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Prologue

The President’s eyes were moist. It was unmistakable—they glistened. But while he made no effort to hide it, I had barely even noticed. My own eyes had hardly wavered from the center of my plate, from the olive atop the scoop of tuna salad. I had been trying to explain my involvement in the article in The Atlantic Monthly, and had rambled on nonstop for fifteen minutes. It seemed like forever.

The press had made it into a roaring overnight scandal. The story line made for a red-hot melodrama: The President had been cynically betrayed. I was the Judas who had disavowed the President’s economic program and undercut his presidency.. . . His mettle was being tested.. . . I was hanging by a thread.. . . He was angry. That’s what the newshounds in the White House press room were braying. And they were building it up by the hour.

The reality inside the Oval Office was quite different. We were sitting at a small luncheon table in front of a crackling fire. Aside from the popping sound of the wood sap, it was quiet and serene. It was the only time I had ever been alone with him.

After the White House stewards had served soup and tuna salad, the President turned to the business at hand. “Dave, how do you explain this?” he said softly. “You have hurt me. Why?”

My explanation soon meandered off into a total digression. It amounted to a capsule of my life story.. . .

I had grown up in a small midwestern town as he had. My grandfather had taught me the truths of Christianity and Republicanism. I’d been thrilled by Ronald Reagan’s clarion call to conservatives at the 1964 Republican Convention.

But then I had gone off to college and fallen into the clutches of campus radicalism. Like many in my generation, I took up Marxism and America-hating. Liberal professors and anti-war agitators shattered everything I believed in.

When the radicals turned violent, however, I finally saw the light. Just as he had stood up to them as governor of California, I had, too. Slowly I discovered that the left was inherently totalitarian.

Step by step I then worked my way back to where I had started. I rediscovered the virtues of unfettered capitalism, the dangers of Soviet communism, and the promise and ideals of American democracy.

For ten years I labored in the vineyards of Capitol Hill—first as a staff member, then as a congressman. I worked hard and long to learn everything there was to know about the behemoth called the federal government. In digging into the details of its vast expanse of programs, regulations, and bureaucracy, I discovered that it was riddled with waste, excess, and injustice. I came to believe that Ronald Reagan had been right all along.

The politicians were wrecking American capitalism. They were turning democratic government into a lavish giveaway auction. They were saddling workers and entrepreneurs with punitive taxation and demoralizing and wasteful regulation.

I had become a supply sider, dedicated to his cause of shrinking Big Government.

The President’s speech to the 1980 Republican Convention had been even more overwhelming than the one sixteen years earlier. This time I was there. I had now reclaimed my conservative birthright. And I had helped write his bold platform calling for sweeping economic policy change.

His unexpected call to serve in the administration would always rank as the greatest privilege of my life. It showed that the promise of America was real. Only in America could a farm boy from Scottdale, Michigan, be called upon by a President to help him rescue the nation’s failed economy.

Ever since then I had worked day and night on the tax cuts and budget cuts. There was no greater challenge or higher calling than the matter of translating his vision for the nation’s future into the policy of the land. And we had made progress.

That was what The Atlantic article was all about. Conservative idealism. It reflected my experience of the struggle between the Reagan Revolution and the conventional politicians who had thwarted and sabotaged it.

We were engaged in a battle of ideas. The Reagan Revolution could never be won unless the establishment politicians and opinion makers gave our ideas a fair hearing. They had to be convinced that sound money, lower tax rates, and a vast curtailment of federal spending, welfare, and subsidies was the only recipe for sustained economic growth and social progress.

Which was why I had been talking to Bill Greider, The Atlantic article’s author. He was a friend and a committed liberal, but he had an open mind. Since January 1981, I had used him as a sounding board week in and week out in order to test “our” arguments and learn “their” objections. It had helped. The Washington Post, where he worked as an editor, had given us a fair shake—at least sometimes.

But we had gotten so absorbed in the argument between our side and theirs that we hadn’t clarified the ground rules about quotations. That’s how the “trojan horse” slipped out.. . .

So I’d rambled on—turning The Atlantic crisis into my story.

Then I looked up and saw the President’s eyes. I realized it was time to stop. I had been speaking from the heart, but I had said enough.

So I concluded with, “Sir, none of that matters now. One slip and I’ve ruined it all.”

The President responded by putting his hand on mine. He said, “No, Dave, that isn’t what I want. I read the whole article. It’s not what they are saying. I know, the quotes and all make it look different. I wish you hadn’t said them. But you’re a victim of sabotage by the press. They’re trying to bring you down because of what you have helped us accomplish.”

The President stood up and reached out his right hand. I grabbed it and noticed for the first time how fine, delicate, and, well, old it was. For a second it seemed like my grandfather’s—the same hand that had started me on my way to Ronald Reagan’s.

After a moment the President said, “Dave, I want you to stay on. I need your help.”

He turned and began walking toward his desk, then stopped suddenly as if he had just remembered something. “Oh,” he continued, “the fellas think this is getting out of control. They want you to write up a statement explaining all this and go before the press this afternoon. Would you do that?”

I agreed. My only lunch with the President was over.
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The woodshed story happened later. It was the metaphorical pound of flesh demanded by the “fellas”—Mike Deaver, Ed Meese, Jim Baker, Lyn Nofziger, and the President’s confidential secretary, Helene von Damm. All except Jim Baker had wanted me fired on the spot and had browbeaten the President all morning. But having read the article, he had been reluctant.

So they went around and around. Mike Deaver was the most insistent. “He’s high-handed. He’s arrogant. He’s never been on the team in the first place. How can we let him get away with this?” That was the bill of indictment he and others laid out.

Finally, Baker had said to the group, “Mike’s right, but it ain’t going to be easy to run this government without him. Mr. President, why don’t you have him in for lunch and see if he’s learned anything? You’ve got to make your own judgment and give us a decision today.”

Shortly after eleven o’clock that morning I had been abruptly summoned to Baker’s office. When I arrived, he stiffly motioned me to sit down at the long table in his West Wing comer office. Without really thinking I pulled out the same chair I always sat in at the end of the table, kitty-corner from his at the head.

For eleven months I had sat there almost daily, dominating the conversations of the inner circle of White House aides who gathered to plot strategy and policy. We called this group the “LSG”; these were the initials for the Legislative Strategy Group. It was a prosaic-sounding entity that wasn’t even on the White House organization chart.

But the LSG was, in fact, the very top of the heap in the whole of Washington—at least in those days. From Baker’s table, it had plotted victory after victory on Capitol Hill. It had managed the enactment of what the press labelled the most sweeping revolution in national economic policy since the New Deal.

Only today was different. A different Jim Baker was now sitting two feet away. He had just plunked himself down in his chair without saying a word. His whole patented opening ritual had been completely dispensed with. No off-color joke. No casual waltz around his big office before he sat down. No jump shot that resulted in the arched flight of a paperwad across the room and without fail into the wastebasket.

This time it was all business, and his eyes were steely cold.

“My friend,” he started, “I want you to listen up good. Your ass is in a sling. All of the rest of them want you shit-canned right now. Immediately. This afternoon.

“If it weren’t for me,” he continued, “you’d be a goner already. But I got you one last chance to save yourself. So you’re going to do it precisely and exactly like I tell you. Otherwise you’re finished around here.”

Baker continued his verbal thrashing without blinking an eye. “You’re going to have lunch with the President. The menu is humble pie. You’re going to eat every last mother-f’ing spoonful of it. You’re going to be the most contrite sonofabitch this world has ever seen.”

Baker then asked me if I understood the script. I mumbled that I did and got up to leave. As I walked across the room and reached for the door to his office, Baker turned and said, “Let me repeat something, just in case you didn’t get the point. When you go through the Oval Office door, I want to see that sorry ass of yours dragging on the carpet.”

As I tripped down the White House stairway and out onto the West Executive parking lot, I was in a daze. My legs were wobbly. My head was exploding with both fear and anger. Never in my life had I been treated to such a rude, unsparing humiliation.

Somehow I got back to my office in the Old Executive Office Building next door and slumped into my chair.

But by then I had figured out what was happening. Baker wasn’t behind it. The hangmen were the others—especially Deaver. They had gone into another one of their overnight panics. Jim had just been trying to shock me into a realization that the shark feed was on.

That was how they operated. Reality happened once a day on the evening news. They were now going to kill last night’s “bad story.” The decks would be cleared for something more favorable.

Baker knew I needed warning. The White House temperature had gone into sudden and feverish convulsions in the seventeen hours since CBS correspondent Lesley Stahl had gone with The Atlantic story “two nights in a row.”

Only a day earlier it had been different. I had attended an LSG meeting in Baker’s office and The Atlantic article had been the object of considerable merriment. The group had even presented me with a framed plaque for the “best cover story in the December 1981 issue of The Atlantic Magazine.” They had all signed the framed cover—Ed Meese, Jim Baker, Don Regan, Dick Darman, Craig Fuller.

I had been furious at Greider for using the quotes so carelessly, especially the one describing the Kemp-Roth as a trojan horse. I hadn’t worked around the clock for seven months to enact the Reagan Revolution because I thought the supply-side tax cut was a scam.

But now the White House press room was littered with copies of a one-page “quote sheet.” The loose quotations were turning the fifty pages of heavy intellectual lifting encompassed in Greider’s article into a cynically manufactured scam. The press was twisting these half dozen quotes into an entire thesis, utterly unsupported by even the text of The Atlantic article.

To say nothing of reality. Where had the White House press corps been for eleven months? Weren’t there hundreds of politicians on Capitol Hill hopping mad about how I had strong-armed them into voting for the administration’s tax- and spending-cut program? Hadn’t the press itself written feature stories a few months back about how I had practically single-handedly put the whole massive package together in February? Wasn’t everybody accusing me of too much revolutionary zeal and dogmatism—of being some kind of supply-side Robespierre? Did they really think I could have been a double agent through all those battles and not have been detected? The whole notion was Kafkaesque.

So I had thought The Atlantic story would quickly fade. I was obviously naive on that score. Still, I had asked two of my most intelligent, trusted, and worldly-wise friends to read it and render a verdict.

“Delicious,” said my columnist friend George Will. “It’s too bad this whole thing will quickly blow over. Some of your colleagues could profit from reading it.”

Dick Darman had taken a different angle, perhaps reflecting his own view of the world. “Thank God for those stray quotes!” he exclaimed. “Nobody in this town would believe you were as idealistic and naive as the story actually reveals.”

True, Greider’s story had conveyed doubts and worries. But that wasn’t news inside the White House. I had nagged them for months with reminders about how tough it would be to keep the whole sweeping plan on track. “It adds up—but not easily,” I had been saying all along.

Greider’s story had been about a radical ideologue who had dramatically burst upon the scene of national governance eleven months earlier. He had fairly and sympathetically portrayed my idealism and principled approach to national policy.

“We are going to attack weak claims, not weak clients,” he had accurately quoted me as saying. That principle meant cutting subsidies to big corporations as well as to undeserving food stamp recipients. There was unaffordable excess in both categories.

My whole thesis had been that the social goals of the liberal establishment could only be achieved through a revival of non-inflationary economic growth. You needed a rising tide to lift all boats. That had been the basic objective of the Reagan Revolution.

By midsummer I had become somewhat disillusioned. Greider had captured that, too. But my worry was not about the President’s basic program. The problem was just the opposite. The congressional politicians were threatening to split his program at the seams by intransigently blocking the deep spending reductions that had to be matched up with the big tax cut. This resistance was now incubating a deficit that could soar out of control and hobble the economy.

I had feared that from the beginning. But I hadn’t reckoned that there would be so much opposition on our side of the aisle. I was shocked to find that the Democrats were getting so much Republican help in their efforts to keep the pork barrel flowing and the welfare state intact. I had been worried because the votes didn’t add up, not the economic plan.

I had also come to realize that in my haste to get the Reagan Revolution launched in February, we had moved too fast. There were numerous loose ends. The spending reductions needed to pay for the tax cuts had turned out to be even bigger and tougher than I had originally thought.

But the loose ends could be fixed, I had told Greider. The program could be gotten back on track. It would take a long, unrelieved struggle, but I thought it could be done. It was all right there in 400,000 copies of the magazine.

I seriously doubted the Deaver crowd had read it. They never read anything. They lived off the tube. They understood nothing about the serious ideas underlying the Reagan Revolution. They were above the rough, exhausting, demanding business of the daily struggle down in the machinery of government against the overwhelming forces of the status quo.

In a way, I had felt good after absorbing Baker’s flogging. I knew without question that I had made a critical difference. Now the White House staff was going to lynch me on account of a metaphor. I had seen them go into action before. Deaver and the others had done it to Secretary of State Alexander Haig and other members of the Cabinet.

I had a clear-eyed grasp of their power. I therefore thought I knew what I had to do. If they didn’t know the difference between reality and a metaphor, I would have to give them what they wanted. A counter-metaphor. A woodshed story. A self-inflicted public humiliation.

If I didn’t decisively shut down The Atlantic story with a new one, the White House shark feed would continue.

So that afternoon I played out the script that the White House public relations men had designed. And The Atlantic scandal soon faded away.
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But the real Atlantic story was just getting started. Much later on I would realize that The Atlantic affair’s hours of white heat on November 12, 1981, had brought into bold relief the ultimate flaw of the Reagan presidency. The episode underscored all the essential reasons why what started out as an idea-based Reagan Revolution ended up as an unintended exercise in free lunch economics. Even then, the massive fiscal policy error that had been unleashed on the national and world economy was beyond recall. It should have been evident to me in the circumstances of those bitter hours. But it wasn’t because I did not yet know that I was as much the problem as were my would-be executioners.

The fact was, metaphor and reality had been at odds from the very beginning. The Reagan Revolution had never been any more real than the Judas thesis or the woodshed story.

Revolutions have to do with drastic, wrenching changes in an established regime. Causing such changes to happen was not Ronald Reagan’s real agenda in the first place. It was mine, and that of a small cadre of supply-side intellectuals.

The Reagan Revolution, as I had defined it, required a frontal assault on the American welfare state. That was the only way to pay for the massive Kemp-Roth tax cut.

Accordingly, forty years’ worth of promises, subventions, entitlements, and safety nets issued by the federal government to every component and stratum of American society would have to be scrapped or drastically modified. A true economic policy revolution meant risky and mortal political combat with all the mass constituencies of Washington’s largesse—Social Security recipients, veterans, farmers, educators, state and local officials, the housing industry, and many more.

Behind the hoopla of the Kemp-Roth tax cut and my thick black books of budget cuts was the central idea of the Reagan Revolution. It was minimalist government—a spare and stingy creature, which offered even-handed public justice, but no more. Its vision of the good society rested on the strength and productive potential of free men in free markets. It sought to encourage the unfettered production of capitalist wealth and the expansion of private welfare that automatically attends it. It envisioned a land the opposite of the coast-to-coast patchwork of dependencies, shelters, protections, and redistributions that the nation’s politicians had brokered over the decades.

The true Reagan Revolution never had a chance. It defied all of the overwhelming forces, interests, and impulses of American democracy. Our Madisonian government of checks and balances, three branches, two legislative houses, and infinitely splintered power is conservative, not radical. It hugs powerfully to the history behind it. It shuffles into the future one step at a time. It cannot leap into revolutions without falling flat on its face.

That was the truth of The Atlantic article. Bill Greider had caught me in the first, conscious acts of finding out. The wound to the Reagan presidency resulted not from my newfound doubts about whether the Reagan Revolution could be made to succeed. Instead, it flowed inexorably from my original insistence that it be tried at all.

So I was the real issue in The Atlantic affair . . . but for reasons far more profound than the public relations men in the White House thought or the gaggle of reporters in the press room understood.

The fact was, due to the efforts of myself and my supply-side compatriots, Ronald Reagan had been made to stumble into the wrong camp on the eve of his final, successful quest for the presidency. He was a consensus politician, not an ideologue. He had no business trying to make a revolution because it wasn’t in his bones.

He leaned to the right, there was no doubt about that. Yet his conservative vision was only a vision. He had a sense of ultimate values and a feel for long-term directions, but he had no blueprint for radical governance. He had no concrete program to dislocate and traumatize the here-and-now of American society.

I supplied the latter. Only the further tragedy was that he grasped just half of this revolutionary equation—owing to a fluke of experience. He embraced the huge Kemp-Roth tax cut because it seemed to be validated by an anecdote from his own personal history. But the anecdote was not applicable to his task of governance and he understood little of the blueprint’s bone-jarring remainder.

Like all revolutionaries, we wanted to get our program out of the fringe cell group where it had been hatched and into the mainstream. The brave new world it promised was too good and urgent for its radiant light to be left under a bushel of ideological scribblings.

So we pitched it in tones that were music to every politician’s ears. We highlighted the easy part—the giant tax cut. The side of the doctrine that had to do with giving to the electorate, not taking from it.

In January 1980, Governor Reagan’s campaign managers had sent him to school for a few days to get brushed up on the national issues. There, Jack Kemp, Art Laffer, and Jude Wanniski thoroughly hosed him down with supply-side doctrine.

They told him about the “Laffer curve.” It set off a symphony in his ears. He knew instantly that it was true and would never doubt it a moment thereafter.

He had once been on the Laffer curve himself. “I came into the Big Money making pictures during World War II,” he would always say. At that time the wartime income surtax hit 90 percent.

“You could only make four pictures and then you were in the top bracket,” he would continue. “So we all quit working after four pictures and went off to the country.”

High tax rates caused less work. Low tax rates caused more. His experience proved it. And stated that way, he was right.

But the Laffer curve was about government revenues, not making movies or widgets. It was an academic paradigm. Its translation into the real economic world of 1981 was complicated and slippery.

A tax cut will increase revenues only if you start in a zero inflation economy. Then, if more movies and widgets are made, you will get more GNP and more revenues. That is common sense.

But Ronald Reagan inherited an inflation-swollen economy. Prices were racing upward at 12 percent. There had been just one imperative: Stop the inflation. The American electorate, his older traditional conservatism, and the new supply-side doctrine (it was based on a zero inflation gold standard) all demanded it.

Yet when you pump the inflation out of the economy, something funny happens. The government’s finances end up in the same boat with farmers’, oil drillers’, and commodity speculators’. All previous revenue projections collapse. The relationship between income and outgo suddenly goes haywire.

Stopping inflation means that you stop tax bracket creep, too. Compared to a high inflation economy, which automatically raises taxes by pushing people into higher brackets, a low inflation economy itself provides a huge “tax cut.” It dramatically depletes the Treasury’s inflation windfall. In fact, the latter was the only thing keeping the federal government even half solvent when Ronald Reagan took the oath of office.

His new radical economic program, therefore, embraced two tax cuts: an end to inflationary bracket creep and a 30 percent rate cut on top. The Laffer curve couldn’t pay for both. Not even close. To keep the budget solvent required draconian reductions on the expenditure side—a substantial and politically painful shrinkage of the American welfare state.

My blueprint for sweeping, wrenching change in national economic governance would have hurt millions of people in the short run. It required abruptly severing the umbilical cords of dependency that ran from Washington to every nook and cranny of the nation. It required the ruthless dispensation of short-run pain in the name of long-run gain.

To make a revolution required defining fairness in terms of exacting, abstract principles—not human hard-luck stories. It meant complete elimination of subsidies to farmers and businesses. It required an immediate end to welfare for the ablebodied poor. It meant no right to draw more from the Social Security fund than retirees had actually contributed, which was a lot less than most were currently getting.

These principles everywhere clashed with the political reality. Over the decades, the politicians had lured tens of millions of citizens into milking . . . cows, food stamps, Social Security, the Veterans Hospitals, and much more. They were getting more than they deserved, needed, or were owed. For the Reagan Revolution to add up, they had to be cut off. The blueprint was thus riddled with the hardship and unfairness of unexpected change. Only an iron chancellor would have tried to make it stick. Ronald Reagan wasn’t that by a long shot.

Even my private exoneration at lunch in the Oval Office by a fatherly Ronald Reagan showed why a Reagan Revolution couldn’t happen. He should have been roaring mad like the others—about either the bad publicity or my admission of a flawed economic plan.

But Ronald Reagan proved to be too kind, gentle, and sentimental for that. He always went for hard-luck stories. He sees the plight of real people before anything else. Despite his right-wing image, his ideology and philosophy always take a back seat when he learns that some individual human being might be hurt.

That’s also why he couldn’t lead a real revolution in American economic policy.

The President’s non-revolutionary instincts and sentimentality were vastly compounded by the inveterate tube watching of the “fellas.” That was apparent in The Atlantic episode, too.

Our revolutionary blueprint required the relentless hot pursuit of the politicians, interest groups, and organized constituencies which resolutely defended all of the unaffordable largesse. It required taking huge political risks. The White House had to be transformed into a roaring bully pulpit.

For the unorganized taxpayers, workers, and producers of the nation to get and keep their tax cut, the White House had to become the dragon slayer of the organized spenders. It could give no quarter to the constituencies which had to lose their benefits. It had to name names.

But the “fellas” would have none of that. It would have meant worse than an Atlantic story. It would have meant a bad time at reality time—every night at 7:00 P.M. They couldn’t have stopped it by flogging the messenger who brought the bad news, either.

The problem was they knew nothing about the true substance of domestic governance. The California crowd—Mike Deaver, Ed Meese, Lyn Nofziger—consisted of personal retainers and electioneering hands. They were competent enough at their trades. But they were illiterate when it came to the essential equation of policy.

Even Jim Baker was not immune from the unreality. He was a decent student of policy, but he was an awesome student of politics. He was therefore always caught in the crossfire.

The latter was dramatized by a recurrent, symbolic incident at the LSG meetings in his office. They were often held late in the afternoon. There was always a hand calculator next to my place at the table and a TV remote control switch next to his. From a distance they’re hard to tell apart—electronic marvels both.

But at 6:30 P.M. the early edition of the network news came on. At that point, the remote control switch always won. The meeting shifted from the policy problem in the numbers to the political problem on the screen.

What the group didn’t understand was that in opting for a giant tax cut, we had made our own bed of political misery. We were obligated to lie in the latter or let go of the former.

That’s why the public relations men missed the target when they went for my scalp during The Atlantic affair. They meant well enough. They thought loyalty to Ronald Reagan required drastic action to nip a bad story in the bud. But it was petty loyalty that amounted to profound disloyalty in the larger scheme of things.
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By November 12, 1981, I could have performed a useful public service. I knew almost enough to tell the whole bloody tale—a far more alarming story than anything hinted at in The Atlantic article. My last two sessions with Bill Greider had been in July and early September. Between the latter date and November, the veil of illusions had parted almost completely.

I had been flooded with new evidence about the course of the economy and the resourceful intransigence of the congressional politicians. I knew we were on the precipice of triple-digit deficits, a national debt in the trillions, and destructive and profound dislocations throughout the entire warp and woof of the American economy. By then all the major errors which would eventually shatter the nation’s fiscal stability were apparent. I had most of the diagnosis down already. It was only the full and final magnitude of the numbers that would materialize later.

But I kept quiet and tried to work inside. It proved to be of no avail. After November 1981, the administration locked the door on its own disastrous fiscal policy jail cell and threw away the key. The President would not let go of his tax cut. Cap Weinberger hung on for dear life to the $1.46 trillion defense budget. Jim Baker carried around a bazooka, firing first and asking questions later of anyone who mentioned the words “Social Security.” Deaver, Meese, and the others ceaselessly endeavored to keep all the bad news out of the Oval Office and off the tube. The nation’s huge fiscal imbalance was never addressed or corrected; it just festered and grew.

By 1982, I knew the Reagan Revolution was impossible—it was a metaphor with no anchor in political and economic reality. I never gave up the supply-side ideology, however. I just put it in my safe, along with other intellectual valuables. It was simply not operationally relevant in the world of democratic fact where the politicians have the last and final say.

So I changed jerseys and joined their side. We succeeded in reducing the size of the nation’s fiscal disaster modestly, despite the White House. In four different tax bills, we replenished the revenue coffers by about $80 billion per year. We whittled down defense. I got them to make a few more domestic spending cuts, too. In all, we got the deficit down to $200 billion.

I didn’t like joining forces with the congressional politicians at all. I couldn’t stand the idea of making all those deals to preserve their booty and waste. I disliked the idea of raising new tax revenues in order to pay farmers not to milk their cows or developers to build a luxury hotel in the ghetto.

But the congressional politicians had one redeeming virtue. They were willing to face economic and democratic reality. The dreamers and public relations men in the White House were not.

In the final analysis, there has been no Reagan Revolution in national economic governance. All the umbilical cords of dependency still exist because the public elects politicians who want to preserve them. So they have to be paid for. That is the unyielding bottom line. Economic and financial disaster is the only alternative.

I joined the Reagan Revolution as a radical ideologue. I learned the traumatic lesson that no such revolution was possible. I end up giving two cheers for the politicians. But only that.

The fact is, politicians can be a menace. They never stop inventing illicit enterprises of government that bleed the national economy. Their social uplift and pork barrel is wasteful; it reduces our collective welfare and wealth. The politicians rarely look ahead or around. Two years and one Congressional District is the scope of their horizon.

There is only one thing worse, and that is ideological hubris. It is the assumption that the world can be made better by being remade overnight. It is the false belief that in a capitalist democracy we can peer deep into the veil of the future and chain the ship of state to an exacting blueprint. It can’t be done. It shouldn’t have been tried.

This is the story of the lessons which taught me why.


PART
ONE


1

The Odyssey of an Ideologue

“David!”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re a mess. Everything is a mess.”

“I didn’t intend it, sir.”

“This is going to hurt me more than you, but one of these days you will learn that what counts around here is what you do, not what you intend.”

Late August, summer of 1958. It was the end of the day, and we had been picking the ripe red tomatoes since early that morning. My hands were stained with the juice. So were my face and shirt, arms, back; that was the reason for my father’s wrath.

He had raised his five children according to his stern German Protestant ethic, but even the well-visited woodshed in the barn was not enough to prevent us from becoming rambunctious at the end of the day. Boys are boys. My brothers and I had started throwing tomatoes at each other, more and more until they were flying in a red hail. The stains all over did not escape my father, and as the eldest of four boys and one sister it fell to me to set the example, which is why from time to time the strap fell across my rear end.

My family had been working those one hundred acres near Scottdale, Michigan, since the 1870s, when my grandfather’s father got off the boat from Germany. Except for the odd cousin who helped at harvest time, we worked it ourselves. There were harvests about every two weeks: asparagus in the spring, strawberries in early June, followed by red raspberries. The black ones came soon after; then the tomatoes in August, along with the peaches. Grapes in September, com in October, soybeans in November. Our life was lived according to those rhythms. It was cyclically frantic work. Either we got out the crop or it perished, and it was that that determined my father’s no-nonsense view of the world he inhabited. Hard work was what he knew, and what we learned.

I learned quickly, and by the time I was ten—in 1956—I could outpick all the adults. I won all the races and got all the praise. My brothers didn’t think that was so great, and they devised a scheme to outdo me. Each day one of them was secretly designated my challenger. He would work like a dog, and when I wasn’t looking the others would sneak him their harvested tomatoes or berries. Although I knew exactly what they were up to, I had too much pride to use that as an excuse. I was going to beat them all, and I did. Every time.

Growing up on a farm instills you with ambition. The results of your work are so visible—a field of ripening tomatoes, a vineyard carefully, painstakingly cultivated and maintained. Those are tangible things, evidence that you can impose your will and ideas and have them come out according to your plan. I grew up wanting to be a farmer, because I imagined I could be a better one than my father.

Behind his back, my brothers and I used to call my father “Al the Stick,” as in stick-in-the-mud. He was a good man, but his chief virtue escaped me for years. He was practical and cautious and was always taking things one step at a time. He didn’t believe in leaping before he looked. We boys imagined ourselves to be the big thinkers on the Stockman farm. We would sit out in the field and talk up our grand plans for the place. You couldn’t get a decent-sized strawberry crop off five acres; you needed twenty times that. When we grew up, we would rent the extra acres, dig a pond, put in irrigation equipment. Our ten dairy cows would never allow you to make a profit; you needed two hundred. We were forever plotting how we’d do it when it came our turn. From a very early age I had the idea that my elders needed a lot more imagination.

My grandfather was an exception to all this. His name was William H. Bartz. He had farmed those same hundred acres, but had gone on to a career in politics. He had become County Treasurer, known and respected throughout the state. He was a striking, handsome man; only his rough hands betrayed that he had been a farmer.

From a very early age I remember visiting him in his office. He had one of those gigantic (so it seemed to me) rolltop desks with lots of pigeonhole drawers that I used to explore with endless fascination. The desk was always cluttered with copies of Human Events, the Liberty Lobby newsletter, the Christian Messenger, and other such right-wing fare.

He had been to the Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, and when he was not occupied with the virtuous labor of keeping sound ledgers he was preaching about the Word of God. Grampa Bartz took the Bible literally. God had created the world in six days, the atheistic assertions of the scientists notwithstanding. And God voted Republican. Capitalism was the way of free men; the New Deal was a socialist way to perdition. The countryside cultivated morals and character; the big cities, vice. Smoking, drinking, gambling, and violating the sabbath were the way of fallen sinners; temperate living and churchgoing the mark of the saved.

Despite his fundamentalist Christianity, he would read to us from the Old Testament sometimes. The book of Amos was always my favorite. I remember his voice, rising to symphonic heights of righteousness as the prophet Amos delivered the wrath of Yahweh upon the corrupt Israelites. Maybe I learned a little too much from old Amos.

In my senior year of high school I won an essay contest sponsored by the local branch of the Council of Churches on the theme “What Non-Violence Means to Me.” My entry was an ode to Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi. By political standards, both of these men were clearly left-wing. But what I saw in them was the distilled essence of my grandfather’s Christian teachings. All men were God’s children and deserved better than poverty, racism, and indignity. I was gripped by a vision of a better world even then.

While Grampa Bartz may not have approved of my heterodoxical leanings, he was confident that I would be in good hands when I went off to the faraway cities of New York and Washington for the seven-day seminar that was the prize. What he did not know was that the trip was sponsored by the American Friends Service Committee. His eldest grandson, whom he wanted to watch grow to become a good Christian and a good Republican, was being escorted to two sin cities by a bunch of left-wing peace freaks.

The seminar was a nonstop immersion course in all the liberal verities—nuclear disarmament, racial integration, the works. But my Grampa had a strong hold on my heart and mind, and I remember my sheer terror standing in the lobby of the United Nations Building, bastion of the One-Worlders, Communists, and left-wing heretics. I trembled—literally—thinking of God’s wrath at my presence in this plaza of iniquity, the fate of Lot’s wife heavy in my mind.

Later that week I found myself standing in another marble echo chamber, but this one triggered a vision of a different sort. It was in the rotunda of the Capitol building, at the head of the stairs that lead to the House chamber. Seventeen-year-olds are full of ridiculous, grandiose thoughts, and I was no exception. Staring at the busts of Washington, Jefferson, and others enveloped in the stony womb of the nation’s government, I promised myself that someday . . . I would return.

[image: ]

“Rubbish!”

Professor Saltzman had scrawled his rather concise opinion of the paper I had submitted during the fall of 1964, my first semester at Michigan State University (MSU). My essay established an unbroken line of continuity between Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man and Senator Barry Goldwater’s Conscience of a Conservative, and Professor Saltzman was not amused.

On the first day of class, he had announced in his deep Brooklyn accent that he was Jewish by culture, an atheist by conviction, and a socialist “by virtue of being educated.” The MSU computer had randomly put me in the hands of a witty, acerbic, exceedingly fluent blasphemer of everything Grampa Bartz had taught me. Professor Saltzman seemed not especially happy with his lot at this cow college out in the sticks. When he looked down from his podium, he saw all these kids like me with hayseeds sticking out of their ears. He seemed to have the attitude that by God—or Jean-Paul Sartre—he was going to get a rise out of them.

I was determined not to betray Grampa. I often read from the handsome present he had sent me off to college with—a leatherbound Bible with my name embossed in gold on the front. I would come back from Professor Saltzman’s peppery diatribes against religion and read a chapter of scripture. But despite my repairings to the onion-skin world of prophets, kings, and the Saviour, the disturbing evidence began to mount. My paper on the Scopes Trial came back scrawled with humanist graffiti: “Visit the Geology Department!” “Which day did God create the dinosaur fossils?”

My political certainties were under attack, too. One night the parents of a girlfriend arrived to take us out to dinner in East Lansing. They lived in an affluent Chicago suburb, belonged to the country club, drove a new Lincoln Continental, dressed expensively. They took us to the ritziest restaurant in town, unfamiliar turf to me, where meals cost five dollars and they served snails.

The ’64 presidential election was imminent, and I started chattering about how great Goldwater was and how he was going to save us from that socialist, Johnson.

They were stunned. Goldwater was an extremist, a dangerous radical. And decent, educated people—like my hosts—were scared of him. Grampa had convinced me Goldwater was going to save the nation; yet here these affluent Republicans were telling me the man was irresponsible. The dinner left me completely bewildered.

After a while I had some new answers. The New Deal and Great Society didn’t look so bad when my MSU professors got done with them. Poverty, racism, and capitalism looked a lot worse. And anti-communism didn’t cut it at all; it actually was an excuse for U.S. exploitation of the Third World’s impoverished masses. My idealism and desire to figure how to make the world better thus led me to the left and the utopian promises of Marxism.

“Comrades,” the letter to my brothers began,


Things are moving like hell up here. We are going to Detroit Saturday to join with a number of other groups who will be carrying money across the Windsor bridge [into Canada] to give to the Canadian Friends Service Committee who will channel it to North Vietnam.. . .



Perhaps what is most revealing about this yellowing piece of paper is its closing salutation: “Peace, damn it!”

By now I was a full-fledged (if half-baked) neo-Marxist. My hair was long, my nose was deep into The Village Voice, Ramparts, and Thomas Altizer’s God Is Dead, as well as the mandatory classics of Camus, Ginsberg, and the other oracles of existentialist ennui. It was my coffee house period. We hung out at the Methodist Church Student Fellowship, but we weren’t talking a lot of scripture in those days.

That Thanksgiving, I tried to convince Grampa Bartz that Genesis wasn’t literal. Boy, was that a mistake. His face took a grim turn at my observation that there were five historical strands in the Old Testament and that one of them had been lifted from the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh.

“Well,” he said gravely, “I don’t care what they tell you. I know what I believe. The Bible is the revealed Word of God. Pass the cranberry sauce.”

I had been hectoring him for some time now with my new views, and I wasn’t getting anywhere. Finally, I decided it wasn’t any use, he wasn’t going to let me enlighten him, so I resolved to keep it to myself. Fifteen years later, in the White House, it would be almost exactly the same.

By 1966 our Methodist student group had cross-pollinated extensively with other radical campus groups, including the Students for a Democratic Society. This interjected a harder, more militant edge to our radicalism—as the political issue of the Vietnam War and the need to mobilize against it took on increasing urgency. As we now had it, Vietnam wasn’t an accident; it was the natural result of a corrupt, materialistic, violent capitalist system. Radical change was the only cure.

But all this ideological militancy was somewhat deceptive. In the end our goal was not political revolution but social and personal redemption. It was Peter, Paul, and Mary who told us where we were ultimately going. Our destiny was a land of peace, community, brotherhood, altruism, and classless, raceless harmony. Unburdened by the opium of mass consumption, everyone would be free to progress all the way to Maslow’s highest level of self-actualization. With power abolished, the wealth redistributed, and true spirituality reestablished, heaven would come to earth; the perfection of man would be at hand. The innocence of this soft-core Marxism knew no limits. Indeed, it might have been said that the last stage of the dialectic of history had finally been revealed as Puff the Magic Dragon’s Kingdom by the Sea.

Still, I hadn’t completely turned my back on Grampa; if anything, his long arm still held me in its grasp, even if I was already deep into my first revolution. I worked feverishly on its behalf, canvassing neighborhoods and dorms, having beer cans thrown at me. This Bud’s for you! In our Vietnam Summer Project headquarters were maps of all the voting precincts. We were going to educate the masses into voting for the correct candidates in ’68, who would stop the madness. But the real radicals in the movement—as opposed to the “peace liberals”—thought all that was a waste of time, or “Bullshit!” as they put it. Electoral politics was bourgeois, a rigged process of the ruling class. The only way to stop the war was to shut down the machine.

I couldn’t accept that. I had grown up in my grandfather’s office amid the accoutrements of democracy, his campaign fliers, brochures, the matchbooks that said


VOTE FOR
WILLIAM H. BARTZ
COUNTY TREASURER



I was discovering that for all my soft-core Marxism, there was a deep, conservative wellspring within me that kept me from storming the barricades. Perhaps I was not a revolutionary after all, only a democrat with a small “d.” These people who wanted to bring about change with the barrel of a gun made me nervous. Looking back, they reminded me of the reason Gary Cooper had given the House Committee on Un-American Activities for being opposed to communism: “From what I hear about it, I don’t like it because it isn’t on the level.”

Later that year I watched as mobs of my peaceloving “comrades” threw rocks, bags of human excrement, and whatever they could lay their hands on at the police ringing the Pentagon, taunting them with screams of “Fascist!” and “Pig!” until finally the provocations worked and they got cracked over the head with a billy stick. The whole point was to get bloodied. The ones who did ran back into the crowd, gleeful over their wounds, displaying them like stigmata. I’d spent the night driving a busful of these admirers of Gandhi and King and Ho Chi Minh all the way from Michigan so we could lay siege to the warmongers, and all of a sudden I was no longer sure our side was on the level.

Not long afterwards one of our comrades either committed suicide or died of diabetes. No one was sure, but at a candlelight memorial ceremony everyone stood up and said that he had not died in vain, that his work in the Movement would live on in glory. On and on. When it came my turn, I said that he had died, no more, no less. It didn’t mean much either way. My comrades were shocked and incensed, but by then I knew that my revolutionary fires had gone out in the night.

“What do we do now?” I wrote to my brother Steve. He was spending a semester at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, and had recently found himself the only white in a large audience as Stokely Carmichael delivered a red-hot tirade against the “white devils.” He had the crowd so worked up that one word and Steve would have been an ex-white devil. It had left him pretty shaken, and now neither of us knew where to turn.


Where do we take hold? On what do we center ourselves? God is dead; causes are vacuous, transient, and often ulterior. Who or what can capture our allegiance? Call forth our potential moral and intellectual powers? Do you have any answers?



I signed it: “Carry on and keep the Faith (I should say find the faith), baby!!!”

I found a kind of faith in the library of the man who became my second mentor: the Reverend Truman Morrison, who was pastor of a liberal church near MSU. He was a man of vast learning and awesome intellect. He spoke eloquently about the tragedy of Vietnam, but he opposed unilateral U.S. withdrawal; supported the peace movement, but warned of the dangers of storm trooperism. He had extraordinary physical presence, standing over six feet, with full dark hair and eyes that held you and wouldn’t let go until he was ready to let go. He was the sort of charismatic man to whom it was natural to turn at a time when I needed answers. He became my intellectual father.

While Grampa Bartz’s office had been full of right-wing magazines, some of them pretty kooky, the Reverend Morrison’s library was packed, carpet to ceiling, with all the literature of Western civilization: political science, psychology, sociology, history, theology, philosophy. From Sumeria to the latest issue of Dissent, it was all there, and I fed greedily.

The Reverend Morrison was a disciple of the great social philosopher Reinhold Niebuhr. Niebuhr had been a quasi-Marxist in the 1930s, but had emerged after the war as the most powerful and eloquent voice urging the left to decide once and for all between democracy and totalitarianism. On that issue, there was no middle ground. He and the other founders of Americans for Democratic Action had led most of the left-wing intellectuals back from the Stalinist steppes into the mainstream of American politics. It was in the Reverend Morrison’s library, where I read Niebuhr’s classic The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, that I learned that up until then I had been reading the tracts of those non-democrats on the left who had remained behind.

The scales fell from my eyes as I turned those pages. Niebuhr was a withering critic of utopianism in every form. Man is incapable of perfection, he argued, because his estate as a free agent permits—indeed, ensures—both good and evil. The institutions of society cannot perfect him; the defects of any particular social and economic order did not corrupt him. This condition of original sin is given. It cannot be removed from the temporal world, and no scheme of man, revolutionary or otherwise, will bring heaven to earthly life.

Through Niebuhr I dimly glimpsed the ultimate triumph of politics. Fallen men, hobbled by their darker possibilities but impelled by their brighter potentialities, would forever struggle over the task of making an imperfect but improvable world better, if never perfect. There was no doctrine that could ever settle the question. Democracy edged man away from the abyss in increments; doctrine caused him to lurch back toward it, and sometimes down into it.

All this sobered me, and enabled me to understand the mob outside the Pentagon. But how, I wonder, was it possible I could have forgotten it by the time I arrived at the White House?
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In the spring of my senior year I’d applied to Harvard Divinity School. I had looked at two other theology schools, Chicago and Columbia. I took Harvard for no better reason than that it was Harvard. No one in my family had ever completed college, let alone graduate school, and so I thought I might as well attend the best.

My decision to enroll in Harvard Divinity continued my exemption from the draft. I felt no shame about it at the time. In the spring of 1968, several months after the Tet Offensive, everyone had made up his mind about the war, Walter Cronkite included. Even the anti-totalitarian, Niebuhrian foreign policy experts with whom I was now familiar—George Kennan, Hans Morgenthau—were saying the war was a misguided tragedy that did not serve the national interest, and did not warrant the spilling of American blood, mine included.

So I summoned all my intellectual powers of rationalization to convince myself that a retreat into the quasi-monastic womb of an Ivy League theological school was exactly the right thing. I would pursue my study of anti-totalitarianism, far from the guns of those who were seeking to impose that kind of world on the people of Southeast Asia. The war changed everyone’s lives, even those who did not fight it. In my case it brought me to the gateway which would lead to my career in Washington.

Harvard was Shangri-la. It was the Reverend Morrison’s library on a vast scale, but it wasn’t so monastic as all that. The streets and classrooms were crowded with people who had just gotten off the Washington–Boston Shuttle. Many had been a part of the Camelot entourage: Richard Neustadt, John Kenneth Galbraith. To an awestruck provincial far more sophisticated about books than the real world, breathing the same air as these famous men was exhilarating beyond belief. It did not take long before I was thoroughly infected with the desire to find a place in the world at the other end of the shuttle.

Up to then, all the intellectuals I had been exposed to were men of the left. I had no use for the right; it was inhabited by anti-intellectuals and Bible-thumpers. At Harvard, I discovered Walter Lippmann. Lippmann had turned atheist as an undergraduate at Harvard, had been briefly seduced by the allure of socialism. At twenty-three he had founded The New Republic. President Wilson had drafted him, while still in his late twenties, to go to Europe with him and write Wilson’s “Fourteen Points.” Before he was thirty, he was a high practitioner of statecraft. And then, in the depths of the 1930s, when the order of the day was expedience and experiment, he had had the wisdom and maturity to grasp that the requisite of a free society was a free economy. “What a role model!” I began to think.

His devastating critique of the New Deal, The Good Society, made the case for a free economy and limited, constitutional government. A free society and central planning were antithetical; the latter inexorably led to totalitarianism. Socialism and economic statism were incompatible with true democracy. I soon embraced his conservative realism as a far more coherent doctrine than anything I could find on the left. It gave me renewed impetus in the search for my own “Grand Doctrine,” for an answer to how the world should work.

Exciting as these intellectual discoveries were, I was still reading secondary sources, far removed from the actual arena of governance. One day, however, while preparing a paper that required original research, I stumbled across a trove of documents and memos from the Office of Price Administration, the War Production Board, and other wartime economic agencies. The papers had been dumped in an obscure corner of the basement of Littauer Library by the returning Harvard dons, and had been yellowing and gathering dust for decades, undisturbed, when I came on them.

I doubt Howard Carter, discoverer of King Tut’s tomb, was any more excited than I was. The boxes were filled with treasures: memos to Presidents Roosevelt and Truman from all the big names of that era. They were the first primary documents I had ever seen, and as I pored over the onion-skin carbon copies, nearly as fragile themselves as the papyrus scrolls of ancient Egypt, I wanted more than ever to go to Washington as soon as I could.

But how? I was living a pretty rootless, penniless, cerebral existence, feasting on tuna and macaroni most nights, and I did not know a single human being in all of Washington, not even in the lowest branches of government. I needed a new mentor, a rabbi who could show me the way.

About this time I struck up an acquaintance with a divinity student who was a live-in babysitter at the home of Daniel Patrick Moynihan. Moynihan, an erstwhile Harvard prof, was then chief domestic adviser in the Nixon White House. Nixon had stunned everyone by appointing this Kennedy Democrat to his Cabinet, and Moynihan was a big name on campus. My friend told stories that made me sigh, of Moynihan coming home every Friday, of late-night conversations over brandy about the latest goings-on at the White House. I would have given my eye-teeth for his room on the third floor of the Moynihans’.

One afternoon after a long spell in the Littauer basement, the great opportunity presented itself. My acquaintance was leaving the Moynihan household to become a pastor, and the Moynihans needed a new babysitter. I entombed myself in the library, reading every single book, every article, every monograph, pamphlet, letter, memo, and laundry list that Pat Moynihan had written. I read the footnotes and looked up the references and read those. By the time I got the call to come by one Sunday afternoon, I was more familiar with Pat Moynihan’s oeuvre than he was. In my earnestness, it had not crossed my mind that he might actually need a babysitter rather than a research assistant.

It didn’t matter. When I arrived at the appointed hour, my head stuffed full of the master’s quotations and insights, Professor Daniel Patrick Moynihan had something altogether different in mind. First he ushered me into the kitchen for instruction in the proper mixing of Bloody Marys; then into the library for a briefing on the management of the fireplace and brandy cabinet. And that was that—I had a new job, and the Washington-connected rabbi I was looking for.

He was away five days a week, but late at night on Saturday nights, after the guests had gone and the children were in bed, he’d invite me down from my third-floor abode to sit by the fire and have a brandy or two or three. The talks went on late into the night. He was a natural, florid, Irish storyteller, and he would alternate between his stories of growing up poor in Hell’s Kitchen and the latest power struggle in the West Wing of the White House. By now I had read almost cover to cover ten years of The Congressional Quarterly, to ensure that I’d be familiar with whatever issue came up.

These late-night sessions were a treat, but a few months into the arrangement something happened that allowed me to get an even more graphic—and lurid—glimpse into the inner workings of Washington. Moynihan’s famous “Benign Neglect” memorandum was leaked to the press.

In the public furor that resulted from the leak, he became convinced someone had been rifling through his papers. So he shipped them all home to Cambridge. And there they were in the library, hundreds of documents on the inner workings of the White House! He never told me not to read them, but he never told me to help myself. It was more than I could resist. Late at night, or when no one was around, I read them greedily. They made the boxes in the basement of Littauer seem medieval. Here were memos to a sitting President. The more I read, the faster my heart pumped. I had to get down there.

At about that time I read that David Broder was coming to teach a seminar at Harvard. I’d been following his political reportage in The Washington Post avidly, and I raced to sign up for the course. It was filled, but Liz Moynihan took pity on my panic and phoned Broder that same evening to tell her old friend that he had one more slot available after all. I was profoundly grateful to Liz for that, and amazed at how smoothly the networks of Washington actually worked.

I worked hard to impress Broder. The paper I did for the course was a not-bad piece of work based on the ideas of James MacGregor Burns and E. E. Sachschneider, who argued that American democracy did not function well because the political parties were weak and it therefore tended to be dominated by special interests. It was a grand interpretation of the conflict between Madisonian democracy and parliamentary government, between a system of strong parties and one that was fragmented by myriad groups of narrow concern. Broder pronounced it a “remarkable” paper and took the unusual step of asking me to elaborate on it in front of the class.

Ordinarily, the classes consisted of guest lecturers from the world of Washington politics. One week it was Congressman John Anderson of Illinois, who had just earned himself a laurel by breaking a legislative deadlock on the open housing law.

Not long after Anderson’s visit, he told Broder he was looking for a “bright young idea man” for his staff, and would welcome any suggestions Broder might have. Broder told me about it during one of my office hour visits with him. I couldn’t believe my ears. Before I realized what I was doing, I was on my feet sputtering, “H-how?” Well, Broder knew exactly how. He picked up the phone right away, dialed Anderson. By the time he hung up, I had an interview scheduled for next Wednesday. I made more sputtering noises and flew—flew—across Harvard Yard to bring home the incredible news.

Liz sprang into action. She had been stirring a large pot of spaghetti sauce. She handed me the spoon, succinctly instructed me in the art of stirring, and repaired to the phone. She reached Pat in his office in the West Wing of the White House.

“Delightful news!” he boomed. “There are few men brighter or more high-minded in the whole of Congress.” Incredibly, Moynihan would be meeting with Anderson the next day at the White House. He would take him aside and give me a glowing recommendation. I was so dazed by the day’s events I could have stirred that pot of spaghetti sauce with my forearm and not noticed.

The next day I took my one suit to a tailor for such face lifting as he could perform on it, bought a new white shirt, and called my mother to beg for a fifty-dollar loan with which to buy my plane ticket. After what seemed like a hundred years, Wednesday finally came. Slumped in the back of the cab, I watched as the dome of the Capitol hove into sight. It had been six years since I had been there with the Quakers and uttered my ridiculous vow to return, but here I was.
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Despite Anderson’s need for a “bright young idea man,” his staff soon had me toiling underneath the endless stacks of constituent mail. I couldn’t have been happier. This was the real thing; and anyway there was time left over for dipping into the really serious matters of government. My work was pronounced satisfactory, and my salary was soon doubled to $15,000 from $7,000. After so many years as a student pauper, it was an inconceivable amount of money.

As my income flourished, so did my ambitions. I would arrive at the office before everyone else did to look through the mail to see if there was anything interesting. One day I found a letter from John Ehrlichman to Anderson saying the White House needed some congressional support for its revenue-sharing proposal, which was then under attack by Wilbur Mills, chairman of the House Ways and Means Committee.

Though it was probably a form letter, I researched the issue like mad all day. The next morning when Anderson brought it up at the staff meeting and asked for a volunteer to work something up on it, I was ready.

The speech I wrote for him was entitled “All the Reasons Why Chairman (Wilbur) Mills Is Wrong About Revenue Sharing,” and it was a smash hit. An awful lot of hot air is gassed about on the floor of the House on any average day, but even The New York Times saw fit to write it up. The White House was profoundly grateful. Ehrlichman called Anderson and asked him to stop by the next day. When Anderson asked if I wanted to accompany him, I didn’t have to think twice.

It was my first visit to the White House. I was struck by the peculiar hushed silence of the West Wing. I could never imagine any voices being raised there.

On the way back, Anderson patted me on the back and said, “We’re going to make a great team.” He said he wanted me to work exclusively on the major issues. I had answered my last piece of constituent mail. I was on my way.

In December 1971, Anderson decided on the cockamamie notion of promoting me to executive director of the Republican Conference, which he, as head of the Republican caucus, could bestow.

It was a high-powered job for a twenty-five-year-old, and I jumped at it; but Anderson was crazy to have given it to me, and it showed how utterly impractical he was as a politician. As recently as the year before, the right-wingers and old bulls of the Republican Party had tried to remove him as head of the caucus because he was “soft” on civil rights, civil liberties, school prayer, abortion, and the other social issues. He should have put a ten-year veteran of the Hill wars in that slot—to protect him.

All of a sudden I went from being as indistinguishable as an elevator operator to Capitol Hill jock. I had a large staff, a salary of $25,000—and it had taken me less than eighteen months.

But now I faced the challenge of figuring out how to keep Anderson out of trouble with his right-wing colleagues. So I set out immediately to look for good Republican deeds. It was a bit of a dilemma. Like Anderson, I had no use for the social issues. I had too much of the East Lansing coffee house still in me to start screaming about abortion and school prayer. I believed in the first and not in the latter, and Anderson was for tolerance on those and all the social issues. There was only one issue with which he was at peace with his Republican colleagues—economics. I resolved to use that to move him into the spotlight where they would see him fighting the good GOP fight, giving speeches, introducing bills, leading floor fights.

I plunged into economics with the usual vigor. I read everything in sight, and before long I emerged a disciple of F. A. Hayek, the preeminent Austrian exponent of free market economics.

It wasn’t simply a case of Hayek, Milton Friedman, and the other conservative scholars I read being so persuasive. By happenstance, Nixon and his Treasury Secretary, John Connally, had about then launched an experiment in anti-market economics. They had turned traditional Republican economics on its head, imposed wage and price controls, and abolished the gold standard. It was perverse. Everything the free market scholars said would happen—shortages, bottlenecks, investment distortions, waste, irrationality, and more inflation—did happen right before my eyes. I collected dozens of case studies. The experience in John Connally’s economics laboratory left me a born-again capitalist.

And these lessons involved more than just the abstract efficiency of the marketplace. Adam Smith’s unseen hand did turn out to be a powerful, palpable fact—a stupendous mechanism for calibrating and coordinating more tens of billions of decisions than even the most powerful computer could ever digest. But there was something more. As I studied the Nixon experiment, I could see why Lippmann had been right: Economic controls are the malignant cancer of state power. The wage-price program clearly demonstrated that the impossibility of controlling markets feeds bureaucratic expansion, coercion, and caprice at a staggering rate, once the erroneous enterprise is launched.

Down in the economic anthill, firms were always being caught with their base period prices too far up or too far down due to strikes, inventory liquidations, seasonal pricing practices, bad weather, and many other unrepresentative circumstances. Likewise, new or qualitatively improved products always needed an exception to the general control rule, but there were no medieval Scholastics who could define the difference between “restyling” and “redesigning.” Then, there were total control exemptions for “essential and critical” goods, the potential supply of which turned out to be limited only by the number of industry lawyers and regulatory bureaucrats that could fit into the office buildings of Washington at any given time.

Finally, as the futile bureaucratic apparatus of control mushroomed, caprice became endemic. The lottery of windfall gains and losses multiplied throughout the economy. Forms and red tape proliferated, got lost in the mail, and lost contact with the English language. The for-hire lobbyists of K Street became the intermediaries of economic justice, if anyone could define it.

These investigations also demystified the projects of government. Until then, I had tended to take the stated policy objectives and the claims of government to be actually altering the societal status quo with earnest seriousness. I had viewed government as the highly animated actor, society as the largely passive stage.

The Nixon wage and price control program shattered nearly every one of these illusions. In the end, it was simply overpowered and crushed by potent forces emanating from the vast national and global marketplace. Causation in the process of governance, I could see now, was a two-way street.

This led me, too, to a larger discovery of the line that divides right and left. Somewhere in there while trying to keep Anderson out of political trouble, I jumped over the divide and never looked back.

The right starts with history and society as they are, and places the burden of proof on those who would use the policy instruments of the state to bring about artificial change. The left starts with an abstraction—a vision of the good and just society—and places the burden of defense on those who resist the state’s attempts to impose it. The second is always the bloody process. Implicit in the conservatism of the right is a profound regard for the complexity and fragility of the social and economic order, and a consequent fear that policy interventions may do more harm and injustice than good. By contrast, the activist impulses of the left derive from the view that a free society is the natural incubator of ills and injustices. The left assumes that society has an infinite capacity to absorb the changes it imposes on it. Now I saw that the good society—the one Lippmann spoke of—was best served by a smaller, less activist state and by a more dynamic, productive, and fluid marketplace. Social progress was as much a matter of unshackling the powers of the latter as it was of extending the reach of the former.

During the summer of 1972, Senator George McGovern was frantically handing the keys to the Treasury over to every manner of interest group in a desperate but futile effort to revive the old Democratic coalition. I decided to analyze the McGovern budget with a view to showing how he planned to bankrupt the United States.

It wasn’t hard, and the study made a predictable splash in the papers. But what was enduringly interesting about it was the disturbing principle it discerned amidst McGovern’s wild promises. They were really nothing more than a compilation of the legislative agendas of all the mainline interest groups. Everyone wanted something, from the U.S. Conferences of Mayors to the National Education Association, the Rural Electric Cooperatives, the Wheat Growers Association, the handicapped lobby, the school lunch administrators, and the mortgage bankers. Something besides McGovern’s numbers wasn’t adding up. The interest group pluralism I had learned about at Harvard, which had been my answer to Marxism, was getting out of hand.

I decided to go back and reread what in hindsight must be considered one of the more seminal works of modem American political science, The End of Liberalism, by Theodore Lowi. His theory was that interest group pluralism had radically transformed American governance. The traditional nineteenth-century notion of constitutional democracy assumed a sharp distinction between the “state” and the “society”; established clear delimitations on the proper and valid functions of government and state power; required precise statutory enactments and limited delegating of authority; and assumed that the state was the instrument of the electorate. Lowi called this framework the “First Republic”; within it the government built canals and lighthouses, and declared wars.

But after the New Deal, the line dividing state and society came tumbling down like the walls of Jericho. Interest groups appropriated its authority, and the uses of state power were defined not by the Constitution, but by whatever claims the organized interest groups could successfully impose on the system. Congress abandoned its role as lawgiver and resorted to Enabling Acts: vast, open-ended delegation of authority to the President, bureaucracies, and regulatory agencies, giving them the power to devise whatever public policies were desired for whatever reason by whatever constituency. Thus, the power to make policy shifted from the institutions of central government to a plethora of mini-governments, made up of the “iron triangles” of bureaucracy, client, and congressional subcommittee.

The sovereign state ended up an open bazaar, its fiscal and legal resources plundered by organized interest groups by means of political muscle, bargaining, and logrolling. Government was no longer accountable to the people because the instruments of government had been seized, the better to serve the parochial ends of society’s modern-day guilds and syndicates: the trade associations, unions, professions, and other organized interests. At the time I reread his book, Lowi called this phenomenon “interest group liberalism,” but within a few years he would rename it the “Second Republic.”

Thus, Lowi’s model the second time through rang out with decisive lucidity. Here indeed was the conceptual formulation that revealed the true scheme of things. Might had become Right. Public policy was not a high-minded nor even an ideological endeavor, but simply a potpourri of parochial claims proffered by private interests parading in governmental dress. Much of the vast enterprise of American government was invalid, suspect, malodorous. Its projects and ministrations were not spawned from higher principles, broad idealism, or even humanitarian sentimentality; they were simply the flotsam and jetsam of a flagrantly promiscuous politics, the booty and spoils of the organized thievery conducted within the desecrated halls of government.

Lowi’s model was a welcome find. Being an intellectual of the right continued to strike me as an oxymoron. But if one got to the minimalist government of the right through cynicism—the unmasking of the parochial claims behind the alleged good works of government—the trek was more acceptable.

Just as I had discovered that the story of Noah’s Ark wasn’t all it had been cracked up to be because it had been stolen from primitive Sumerian mythology, now I was finding that progressive government—rooted as it was in the mundane graspings of clientele politics—did not command belief, either.
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My campaign to keep Anderson in the good graces of his Republican colleagues was a success. I became a kind of adopted son to him. When we travelled out to his district, I stayed with him at his house in Rockford, Illinois. I was a frequent guest at his home in Washington for dinner. The family and I would go out for pizza together. If I had had any personal problems at the time, I would have taken them to Anderson rather than my own family.

What I did have was ambition, more and more of it; and one day I told him that someday I wanted to run for Congress myself. He said he was delighted. He had a general low esteem for most of his colleagues, considering most of them to be either dimwits or pork barrel artists, and told me that he would be glad to see someone like me go into public service. I began to think maybe my dream wasn’t so far-fetched after all.

As the Watergate affair gathered momentum, we became even closer. He would return from the Republican leadership meeting at the now crumbling White House in a state of preacherly outrage at whatever latest horror he had just witnessed in the Cabinet Room. Instead of going right back to his office, he’d drop by mine and describe in minute detail what had just transpired.

One day, after telling me about a particularly disturbing session, he said to me: “I think Nixon’s lying through his teeth.” This was very early in the crisis, back when the mere thought of impeachment was almost unthinkable. Anderson’s statement stunned me.

He was a genuinely righteous man, but I had gotten so caught up in getting ahead that I hadn’t even thought about things like the courage it takes to risk your position if you feel the truth warrants it. I ended up learning a lot of things from John Anderson, but the courage he displayed over the Watergate episode was not among them.

The ultimate sin in Congress is for a staffer to run against an incumbent. It is on the order of an ancient tribal taboo. There would be absolute havoc with it; congressmen would be looking over their shoulders every minute. Yet I decided to run for Congress in my home district in 1975. My opponent, a fourteen-year incumbent named Ed Hutchinson, went berserk when he found out. Soon he had a number of the old bulls in the cloakroom in a fury of indignation. The idea that John Anderson was harboring a threat to one of their own was intolerable. I lost my job as executive director of the Republican Conference. Anderson was extremely kind to me and kept me on his personal staff for months. On the day I left for Michigan to start running in earnest I told him, with now characteristic confidence, that I would be back in a year, as his colleague.

I campaigned round-the-clock for a solid year. My encounters with the workaday citizens of southern Michigan had a profound effect on my quest for the ideological truth. More than anything else, I was struck by the dramatic contrast between how hard and with what care, pride, and discipline the nation’s citizens worked to earn our national income and wealth, on the one hand, and the feckless, inconsistent, and muddled manner in which it was shunted around in the halls of Washington, on the other. To be sure, I had long since turned against the pernicious projects of government as an intellectual matter. But now an emotional layer was grafted onto the case.

In particular, as I got to know the drugstore owners, fuel oil distributors, machine shop owners, realtors, life insurance agents, shop foremen, sales executives, grain elevator proprietors, and farmers who formed the nucleus of my campaign organization, I was increasingly drawn to their side of the welfare state issue. I began to see a profound principle that was to prove crucial in the final, impending phase of my own odyssey. Before the state can redistribute wealth, the society must first produce it. If incentives and morale among the more enterprising citizens are weakened too much, the resulting economic shortfalls will make the attainment of social justice impossible under any circumstance.

What convinced me more than anything else of these propositions was the plain evidence I had encountered, down in the economic anthills which undergirded each of the district’s hamlets, that meritocracy was indeed a real, palpable fact of life. The most successful farmers, realtors, industrialists, and lawyers got more income and rewards out of the system than their less successful peers because they put more in—in the form of competence, discipline, imagination, elbow grease, and sheer dedication.

Indeed, every hamlet had its self-made millionaires, or nearly so, and their unpublished Horatio Alger stories required no literary embellishment. In one instance, the original small, old wooden barn still stood beside the rows and rows of computer-managed metallic sheds where a multi-million-dollar scientific hog-farming operation had now sprung up. In another case, a giant furniture factory betrayed the fact that the tiny block building at its center where the owner had started had been added to time and time again as his enterprise expanded. At still another factory, nestled in row after row of cornfields, the family business’s trucks loaded precision steam valves for installation in every oil refinery complex on the globe.

These vignettes were omnipresent, and the message for my Grand Doctrine was clear. Satisfying the entrepreneur’s requirement for incentives and rewards was as important to the good society as satisfying the claims of the poor for justice. The one couldn’t be had without—indeed, was dependent upon—the satisfaction of the other.

Fortunately enough, however, the solid entrepreneurs of southern Michigan’s hamlets did not exhibit the same hypocrisy toward the projects of government as was endemic in their trade organizations in Washington. The good farmers—the ones who attended Farm Bureau meetings and voted—knew the federal subsidy programs were wrong and demanded only an end to federal red tape and inspections, not higher subsidies, or even any at all. Among the doctors, some were agitated by moves afoot to permit advertising and price competition, but most of them were willing to overlook my support for that development because they were attracted by my resolute opposition to Big Government overall.

And so it went. Absolute fidelity to a free market, anti-statist position was accepted and rewarded by the voters because I had come to them with a doctrine to sell, not a menu of existing or new state indulgences to promise. In subsequent years, as one electoral success followed another, I formulated a rule derived from my campaign experiences that would have serious consequences later down the road. Weak-kneed, weak-minded politicians—rather than overwhelming electoral power—were responsible for the squeaky wheels getting so much undeserved grease in the halls of government.

It turned out that no one had especially high regard for Hutchinson. He had been in office fourteen years, but to most he was simply a name on the ballot, a face at the banquets.

In early February 1976, I had officially launched my campaign. The next day I began a blitzkrieg at 5:00 A.M. By ten-thirty I had appeared at half a dozen events. I had just entered the Branch County Courthouse for a round of handshaking when I heard a noisy commotion in the hallway. When I heard the word “Hutchinson,” I rushed to see what was happening.

Hutchinson had quit. It was over. He said he was leaving because “it wasn’t fun any more.” Now my fun was about to begin.
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I have a picture from the day I officially won the election. It’s from the front page of the Herald Palladium, and shows me and Grampa Bartz clasping our arms together in a victory sign. The banner headline overhead shouts:


STOCKMAN NEW REPUBLICAN POWERHOUSE IN SOUTHERN MICHIGAN



As I look at the photo, I see how frail and emaciated his eighty-three-year-old hands were.

Soon he was in the hospital with his last illness, and did not have long to live. He wanted to come to Washington for my swearing in, but the doctors forbade it. He was too weak by then.

On the day I was sworn in, I called him. He told me he was proud, because I was embarking on a career that had been his dream all along.
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In December 1976, I tried to secure a seat on the House Appropriations Committee and, not surprisingly, failed. The old bulls in the GOP hierarchy take a dim view of awarding seats on such powerful committees to mere freshmen.

If I had gotten a seat on the Appropriations Committee, I might have developed a more realistic attitude toward politics. The Appropriations Committee is the cash register of the Second Republic. Sitting there, day by day, as the politicians greased every squeaking wheel, might have shown me that my anti-political, anti-welfare state ideology would never succeed.

Instead, I landed on the Commerce Committee, and it reinforced my whole critique of Big Government and economic statism. In those early years of the Carter presidency, the Commerce Committee was the front line in the war between the statists and the anti-statists, between those who wanted government to dominate every aspect of American life and those who didn’t.

In the spring of 1977, Carter unveiled his “moral equivalent of war” with great gravity and piousness: the National Energy Plan. It was a plan to regulate every BTU that flowed through the U.S. economy, and by marvelous coincidence its acronym, NEP, exactly matched Lenin’s 1921 plan to rescue the Russian economy from the anarchy wrought by “workers’ soviets.”

Other plans followed: environmental regulations whereby every byproduct of technological progress was to be declared carcinogenic; air bags; windfall profit taxes—innumerable ways to regulate how Americans lived and worked. Invariably these statist initiatives had been concocted by some arrogant, self-important appointee possessed of a degree in English and contempt for free enterprise. One day I listened, incredulous, as an obnoxious troll of this genre pounded the witness table and demanded that Congress delegate to him absolute, open-ended power to establish energy efficiency standards for all American-made appliances.

The “moral equivalent of war” and its attendant issues was really a front for state control of resources and the economy. It was a neo-Malthusian ideology that held that we were running out of everything and that only the state could be trusted to hoard our diminishing supplies. We were exhausting our resources, and by using what resources we had, we were making the world unlivable. Capitalism was poisoning the earth with chemical time bombs.

Neo-Malthusianism was our term, of course; the Carter Administration preferred to speak of the “era of limits.” The current glut of oil on the world market is eloquent refutation of how idiotic their position was, but at the time they were prosecuting their views with a determination befitting the smallness of their minds. The New Deal had given birth to the statist impulse; during the Great Society it had gathered momentum; with the “era of limits” it had become an imperative.

In the trenches of the Commerce Committee, I did battle with this monster every day, hacking away at it with a sword forged in the free market smithy of F. A. Hayek. I became a militant anti-neo-Malthusian.

As such, I was one of the very few in the chamber of the politicians. To most of them, the false threat of depletion and environmental degradation was a boon. It kept them busy passing laws, meddling everywhere, and throwing their weight around from coast to coast.

But there was one other of my kind. I had met Congressman Jack Kemp of New York while working for John Anderson. Now he was looking for allies on behalf of a new theory of economics that meshed perfectly with my own still emerging views. It was called “supply-side” economics, in stark contrast to the “demand side” that Congress so steadfastly defended. We lived in an era not of limits but of limitless possibilities. Capitalism was endlessly resourceful. If people had enough incentives, prosperity was inevitable.

I liked Kemp. He was an unusual politician—he read books and talked about them. His head, like mine, was stuffed full of sweeping theories, historical knowledge, and insights about the patterns of things, not merely the particulars. One day we fell to discussing Ludwig Erhard’s brilliant memoir on how sound money reform, low tax rates, and deregulation of commerce had brought about the postwar German economic miracle. Kemp had a seriousness of mind and intellectuality of approach that made him stand out like a lighthouse in a sea of fog. As I had been, he was searching for his own Grand Doctrine.

Kemp had formed a cadre of brilliant and iconoclastic theoreticians. They possessed intellectual powers and ambitions as limitless as the economic growth they espoused. One day he handed me the manuscript of a book that would soon burst on the world in a blaze of illumination: Jude Wanniski’s The Way the World Works. Wanniski was a former editor of The Wall Street Journal and a peripatetic polemicist, and his book hit me with the force of revelation. It reordered everything I had previously known or thought about economics.

Wanniski was a frequent visitor to Kemp’s office. It was there, too, that I met Professor Arthur Laffer, the father of supply-side economics and a dazzling thinker. A number of talented congressional staffers would drop by as well: Paul Craig Roberts, Steve Entin, John Mueller, and others. All of them would play significant roles in the wrenching debates of the Reagan era. In the meantime, Kemp’s office became a kind of postgraduate seminar in supply-side economics. Kemp was our political guru, Wanniski and Laffer our chief theoreticians. Ceaselessly and happily we hammered out counter positions to every statist proposal or initiative Carter or Congress came up with. It was exciting. Our ideas could change history. For the first time since my shaggy-haired days in the East Lansing coffee house, I began to feel as if I were part of a movement. My revolutionary fires had been rekindled once again.
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In some basic sense, however, the new supply-side doctrine was but a reincarnation of my old social idealism in the form of a new and, I was inclined to think, more mature ideological garb. The world could indeed be started anew. Its current, accumulating economic and social breakdowns could be repaired and its older, inherited ills of racism and poverty vanquished by sweeping changes in the policies which caused or prolonged them.

Above all else, the supply-side doctrine offered a plausible premise for idealism amidst the prevailing cynical and pessimistic ethos of the time. The latter had been perfectly captured in Carter’s politically fatal “malaise” formulation. It was an epigrammatic, if unwitting, expression of all the muddled and destructive notions of scarcities, catastrophes, closing frontiers, economic limits, incurably embedded inflations, and unavoidable financial breakdowns that had by then come to enthrall his administration and most of official Washington.

The new supply-side gospel seemed at the time to be a fair bet for the monumental task of reversing this trend. As we had formulated it, the supply-side synthesis encompassed vastly more than a single nostrum—the Kemp-Roth 30 percent personal income tax cut. Only much later did it become reduced to a single piece of legislation by the glib simplifiers among the press, its opponents, and, regrettably, some of its own advocates.

In those days of the movable Kemp seminar, however, we viewed the supply-side doctrine as all-encompassing. It implied not merely a tax cut but a whole catalogue of policy changes, ranging from natural gas deregulation, to abolition of the minimum wage, to repeal of milk marketing orders, to elimination of federal certificates of “need” for truckers, hospitals, airlines, and anyone else desiring to commit an act of economic production. It even encompassed reform of the World Bank, and countless more.

Indeed, the whole catalogue of policy reforms was designed to remedy the central global economic failure of the late 1970s. That failure was popularly described as “stagflation”—the simultaneous occurrence of roaring inflation and vanishing output growth. But conventional economists had utterly failed to comprehend either its causes or its cures.

They generally attributed it to a mysterious new delirium economens: an outbreak of public irrationality, fevered psychology, and animal spirits that caused wage-price spirals, energy gluttony, weak investment spending, selfish speculation in unproductive enterprises, and numerous other malefactions. The truth of the matter, however, was that the reigning Keynesian economic model of the era was being so massively invalidated by empirical events that its practitioners—especially the Carter Administration economists—had been reduced to offering blatherings and gibberish in lieu of analysis.

Amid this background of double-talk and illogic, the supply-side synthesis offered two powerful, classic economic truths.

The first truth explained why real economic growth was falling toward zero, or was even signaling an outright shrinkage in living standards. In essence, our capitalist economy’s natural capacity to expand and generate new wealth and societal welfare was being badly hobbled by the sweeping anti-supply and incentive-destroying policies of the modern state. The marketplace had become riddled with sumps of waste in the form of subsidies and protectionism. Its economic arteries had become sclerotic with tax and regulatory barriers to commerce and production. The supply-side solution thus required the radical dismantling of state-erected barriers to economic activity—punitive tax rates, as well as all of the other misbegotten enterprises of the Second Republic.

On the price and financial side of the economy’s ledger, all the indicators were feverishly and destructively rising. A turbulent monetary disorder of double-digit commodity inflation, massive flight from financial assets, rampant speculation in land, baubles, and other tangible assets, prodigious expansion of dangerously leveraged pyramids of credit, and swirling volatility in global exchange and capital markets had been unleashed on the entire world economy.

The second classic economic truth explained this destructive hyperinflation loose in both the United States and the global economy. It was anchored in the failure of the U.S. government to maintain a stable purchasing power and reliable value for the dollar—the world economy’s overwhelmingly dominant money for transactions, reserves, and storing wealth. Inflation was no less mysterious than it was destructive. As the deliberate policy of the world’s leading economy, it had touched off a revolt against Uncle Sam’s ageold trick of clipping the coins that now reverberated through world markets from Cleveland to Calcutta. In place of all the silly and futile anti-inflation projects of the Carter Administration—wage and price guidelines, excess wage and price taxes, hospital cost controls, energy import antidotes, tripartite compacts in basic industries—only one step was required. The dollar had to be made stable again by fixing its value to a constant quantity of real economic goods.

As thus formulated, the supply-side synthesis closed the final loop in my quest for the Grand Doctrine.

As an intellectual and moral matter, this comprehensive supply-side doctrine had a powerful appeal. It offered a rigorous standard of justice and fairness, and provided a recipe for economic growth and prosperity—the only viable way to truly eliminate poverty and social deprivation. But its elegant idealism was hostile to all the messy, expedient compromises of daily governance.

This was made dramatically evident when, toward the end of my second term, the Chrysler Corporation demanded that the federal government rescue it from its own mismanagement. The action was justified by an army of lobbyists who represented every imaginable local interest group and no discernible policy principle.

The notion that the federal government should, on demand, refinance inefficient, bankrupt private enterprises was so loathsome to me that I resolved not only to vote against it, but to take the lead in trying to stop it. So I took the floor of the House to speak out against this abomination that was about to pass. I preached to the politicians my most fevered anti-statist sermon. Both the fevers and the sermon were still with me when I moved into the White House a year later:


We have to be pragmatic. Fix it up now and worry about the consequences later. Don’t bother yourself with elegant theories about whether it’s sound public policy.

Don’t trouble yourself with the economic effects of catapulting Chrysler from the back of the credit line to the front. Somebody else is going to be squeezed out of the credit market—small manufacturers, construction firms, auto dealers, farmers—with reduced production and employment elsewhere in the economy as a result.

These latter firms and workers are not speculative. They are just politically invisible.

No one on the globe with real money to invest is willing to come forward to Chrysler’s rescue: not the banks, insurance companies, or the bond markets.. . . Unless Uncle Sam promises to underwrite the risk.

Well, P.T. Barnum once said, “There’s one born every day—you can count on it.” Apparently the U.S. Congress is the only one left.



Despite its disdainful tone and righteous indignation, my speech was applauded even by some of those who had declared they would vote for the bailout (while holding their noses). For my opposition I was oxymoronically hailed by many as an “intelligent” politician.

Looking back on that, I am not at all sure I deserve the praise. I spoke of economic doctrine but did not manage to see a stark, dramatic truth. The Chrysler bailout passed by a margin of over one hundred votes because the impacted voters wanted it. And if the House of Representatives would go for the raw, unprincipled expediency of that measure, why should I have assumed, only a year later, that the institution, and the electorates it represented, would accept the kind of sweeping austere ideological blueprint the Reagan Revolution called for? I finally had my Grand Doctrine, but it completely overwhelmed my grasp of what the politics of American governance was all about.
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