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Being dumb’s just about the worst thing there is when it comes to holding high office.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN

The worst thing a man can do is go bald.

—DONALD J. TRUMP








Introduction THE THREE STAGES OF IGNORANCE


Imagine a hypothetical job applicant. He can’t spell the simplest words, such as “heal” and “tap.” Confused by geography, he thinks there’s an African country called “Nambia.” As for American history, he’s under the impression that Andrew Jackson, who died in 1845, was angry about the Civil War, and that Frederick Douglass, who died in 1895, is still alive.

Given the alarming state of his knowledge, you might wonder what job he could get. Unfortunately, he’s not hypothetical, and the job he got, in 2016, was president of the United States.

People sometimes call our nation “the American experiment.” Recently, though, we’ve been lab rats in another, perverse American experiment, seemingly designed to answer this question: Who’s the most ignorant person the United States is willing to elect?

Over the past fifty years, what some of our most prominent politicians didn’t know could fill a book. This is that book.

This book will also examine what brought our country to such a stupid place. We’ll retrace the steps of the vacuous pioneers who turned ignorance from a liability into a virtue. By relentlessly lowering the bar, they made it possible for today’s politicians to wear their dunce caps with pride. Gone are the days when leaders had to hide how much they didn’t know. Now cluelessness is an electoral asset and smart politicians must play dumb, or risk voters’ wrath. Welcome to the survival of the dimmest.

Maybe you’re thinking, “So what? We’ve always had dumb politicians.” That’s undeniably true; as the political satirist Will Rogers said, “It’s easy being a humorist when you’ve got the whole government working for you.” When I was growing up in Cleveland, Ohio, I struggled to find a politician I could take seriously. In 1972, our mayor, Ralph J. Perk (his actual name), presided over a trade expo for the American Society for Metals. There was a metals-themed opening ceremony, requiring the mayor to cut a titanium ribbon with a welding torch. As Perk held the fire-spewing tool, sparks flew skyward and set his hair ablaze. The incident, which, thankfully, is available on YouTube, inspired mocking headlines around the world. It also reinforced Cleveland’s unfortunate reputation for flammability: three years earlier, our polluted Cuyahoga River had spontaneously combusted.

Perhaps the hair-on-fire incident was Ralph J. Perk’s version of the Icarus myth, a cautionary tale about what happens when a politician flies too close to a welding torch. Like Icarus, Perk came crashing to Earth. In 1974, Ohio’s voters rejected his bid for the U.S. Senate and chose someone less likely to be flummoxed by technology: the astronaut John Glenn. Perk received hair transplants at the Cleveland Clinic in 1976 to repair the bald spot the torch had created, but by then his political career had been singed beyond repair. He did have one other notable achievement as mayor: Richard Eberling, a man he hired in 1973 to redecorate Cleveland’s city hall, was later convicted of homicide and linked to another murder—the one that inspired the TV series and movie The Fugitive. Perk’s historic role as a job creator for suspected serial killers hasn’t gotten the attention it deserves. I hope I’ve fixed that.

Perk’s political career collapsed in 1977 with a humiliating third-place finish in Cleveland’s nonpartisan mayoral primary, a result I found reassuring. I believed his downfall proved democracy had a braking system. If a politician was too big a doofus, the brakes would keep us from hurtling off a cliff. But on Election Night 2016, it felt like the brakes were shot.



As the Trump nightmare unfolded, well-meaning people tried to soothe a rattled nation by arguing that he was no dumber than some of our previous dumb presidents. In this valiant attempt to pretend the hellscape enveloping us was nothing new, they cited a bygone commander in chief reputed to be one of our densest: Warren G. Harding. It’s true that our twenty-ninth president would never have been put in charge of designing the next generation of supercolliders. After Harding’s inaugural address in 1921, H. L. Mencken wrote, “No other such complete and dreadful nitwit is to be found in the pages of American history.” Mencken should’ve added, “… so far.”

People have pilloried Harding’s campaign slogan, “A Return to Normalcy,” for which he allegedly coined the word “normalcy” when a perfectly good actual word, “normality,” already existed. But, according to Merriam-Webster, “normalcy” first appeared a decade before Harding was born, in a mathematical dictionary published in 1855. Now, it’s true that Harding did our language no favors by popularizing “normalcy,” a word almost as annoying as “impactful,” but he was a slacker compared to Trump, whose mutilation of English could fill a non-word-a-day calendar. Out of fairness, I’ll exclude from discussion the much-mocked “covfefe,” which was probably just a late-night typo, and draw your attention to remarks he made at the Pentagon in 2019, when he seemed to invent a new military term, “infantroopen.” Based on my research, there are no prior appearances of “infantroopen” in any dictionary, mathematical or otherwise.

Of course, Harding’s bad reputation stems from more than one iffy word. His presidency birthed a profusion of controversies, most notoriously the Teapot Dome corruption scandal, long considered second only to Watergate in its infamy. (Proof that Watergate was worse: “dome” never became a suffix.) But how much blame Harding should shoulder for Teapot Dome has been debated. In 2004, Watergate celeb John Dean published a biography in which he argued that Harding “had done nothing wrong and had not been involved in any criminal activities.” Whether you agree with that verdict or not, it’s hard to get too worked up over Teapot Dome once you’ve seen a president urge a mob wearing fur pelts and face paint to storm the Capitol.

When you review some of Harding’s presidential initiatives, comparisons to Trump seem even less apt. Harding supported a federal anti-lynching law and proposed a commission to investigate not only lynching but the disenfranchisement of Black voters. On October 26, 1921, he advocated racial equality in a major civil rights speech in Birmingham, Alabama. “Whether you like it or not, our democracy is a lie unless you stand for that equality,” he declared. For a guy Mencken called a nitwit, he was far more enlightened than the person who, in the aftermath of the deadly Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, said that there were “very fine people on both sides.” (It’s also possible that Mencken didn’t think one’s support for racial equality was desirable, since his posthumously published diary revealed him to be racist, anti-Semitic, and pro-Nazi. In other words, a very fine person.)

One quality Harding and Trump have in common: neither excelled at monogamy. But, even here, Harding wins. In 2014, the Library of Congress released letters he wrote to his lover, Carrie Fulton Phillips, containing florid passages such as this: “I love you more than all the world and have no hope of reward on earth or hereafter so precious as that in your dear arms, in your thrilling lips, in your matchless breasts, in your incomparable embrace.” It’s hard to imagine Trump writing something so heartfelt to Stormy Daniels, or a sentence that long.

I’ve saved the best about Harding for last: unlike our forty-fifth president, he knew his limitations. He once lamented, “I am not fit for this office and should never have been here.” Though this comment would be a far more accurate assessment of Trump than “stable genius,” I can’t picture the Donald engaging in such introspection—or, as he might say, introspectroopen.

Although Harding has the dubious distinction of being smarter than Trump—pretty much the dictionary definition of faint praise—both belong to a tradition that we Americans shouldn’t be proud of: our habit of installing dim bulbs in the White House. There’s a long history of anti-intellectualism in American life, a point that the historian Richard Hofstadter seemed to be making in his 1963 book, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life. It wasn’t a good sign when the eloquent abolitionist John Quincy Adams lost the 1828 presidential election to the homicidal maniac Andrew Jackson. (“Old Hickory,” who was neither stable nor a genius, challenged more than a hundred men to duels. He killed only one, but still.) Over the next thirty years, the nation endured a presidential clown parade. In 1856, ex-president Millard Fillmore ran for the White House under the banner of a new, nativist party, the exquisitely named Know-Nothings. Fillmore and his running mate, Andrew Jackson Donelson (the homicidal maniac’s nephew), believed that there was nothing wrong with America that persecuting all its German, Irish, and Catholic immigrants couldn’t fix. As dumb as Fillmore sounds, the winner on Election Day might have been even dumber: James “Old Buck” Buchanan. Though Buchanan failed to avert the Civil War, he sprang into action to defuse a military confrontation with the British over the shooting of a solitary pig in Canada. (This skirmish actually happened; google “Pig War.”) The following year, the American people seemed to say, “Enough of this bullshit,” and elected Abraham Lincoln.

Yes, our Statue of Stupidity has held her torch high over the years. But she’s held it even higher over the past fifty, during the so-called Information Age. By elevating candidates who can entertain over those who can think, mass media have made the election of dunces more likely. Fact-free and nuance-intolerant, these human sound-bite machines have reduced our most complex problems to binary oppositions: us versus communists; us versus terrorists; and that latest crowd-pleaser, us versus scientists. Interestingly, Hofstadter thought that the first televised presidential debates, in 1960, were a positive development, because they benefited John F. Kennedy, who, he believed, combined intelligence with on-screen command. But the historian didn’t live to see how TV, tag-teaming with its demented henchman the internet, could boost candidates who were geniuses about those media and dopes about everything else. What happens when you combine ignorance with performing talent? A president who tells the country to inject bleach.

Hofstadter thought things started going downhill for us in the 1720s, when the preachers of the Great Awakening upstaged the learned clergy of the Puritans with bizarre theatrics: “fits and seizures… shrieks and groans and grovelings.” Neil Postman, in his book Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business, argued that this dumbing-down process exploded during the nineteenth century, when we started reading fewer books because we were going bonkers over two wild new inventions: photography and the telegraph. Clearly, ignorance in America has had kind of a running start. Since this trend has been centuries in the making, why am I even bothering to single out a few dimwits from our recent past? I’m writing this book as a concerned citizen, reporting a ghastly multicar pileup to other concerned citizens. Just as a Stephen King novel might inspire you to bolt your doors, perhaps these political horror stories will rouse you to action. Alternatively, if someday alien scientists are picking through the rubble of our fallen civilization and happen upon a tattered copy of this book, maybe it’ll help them piece together what went wrong.

Since I’ll be arguing that politicians’ ignorance has been surging over the past five decades, I should clarify what I mean by ignorance. The dictionary defines it as “the lack of knowledge, education or awareness.” That works for me, only I might add “the refusal to look things up in the dictionary.” When discussing a politician, I’ll refrain from using words such as idiot, imbecile, cretin, or any other equally tempting term that impugns mental capacity rather than knowledge. I might say “dunce,” because that connotes a failure to do one’s homework, a problem that has plagued a few recent presidents. I also like “ignoramus,” which the dictionary defines as “an utterly ignorant person.” Ignoramus is a word you don’t hear much these days, which is too bad because it applies so well to so many. If, in writing this book, I somehow bring the word ignoramus back into vogue, I’ll consider my work on this planet done. (A caveat: If other people have called a politician an idiot, imbecile, cretin, etc., I’ll be obliged to quote them. The historical record must be preserved.)

I’ll resist the urge to speculate about a politician’s IQ or cognitive health. I might be dazzled by a person’s ability to remember the nouns “person, woman, man, camera, TV” and repeat them on command, but, as a non-neurologist, I’m not qualified to say what this monumental achievement says about one’s acuity. Neither will I try to assess a politician’s mental stability, since I think it’s safe to assume that most people who run for president are, to some extent, out of their fucking minds. Instead, I’ll ask: During their time in public life, what did these politicians know? Did they have sufficient mastery of math, science, history, geography—and, since I’m being picky, the English language—necessary to govern? When briefed, could they learn? At the very least, did they know not to stare at a solar eclipse?

My preference that politicians be educated probably brands me as an elitist. I’m fine with that. I consider myself the Ted Nugent of elitism. But being an elitist doesn’t make me a snob—hear me out, there’s a difference. When I say “educated,” I want politicians to have the knowledge required to do their jobs well, or at least not to get us all killed. I don’t care where, or even whether, a politician went to college. Harry Truman wasn’t a college graduate, and he probably took some solace in knowing that a predecessor of his, George Washington, wasn’t, either. It’s possible to become a great president with no more than twelve months of grade school—an educational background that Abraham Lincoln, being honest and all, would have had to disclose on LinkedIn.

I don’t care much about the grades a politician got in school because they’re not a reliable predicter of governing ability. Franklin Delano Roosevelt somehow managed to lead the nation out of the Great Depression and to victory in World War II despite his C average, a GPA that today would keep him from getting an interview at McKinsey.I What made Roosevelt a successful president, among other gifts, was his intellectual curiosity, which enabled him to absorb vast amounts of information necessary to resolve unprecedented crises. When severe drought created the Dust Bowl, he had a lot to learn; he couldn’t fall back on his high school experience at Model Dust Bowl. I want the president of the United States to be intellectually curious for a simple reason: I think the person running the country should be smarter than I am. We’ve just lived through the alternative, and it was only good for the liquor industry.

How can we tell if a politician is intellectually curious? Reading habits are a good place to start. Truman might not have gone to college, but as a kid he tried to devour every library book in Independence, Missouri. As I profile presidents, I’ll examine how much they enjoyed, or even tolerated, the act of reading. Why? Well, there’s something called the President’s Daily Brief (PDB), an intelligence summary that, true to its name, lands on the president’s desk every day. It’s true to its name in another way: It’s literally brief, often just a page or two. Yet to some recent recipients it seemed like War and Peace.



To believe that Trump’s presidency came out of nowhere, without warning, is the political version of creationism. I, on the other hand, believe in devolution. The election of a serially bankrupt, functionally illiterate reality TV host was the logical consequence of the five decades preceding it, which, with apologies to Edith Wharton, I’ll call the Age of Ignorance. How did the bar for our political figures fall so far? To better understand this heinous half century, I’ve divided it into the Three Stages of Ignorance: Ridicule, Acceptance, and Celebration.

During the Ridicule stage, ignorance was a magnet for mockery, a serious flaw that could kill a political career. Consequently, dumb politicians had to pretend to be smart. I’ll profile two politicians who navigated this perilous stage with radically different outcomes: Ronald Reagan, whose gift as a TV performer helped hide his cluelessness, and Dan Quayle, who shared Reagan’s cluelessness but not his knack for hiding it.

During the Acceptance stage, ignorance mutated into something more agreeable: a sign that a politician was authentic, down-to-earth, and a “normal person.” Consequently, dumb politicians felt free to appear dumb. In this stage, I’ll profile George W. Bush, who made ignorance his brand, and Sarah Palin, who made it her business model.

Finally, during the Celebration stage—the ordeal we’re enduring right now—ignorance has become preferable to knowledge, dunces are exalted over experts, and a candidate can win a seat in Congress after blaming wildfires on Jewish space lasers. Being ill-informed is now a litmus test; consequently, smart politicians must pretend to be dumb. I’ll profile the ultimate embodiment of this stage, Donald J. Trump, and Trump wannabes such as Ted Cruz and Ron DeSantis—who, despite being graduates of our nation’s finest universities, strenuously try to outdumb him.

The solidly Republican cast of this tragicomedy might prompt you to ask (especially if you’re a Republican): Haven’t Democrats done a lot of dumb crap? Yes, bucketloads. Democrats have been caught on tape smoking crack (Marion Barry) and trying to sell a U.S. Senate seat (Rod Blagojevich). And we shan’t forget the Four Horndogs of the Apocalypse—John Edwards, Eliot Spitzer, Anthony Weiner, and Andrew Cuomo—who, though seemingly endowed with functioning brains, let a different body part do their thinking. But while Democratic dopes have wreaked their share of havoc, the scale of their destruction doesn’t equal that of their Republican counterparts. Once Democrats gin up a two-trillion-dollar war to find nonexistent weapons of mass destruction, ignore and then politicize a virus that causes nearly a million needless deaths, and attempt a violent overthrow of the U.S. government, I’ll get cracking on a book about them. Until then, I’ll recognize them for what they are: supporting players in our national pageant of stupidity, but not towering icons like George W. Bush or Donald J. Trump.

After reading these profiles in ignorance, you might decide that the bar couldn’t possibly go lower. Well, sorry. The bar can always go lower. On the plus side, history doesn’t move in a straight line. After the glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome, the Dark Ages must’ve seemed pretty bleak—but, before you knew it, it was the Renaissance, and everyone was singing madrigals and painting frescoes. The lesson is clear: while the bar can always go lower, it can also go higher, as long as you’re willing to wait a few centuries.

But I’m not recommending that we sit around waiting for our present Dark Ages to pass. Given what’s at stake—things I’ve grown partial to, like a habitable planet—we need to find an off-ramp from this idiotic highway before it’s too late. In my last chapter, I’ll explore a possible route.

One final point. For the past twenty years or so, I’ve written a column in which I’ve made up news stories for the purpose of satire. In this book, I’ve made nothing up. All the events I’m about to describe actually happened. They’re a part of American history. Unfortunately.


	
I. The website of the FDR Foundation points out that, when adjusted for grade inflation, his marks would translate to “high B’s by today’s standards.” This assessment of FDR’s transcript would have more credibility coming from an organization that didn’t have FDR in its name.








1 THE FIRST STAGE: RIDICULE


Not so long ago, it was less than ideal for an American politician to seem like a dumbass. If a candidate’s stupidity became too glaring, the consequences could be dire: derision, contempt, and electoral oblivion. In this chapter, we’ll meet two men who traversed this minefield with wildly different results: the Goofus and Gallant of the Ridicule stage. Gallant is Ronald Reagan, whose talents distracted us from his ignorance. Goofus is Dan Quayle, whose ignorance distracted us from his talents. To this day, those talents remain unknown.



In the mid-1960s, a candidate clip-clopped into town and, though possessing a puny saddlebag of knowledge, stuck to a script that fooled enough of the people enough of the time. It helped that he’d spent years on Hollywood soundstages memorizing lines and performing them with spectacular sincerity, even when acting opposite a chimp. His name was Ronald Reagan, and it’s in no small part thanks to him that today we can say: It’s Moronic in America.

Reagan was more responsible for the rise of ignorance than for the fall of communism. Like Chuck Yeager shattering the sound barrier, Reagan tested the outer limits of vacuity; the dullards he inspired all stand on his denim-clad shoulders. Today, more than four decades after he entered the White House and took his first nap, his disciples worship him like a prophet, an oracle, the Yoda of cluelessness.

Reagan’s devotees have lavished him with the sort of hagiographies usually reserved for the Dalai Lama or LeBron James. His longtime pollster Dick Wirthlin apparently felt that calling his former boss the Great Communicator wasn’t effusive enough; he titled his Reagan book The Greatest Communicator. Central to these gushy narratives is the claim that Ronnie single-handedly caused the Soviet Union to crumble. I understand why Reaganites would want to cast him as the leading man in the story of communism’s disintegration, but I’d argue that he deserves as much credit for the demise of disco—that is, not very much, even though it gurgled its death rattle on his watch.I Praising Reagan for vanquishing communism contradicts his own assertion that the Soviet Union was an inherently flawed enterprise, doomed to fail. Based on that logic, the credit for the Evil Empire’s demolition must go to Vladimir Lenin himself, for coming up with such a crappy idea for a society to begin with. I’m in the awkward position of agreeing with Richard Nixon, who observed, “Communism would have collapsed anyway.”

Reagan’s mythologizers haven’t been content to knight him as a commie-slayer. In an audacious leap of imagination, they’ve tried to recast him as a deep thinker. In 2018, an author named David T. Byrne (an adjunct professor at California Baptist University—not the singer of “Burning Down the House”) published a book called Ronald Reagan: An Intellectual Biography. I couldn’t resist buying a book with such a funny title. Astonishingly, it somehow manages to be two hundred pages.

Even before you open his book, you can tell Byrne means business. Unlike many Reagan hagiographies, which feature a cover photo of their grinning, Stetson-crowned hero clearing brush or miming some other rancher-like chore, this one boasts a severe black-and-white image of a bespectacled Ronnie at a desk, intently reading a serious-looking piece of paper. In his introduction, Byrne cites several injurious examples of disrespect aimed at Reagan’s mind, including a comment by an adviser to four presidents, Clark Clifford, who rated him an “amiable dunce.” Somewhat undermining Byrne’s authority on intellectual matters, he misspells Clifford’s first name as “Clarke.” Explaining why he wrote the book, Byrne says that he became frustrated by the widespread recognition Barack Obama received for his intellect, while Reagan’s big brain remained ignored. This slight was particularly galling, he argues, because Reagan was a far more original thinker than Obama. That’s true, in the way Dr. Oz is a far more original thinker than Dr. Stephen Hawking.

As the book drags on, Byrne apes his namesake and stops making sense. In one particularly unfortunate illustration of Reagan’s brilliance, he quotes one of his most famous pieces of oratory, a 1964 address called “A Time for Choosing” that Reaganites cultishly refer to as “The Speech.” “We’re spending 45 billion dollars on welfare,” Reagan said. “Now do a little arithmetic, and you’ll find that if we divided the 45 billion dollars up equally among those 9 million poor families, we’d be able to give each family 4,600 dollars a year.” Although 4,600 might be a highly original answer to that division problem, if you do a little arithmetic, the correct answer is 5,000. When George H. W. Bush, Reagan’s chief rival for the 1980 Republican nomination, accused him of “voodoo economics,” he might have been exaggerating. Maybe Reagan just sucked at math.

It’s fun to imagine what Reagan would have made of Byrne’s nervy attempt to remake him as an intellectual. Appraising him more sensibly, Hollywood producers often cast him as a man of action—a soldier or a gunslinger—and as a professor only twice: in 1951’s Bedtime for Bonzo, in which he acted opposite a simian, and in the following year’s She’s Working Her Way Through College, in which, in an unlikely turn for the future icon of the Moral Majority, he mentored an exotic dancer. “Intellectual,” in fact, was one of Reagan’s favorite put-downs. In a radio address in 1963, he heaped scorn on the theory “that we can do without a few freedoms in order to enjoy government by an intellectual elite which obviously knows what is best for us.” A year later, he declared that voters must decide “whether we abandon the American Revolution and confess that a little intellectual elite in a far-distant capital can plan our lives for us better than we can plan them ourselves.” By the time Reagan became governor of California, in 1967, intellectuals were his piñatas of choice, with the students and faculty at UC Berkeley a regular target for bashing. In his most damning broadside, he said that California’s taxpayers shouldn’t be “subsidizing intellectual curiosity.” Harsh!



Let’s consider an opposing view to the revisionist portrait of Reagan as chin-stroking sage. Christopher Hitchens wrote, “The fox, as has been pointed out by more than one philosopher, knows many small things, whereas the hedgehog knows one big thing. Ronald Reagan was neither a fox nor a hedgehog. He was as dumb as a stump.” The humorist Molly Ivins offered, “The charm of Ronald Reagan is not just that he kept telling us screwy things, it was that he believed them all… His stubbornness, even defiance, in the face of facts… was nothing short of splendid… This is the man who proved that ignorance is no handicap to the presidency.” The columnist David S. Broder remarked, “The task of watering the arid desert between Reagan’s ears is a challenging one for his aides.” And, continuing with the water imagery, a California legislator said, “You could walk through Ronald Reagan’s deepest thoughts and not get your ankles wet.” A dunce, a stump, a desert, a mental wading pool. Were these people underestimating him? Or were they, despite the vaunting claims of David T. Byrne, estimating him? To answer that, let’s ask another question, which arose repeatedly during the Iran-Contra scandal that plagued his second term: What did Ronald Reagan know?

“He was not intellectually curious, not deeply read,” the journalist Haynes Johnson wrote. Reagan’s brother Neil recalled one of Ronnie’s professors at Eureka College, in Illinois, grousing that he “never opened a book.” Once he got to Hollywood, he went a little crazy and decided to open one. That book, The Law, by the nineteenth-century French economist Frédéric Bastiat, might not have been as random a choice as it sounds: the author had already been championed by another Hollywood luminary, then-screenwriter and former movie extra Ayn Rand.II Interestingly, though Reagan and Rand were both fans of Bastiat, Rand was no fan of Reagan. In a 1975 letter, she wrote, “I urge you, as emphatically as I can, not to support the candidacy of Ronald Reagan. I urge you not to work for or advocate his nomination, and not to vote for him… [M]ost Republican politicians… preserve some respect for the rights of the individual. Mr. Reagan does not: He opposes the right to abortion.”

Though presidential photo ops tended to show Reagan clearing brush at his ranch, his hagiographers would have us believe that, the second the TV cameras left, he ditched his chain saw and grabbed a book. Longtime aide Michael Deaver called Reagan a “voracious reader”; unfortunately, he couldn’t name a single book his boss voraciously read. As for Reagan’s favorite authors, his mythologizers keep citing the same one: Bastiat. The Reagan Revolution, published in 1981, might have inspired the trend by quoting Reagan himself: “Bastiat has dominated my reading so much—ideas of that kind.” Of what kind? He doesn’t say. Steven F. Hayward, the author of the unironically titled Greatness: Reagan, Churchill, and the Making of Extraordinary Leaders, said of those two alleged equals, “[T]hey are the only two chief executives in history that I am aware of who quoted the obscure French economist Frédéric Bastiat.” Adding his voice to the chorus, the ever-dependable David T. Byrne notes that Bastiat “was part of Reagan’s private library.” Always good to have Bastiat in your private library, in case that pesky Ayn Rand already checked it out from the public one.

If Reagan was such a voracious reader of Bastiat, that would make the Frenchman the rare economist he didn’t disdain. “An economist is a person with a Phi Beta Kappa key on one end of his watch chain and no watch on the other,” he liked to say. One book about economics he probably didn’t crack was The Triumph of Politics: Why the Reagan Revolution Failed, in which his former budget director, David Stockman, exposed Reaganomics as a fraud.

During Reagan’s presidency, White House reporters described his reading habits in less lofty terms than his hagiographers have. Time reported that he was “a voracious reader of newspapers and magazines.” More specifically, Gary Schuster, of the Detroit News, said, “I know Reagan likes to read the funnies.” Unfortunately, he found the printed matter necessary to do his job less appealing than Beetle Bailey or Garfield. One of his biographers, Lou Cannon, recounted that, on the eve of an economic summit in 1983, Reagan’s chief of staff, James Baker, left him a briefing book that remained untouched the following morning. When Baker asked why he hadn’t perused it, Reagan replied, “Well, Jim, The Sound of Music was on last night.” Once he became the most powerful man in the world, his television-watching habits were, by all accounts, voracious.

Having reviewed Reagan’s reading, what can we say about his writing? Hoping to convince us that he wasn’t just a scripted robot, Reagan’s hagiographers tell us he wrote hundreds of weekly radio addresses between 1975 and 1979. After reading these monologues, though, it’s hard to imagine why someone else would claim authorship. During his 1980 White House run, his campaign wisely blocked their release. Here he is in 1978: “There were two Vietnams, north and south. They had been separate nations for centuries.” (More like since 1954.) Also in 1978: “Swarms of locusts and grasshoppers; a plague of crickets, cutworms, and ants; and swarms of mosquitoes are making life miserable and even impossible in some parts of the world… Some experts are treating this as an unexplainable mystery. Actually, there is no mystery about it… The most effective pesticide, DDT, was outlawed… on the theoretical grounds that it might, under some circumstances, some day, harm some one or some thing.” This unhinged rant reads like something out of the Bible, if God had been in the pocket of the pesticide industry. And here he is in 1979, revealing that the greatest environmental hazard isn’t man-made at all: “Eighty percent of air pollution comes not from chimneys and auto exhaust pipes, but from plants and trees.” When he reprised his theory about these toxic emissions during the 1980 campaign, students at California’s Claremont College affixed this sign to a tree: “Chop Me Down Before I Kill Again.”

But it would take more than mockery to shake Reagan’s anti-tree convictions, which went back decades. “A tree’s a tree,” he said in 1966, while addressing a logging trade group. “How many do you need to look at?” As president, Reagan would continue his War on Flora by naming the tree-hating James Watt secretary of the interior. Watt called himself the nation’s “number one environmentalist,” which was like Napoleon calling himself Europe’s “number one pacifist.” Watt’s dream of turning America’s forests into one big lumberyard met its Waterloo after he made this career-ending boast about diversity on one of his department’s panels: “I have a black, a woman, two Jews, and a cripple.”

Trees weren’t the only form of vegetation that Reagan deemed a menace. “Leading medical researchers,” he said in 1980, “are coming to the conclusion that marijuana, pot, grass, whatever you want to call it, is probably the most dangerous drug in the United States, and we haven’t begun to find out all of the ill effects, but they are permanent ill effects. The loss of memory, for example.” Clearly, we’d all be better off inhaling something that’s been proven safe, such as DDT.

Reagan’s knack for making up facts became the gold standard for American politicians. Byrne claims Reagan’s “greatest intellectual gift” was “his imagination.” No argument there. Byrne recounts an oft-repeated tale about how young Ronnie, auditioning to be a sports broadcaster in Iowa, had to do play-by-play for an imaginary game. As the story goes, he somehow kept his fictitious patter going for an astounding fifteen minutes. What Byrne doesn’t mention is that, years later, Reagan revealed that the game he narrated wasn’t imaginary at all, but was his recollection of one he’d played in college. Furthermore, the guy who auditioned him said that this incredible performance lasted only three or four minutes. Reagan was such a fabulist that even a story about him making something up turned out to be made-up.

As president, Reagan found another use for his imagination: attributing suspiciously on-point quotations to historical figures who never said them. When he cited this Oliver Wendell Holmes maxim, “Keep the government poor and remain free,” the White House had to acknowledge that Reagan “came up with that one himself.” His favorite mouth to put words into was Winston Churchill’s. In 1982, he offered this Churchillian quote: “The idea that a nation can tax itself into prosperity is one of the crudest delusions which has ever befuddled the human mind.” (Never said it.) In 1984, Reagan declared, “Winston Churchill… once said that Americans did not cross the ocean, cross the mountains, and cross the prairies because we’re made of sugar candy.” This time, Reagan came closer to quoting something Churchill actually said; unfortunately, he said it to Canadians.

Reagan’s habit of inventing quotations proved contagious. While he was attributing fake quotes to Churchill, his White House press secretary, Larry Speakes, was attributing fake quotes to him. In his 1988 memoir, Speaking Out, Speakes admitted that, when quoting Reagan, he “did a little improvising.” During Reagan’s 1985 summit in Geneva with Mikhail Gorbachev, Speakes announced that Reagan had told the Soviet premier, “There is much that divides us, but I believe the world breathes easier because we are here talking together.” When he informed Reagan about this fabrication, Speakes said that his boss “really didn’t say much, he didn’t have any specific reaction.” Weirdly, Speakes didn’t invent one for him.

One of the more suspicious fake quotes that Reagan spewed was a self-incriminating rant by one of his favorite evildoers, Vladimir Lenin: “We will take Eastern Europe. We will organize the hordes of Asia. And then we will move into Latin America and we won’t have to take the United States; it will fall into our outstretched hands like overripe fruit.” It would have been strange for Lenin to spell out his whole evil plan in such detail, like a Bond villain briefing 007 before aiming a laser at his crotch. Vlad, however, wasn’t the source of this unhinged monologue. The quote appeared in the demented manifesto of a prolific paranoiac named Robert W. Welch Jr.

In 1958, Welch, a former executive at the candy company responsible for Junior Mints, founded the John Birch Society, a conspiracy-theory factory and the QAnon of its day. (His cofounder was Fred C. Koch, who, having also sired the Koch brothers, has a lot to answer for.) The Birchers were a community of crackpots who believed, among other wigged-out fantasies, that President Dwight D. Eisenhower was a Soviet agent. One commie plot keeping Welch up at night was a demonic scheme to drug the entire U.S. population by fluoridating the water supply.III Though he was known mainly for finding a Bolshevik under every rock, the right-wing Willy Wonka shared other febrile anxieties in his manifesto The Blue Book of the John Birch Society. One of his more inventive theories was that the United States was being devoured from within not only by communism and fluoride but by the steamy, youth-corrupting novel Peyton Place. By finding the fake Lenin quote in Welch’s loony book, Reagan demonstrated that his voracious reading encompassed not only nineteenth-century French economists but also twentieth-century American whack jobs.

When Reagan didn’t have an apocryphal quote at the ready, he could be counted on to uncork a suspiciously apropos anecdote. George P. Shultz, who served as his secretary of state, wrote, “Reagan’s talents as a storyteller are legendary.” Unfortunately, many of the stories he told were themselves legendary. David Gergen, Reagan’s communications director, defended Reagan’s stories as “a form of moral instruction,” while admitting that some of them “weren’t quite true.” Reagan liked to tell stories of wartime heroism into which he photoshopped himself as the star. He told the Holocaust survivor Simon Wiesenthal about his role in liberating Nazi concentration camps, a feat made even more impressive by his having spent the entire war on soundstages in California. In 1982, the New York Times deconstructed one of his favorite anecdotes designed to demonize those on public assistance, in which a man used food stamps to buy an orange and the change to buy a bottle of vodka. As the Times pointed out, “Change for food stamps is given in other food stamps. Only if the change is for less than a dollar does one get back coins, and that is not enough, in any case, to buy vodka.” As moral instruction, the Fable of the Orange and the Vodka wouldn’t have made the cut with Aesop.



We’re confronted, then, with two opposing views of the man: Reagan as sage and Reagan as stump. I believe the truth lies somewhere in between, though its precise location is a good deal closer to stump. Reagan had every opportunity to become well-informed, but his extraordinary talent for closed-mindedness shielded him from unwanted enlightenment. The ideas inside his head were as immovable as the Brylcreemed hair on top of it. Once he’d collected those ideas—in the 1950s—he didn’t feel compelled to add any more. He had only three: (1) Communism = Bad; (2) Government = Bad; (3) Capitalism = Good. (Trees = Bad deserves an honorable mention.)

In the docuseries The Reagans, Ronald Reagan Jr. described his father’s imperviousness to information that contradicted his worldview. “I used to get into arguments sometimes with my father and you would think, ‘Well, I’m going to now introduce him to a new set of facts,’ ” he said. “He would listen, somewhat reluctantly, to what I would think are, you know, incontrovertible facts, and then you would get to that point where he would throw up his hands and say, ‘Well, all I know is…, ’ and he’d sort of push away like this with his hands, which was really ‘Keep that reality away from me. I do not want that near me now. It’s upsetting my whole picture of America, myself,’ whatever it might be.” The Great Communicator wasn’t a Great Listener.

Although Reagan’s learning curve flattened in the 1950s, his incuriosity was a political asset. By his 1980 presidential campaign, he was just repeating ideas that had ossified a quarter century earlier. Like his fellow thespian Rex Harrison, who starred in both the 1956 Broadway hit My Fair Lady and its 1981 revival, Reagan performed his old lines as if saying them for the first time. This tendency irked one reporter, who carped to Reagan’s campaign manager that the candidate hadn’t said anything new in months. “I certainly hope he hasn’t” came the blithe reply. To his followers, the endless repetition of Reagan’s retrograde message was reassuring. They shared his fear of newness, eager to return to his version of a 1950s America that never was.

But long before Reagan could become the star of his own White House infomercial, he faced a challenge that tested his acting skills: how to navigate the Ridicule stage of ignorance while possessing a mind that even his doting speechwriter, Peggy Noonan, described as “barren terrain.” Hiding that mental tundra required a transformation that, like many other miraculous makeovers, happened in Hollywood.



Reagan’s worshippers and detractors mostly agree on one point: he made the world a better place when he stopped making movies. His filmography is a cavalcade of B-movie detritus: Brother Rat, Cattle Queen of Montana, and The Voice of the Turtle, to cite just three titles in which an animal’s name got higher billing than his. The perception of Reagan’s second-tier status was so rampant that, when rumors of his California gubernatorial ambitions spread in the mid-1960s, the studio boss, Jack Warner, cracked, “Ronnie for governor? No. Jimmy Stewart for governor. Ronnie for best friend.”

As mediocre as his film career may have been, I differ with those who say that Reagan was a bad actor. Acting talent is relative. Compared to Jimmy Stewart or Humphrey Bogart, or even Peggy (the chimp who portrayed Bonzo), Reagan was a journeyman. But compared to his fellow right-wing extremists, he was Meryl Streep. Consider the 1964 GOP presidential nominee, Barry Goldwater, who professed his love of nukes by declaring, “I want to lob one into the men’s room of the Kremlin and make sure I hit it.” Reagan, though drinking from the same well of commie-hating zealotry, used his Ward Cleaver–ish geniality to give an Oscar-worthy performance as a man with no immediate plans to blow up the world. (Every now and then, though, he let his mask of moderation slip, as when he declared, “It’s silly talking about how many years we will have to spend in the jungles of Vietnam when we could pave the whole country and put parking stripes on it and still be home by Christmas,” or when he proposed this pithy solution to student unrest at UC Berkeley: “If it takes a bloodbath, let’s get it over with.”)

In the 1950s, when his fading film career yielded such celluloid gems as Hellcats of the Navy, Warner Bros. let his contract expire. Unemployed, Reagan secured a new gig via a scheme that, in its deviousness, was like a prequel to Iran-Contra. At the time, the Screen Actors Guild forbade talent agencies from producing television shows featuring their own clients. Reagan used his position as guild president to grant a “blanket waiver” to his own agency, MCA, allowing it to circumvent that rule. One of MCA’s first post-waiver TV productions starred a formerly unemployed actor named Ronald Reagan.

In addition to hosting that series, General Electric Theater, Reagan became a paid shill for GE, glad-handing his way through a national tour of the company’s factories and research facilities. At every stop, he workshopped a string of increasingly right-wing messages that would become “The Speech.” His audiences’ ovations emboldened him to consider a new gig: governor of California. When asked, during his first campaign, what sort of governor he’d be, Reagan responded with what would become his trademark, a joke that wasn’t entirely a joke: “I don’t know, I’ve never played a governor.”



“There once was a time when the idea of Ronald Reagan in politics provoked ridicule and scorn,” Gerard DeGroot writes in his absorbing study of the 1966 California gubernatorial race, Selling Ronald Reagan: The Emergence of a President. Compounding the problem of his dumb-actor image was the tendency of his “greatest intellectual gift,” his imagination, to generate bizarre fact-free riffs. Brimming with uncheckable trivia and “statistics,” the following passage from “The Speech” is a typical Reagan tone poem: “We set out to help 19 countries. We’re helping 107. We’ve spent 146 billion dollars. With that money, we bought a 2 million dollar yacht for Haile Selassie. We bought dress suits for Greek undertakers, extra wives for Kenyan government officials. We bought a thousand TV sets for a place where they have no electricity.” Though Reagan failed to identify the mysterious “place” we sent all those TVs, he showed amazing prescience in recognizing the value of anti-Kenyan rhetoric to a Republican politician.

With the perils of the Ridicule stage all too palpable, the coterie of California millionaires backing Reagan’s gubernatorial bid worried about their well-financed horse being laughed out of the race. They turned to two campaign managers, Stu Spencer and Bill Roberts, innovators in the use of advertising and PR to make candidates more presentable. Spencer posted this motto on his office wall: “If you can’t dazzle ’em with brilliance, baffle ’em with bull.” This approach would be tested with Reagan, who lacked the former but abounded with the latter.IV

Once on board, Spencer and Roberts had to teach the man who wanted to be governor of California the most elementary facts about: (a) being a governor, and (b) California. Though Reagan could unspool lengthy sermons about his two favorite topics, the twin evils of communism and the federal government, his campaign managers had to break it to him gently that, as governor, he’d lack the power to slay either giant. They also worried about the potential destruction that Reagan’s muscular imagination could wreak if he answered a factual question with a fanciful reply. To fill this grinning but vacuous vessel, Reagan’s campaign managers called in reinforcements.

In Bedtime for Bonzo, Reagan played a psychology professor tasked with educating a chimp; in a role reversal, Spencer and Roberts hired clinical psychologists to educate Reagan, who was now a kind of Bonzo. The shrinks were Stanley Plog and Kenneth Holden, UCLA psychologists and founders of the sinister-sounding Behavior Science Corporation (BASICO). While this arrangement conjures sci-fi images of A Clockwork Orange–like reprogramming, Plog and Holden’s contribution was disappointingly old-school. DeGroot writes, “They asked Reagan what sources of information he was using to prepare himself for speeches and press conferences. Without replying, Reagan got up and left the room. About a minute later, he returned with a shoebox stuffed with newspaper clippings. He explained how he would cut stories that piqued his interest out of newspapers and would store them in the box. As he spoke, bits of paper fell to the floor. For Plog and Holden, that little box seemed ominously symbolic, an indication of just how much needed to be done to brief Reagan on the issues in this campaign.” The high-tech innovation that BASICO wound up employing to reboot Reagan was something he’d already used for years while hosting General Electric Theater: cue cards. According to DeGroot, “They used 5 x 8 index cards printed front and back. These were ordered according to topic, keyhole punched and inserted into binders.” By memorizing BASICO’s cue cards, Reagan was soon sufficiently rehearsed to star in a film that might be called The Man Who Knew Just Barely Enough.

He didn’t fool everyone. Commenting on Reagan’s appearance at a voters’ forum, Richard Wilson of the Los Angeles Times wrote, “He left behind the impression that if he does not know what he is talking about, he has at least got his script down letter perfect.” A New York Times editorial pronounced, “Mr. Reagan… is innocent of experience in government, and his speeches suggest he is equally innocent of knowledge.” But Reagan’s talent as a television performer, in an electoral process increasingly dominated by that medium, papered over his ignorance beyond Spencer’s wildest dreams: he thumped the incumbent governor, Pat Brown, by an astounding million votes. This should have been cause for jubilation, since it meant the definitive end of Reagan’s acting career, but some saw it as ominous. Newsweek’s Emmet Hughes wrote that Reagan’s win “dramatizes the virtual bankruptcy, politically and intellectually, of a national party.” Such scolding couldn’t have mattered less to Spencer. If he could make Reagan look knowledgeable enough to be elected governor, he would be the go-to Svengali for dumb candidates everywhere. According to Spencer, he wound up managing more than four hundred Republican campaigns.

The victorious Gipper offered Californians a vision of their state that was as lyrical as it was incoherent: “A wind is blowing across this state of ours. And it is not only wind; it will grow into a tidal wave. And there will be a government with men as tall as mountains.” He didn’t explain how he planned to retrofit government buildings to accommodate such gigantic civil servants.

And though he nailed the audition, California’s new governor was unprepared for the role. Lou Cannon wrote, “He did not know how budgets were prepared, how bills were passed, or who it was in state government who checked the backgrounds of prospective appointees… [H]e didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing, or how he was supposed to spend his time.” Cannon recalled an early press conference where a reporter asked Reagan about his legislative program: “The novice governor did not have a clue. Turning plaintively to aides who were attending the news conference, he said, ‘I could take some coaching from the sidelines if anyone can recall my legislative program.’ Aides piped up and told Reagan some of the items in ‘his’ program.”



Thanks to those trusty 5 x 8 cards, Reagan convinced voters he was well-informed enough to govern, but not a pointy-headed know-it-all like those intellectually curious hippies at UC Berkeley. The former TV pitchman infantilized the electorate by selling it simplistic solutions. “For many years now, you and I have been shushed like children and told there are no simple answers to the complex problems which are beyond our comprehension,” he said. “Well, the truth is, there are simple answers.” Reagan could deliver this anti-intellectual message with compelling sincerity because he believed it. The man who never cracked a book in college preferred solutions that didn’t require any homework, and so, apparently, did millions of Californians. According to his longtime adviser Ed Meese, “Reagan wanted to be known as a person of the people, not like an Adlai Stevenson.”

Ah, Adlai Stevenson. We’ll hear that name a lot as we explore the Age of Ignorance. But before we meet Adlai, let’s consider what his party, the Democrats, were up to during the Ridicule stage. If the Republicans have been conducting a perverse experiment seemingly designed to answer this question—Who’s the most ignorant politician the U.S. is willing to elect?—in the 1950s, the Democrats started asking a perverse question of their own: Who’s the most flagrantly cerebral politician we can nominate?

Adlai Stevenson II, the grandson of Grover Cleveland’s vice president, Adlai Stevenson I, was governor of Illinois when, in 1952, Harry Truman urged him to run for president. Unlike the plainspoken Truman, Stevenson was a fire hose of lofty rhetoric. In actuality, he was probably less intellectual than Truman, who read a ton and amassed a large personal library. Stevenson, on the other hand, died with only one book on his nightstand: the Social Register. He wasn’t much of a scholar, either: he had to leave Harvard Law School after failing several courses. But no one appeared more intellectual than Adlai. Throughout his political career, he cultivated the image of an egghead. In fact, the journalist Stewart Alsop coined the term “egghead” to describe him. Although political adversaries such as Richard Nixon soon adopted that word as a term of derision, Stevenson took pride in it. “Eggheads of the world, unite: you have nothing to lose but your yolks!” he declared.V His personal motto was “Via ovicapitum dura est”—The way of the egghead is hard. Yes, Adlai was not averse to inventing Latin quotations in his effort to pander to the highest common denominator.

All this eggheadedness was catnip for Democrats, as were his dizzying flights of oratory. It was no accident that Stevenson’s speeches were distinctive, since his stable of speechwriters included John Kenneth Galbraith, Archibald MacLeish, John Hersey, and Arthur Schlesinger Jr. They crafted high-minded if overwrought pronouncements such as this: “[T]he victory to be won in the twentieth century, this portal to the Golden Age, mocks the pretensions of individual acumen and ingenuity, for it is a citadel guarded by thick walls of ignorance and of mistrust which do not fall before the trumpets’ blast or the politicians’ imprecations or even a general’s baton.” Such verbal gusts make one suspect that Stevenson paid his speechwriters by the word, but his Democratic audiences ate this stuff up. During one speech, a woman shouted, “Governor Stevenson, you have the vote of all the thinking people.” His response: “That’s not enough, madam. I need a majority.”

Stevenson’s rueful comment reflected an awareness of his low electoral ceiling, a concern that delegates at the 1952 Democratic National Convention didn’t share. They nominated him for president, despite his weakness for vocab words like “imprecation.” In the general election, he lost by a landslide—442 electoral votes to 89—to Dwight D. Eisenhower, who, in spite of a spell in the groves of academe as president of Columbia University, kept his speeches Latin-free. “The knuckleheads have beaten the eggheads,” the columnist Murray Kempton declared. As president, Ike would be a role model for future anti-intellectuals like Reagan and George W. Bush, with comments like this: “I heard a definition of an intellectual that I thought was very interesting—a man who takes more words than are necessary to tell more than he knows.” He disdained “wise-cracking so called intellectuals going around and showing how wrong was everybody who didn’t happen to agree with them.” But Eisenhower, whom his secretary called “deathly afraid of being considered highbrow,” was more of an egghead than he let on. While he projected the image of a man who preferred golfing to reading, he often stayed up until 11:00 p.m. poring over government reports and other documents. This was just the kind of subterfuge that the John Birch Society expected from a commie spy like Ike.

Stevenson’s defeat didn’t cool the Democrats’ ardor. They nominated him again in 1956—and this time, when the general election rolled around, he did even worse. By then, Adlai’s original booster, Truman, had decided that he was too eggheaded to win. “I was trying as gently as I could, to tell this man—so gifted in speech and intellect, and yet apparently so uncertain of himself and remote from people—that he had to learn how to communicate with the man in the street,” Truman wrote. “I had the feeling that I had failed.” Surely, after two electoral thrashings, it was time for Stevenson to abandon his futile effort to connect with voters. Nope: he gave the nomination a third shot, in 1960. This time, however, possibly having looked up the definition of insanity, Democrats put Stevenson out of his misery (miseria, in Latin) and chose John F. Kennedy.

Eight years later, another egghead set Democratic hearts aflame and left the rest of the country cold: former college professor Eugene McCarthy, a U.S. Senator from Minnesota. Gene had next-level egghead cred: in addition to delivering fancy speeches, he wrote poetry. (Sample lines from his poem “The Camera”: “My eye is everywhere / I am Tom, peeping.”) In 1968, McCarthy rocked President Lyndon Johnson’s reelection campaign with a strong showing in New Hampshire’s Democratic primary. Gene ultimately lost the nomination to Vice President Hubert Horatio Humphrey, a fellow egghead who’d aspired to be a college professor before straying into politics. In the general election, against Nixon, Humphrey wound up losing, too—but the Democrats’ egghead addiction persisted. In 1972, they passed the nerd-torch to Humphrey’s onetime next-door neighbor, the South Dakota senator George McGovern, another former college professor. McGovern was such an Adlai Stevenson fan that he named his only son, Steven, after him; the senator’s four-year-old daughter, Terry, proclaimed that her three favorite people were “God, Jesus, and Adlai Stevenson.” (Consistent with Adlai’s losing record, even in this ranking he placed third.) Unfortunately, as the party’s nominee, McGovern wound up doing even worse than Adlai, losing all but Massachusetts and the District of Columbia to Nixon. The way of the egghead was indeed hard.

The Democrats’ erudition should have served them well in the Ridicule stage, when voters expected politicians to seem knowledgeable. But their professorial rhetoric couldn’t woo an electorate increasingly hooked on TV, where short and simple messages—the kind that fit on cue cards—prevailed. Given the failure of the Democrats’ egghead strategy, no wonder Reagan didn’t want to be seen as an intellectual. It was a fate he masterfully averted.



Two years after he was elected governor, Reagan was already jonesing for another role he’d never played before: president of the United States. Reagan’s eleventh-hour challenge to Richard Nixon for the 1968 Republican nomination fizzled, but television’s burgeoning impact on politics augured well for the former prime-time host. Nixon had appeared sweaty and unshaven in his 1960 debate with John F. Kennedy, but in 1968 a savvy TV producer gave Dick a media makeover. “This is the beginning of a whole new concept,” the producer said. “This is it. This is the way they’ll be elected forevermore. The next guys up will have to be performers.” This prophet was Roger Ailes, decades away from his career as a serial sexual harasser at Fox News.

By 1973, Reagan’s White House ambitions seemed to have cooled. “The thought of being president frightens me and I do not think I want the job,” he said, causing millions of Americans to exhale. Sadly, that was a head fake. In 1976, having miraculously vanquished his fear of the presidency, he challenged the incumbent, Gerald R. Ford, for the GOP nomination. This time, he came much closer, but failed again—possibly because Stu Spencer was now working for the opposition. Spencer’s former partner, Bill Roberts, explained Stu’s defection from Reagan to Ford. “He feels he’s been poorly treated by the people around Reagan, although not so much by Reagan himself,” Roberts told the New York Times. “He also shares my feeling that Ron is not so qualified to be President.” Without Spencer as his minder, signs of Reagan’s cluelessness started popping up again like a stubborn STD. He delivered an address about the Third World in which he declared, “The United States has much to offer the Third World War.” Reagan went on to use this Freudian turn of phrase nine times in the speech.

Gerald Ford was in some ways Reagan’s opposite: a well-informed man who could come across as a big, lumbering dope. “Jerry Ford is so dumb that he can’t fart and chew gum at the same time,” Lyndon Johnson cracked, thus adding Ford to the list of people he grossly underestimated, which included Eugene McCarthy and Ho Chi Minh. At the University of Michigan, Ford’s classmates considered him such a good student that an academically woeful fraternity, Delta Kappa Epsilon (DKE), recruited him to help raise its GPA. Once initiated as a Deke, as DKE members proudly call themselves, Ford, an economics major, seized control of the fraternity’s ledger and balanced its books. Upon graduation, he attended Yale Law School, where, in a totally not-Deke move, he finished in the top third of his class.

However, television, which showed Reagan such love, often made Jerry appear tongue-tied and slow-witted. Even more unfairly, it made him look like an oaf. Ford was one of our most athletically gifted presidents, a linebacker who led the Michigan Wolverines to two back-to-back championship seasons and received offers to play for both the Detroit Lions and the Green Bay Packers. When he was vice president, though, cameras captured him maiming spectators with errant golf balls; as president, he tripped down the steps of Air Force One. By contrast, Reagan’s famous turn as George “The Gipper” Gipp, in the 1940 biopic Knute Rockne: All American, created the impression that he’d been a football star. In reality, the coach of his Eureka College Red Devils football squad remembered him as “just a fellow who wanted to play football but didn’t have too much talent.”

While TV often made Ford look clumsier, mentally and physically, than he was, he did have one genuine flaw that helped foster his image as a goofball: a Pollyannaish optimism that sometimes veered into magical thinking. The most glaring example of this tendency might have been his apparent belief, upon becoming president in 1974, that everything would turn out okay if he just pardoned Richard Nixon. His naivete attracted more mockery later that year when he attempted to tame an inflationary spiral by launching a deranged PR campaign called “Whip Inflation Now.” This mainly consisted of distributing buttons bearing the initials “WIN” in red, white, and blue. Ford even commissioned a “Whip Inflation Now” fight song, possibly reasoning that, if rousing music could spur the Wolverines to two undefeated gridiron seasons, it could also subdue soaring petroleum prices. In a year when the Steve Miller Band and Grand Funk Railroad topped the charts, Ford tapped a different hitmaker for his song, bringing the mothballed Meredith Willson, the composer of the 1957 Broadway smash The Music Man, out of retirement. Despite colorful buttons and a jaunty jingle, inflation went unwhipped.

One might wonder why, given the challenges that a client like Ford presented, Spencer decided to take him on. The truth is that, as a political consultant, Spencer didn’t exactly play hard to get. His open-mindedness about his clientele enabled him, in 1985, to accept $25,000 a month to help improve the image of the Panamanian general and dictator Manuel Noriega, whose image up to that point had been tarnished by his tendency to rig elections and plot military coups. Spencer’s attempted makeover of the general was insufficient to dissuade another of his clients, George H. W. Bush, from invading Panama in 1989.VI

Spencer’s survival plan for Gerald Ford in 1976 was not altogether different from Noriega’s in 1989: go into hiding. With the incumbent president trailing the Democratic challenger, Jimmy Carter, by a whopping thirty points in the polls, Spencer insisted that Ford employ a “Rose Garden strategy” that would keep him in the White House, safe from public inspection. Offering his rationale, Spencer told Ford, “Forgive me, Mr. President, but as much as you love it—you’re a [expletive] campaigner.” With Reagan, Spencer had faced the challenge of making an ignorant man look smart; now, with Ford, he had to keep a smart man from looking ignorant. Regrettably, Spencer’s plan imploded when Ford emerged for televised debates.

Ford’s debate opponent, Jimmy Carter, was guaranteed to have done his homework. Sometimes, it seemed, all Carter did was homework. His reputation for possessing vast stores of arcane knowledge later inspired an SNL sketch, “Ask President Carter,” in which Jimmy (Dan Aykroyd) answered unscreened phone calls and demonstrated surprising expertise about everything from a letter-sorting machine called the Marvex 3000 to the exact kind of acid a freaked-out seventeen-year-old caller had ingested. (Carter: “Peter, what did the acid look like?” Caller: “Um, they were these little orange pills.” Carter: “Were they barrel-shaped?” Caller: “Uh, yes.” Carter: “Okay, right, you did some orange sunshine, Peter.”) In a debate with an opponent this well-informed, appearing ignorant was not an option—which made what happened to Ford on October 6, 1976, all the more unfortunate.

That night, Ford and Carter faced off at San Francisco’s Palace of Fine Arts. When Max Frankel of the New York Times asked Ford about America’s seeming passivity toward a hegemonic Soviet Union, he gave such a long-winded and boring response that it might’ve gone unnoticed had it not ended with this startling crescendo: “[T]here is no Soviet domination of Eastern Europe, and there never will be under a Ford administration.”

The audience gasped. Frankel, so incredulous he sputtered, offered Ford a chance to retract his statement, but Jerry kept trudging toward new horizons of inanity: “I don’t believe, uh, Mr. Frankel, that, uh, the Yugoslavians consider themselves dominated by the Soviet Union. I don’t believe that the Romanians consider themselves dominated by the Soviet Union. I don’t believe that the Poles consider themselves dominated by the Soviet Union.” Had he been permitted to continue, it was only a matter of time before he questioned whether the Soviets considered themselves dominated by the Soviet Union. Ford’s later attempt to clarify his position didn’t help much. “We are going to make certain to the best of our ability that any allegation of domination is not a fact,” he said.

In the decades since, there have been two myths about Ford’s gaffe. The first is that it was an off-the-cuff riff gone wrong. But in 1986, Francis L. Loewenheim, a history professor at Rice University, revealed that, astoundingly, Ford meant what he’d said. After combing through notes that Ford wrote before the debate, Loewenheim reported, “Page after page of material I found in the Ford Library in Ann Arbor shows this is exactly what he believed.” Ford’s jaw-dropping statement might have been yet another manifestation of his cockeyed optimism run amok. He was, after all, a man who thought the composer of “Seventy-Six Trombones” could somehow whip inflation.

The second myth is that Ford’s goofy aria cost him the election. The media’s overblown postmortem about his flub might have made it seem more consequential than it was. Thanks to Spencer’s shrewd decision to sequester Ford in the Rose Garden, the president had started to narrow the gap with Carter before the debate and continued to do so afterward. While the gaffe didn’t help, it probably wasn’t the reason Ford lost. A bigger factor might have been his pardoning of Nixon. Oh, and inflation.

But the “no Soviet domination” flap is important because of what it indicates about the Ridicule stage of ignorance. In 1976, it wasn’t acceptable for a politician to look misinformed. Facts still mattered. For Ford’s detour from the facts to be so widely mocked, there had to be at least some shared understanding about what the facts were. Looking back on it now, when no such consensus exists, Ford’s gaffe seems a quaint 1970s relic, like an 8-track tape or a Pet Rock.



After Ford lost, Spencer, showing the flexibility of mind that was his hallmark, somehow overcame his grave misgivings about Reagan’s presidential timbre and joined his 1980 campaign. With Reagan set to debate Carter on October 28 at Cleveland’s Music Hall, Spencer was determined to prevent a repeat of Ford’s flameout. Seeking an advantage over the sitting president, the Reagan campaign did something that Manuel Noriega surely would have endorsed: it illicitly obtained Carter’s debate briefing book.

Under those circumstances, it wasn’t a huge surprise that Reagan showed up to the debate well prepared. The most famous moment in the face-off came after Carter accused him of opposing Medicare. As Carter attacked, the camera caught Reagan smiling beatifically, perhaps remembering his opponent’s words, verbatim, from the pilfered briefing materials. After waiting for Carter to finish, he responded with his now immortal comeback: “There you go again.”

Interestingly, despite possessing Carter’s briefing book, Reagan hadn’t spent much time boning up on facts to blunt his opponent’s attacks. Instead, as Lou Cannon reported, he rehearsed “one-liners in the belief that viewers would be more apt to remember a deft phrase than a technical argument.” The zinger he composed wasn’t exactly Wildean; rhetorically, it was a not-very-distant cousin of “I know you are, but what am I?” But Reagan’s instincts as an entertainer were spot-on. From the moment he cocked his head and said those four words, you could stick a fork in Carter.

When you watch the debate today, what’s striking is that everything Carter said right before Reagan’s legendary burn was a hundred percent true. And yet, as Reagan had predicted, the facts were forgettable. All anyone remembered from the night were four sarcastic words that made Carter look like a grumpy crank. Unlike Ford, who tripped over facts, Reagan avoided the annoying problem of facts altogether. When, in 1988, Reagan misquoted John Adams’s aphorism “Facts are stubborn things” as “Facts are stupid things,” it sounded as if he’d stumbled on the perfect title for his memoirs.

Reagan’s zinger had the unintended consequence of making premeditated wisecracks an obligatory feature of future presidential debates. In 1984, former vice president Walter “Fritz” Mondale belittled Senator Gary Hart’s “new ideas” campaign theme by weaponizing the catchphrase of a then popular Wendy’s commercial, “Where’s the beef?” Mondale might have congratulated himself for being the first presidential aspirant to repurpose the rhetoric of a hamburger chain, but he couldn’t rest on his laurels as an insult comic for long: the master of the art form, Ronald Reagan, would best him in their eventual fall matchup. After a wobbly performance in their first debate, where Reagan’s muddled answers raised concerns about the seventy-three-year-old’s mental acuity, he came out zinging in their second contest. “I will not make age an issue of this campaign,” he deadpanned. “I am not going to exploit, for political purposes, my opponent’s youth and inexperience.” As Neil Postman wrote, “The following day, several newspapers indicated that Ron had KO’d Fritz with his joke. Thus, the leader of the free world is chosen by the people in the Age of Television.”

Reagan demonstrated that, in the hands of a talented TV performer, one joke could sink a thousand facts. But he had enjoyed another advantage as he cruised to victory in 1980: an all-star roster of morally dubious advisers. His gang of goons included Roy Cohn, the disgraced former aide to Senator Joseph McCarthy, and three hard-charging political consultants, Roger Ailes, Roger Stone, and Paul Manafort. It was hard to imagine another Republican presidential candidate assembling such a team, or coming up with a campaign slogan as winning as Reagan’s: “Let’s Make America Great Again.”



By Inauguration Day, 1981, Reagan had been performing versions of “The Speech” for sixteen years—as long as Celine Dion’s residency, more than two decades later, at Caesars Palace. Like Celine, who only had to sing “My Heart Will Go On” to get a standing ovation, Reagan didn’t feel pressured to learn new songs. “Politics is just like show business,” he said. “You have a hell of an opening, coast for a while, and then have a hell of a close.” If his first gubernatorial campaign was a hell of an opening, Reagan’s White House years would provide him with ample opportunity for coasting—before he achieved a hell of a close, with Iran-Contra.

It’s commonplace for commanders in chief to age visibly from the burdens of the office, but not the Gipper. As Cannon noted, “Reagan may have been the one president in the history of the republic who saw his election as a chance to get some rest.” He could’ve used all that downtime to acquire the knowledge necessary to fulfill his constitutional duties, but his laziness and incuriosity put the kibosh on that. At press conferences early in his presidency, he sounded like an actor who hadn’t bothered to learn his lines. When asked about the placement of U.S. missiles, the best he could ad-lib was “I don’t know but what maybe you haven’t gotten into the area that I’m going to turn over to the secretary of defense.”

As the Sound of Music incident suggests, Reagan’s interest in briefing materials might have peaked when he acquired Jimmy Carter’s debate prep. Frustrated by his aversion to reading, cabinet members resorted to bringing him up to speed—or, more accurately, half speed—by showing him videos and cartoons about the subjects at hand. But even these Oval Office versions of Schoolhouse Rock! bored Reagan, who spent briefings doodling.

Though a team of psychologists gave him a semblance of sentience when he ran for governor, by the time he became president his semi-informed veneer was wearing thin. The journalist Elizabeth Drew, who covered him during the 1980 campaign, observed, “Reagan’s mind appears to be a grab bag of clippings and ‘facts’ and anecdotes and scraps of ideas.” Embarrassingly, he often appeared stupidest when talking with or about foreign leaders. In a 1979 interview, Reagan told NBC’s Tom Brokaw, “If I become president, other than perhaps Margaret Thatcher I will probably be younger than almost all the heads of state I will have to do business with.” When Brokaw noted that he’d be considerably older than French president Giscard d’Estaing, Reagan replied, “Who?” (After Reagan was elected, Brokaw, demonstrating a gift for understatement, called him “a gravely under-informed president.”) After a half-hour briefing by the Lebanese foreign minister about his nation’s factional conflicts, Reagan’s only contribution was “You know, your nose looks just like Danny Thomas’s.” (The former star of the sitcom Make Room for Daddy might have been the only other person of Lebanese descent he’d ever met.) In a photo op with the Liberian ruler, Samuel K. Doe, Reagan called him “Chairman Moe.” Welcoming the prime minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, to the White House, he said, “It gives me great pleasure to welcome Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and Mrs. Lee to Singapore.” During a meeting with Pope John Paul II, at least, he didn’t mangle the pontiff’s name; he just fell asleep.

Reagan sometimes seemed like Voltaire’s Candide, an innocent in a constant state of wonder about the world around him. He called a 1982 trip to Latin America “real fruitful,” having gleaned this mind-boggling insight: “They’re all individual countries.” Reporting on this tour, Lou Cannon wrote, “Over and over again along the way, he expressed enthusiasm in what he was seeing for the first time, and his aides found it appealing and naive.” A foreign ministry official in Brazil was less enchanted by his wide-eyed ingenuousness. After Reagan suggested that Brazil could be “a bridge” for the U.S. in South America, the official noted, “If you look at a map, you will see that we cannot be detached from the South American continent. We are not a bridge from South America; we are in South America.” It’s possible the Brazilian was still sore after Reagan, raising a glass at a state dinner in Brasília, offered a toast to “the people of Bolivia.” Belatedly recognizing his goof, he tried to explain it away by saying that Bolivia was where he was headed next. His next stop was Colombia; Bolivia wasn’t on his itinerary.

But the Brazilians shouldn’t have felt singled out. Reagan’s ignorance spanned the globe. He demonstrated unquestioning devotion to the government of apartheid South Africa, possibly because he rarely asked questions about the place. When he did, the question was rhetorical, as in “Can we abandon this country that has stood beside us in every war we’ve ever fought?” It’s true that South Africa had been steadfast in its support, but not of us: many of its officials had ties to a party that supported the Nazis, and John Vorster, who led the country for thirteen years, had been jailed for cozying up to Hitler. Incredibly, Reagan claimed in a radio address that South Africa was a bastion of racial equality: “[T]hey have eliminated the segregation that we once had in our own country—the type of thing where hotels and restaurants and places of entertaining and so forth were segregated. That has all been eliminated.” This would have been welcome news to Nelson Mandela, had it reached his prison cell. Turning to a country he presumably knew more about because he despised it so much, Reagan said, “I’m no linguist but I have been told that in the Russian language there isn’t even a word for freedom.” Reagan was half right: he was no linguist. The Russian word for freedom is svoboda.

Reagan might be best remembered for saying, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall,” but many other quotable nuggets emerged from his piehole: “Nuclear war would be the greatest tragedy, I think, ever experienced by mankind in the history of mankind”; “All the waste in a year from a nuclear power plant can be stored under a desk”; and the admirably candid “We are trying to get unemployment to go up, and I think we’re going to succeed.” As the gaffes piled up like banana peels in Bonzo’s dressing room, it was time to call in the man who had disguised Reagan’s obliviousness before: Stu Spencer. Summoned to the White House, the Gipper’s trusty cornerman revealed his agenda to a reporter: “I’m here to see old foot-in-the-mouth.”

Reagan’s mythologizers have worked hard to bury this image of him as an object of ridicule, but early in his presidency that’s what he often was. Their preferred narrative—that his White House tenure went from strength to strength—is false. Two years after he first entered the Oval Office, perhaps checking under the desk for nuclear waste, Reagan was struggling. As the economy proved obstinately resistant to the miracle of Reaganomics, his approval rating sank to a woeful 35 percent, barely higher than what most of his films would have notched on Rotten Tomatoes.

Reagan’s refusal to take responsibility for his failures frustrated Pat Schroeder, a Democratic congresswoman from Colorado. In August 1983, she took to the floor of the House and coined a political cliché: “Mr. Speaker, after carefully watching Ronald Reagan, he is attempting a great breakthrough in political technology—he has been perfecting the Teflon-coated Presidency.” Her remark proved tragically prescient. Two months later, 241 U.S. military personnel stationed in Beirut as part of Reagan’s confused Lebanon policy died in the bombings of their marine barracks. He changed the subject. In what should have been called Operation Expedient Distraction, he ordered the invasion of the minuscule Caribbean island nation of Grenada, a mission roughly as challenging as the conquest of a Sandals resort. His approval rating soared.

As his popularity grew, the press cowered. In On Bended Knee: The Press and the Reagan Presidency, Mark Hertsgaard documents the Fourth Estate’s wariness about roughing up Reagan. “We have been kinder to President Reagan than any president that I can remember since I’ve been at the Post,” said Ben Bradlee, the executive editor of the Washington Post. His colleague at the paper William Greider theorized that the press, in its obsequiousness to Reagan, was compensating for being blindsided by his election: “It was a sense of ‘My God, they’ve elected this guy who nine months ago we thought was a hopeless clown.’ ” Reagan’s burgeoning status as Teflon Ron owed much to the media’s decision to handle him like a glass unicorn. “I think a lot of the Teflon came because the press was holding back,” his communications director, David Gergen, said. “I don’t think they wanted to go after him that toughly.”

“Teflon” became an overused label for politicians, as journalists employed it to describe not only Reagan but every president since. Fearing the damage this practice could inflict on its trademark, in 1985 the manufacturer of Teflon, DuPont, pushed back. “DuPont simply wants users of Teflon to add a little circle with an R inside to denote that Teflon is a registered trademark,” the New York Times reported. “A printed message being sent to reporters all over the capital adds, ‘It is not, alas, a verb or an adjective, not even when applied to the President of the United States!’ ” Despite this stern warning, Teflon® Ron never caught on.

Given the press’s reluctance to fact-check Reagan, it’s no surprise that the public gradually stopped caring whether anything he said was, well, factual. In 1983, the New York Times devoted an entire article to this chicken-or-egg mystery, titled, “Reagan Misstatements Getting Less Attention.” “[T]he President continues to make debatable assertions of fact, but news accounts do not deal with them as extensively as they once did,” the Times reported. “In the view of White House officials, the declining news coverage mirrors a decline in interest by the general public.” No one seemed to care when Reagan indulged in one of his favorite vices: attributing fake quotations to Lenin. “Mr. Reagan said at a news conference three weeks ago that ‘just the other day’ he had read an article quoting ‘the Ten Commandments of Nikolai Lenin’ to the effect that Soviet leaders reserved the right to lie and cheat to advance the cause of socialism,” the Times noted. “After the statement, the White House acknowledged that Lenin did not issue ‘Ten Commandments’ as such. Lyndon K. Allin, a deputy White House press secretary, said Mr. Reagan got the reference from a clipping sent by a friend citing 10 different ‘Leninisms.’ ” The Times didn’t point out that Reagan, while arguing that the Soviets reserved the right to lie, was reserving the right to lie about the Soviets.

As journalistic oversight shriveled, Reagan’s childlike solutions to the nation’s problems went virtually unchallenged. His decades-old binary oppositions, us versus government and us versus communists, yielded made-for-TV catchphrases. “Government is the problem” and “The Evil Empire” became as ubiquitous as “I pity the fool” and “Watchu talkin’ ’bout, Willis?”VII He added another rhetorical empty calorie in 1984, when his reelection campaign inanely declared that it was “Morning in America.” Speaking to business leaders in 1985, he’d apparently run out of catchphrases of his own and borrowed one from Clint Eastwood: “Go ahead, make my day.” The quote had an interesting provenance: Clint’s cop character, Dirty Harry, had said it while pointing his gun at a Black man. It earned Reagan a thunderous ovation from his largely white audience.

But there were bumps on the road to Reagan’s Hollywood ending. His approval rating plunged twenty points after news of the Iran-Contra scandal broke. Wisely, Reagan didn’t try to brand this illegal arms deal as Morning in Nicaragua. He deployed a potent alibi instead: his ignorance. When he swore that he had no idea what had been going on at the White House, right under his nose, millions found the explanation plausible. His numbers ticked back up.

After Iran-Contra, some in the media wondered whether their decision to coat Reagan with Teflon® had done the country a disservice. Newsweek’s Robert Parry groused that the press corps “seemed to be a little fearful that if it wrote stories that were perceived as tough on this president, the public would not like them.” The media’s unilateral disarmament during Reagan’s presidency didn’t mean the Ridicule stage of ignorance was over, however. Just as Ronnie the actor had granted a “blanket waiver” only to his own talent agency, the media issued a free pass only to him.



Reagan’s ignorance defense during Iran-Contra was the rare instance when he highlighted his obliviousness instead of trying to hide it. Another of his glaring flaws, however—his laziness—became his favorite topic for self-roasting. He owned his sloth and, with his trademark grin ’n’ nod, let the nation know that he was in on the joke. Reagan managed to be both a bumbling sitcom dad and his own laugh track. “It’s true hard work never killed anybody, but I figure why take the chance?” he jested. After four years of Carter, that annoying grind who always did his homework, Americans seemed to enjoy having a president who didn’t even bring his homework home. “I am concerned about what is happening in government,” he said, “and it’s caused me many a sleepless afternoon.” Returning to this seemingly bottomless well of hilarity, he cracked, “When I leave the White House, they will put on my chair in the Cabinet Room ‘Ronald Reagan slept here.’ ” What a kidder!

Even with the president napping, doodling, and watching Julie Andrews, the White House was in no danger of becoming rudderless: the ship of state was being guided by the stars. His wife Nancy’s belief in astrology—specifically in a San Francisco–based astrologist named Joan Quigley—filled the leadership vacuum. In his memoir, For the Record, Donald Regan, who served as both Reagan’s chief of staff and treasury secretary, made palpable the trauma of working in an administration under Quigley’s cosmological control. In 1985, arrangements for the crucial first summit between Reagan and the Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, in Geneva, couldn’t be solidified until Quigley had done her planetary due diligence. “As usual, Mrs. Reagan insisted on being consulted on the timing of every presidential appearance and action so that she could consult her Friend in San Francisco about the astrological factor,” Regan wrote. “The large number of details involved must have placed a heavy burden on the poor woman, who was called upon not only to choose auspicious moments for meetings between the two most powerful men on our planet, but also to draw up horoscopes that presumably provided clues to the character and probable behavior of Gorbachev.”
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