RECKONING WITH REAGAN: AMERICA AND ITS PRESIDENT IN THE 1980s

1) “Teflon president”

Though most American citizens did not approve of Reagan’s administration efforts, it did not seem to tarnish his popularity. President Reagan had formed a strong bond with the public, “Reagan’s popularity seemed so unrelated to success and so undiminished even by failure or scandal that Colorado Representative Pat Schroeder dubbed Reagan as the ‘Teflon president’. {Pg 5}”

2) Yuppies

Certified yuppies were people born between 1945 and 1959, generally they earned $40,000 as a professional or some sort of manager, they primarily lived in a cities.  In his pursuit of the nomination for president, Senator Gary Hart, “reached out to young, urban, socially liberal, economically conservative voters dubbed ‘yuppies.’{Pg 60}” Oh but wait a minute! It seems a politician can have a change of Hart! Yuppies were not reliable constituents, as candidate Hart learned. “Yuppies tended to be ‘pro-choice’ on the abortion issue, enjoyed ‘recreational drugs,’ and supported Reagan’s economic policies. {Pg 75}”

3) In your opinion does the author, Michael Schaller, speak positively or negatively of President Reagan?

In the preface of his book, Mr. Schaller wrote that as President Reagan left office he was a very popular president. “He came into office pledging to increase defense spending, curtail welfare programs, reduce taxes, and change the liberal direction of the U.S. Supreme Court. To a considerable extent, he accomplished these goals. (Preface)” This statement was the only positive thing he had to say about Reagan.  Schaller made reference to Reagan’s alcoholic father who couldn’t hold a job, and would move the family around so that bill collectors would not find them. He did not like the way that President Reagan chose to remember his childhood. He did not like it when President Reagan would quote from a movie that he had made or seen. In his conclusion he makes reference that Reagan persuaded the American people to suspend their disbelief. “It was an era when saying something made it so, when, as in a daydream anything seemed possible. Deficits did not exist, were someone else’s fault, or did not matter; the poor caused their own plight or were impoverished because they received too much money from the government… (Pg 181)” We all know that there is no such thing as a perfect, least to say a totally honest, politician. The best we can do is vote for someone whose beliefs come close to our own; if not, then as terrible as it sounds, vote for the lesser of the two evils, but vote! In my opinion, Mr. Schaller felt that Reagan was a washed up actor, and as they say in Hollywood, took this gig as an actor to be president.  In all fairness to Mr. Schaller, he came across as not liking politics, much less politicians, no politician could ever do a proper job.  

4) How did Congress react to President Reagan’s nominees to the U.S. Court?

When Reagan became president he wanted to restore the rights of law-abiding citizens and traditional values.  He did not like how judges had read between the lines of the Constitution and made laws based on politics.  “Instead of judges making the law, they would be limited to interpreting it while ‘decision-making power [reverted] to state and local elected officials’. {Pg 80}” Reagan knew that Congress and most state legislatures had not given much interest in what the author of the book claims as Reagan’s social agenda. The administration hoped with conservative judges that part of his agenda would come to pass. 

Reagan’s first three Supreme Court appointments were very conservative; the Senate confirmed all of them without much dissent. Once the Democrats ruled the Senate, in 1987, they rejected Reagan’s appointment of Robert Bork. They not only disliked his abrasive personality, but the Democratically held Congress did not like the fact that Bork played a role in President Nixon’s firing of special prosecutor Archibald Cox. “Bork’s contention that the Constitution offered little protection for privacy, free speech, women, and minorities angered many senators. {Pg 81-82}” Anthony Kennedy, who shared a lot of Bork’s views, but wasn’t abrasive, was the successful nomination.   

5) The Iran-Contra Affair is a perfect illustration of President Reagan being described as the “teflon president”. Explain this.

Reagan was still a much loved and popular president when the Iran-Contra Affair was made public. The Tower Commission could not find any directly incriminating evidence linking him to the sale of arms for hostages, the report did comment on his lazi faire style of management creating a buffer between his aids and details of the operation.  The next day President Reagan went on TV to accept the findings of the Tower Commission, and denied any real responsibility.  Reagan told the public, “… even if the facts suggested he agreed to pay ransom to kidnappers, in his ‘heart’ he never meant to trade arms for hostages. {Pg 166} “ The next day his poll ratings increased by 10 points.  Nothing could stick to Reagan, everything slid off of him to his cabinet members.  To show Reagan was clearing house, he fired Chief of Staff Donald Regan.  

During a joint Senate-Congress investigation John Poindexter protected the president by claiming that the buck stops here.  When dealing with other testimonies, “Members of the House and Senate were reluctant to accept any evidence that might link him [Reagan] to any illegal acts. {Pg 169}” Congress didn’t want to be blamed for bringing down yet another chief executive.  The public forgave the president for his mismanagement since nothing was found that could be linked directly to him.  Congress misjudged the public’s desire for truth, since they had centered their entire investigation on the part of money.  The American public was more interested in the issues of terrorism and kidnappings.

6) “We want to feel good”, and “Cheer everyone up”, are just two of the fell good quotes, which appear in Schaller’s book. What exactly are these quotes implying? How did Reagan view the job of the Presidency? How did James Baker, Edwin Meese, and Michael Deaver orchestrate the daily functions of the White House?

     “We want to feel good”

Reagan wanted to restore the honor and glory of America that had been lost in the world.  In his speeches and commercials he wanted a message of a better and stronger country. “’We see an America, where everyday is Independence Day, the Fourth of July. {Pg 61}” There was a commercial where he was standing on the border of North and South Korea staring harshly into the communist side, and one where he was hugging Olympic champions saying, “… American Is Coming Back! {Pg 61}” My personal favorite, the Marlboro Man, as he dusts the dust off of his clothes and says something to the effect that together we can do anything.

He wanted the American people to feel good again, to be proud to be an American, and not to lose hope. That America is still the most powerful country in the world. In times of trouble, Americans would answer the call. Reagan understood the hardships, disgrace, and the moral welfare that the country had gone through and was still going through. He wanted to reassure not only America, but also the world leaders that America was coming back. Stronger than before. (Sounds like a political commercial doesn’t it!) 

“Cheer everyone up”

Reagan grew up in a house with an alcoholic father who could not keep a job, and kept moving the family around to stay ahead of the bill collector’s. His mother, who was a very religious woman, encouraged Reagan to act in school plays that lead him to his love of becoming an actor. In the many roles that he portrayed he was able revise his childhood into one that was more from chapters that he had read from Mark Twain’s books, mainly those of Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer stories. His childhood favorite books were of biographies of sport heroes; boys that were down and out made something out of themselves and gained the respect of others. And of course of the hard workingman that came from a poor family, who worked hard during the day and went to school at night to better himself, then would end up marrying the beautiful rich girl in town. 

Reagan knew what the American people had been through. There was LBJ and the Viet Nam War, Richard Nixon with the Watergate trial that left us with his resignation from the presidential office, President Ford who declined to impeach Nixon, which was one of the main reasons why he lost the bid to run again for president. Then there was Carter and his inept way of his dealing with the hostage situation, and of his failed rescued mission. I would imagine Reagan knew what it was like to live a life of uncertain, not knowing what is going to happen next. Where will we live, what is going to happen when the bill collector’s catch up with us? Are we going to have enough to eat? I believe that since he overcame many hardships of his childhood and in fact went as far as to reinventing it, that his favorite White House speechwriter, Peggy Noonan said it best when she was quoted as saying Reagan  “had the feeling he came from a sad house and for the rest of his life ‘thought it was his job to cheer everyone up’. {Pg 6}”

How did Reagan view the job of the Presidency? 

Reagan saw this job as an actors dream come true.  In his first bid for office for president, Reagan had made statements in reference of wanting to restore the pride and strength that the country once had. He wanted the American citizen as well as the whole world to know that America was the greatest place to live in. He stated, “… we have the talent, we have the drive, we have the imagination. Now all we need is the leadership. {Pg 4}” In is 1981 inaugural speech, he told U.S. citizens our nation is too great to have our dreams be limited. He also made reference that some people thought of the government as a solution to our problems, when in fact he felt that the government was the problem, this was something he wanted to change. He wanted people to quit relying on the government for their housing and other needs. He wanted them to take pride in themselves and stop taking the easy way out by depending on the government to meet their needs.

Reagan saw the job of the president as a manager and public figure.  During his 1989 farewell speech Reagan stated, “I was not a great communicator but I communicated great things. {Pg 179}”  A manager’s responsibility was to fix things,  “We meant to change a nation, and instead, we changed a world... {Pg 179}”

How did James Baker, Edwin Meese, and Michael Deaver orchestrate the daily functions of the White House?

James Baker, White House Chief of Staff, had shown his talent of moving legislation through Congress, “The chief of staff persuaded Reagan to emphasize two items: tax cuts and the defense buildup. ‘If we can do that … the rest [of the agenda] will take care of itself.’ {Pg 39}”  The White House staff embraced the journalist by making up the “line of the day.”  Every morning as Chief of Staff, James Baker would meet with President Reagan and go over the line of the day. He even made up index cards with the day’s schedule. The cards would have what jokes to tell visitors, what statements to make be it casual ones or formal ones. He even had a card telling President Reagan where to stand for the best photo opportunity. Not wanting to leave anything to chance, there was a card reminding him to say God Bless you at the end of most of his speeches.

Edwin Meese expected to be the Chief of Staff during Reagan’s first term but served as Counselor; a job that was without a definite form but it allowed him regular access to President Reagan.. 

The Reagan’s considered Michael Deaver a surrogate son, he was also very skilled at public relations. His job was to arrange the daily schedule for the president; he controlled media access, and implemented suggestions that were made by Nancy Reagan’s astrologers. Every morning Mr. Deaver would wake up every morning and think about things that he would do if he were Ronald Reagan, he even arranged every presidential action as a possible spot for the evening news.  “The Triumvirate of Baker, Meese, and Deaver played a major role in the success of Reagan’s first term. {Pg 39}”

7) Explain President Reagan’s political views. Were his views conservative or liberal? What issues did he specifically take an interest in?

Reagan campaigned on restoring the rights of law-abiding citizens and traditional values.  He had grown up as a Democrat but wised up once he learned how the world really worked; most teenagers are liberal, they know they can change the world and adults don’t know anything.  During Reagan’s run for the governorship of California he said, “’I am not a politician…I am an ordinary citizen’ opposed to high taxes, government regulations, big spending, waste, and fraud … {Pg 13}”

Reagan wanted Congress to ban abortion, allow prayer back in the schools, and to also have Congress to sign an amendment to the constitution that would mandate a balanced budget. Schaller wrote, “His spending plan would eliminate numerous welfare programs, trim Social Security, and cut back on parts of the federal bureaucracy that regulated business, the environment, and public health. {Pg 42}” Even though he had been married before he did not believe in divorce. He did not believe in pre-marital sex, and to him family values consisted of the husband taking care of the family financially, and the wife would be the homemaker. Sounds pretty conservative to me. 

8)  How did the Cold War influence President Reagan’s foreign philosophy? 

According to Schaller, Reagan had little to no foreign policy.  Schaller says, “Ronald Reagan lived in a world of myths and symbols, rather than facts and programs. {Pg 122}” Reagan’s initial philosophy was probably guided during the 1950’s when Senator Mc Carthy had lead the plight against Hollywood and created the Hollywood black list.  Reagan was an active member in the screen actor’s guild and supported the black list.  Communism would eventually take over America if not held at abeyance.  The first year of his presidency Reagan centered his attention on tax cuts and defense spending knowing that he could use his political power to get these programs to pass through Congress.  “During his first term in the White House, Reagan described the Soviet Union as the ‘focus of evil in the modern world’ led by men who reserved the right to ‘lie, cheat, and steal’ their way to world domination. {Pg 120}” By the end of his second term relations with the Soviet Union had improved quite dynamically.  As it turned out Gorbachev was a fan of film stars.  He loved talking to Reagan with his movie background.  Over the course of two terms in office Reagan and his advisors had differing opinions of how to counter act the Communist.

The centerpiece of Reagan’s foreign policy was to out spend the Russians.  This policy ultimately proved the demise of the Soviet Union.  The United States and our allies started an arms race to out spend the Russians.  Of course Schaller said, “During this period, the United States, in effect, substituted an arms budget and covert operations for foreign policy. {Pg 126}” One of the more expensive programs that Reagan supported was the Strategic Defense Initiative, SDI.  This anti-missile space deployed defense shield would theoretically shoot down any unfriendly missile before it reached its target.  This program scared Moscow and ultimately caused the Soviet Union to go bankrupt.
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