination to Nelson Rockefeller.114 Still publicly insisting that he was not a candidate, he broke his promise to Nixon, entered the favorite-son primary in California and easily won. In July 1968 he assured Rockefeller’s confidant, Emmett John Hughes, that he was in the race for keeps, and that, if they could stop Nixon, he and Rockefeller would battle it out for the nomination.115 At the Miami convention he and his people had such high expectations of an upwelling of support that he declared himself a candidate just hours before Nixon won on the first ballot.116

Nixon, however, bore no obvious grudge, and once in office, he took pains to cultivate the popular California governor, inviting him often to White House dinners and giving him direct access to the Oval Office. He also gave him his first exposure to international affairs.

When Reagan took office as governor at the age of fifty-five, he had been abroad only once in his life, and that was in 1947, when he made a film called The Hasty Heart in England. Possibly he realized his need for more foreign experience in the 1968 campaign, for, after Nixon was elected, he asked the White House to send him abroad on official missions. Nixon’s aides advised against sending this foreign-policy novice as an emissary, but Nixon overruled them. In the course of six years Nixon dispatched the Reagans on four official trips, one of them an extensive tour of East Asia, another a three-week trip to Europe.117 The missions were largely ceremonial, but the Reagans traveled on White House planes and met with heads of state.* In addition, Nixon himself gave Reagan lessons in foreign policy. When he made his opening to China and broke with other traditional Republican policies, he carefully explained his actions to the governor. His solicitude paid off, for Reagan supported him on China and on the withdrawal from Vietnam and told his conservative supporters they could trust Nixon to respond to international challenges without appeasing the Communists.119


* What Reagan learned on these trips is not entirely clear. In Paris he and Mrs. Reagan refused the entire program the embassy planned for them and announced they wanted to meet counts and countesses. (This was surely her idea.) Still, the Reagans came back with photographs of themselves with foreign heads of state, notably one with Ferdinand and Imelda Marcos, which they put, silver-framed, on their piano, next to the silver-framed photographs of Nixon and Eisenhower.118


In 1970 Reagan ran for reelection against Jesse Unruh, the Speaker of the California Assembly. During the campaign he reverted to his citizen-politician rhetoric and ran against government, campaigning as if he had not been a part of the government for four years. He won by a half a million votes. Even Deaver could not understand how he managed to do this. “I can’t explain it,” Deaver wrote. “He touched feelings in people about the bureaucracy, and about the size and the role and cost of government. And very effectively he would lay that beast at the feet of someone else.” Stuart Spencer, who managed his campaign, could not get over it. “He ran against . . . the government he was running. I mean he believes he’s above it all. He believes it. That’s why [the voters] believe it. I can’t believe it. But they do.” 120 Possibly, however, the voters understood better than Spencer how abstracted Reagan was from his own government.

In the view of journalists and public-policy experts in California the second Reagan administration was a major improvement over the first. Reagan’s biggest achievement was passing a welfare-reform bill, negotiated with the Democratic leadership, which tightened up administration and accountability and raised benefits for the truly needy. The bill became a model for welfare reform in other states. In addition, Reagan made solid contributions in areas where he might least have been expected to make them. For example, he substantially increased funding for the public schools and the state universities, and he warmly supported Wilson Riles, the Democratic reformer who was elected superintendent of public instruction. He provided new money for community mental-health programs, and he established an environmental record that pleasantly surprised liberals.121

In the areas of finance and administration, Reagan did his part for what he had previously figured as creeping socialism. By the end of his second term the state budget had more than doubled, going from $4.6 to $10.2 billion. Much of the increase owed to inflation, but not by any means all of it. Reagan did slow the growth in the number of state employees and lowered property taxes, but over eight years income taxes rose substantially. In his first term he had strongly opposed a withholding system on the grounds that citizens ought to feel the pain of taxes, but when Verne Orr, who succeeded Weinberger as finance director, explained the benefits it would have for the state, Reagan changed his mind and adopted a withholding system. In the view of at least some public-policy analysts, this and other managerial reforms adopted by the Reagan administration made the government run better and permitted it to deliver services more efficiently.122

In his second term Reagan spoke with pride about the achievements of his administration. Later, however, he claimed that he had cut spending in California and ran against big government all over again.123

In his last year or so in office Reagan seemed to Cannon to be drifting and uncertain of what to do next. Urged to run for a third term, he decided against it. He was tired of being governor, Cannon reports.124 His backers had long supposed that he would run for President after Nixon completed his second term, but Watergate and the related scandals clouded his prospects. As the scandals unfolded, Reagan defended Nixon and his associates doggedly and without reservation. In May 1973 he said that the Watergate conspirators “are not criminals at heart.” Later he maintained that Nixon was doing a good job of governing, and in private spoke of a “lynch mob” forming to get the President.125 In private he also defended Spiro Agnew. Even after the vice-president had resigned, pleading no contest to charges of bribery, Reagan maintained that Agnew was a decent man who had been treated unfairly.126 Issues of ethics and legality seemed to pass over his head. Also, he was slow to realize the consequences of the scandals for Nixon and the Republican Party. This obtuseness may well have owed to wishful thinking. In the opinion of many around him, his run for president depended on Nixon surviving in office and serving out his second term.127 The week before Nixon resigned and long after the congressional hearings had exposed the Watergate cover-up, Reagan bewilderingly said, “Now, for the first time, it has been revealed that neither the Congress nor the American people had been told the entire truth about Watergate.” 128 What could no longer be denied was that Nixon had badly hurt the Republican Party and that Gerald Ford would be running for President as an incumbent in 1976.

In May 1974, when it still looked as if Nixon might weather the scandals, Reagan met with a group that included two of his backers, Holmes Tuttle and Justin Dart, plus several of his close aides and a few outside political strategists, among them John P. Sears. A thirty-four-year-old attorney, Sears had worked for Nixon’s firm, Mudge, Rose, and Guthrie, and had won his political spurs directing Nixon’s delegate search in 1968. He had acted as Nixon’s political adviser until he fell afoul of Attorney General John Mitchell in 1969. During the meeting Sears caught Reagan’s attention by predicting that Nixon would not survive and that Gerald Ford would not be able to lead the country after he was gone. Whatever happened, Sears was suggesting, Reagan should run in 1976.129

Reagan and his advisers were not yet ready to accept such a proposition, but after Nixon resigned, the idea began to take hold. Conservatives across the country objected mightily when Ford made Nelson Rockefeller his vice-president. Reagan, according to Cannon, was disappointed that he himself did not get the job.130 In the wake of the appointment, Reagan differed publicly with Ford on several policy issues, and when the new President offered him a Cabinet post, he turned the job down. In the fall of 1974 he told Cannon, “Now, I hope and pray that this administration is successful. And that would take care of ’76. Because it’s never—in my book—it’s never been important who’s in the White House, it’s what’s done. . . . Whatever may happen, I would like to feel that I can continue to be a voice in the Republican Party insuring that the party pursues the philosophy that I believe should be the Republican philosophy.” 131 Clearly Reagan was beginning to position himself as the conservative champion and the alternative to Ford.

On leaving office in January 1975, Reagan returned to the “mashed potato circuit.” With Michael Deaver and Peter Hannaford from his Sacramento staff acting as his agents and researchers, he was soon making eight to ten speeches a month for handsome sums; he also wrote a syndicated column that appeared in 174 newspapers and did regular radio commentaries for more than two hundred radio stations.132 Speaking at conservative banquets and otherwise preaching to the faithful, Reagan reverted to the ideological simplicities of “A Time for Choosing” and to his former habit of gleaning statistics and anecdotes from such periodicals as Reader’s Digest and Human Events. Caught up in this activity, he flirted with the idea of a third-party candidacy, but Holmes Tuttle and other big contributors refused to hear of it.133 In July a “Citizens for Reagan” committee materialized. Reagan said nothing and kept on making money from his lectures, but the appearance of the committee signaled that he had decided to take on Ford in the Republican primaries. The decision did not sit well with all of his backers. Some, Henry Salvatori among them, thought it disloyal of him to run against a Republican incumbent—and particularly one who was no Eastern liberal. Others, however, thought he had a better chance than Ford to win the presidential election.134 John Sears, who in other meetings had consistently displayed political acumen, became his campaign chief of staff.135

Sears’s strategy was for Reagan to run hard in the first few primaries, win in Michigan, Illinois and Wisconsin and then coast to victory in the South and the West. When the campaign season opened, Reagan’s chances of taking an early lead looked pretty good. Ford had alienated many voters by pardoning Nixon; his détente policy was under siege from the right, and Reagan’s polls showed that the fall of Saigon the previous spring had created a backlash in the country.136 Then, too, Reagan was a better campaigner than the former Michigan congressman, and many thought him a more inspiring candidate. But the Sears plan fell apart in New Hampshire.

The previous September, Reagan had given a speech in Chicago written by Jeffrey Bell, a young right-winger who had picked up some notions about tax-cutting from Jude Wanniski of The Wall Street Journal, and who thought the candidate needed new ideas. In the speech Reagan, after an introduction about “the crushing weight of the central government . . . threatening the freedom of individuals and families,” proposed a program of “creative federalism” that would transfer “authority and resources” from the federal government to the states, and in doing so cut the federal budget by ninety billion dollars and reduce the citizen’s tax burden by an average of 23 percent. The background material specified that the federal government would maintain responsibility for such things as the space program and the national defense, but that most social-welfare programs would devolve upon the states and that many government services would be cut or privatized, among them the U.S. mail.137 At the time the press virtually ignored this inventive proposal, but Stu Spencer, who had left Reagan to become Ford’s campaign director, gave it his full attention, and in New Hampshire Reagan faced a barrage of questions from journalists that he could not answer without making matters worse. Sears called in Martin Anderson, an economics professor who had worked with him in the Nixon White House, to do what Nofziger describes as double-talking the proposal into innocuousness.138 Anderson succeeded admirably, but the specifics of the original background material continued to haunt the candidate, and Reagan lost New Hampshire by just a few votes.

Sears had planned for Reagan to win by steering a fairly moderate course and observing what in California was known as the Eleventh Commandment: never speak ill of another Republican. But immediately after New Hampshire he and Reagan’s pollster, Richard Wirthlin, realized that this strategy would no longer do: Reagan would have to go after Ford directly and hit him hard on defense and foreign policy, where he was weakest with the conservative primary voters.

Reagan adopted the new strategy with enthusiasm, and although he had supported the Nixon-Kissinger policies, he waged a hard-hitting campaign against the Ford-Kissinger policies for the rest of the primary season. Barnstorming through the South, he made an issue of the forthcoming Panama Canal treaties, charging that Ford was planning to “give away” the Canal to a tinhorn dictator. “We bought it, we paid for it, it’s ours and we’re going to keep it!” he declared triumphantly. He also accused Ford of not being tough enough on Cuba. His main theme, however, was American weakness in the face of the Soviet threat. Asserting that the Soviet Union had achieved military supremacy, he charged that Secretary of State Kissinger had presided over the loss of American power and that President Ford had shown “neither the vision nor the leadership necessary to halt and reverse the diplomatic and military decline of the United States.” Specifically, he maintained that under Kissinger’s stewardship the Soviet Union had gained nuclear superiority over the United States. Militarily, he said, we have become “Number Two in a world where it is dangerous, if not fatal, to be second best.” Détente, he insisted, was a one-way street of benefit only to the Soviet Union.139

The crudeness of Reagan’s attack on détente alarmed many liberal Republicans and caused party organizers in the Northeast to mutter that the Californian was “another Goldwater.” 140 Ford’s political advisers were alarmed as well. Ford wanted to counter-attack, but they argued that defense and foreign policy had become dangerous ground and succeeded in convincing him to back away and back down. As Reagan, with the help of Jesse Helms and George Wallace organizers, racked up primary victories in North Carolina, Texas and the Deep South, Ford expunged the word “détente” from the administration’s vocabulary and substituted “peace through strength.” He also decided against attempting to conclude the SALT II arms treaty before the election.141 These tactics may have calmed conservative ire, or they may simply have helped to make Reagan’s point that Ford lacked leadership qualities. In any case, Reagan made a strong showing in the South and the West, and Ford just managed to pick up enough delegates in the East and Midwest to fend off his bid for the presidential nomination.

At the Republican convention of 1976, Reagan was, to say the least, a controversial figure. He had divided the party; he had weakened Ford as the Republican contender; he had attacked détente and arms control; he had gone a long way towards undermining the treaties that most congressional Republicans, including Barry Goldwater, thought the only way to deal with the future of the Panama Canal. Therefore, when Ford, after his acceptance speech, called Reagan up to the podium to make a few remarks, Reagan, not surprisingly, called for party unity and made appeals to both sides. In a six-minute speech he praised the party’s platform—always the preserve of the right; then, picturing himself driving down the beautiful Pacific highway composing a letter for a hundred-year time capsule, he proposed that there were two major challenges for the future: stemming “the erosion of freedom that has taken place under Democrat* rule in this country” and averting nuclear war in a world where “the great powers have poised and aimed at each other horrible missiles of destruction.” If the task Reagan had set himself was to rouse his supporters and to reassure Republican moderates that he was not “another Goldwater,” then he accomplished it nicely. The convention went wild with applause.142


* Reagan normally used the adjective “Democratic,” as all Democrats did, but he made an exception in this case.


In retrospect, the nomination of Ford was a boon to Reagan. In the wake of Watergate it would have been difficult for any Republican to have won in 1976. Also, Reagan had positioned himself so far to the right he would have had a hard time moving to the center, particularly with his Republican rival in the White House. As it was, Ford went down to defeat, and four years later Reagan was back on the campaign trail, the front-runner for the Republican nomination with the political winds behind him.

Reagan spent the intervening years giving speeches for other Republicans, doing a once-a-week radio show and chairing a political-action committee that funded Republican candidates. In the process he put a number of party leaders in his debt, just as Nixon had between 1962 and 1968. In those years he kept on speaking about the need to cut taxes, the need to increase the military budget and the need to reassert American strength in the world.

Reagan’s basic message did not change, but circumstances did. By 1979 the country was suffering from a combination of recession and inflation; the Carter administration was smarting under a series of foreign-policy reverses; high oil prices and the growing public realization that Japan and Germany had grown into economic superpowers convinced many Americans that the United States had not only lost its preeminent position in the world but was fast losing control of its destiny. In addition, the social and cultural innovations of the sixties and seventies, and the domestic turmoil that accompanied them, had given rise to a powerful conservative reaction. Americans, President Carter said in July 1979, were suffering from “a crisis of confidence . . . that strikes at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will.”143 It remained for Reagan to tell the country that the problem lay not with the American people but in Washington.






CHAPTER THREE

Doubling the Volume




RUNNING AGAINST FORD IN 1976, Reagan had of necessity run on the right of the Republican Party and looked for the support of the conservatives in the South. But in the 1980 primaries he faced a field of little-known candidates. As the front-runner he might have been expected to moderate his rhetoric and move towards the center in preparation for the presidential campaign. Instead he ran and won the nomination on defense and foreign-policy positions that were at least as hard-line as those he took in the previous campaign.

In the space of four years, the American political landscape had changed. Not only had a conservative mood swept over the country, but the Republican Party had for structural reasons moved to the right. By 1980 Nixon’s Southern strategy, and Reagan’s, had come to fruition: conservative white Southerners had left the Democratic Party and the George Wallace party, breaking up the New Deal coalition and moving the South into the Republican column. The result was that both the Republican and the Democratic parties had become far more ideologically coherent than before. Then, in part because of this realignment, the right wing of the Republican Party, based in the South, the Southwest and the Rocky Mountain states, had grown to a strength it had not had since the 1964 Goldwater campaign. The New Right, as the movement came to be known, made a dramatic appearance in 1980 with fundamentalist televangelists exhorting the faithful to join a Christian political crusade, and a host of new political-action committees in Washington raising money and mobilizing voters with computerized databases and direct mail. In addition, the foreign-policy establishment had split apart, and by 1980 the conservative wing of it, which included a number of former Democrats, had gained ascendancy and was calling for an end to détente and a renewal of the Cold War.

The Republican right, which Reagan had cultivated ever since Goldwater’s defeat, naturally fell in behind Reagan; somewhat more surprisingly, so, too, did the conservative wing of the foreign-policy community. In terms of foreign and defense policy, the combination proved an ideologically potent brew. Out of it came the most anti-Soviet rhetoric that the country had heard in two decades and Reagan’s idea for a shield against nuclear weapons.


Journalists covering the 1980 campaign sometimes had difficulty interpreting what Reagan said about foreign policy. Generally Reagan spoke in a familiar Cold War idiom, but there were times when the language of the Republican right broke through, and what it signified had been largely forgotten. After all, no post-war President had belonged to that wing of the party, and since 1964 those who remained faithful to Goldwater’s views of the time had been wandering in the wilderness, far from the centers of power.

Journalists, among others, tended to think of Republican right-wingers as being at the extreme end of the Republican political spectrum—the unexamined assumption being that the difference between the views of right-wingers and moderates was simply one of degree. In reality the difference was qualitative. That is, right-wingers had a set of concerns and enthusiasms which other Republicans lacked, some of which ill-accorded with the priorities of the Cold War establishment. They had, for example, little interest in Europe, but an almost obsessive concern with Central America and the Caribbean—thus the success of Reagan’s assault on the Panama Canal treaties in 1976. They were fascinated by guerrillas and terrorists. Also, they did not see American vulnerability to Soviet nuclear weapons as ineluctable, and those who took an interest in military matters longed for weapons in space. These concerns were not ad hoc, nor were they simply an agglomeration of single issues: rather, they belonged to a coherent world-view encoded in a distinct political tradition that went back to the nineteenth century.

The New Right activists in Washington—the “movement conservatives,” as they sometimes called themselves—never spoke of the sources of their conservatism. While calling for the restoration of “traditional values,” they also called for a “revolution” in government and talked with excitement about all the new ideas for policies and programs pouring out of the new right-wing think-tanks and foundations. But, then, rather than revolution, their project was the restoration of a world so antique that they themselves did not know what they were trying to restore.

Reagan, for his part, never spoke of the political tradition from which his own views came. A Democrat until after World War II, he took small interest in the history of the Republican Party, and as governor he disassociated himself from the tattered remnants of the Goldwater party. Yet it was that tradition that permitted him to tell stories that resonated deeply in the American political unconscious, and it was his rhetoric that provided a connection to the lost world.

In the 1980 campaign Reagan spoke for the first time at length about foreign policy in the hearing of national political reporters. In an essay on his campaign published the following year, Hedrick Smith of the New York Times wrote that Reagan approached the world with “a basic philosophical outlook which is a throwback to the 1950s when American power was paramount.” The global power rivalry with Moscow, Smith wrote, not only animated his thinking but was the prism through which he viewed the entire world. In Asia, Africa and Central America, Smith wrote, Reagan saw the Soviets at work behind all the ferment of change. “Let us not delude ourselves,” Reagan told The Wall Street Journal. “The Soviet Union underlies all the unrest that is going on. If they weren’t engaged in this game of dominoes, there wouldn’t be any hot spots in the world.” On another occasion he lamented, “All over the world, we can see that in the face of declining American power, the Soviets and their friends are advancing.” Sometimes Reagan spoke as if the Sino-Soviet split had never happened and seemed to ignore the purpose of Nixon’s opening to China. In the midst of the campaign he called the whole U.S.-China relationship into question by promising to establish an official relationship with Taiwan. “There is a Communist plan for world conquest,” he maintained. Similarly, Reagan seemed to imagine that if the U.S. showed firm leadership its allies in Europe would fall into line like so many soldiers on parade. Then, too, though Reagan pictured the Soviets as implacable foes bent on world domination, he seemed at the same time confident that, if challenged, they would back away from confrontation with the United States. At one point in the primary season he proposed a blockade of Cuba as a means of getting the Soviets to withdraw from Afghanistan. When George Bush, his leading opponent in the primaries, protested that a blockade might result in a clash with the Soviet Union, Reagan insisted that he was “not talking about war” and that in his opinion “a little call on the hotline with this kind of threat might get the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan.” 1

During the campaign John Sears told Smith, “There’s a generation gap between what Reagan thinks he knows about the world and the reality. His is a kind of 1952 world. He sees the world in black and white terms.” 2 Indeed, much of what Reagan said about foreign policy in 1980 sounded not very far removed from the Speech.

Still, Reagan sometimes offered views strikingly at odds with his rhetoric about U.S. leadership in the global contest with Communism. During the campaign, Smith reports, Reagan told a journalist that one of his fondest memories was of watching a newsreel in which an American naval company marched “through the streets at double-time” to an American legation in a Spanish coastal city to rescue American citizens trapped by the fighting during the Spanish Civil War. “You couldn’t help but thrill with pride at that,” he said. Smith quotes this story as evidence of Reagan’s nostalgia for the days of Pax Americana and his view that America must act more forcefully to protect its interests around the world. But the interpretation is anachronistic. The incident, after all, took place in the 1930s, and the U.S. naval intervention had nothing to do with the Spanish Civil War as such, but merely with the rescue of American citizens from a foreign conflict.3

In a book of interviews with Reagan produced for the 1976 campaign, a conservative supporter, Charles Hobbs, asked Reagan what his philosophy of foreign policy was. “Our foreign policy,” Reagan replied, “should be based on the principle that we will go anywhere and do anything that has to be done to protect our citizens from unjust treatment. Our national defense policy should back that up with force.” Rather than citing any other principles, Reagan went on to illustrate this one with a very long story about an American naval captain who rescued a resident of the United States from an Austrian ship in the Turkish harbor of Smyrna in 1853. Only under prodding from Hobbs did he take up the theme of anti-Communism.4

These stories are startling, yet they fit very well with the world Reagan often conjured up when speaking of domestic affairs: an earlier America of small towns and face-to-face relationships, a world of hard work, self-reliance and individual acts of charity.

Sears was, of course, right: Reagan had learned his politics in the fifties. But he had learned them not from the party of Adlai Stevenson or that of Dwight Eisenhower but, rather, from the Republican right, then a party of the Midwestern heartland and still dominated by the starchy figure of Senator Robert A. Taft.

Born in 1889, Senator Taft was the son of William Howard Taft, the twenty-seventh President, and the grandson of Alphonso Taft, who served as secretary of war and attorney general under Ulysses S. Grant. The careers of the three Tafts spanned the period of the Republican Ascendancy, the seventy years between the beginning of the Civil War and the Depression, during which the Republican Party dominated American politics. The great achievement of that period was the creation of a nation from the two halves of the old union and the territories of the frontier. In that period the Republican Midwest was the source of the integrating myths of the new nation: rugged individualism, Manifest Destiny and the idea of America as a land of small communities and a sober, cloth-coated middle class. Elected to the U.S. Senate in 1938, Robert Taft, in his staunch conservatism, was a link to the nineteenth-century GOP.

In The Odyssey of the American Right, Michael Miles tells us that even in the 1930s Midwestern Republicans had a provincial and quasi-Jeffersonian view of the country.5 Gentry-folk representing rural areas, small cities and towns, they envisioned America as made up of their own kind: small businessmen and well-to-do farmers of North European extraction. Liberals in the nineteenth-century sense of that word, they believed in individual liberty, small business and local government control. In their view the concentration of economic power on Wall Street and in the big corporations with their large labor forces threatened the true America—and their whole way of life. Midwesterners, the Progressives as well as the Republicans, thought of Europe as Jefferson sometimes did, as the Old World: decadent, feudalistic, corrupt and the very antithesis of the American Republic with its solid, independent, God-fearing citizenry. In the Midwestern view extremes of wealth and poverty and feckless aristocracies had made Europe a cauldron of radical ideas that boiled over into revolution and tyranny.

In terms of foreign policy, Republicans and Progressives endlessly repeated President Washington’s warning about the danger of “entangling alliances” with European powers and called for high tariff barriers. For them Europe was remote—but not remote enough. In their view European trade and investment only enriched Wall Street, promoted big business and created outposts of Europe in the cities of the Eastern Seaboard: not only a mass of immigrants but an Anglophile elite that aped European fashions and imported its decadent art. Midwesterners had no particular favorite among the European powers, or among what Taft called Europe’s “welter of races” with their ancient, incomprehensible quarrels.6 Woodrow Wilson’s call for intervention to help Britain against Germany in World War I met with flinty opposition in the Midwest. In the inter-war years Midwesterners denounced the League of Nations as a Great Power scheme for world domination. Senator William Borah of Idaho, a Republican and the chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, maintained on one occasion that the league was a bankers’ plot and on another that it smelled to him of Bolshevism.7

Evangelical Protestantism was the dominant religious stream in the provincial Midwest, and its radical individualism, its rejection of the hierarchical institutions of the Catholic church ran in the same current with Republican political ideology. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when the boundary between religious and secular discourse was far more permeable than it later became, politicians sometimes described Wall Street, or alternatively Bolshevism, as a vast, insidious conspiracy with demonic powers. Midwestern Republicans possessed a completely coherent economic and social theory—it was Marxism in reverse—but as conservative evangelicals they believed that God and the devil were at work in the world.

During the inter-war years the “internationalists” of the East branded all those who opposed the league and the American entry into the war against Hitler as “isolationists.” The term was a misnomer. Since the Civil War, the Republican Party had presided over the American continental expansion and the drive into Central America and the Pacific. Manifest Destiny and the notion of ever-expanding frontiers played an important role in the mythology of the Midwest, and in the early years of the century Midwestern Republicans rivaled Theodore Roosevelt in their enthusiasm for American imperial adventures to the south and the west. William Howard Taft had served as the first civil governor of the Philippines, and as President sent the Marines to Nicaragua and attempted to extend U.S. hegemony over the Caribbean and Latin America with “dollar diplomacy.” In 1917 Albert Beveridge, a former senator from Indiana and one of the leading crusaders against Wilsonian internationalism, went so far as to urge that the U.S. invade and occupy Mexico.8 In the inter-war years General Douglas MacArthur served several tours of duty in the Philippines and became the symbol of the American imperial mission in the Pacific. Midwestern Progressives actually were “isolationists” in that they disliked American imperialism as much as they did “entangling alliances” in Europe, but Midwestern Republicans simply preferred military action on the opposite side of the continent to the Eastern “internationalists.”

American imperialism was an attenuated enterprise by the 1930s, but it left Midwestern Republicans with a very different image of the world from the one Easterners had. Looking across the Atlantic, Easterners, both Republicans and Democrats, saw a continent of heavily armed nations with strong economies and strong cultural ties to the United States: Europe might be decadent, but it represented civilization, and beside it the United States had long been a “developing country” and not a little provincial. Oriented towards the Caribbean and the Pacific, Midwestern Republicans on the other hand looked out upon countries inhabited by peoples of alien cultures, all of them technologically and militarily inferior to the United States. To most of them these countries were pure abstractions—mere objects of American nationalist pride, commercial activity and the American civilizing mission. “With God’s help, we will lift Shanghai up and up until it is just like Kansas City,” declared Senator Keith Wherry of Nebraska, one of Taft’s closest allies. Under the circumstances Midwestern Republicans saw no need for alliances and almost no need for diplomacy. “It is in the pattern of the Oriental psychology to respect and follow aggressive, resolute and dynamic leadership,” General MacArthur averred as he disregarded Chou Enlai’s warning that China would enter the Korean War if the UN forces crossed the 38th parallel.9 A resolute attitude and a whiff of grapeshot would surely do.

In the late 1930s the historians Charles and Mary Beard identified Midwestern Republicans as “imperial isolationists,” as opposed to the “collective internationalists” of the East Coast. These two positions carried with them different military strategies.

In the late nineteenth century Midwestern Republicans—and Republicans generally—became advocates of a powerful navy, for the Navy could be used to defend American shores against the European powers, to enforce the Monroe Doctrine in the Caribbean and to extend the American reach into the Pacific. In the 1890s the American naval historian Alfred Thayer Mahan taught them that the great European empires had been founded upon their conquest of the oceans. Later Midwestern Republicans came to look with suspicion upon any plan for enlarging the U.S. Army, for in their view the only conceivable function of a large army was to intervene in European wars, as the Democrats wished. In addition, the maintenance of a large standing army was extremely expensive, and, consistent to a fault, they believed that all public expenditure should be restricted. With the advent of airplanes, they backed the development of an air force as a cheap substitute.

Midwestern Republicans preferred sea and air power for practical reasons, yet there was also surely some magical, or symbolic, thinking involved. The idea of exerting power at a distance—or exerting power while remaining isolated—was, after all, the whole project of “imperial isolationism.” In the 1940s and ’50s Taft objected to the stationing of American troops abroad on the grounds that it would entail direct American involvement with everlasting quarrels of foreigners. The Navy and the Air Force would transcend foreign politics; they would allow America both to pursue its God-given mission abroad and to remain the virgin land, uncorrupted by the selfish interests of others or foreign doctrines. Thus, while the Democrats, the party of the immigrants, fought land wars, compromised and negotiated, true Republicans would preach to the benighted foreigners and command the world from the heights of the air and the great distances of the sea.

In 1940 Taft opposed the American entry into the war against Hitler, but after Pearl Harbor he supported Roosevelt’s military buildup, stressing the importance of air power, on the grounds that the United States had to remain militarily invulnerable. “My whole idea of foreign policy,” he said, “is based largely on the position that America can successfully defend itself against the rest of the world.” 10

After the war Taft remained faithful to his views, but many of his Midwestern colleagues broke with the tradition he represented in two important respects. In the first place, convinced that the New Deal was plunging the country into socialism, many of them made common cause with big business. The alliance made sense as a practical, but not a philosophical, matter, and thereafter the Republican right existed in a state of tension between laissez-faire economics and social conservatism. The contradiction was never resolved but merely papered over by spokesmen such as Reagan, who championed both forty-six-mile-long assembly lines and the values of small, face-to-face communities in the name of freedom. Then, in the area of foreign policy, most Midwestern conservatives broke with Taft to the extent of voting for the initiatives the Truman administration took to protect Western Europe against the spread of Communism and the possibility of Soviet aggression. They could hardly do otherwise, given their fierce anti-Communism; all the same, the decision caused them some anguish, and it was only the Truman Doctrine with its promise of support for “free peoples” everywhere—including, presumably, China—that brought them around.

By the 1950s Republican conservatives supported NATO and most of the other American efforts to defend Western Europe. Still, they remained Asia-firsters, protectionists and unilateralists. And, true to their evangelical tradition, they pictured the world as a single battlefield between the forces of good and evil: one in which compromise meant surrender and there could be no agreement to disagree. They never accepted the containment policy to the extent that it meant coexistence with the Soviet Union but, decade after decade, called for a “rollback” of Soviet power. Preaching anti-Communism would help, they believed. The dilemma of how to extend the U.S. military reach while keeping the federal budget in check was one they resolved by calling for a heavy reliance on the Navy, on the Air Force and on atomic, and later nuclear, weapons. This was the strategy adopted by the Eisenhower administration, only they, unlike Eisenhower, saw it as a winning strategy even after the Soviets acquired nuclear weapons.11 In the early 1960s their hero, General Curtis Le May, the head of the Strategic Air Command, still believed that the Air Force could beat the Soviets to the draw, take out their bomber and missile bases in a preemptive strike and win a nuclear war with acceptable casualties.12

By the mid-sixties conservative politicians, among them Goldwater, accepted the fact of American vulnerability to nuclear weapons and joined the debates about how deterrence was to be maintained and how much was enough. Yet in groups such as those Reagan spoke to on the mashed-potato circuit and on the campaign trail in the late sixties and seventies there remained a great deal of frustration. Those who saw the Soviet Union as evil incarnate had no hope that war could be averted by arms-control treaties or summit meetings: only ideological victory or a war-winning military capability would do. In this period Phyllis Schlafly, who had made her national political debut in the 1964 campaign with a pamphlet entitled A Choice Not an Echo, proclaiming Barry Goldwater the heir to Senator Taft, co-authored five books on strategic nuclear policy in which she charged that Robert McNamara, Henry Kissinger, Paul Nitze and their colleagues had deliberately chosen to prevent the U.S. from obtaining “a decisive war-winning response to any attack.” 13 Schlafly went on to other issues, but she, and the sense of frustration that she expressed so vividly in her books, reappeared in the Reagan campaign.



“ . . . the creation of a vast armament in itself calls for a condition midway between war and peace. Mass emotion on a substantial scale is prerequisite. The willingness to sacrifice must be engendered. A sense of peril from abroad must be cultivated.”


—JOHN FOSTER DULLES, 193914


IN 1976 REGANHAD no full-time defense or foreign-policy adviser. The campaign did not really require one, and no prestigious foreign-policy expert sprang forward to offer his services. The right wing of the Republican Party was understandably short on people with such expertise. The federal bureaucracy in general, and the foreign service in particular, were not major career destinations for those in the Goldwater camp. Moreover, the foreign-policy community in Washington tended to reject right-wingers, as it rejected those on the left of the political spectrum. Reagan’s outside advisers included a few members of Congress, a few military officers and a few academics: the Republican right had little more to give him.

Yet by 1979 the permanent Reagan campaign had attracted a host of defense and foreign-policy experts, a number of them lifelong Democrats, and some of them, such as Paul Nitze and Eugene Rostow, charter members of the establishment which had guided American foreign policy since World War II. These people gave the campaign credibility it might otherwise have lacked and later provided the administration with a cadre of experienced policy-makers to fill its national-security posts. The experts had, as it happened, developed a rhetoric about the military contest with the Soviet Union that was hugely influential in the world from which they came. Because it meshed with Reagan’s own, that rhetoric set the course of the Reagan administration for the first three years.

Historically speaking, the alliance was a strange one: never before had the heirs to Truman and Acheson made common cause with an heir to Taft and Goldwater. But since 1968 the foreign-policy establishment had gone through a traumatic upheaval, and in the mid-seventies it split into two warring factions. The split did not occur all at once but, rather, like the political shifts in the country at large during that period, there was a movement to the left, then a movement to the right, and many within the establishment and its penumbra among policy analysts, journalists and others went along with the tide.

The breakup of the establishment and the bipartisan coalition that supported it began with the opposition to the Vietnam War led by Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy in the 1968 election; it proceeded apace during the Nixon administrations as Nixon and Kissinger slowly withdrew American troops from Vietnam, established a détente with the Soviet Union and opened relations with the People’s Republic of China. Nixon’s continuing prosecution of the war provoked a full-scale revolt among liberals in Congress, leading them to question the whole set of ideas and practices on which the war was based, even as détente and the opening to China undermined a good many other Cold War orthodoxies. Then, when the Vietnam War ended in 1975 with a victory for the Communists and détente did not persuade the Soviets to abandon their ambitions with regard to the Third World, many in the American foreign-policy establishment went into reaction. By the time Jimmy Carter took office in 1977, liberals and conservatives were producing descriptions of the world that differed so fundamentally that historians of the future may wonder whether they lived on the same planet.

By the early seventies the emerging consensus among Democrats in the foreign-policy community was that the U.S.-Soviet conflict was not as central to international relations and to American interests as it had been understood to be. While American attention was riveted to the Cold War, much else had happened. The world of the 1970s was quite different from that of the immediate post-war period—and from that spelled out in Cold War doctrines. For one thing, it was far more complex. New centers of economic power were challenging U.S. and Soviet hegemony, and so, too, was nationalism in the Third World. In addition, there were new problems, from unruly global financial flows to global environmental degradation, which could not be addressed within the narrow framework of the Cold War. The academic shorthand for all of this was “global interdependence” and a “multi-polar world.” In the view of most within this emerging consensus, the Soviet Union remained a formidable military power, but, because of the nature of its system, it was fast losing ground as an economic power and losing the ideological struggle as well. Further, the nuclear arms race was not as important a determinant of power and influence as had been supposed. Rather the U.S. and the Soviet Union were, as the defense expert Paul Warnke put it, like “apes on a treadmill,” wasting their strength on an activity that was virtually meaningless given the thousands of deployed nuclear weapons.15 What was required, it seemed to many, was a new form of internationalism.

In response to these perceptions, David Rockefeller and others created the Trilateral Commission, an organization of businessmen, academics and former senior foreign-policy-makers from the United States, Europe and Japan. The commission set itself to work on three major tasks: managing the world economy, satisfying basic human needs in the developing world and keeping the peace with the Soviet Union.

While this new internationalism was under construction, some members of the foreign-policy community moved sharply to the right and developed a neo-orthodox position. The movement included a small but articulate group of intellectuals headquartered in New York around Commentary magazine, who called themselves “neo-conservatives.” Former liberal Democrats, a number of whom had been Trotskyites in their youth, the “neo-conservatives” had concerns that went far beyond foreign policy. Having viewed the various disturbances of the sixties, from inner-city rioting to student activism to gay liberation, as attacks on legitimate social and cultural authority—if not on civilization itself—they were calling for a general counter-offensive. Most of them had opposed the Vietnam War, but all of them feared that the reaction to it would lead to the decline of American power and of American willingness to maintain its Cold War commitments. The larger group in the neo-orthodox movement consisted of members of the foreign-policy establishment whose views had not changed at all. Less ideological than the neo-conservatives, these people were more or less strictly concerned with what they saw as the decline of U.S. military power and prestige in the wake of Vietnam and signs of a dangerous slackening in the permanent exertion required to sustain the Cold War.16

In the fall of 1975 Eugene V. Rostow, a law professor and former dean of the Yale Law School, who had served as undersecretary of state in the Johnson administration, wrote to Nitze and a number of other, like-minded citizens, proposing that they form a committee to alert the nation to what Rostow described as the growing Soviet threat to the United States, and to call for a military buildup. In March 1976 Nitze, Rostow and others held an organizing meeting and named their group the Committee on the Present Danger, after a similar group formed in the early 1950s.17 The CPD was to be bipartisan, so it was decided that the formal inauguration should wait until after the 1976 presidential election, but by the fall it had an impressive list of board members that included Douglas Dillon, Treasury secretary under Eisenhower; retired generals Matthew Ridgeway, Lyman Lemnitzer and Maxwell Taylor; Dean Rusk, Kennedy’s secretary of state; and David Packard, Nixon’s deputy secretary of defense. The work of the committee was, however, done by Rostow, Nitze, Richard Pipes, a professor of Russian history at Harvard, and an enthusiastic corps of younger members, many of them neo-conservatives. The CPD focused on the strategic nuclear threat, and Nitze, who took the position of chairman of policy studies, did most of the analytical work on the subject for the Committee.18

Nitze was a legend in Washington. A Wall Street banker who went to Washington at the outbreak of World War II, he had served five presidents and had played a role in most of the major events of the Cold War: the development of the Marshall Plan, the military containment of the Soviet Union, the Korean War, the Berlin and Cuban missile crises, the Vietnam War and the SALT negotiations. Over the years he had held numerous government posts, among them chief of the State Department’s policy-planning staff, secretary of the Navy and deputy secretary of defense. But his influence was far greater than the sum of his government positions, and in the area of strategic-weapons policy and arms control, he was perhaps the most influential figure in the post-war period. Certainly no one could match the length and breadth of his experience with these issues. His involvement had begun in 1945–46, when, as vice-chair of the Strategic Bombing Survey, he had studied the effects of the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and it had continued ever since, whether he was in or out of government. Serving under Acheson in the early fifties, he had played a key role in the decision to develop the H-bomb and later participated in studies that had an important influence on the design of U.S. nuclear forces. In the early sixties he worked on the first arms-control agreement with the Soviet Union, the partial test-ban treaty of 1961, and helped lay the intellectual foundations for the rest. A senior negotiator in the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks from 1969 to 1974, he had been one of the principal negotiators of the ABM Treaty. Though an éminence grise, he was a superb technician whose detailed knowledge of the nuclear calculus could hardly be matched. He was also a cat who walked by himself and, though universally respected, he inspired less affection than admiration and fear.

Nitze left the Nixon administration in May 1974, citing differences with the administration’s approach to SALT II and the deleterious effects of Watergate on the negotiations. A month later he told a congressional sub-committee that the Soviet Union was well on its way to achieving usable strategic superiority over the United States and the administration was doing nothing about it.19 In January 1976 he spelled out this contention in an article in Foreign Affairs magazine entitled “Assuring Strategic Stability in an Era of Detente.” That spring, while helping to organize the Committee on the Present Danger, he served as an adviser to the Carter campaign. In perennial fashion, he was under consideration for a top post in the administration. When he did not get a job—he antagonized Carter with his dogmatic insistence on the perilous condition of the U.S. nuclear deterrent—he threw himself into the work of the CPD and that fall participated in an exercise known as Team B.20

One of the more noteworthy products of the ideological divide, Team B had its origins in efforts by the hawkish members of Gerald Ford’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board to show that the CIA had been underestimating the Soviet strategic threat. Anxious to protect Ford from the right, George Bush, the director of the CIA in 1976, agreed to appoint a panel of outsiders to review the agency’s estimates, and he approved the selection of a group of well-known hard-liners, including Richard Pipes, who chaired the group; Lieutenant General Daniel O. Graham, who had headed the Defense Intelligence Agency; and William Van Cleave, a professor of international relations and strategic studies at the University of Southern California and a member of the CPD. Team B was given unprecedented access to the CIA’s raw intelligence files, and after studying them for three months, it delivered a report in December 1976. The report was highly classified, but its conclusions were soon leaked to the press: Team B had castigated the CIA for underestimating Soviet strategic capabilities and the malevolence of Soviet intentions; it had found that the Soviets were striving for, and gaining, a nuclear-war-winning capability. Later General Graham told journalists that one of the “catalytic” factors which caused Team B to reevaluate Soviet intentions was the “discovery of a very important [Soviet] civil defense effort.” 21

The Committee on the Present Danger was inaugurated while the panel was at work, and in its initial statement of purpose the Committee warned: “Our country is in a period of danger, and the danger is increasing. Unless decisive steps are taken to alert the nation, and to change the course of its policy, our economic and military capacity will become inadequate to assure peace with security.” This was so, the committee argued, because the Soviets, in their “drive for dominance” and for a “Communist world order,” had undertaken an “unparalleled military build-up” which was “in part reminiscent of Nazi Germany’s rearmament in the 1930s.” If past trends continued, it asserted, the Soviets would “within several years achieve strategic superiority over the United States.” The Soviet Union, it continued, “does not subscribe to American notions of nuclear sufficiency and mutually assured deterrence”; rather, “Soviet nuclear offensive and defensive forces are designed to enable the USSR to fight, survive and win a nuclear war.” 22



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/200023a36000101.jpg





OEBPS/Images/coverh4a200023a3.jpg
WAY OUT THERE
IN THE BLUE

FRANCES FITZGERALD






