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Introduction

I was not going to write this book—at least not right now. I concluded America: The Last Best Hope, volume II, with 1989, the last full year of the presidency of Ronald Wilson Reagan. In the epilogue, among other things, I wrote the following:

I cannot find the right words yet to dispassionately describe the relevant history of what we have gone through since his [Ronald Reagan’s] presidency ended. This is not because of my partisan or ideological convictions. Rather, it is because I believe more time needs to pass for us to fully and completely digest the history of the past two decades. Many of the players and actors of the past twenty years are still alive, and I wish to be fair to the times and root out any possible prejudice occasioned by my own association with the actors in this drama.

This was my position in 2006. But supply, as economists like to say, provides its own demand; just as demand can create its own supply. And since volume II’s publication, a particular demand has arisen that I never expected: teachers across the country have taken volumes I and II and turned them into a vast American history curriculum, both in print and online (see RoadmapToLastBestHope.com), and several state and city school districts have put the books and supplemental materials on their official adoption lists for the classrooms in their states and cities. Student and teacher editions have been created, and I have received many letters, telephone calls, and e-mails asking for a third volume, a volume that brings us up to date over the past twenty years. History courses ought to be able to take us as close to the present as possible.

xii

While I raised all my objections to a third volume, my correspondents and callers remained persistent and unconvinced. I kept an open mind, and noticing the demand from students and teachers alike, I changed it. John Maynard Keynes famously said, “When the facts change, I change my mind,” and so, upon reflection, did I.

In thinking about volume III—the last twenty years—I realized how long such a span can, in fact, be. Take some examples: twenty years before Ronald Reagan was nominated as the Republican candidate for president of the United States in 1980, he was still a Democrat. Twenty years after Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980, his vice president’s son was elected president of the United States.

Almost twenty years after his resignation from the presidency in 1974, Richard M. Nixon was eulogized by President Bill Clinton, who, in 1974, was a law professor at the University of Arkansas running for a seat in Congress. At the same time, Bill Clinton’s girlfriend, Hillary Rodham, had just finished service on the House Judiciary Committee staff investigating the possible impeachment of Richard M. Nixon. And one year before that, Monica Lewinsky (whose affair with President Clinton would lead to his actual impeachment) was born. Twenty years before this writing, few people in America knew who Hillary Clinton was, and Bill Clinton was a governor from Arkansas whose only national reputation—to the degree he had one at all—was for having delivered a long-winded speech at the 1988 Democratic National Convention. Margaret Thatcher was the prime minister of Great Britain twenty years ago; John McCain was serving his third year in the Senate; and Colin Powell had just been promoted to chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Twenty years ago in our political and popular culture, there was no Fox News Channel; there was no Tonight Show with Jay Leno, no Daily Show with Jon Stewart, no American Idol, no Jonas Brothers, no Taylor Swift, no Hannah Montana. Chris Matthews was a reporter for the San Francisco Chronicle. Sean Hannity was just beginning his career in local talk radio. Most of the country had not heard of Anchorage sportscaster Sarah Palin. And nobody but their families and friends had heard of Britney Spears, Jessica Simpson, Jennifer Lopez, Toby Keith, Tim McGraw, Justin Timberlake, Reese Witherspoon, Angelina Jolie, Jennifer Aniston, or Leonardo DiCaprio. The world did know of tyrants Saddam Hussein and the Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeini of Iraq and Iran, respectively. To the degree George W. Bush was known, it was as the fairly unnoticeable son of the then president and as the owner of a Texas baseball team.

xiii

Twenty years is a long time. Twenty years ago, if you had asked someone to “e-mail me” or said, “check out my Web site (or blog),” or began a phrase with “www” or asked if an article was “available online” or tried to tell someone what was on your “iPod playlist,” you would have received a blank stare. “Amazon” was known simply as a forest in South America, “blackberry” was a fruit, and “google” meant nothing.*

Twenty years before this writing, a young man named Barack Obama— a second-year law student—was just elected the first black president of the Harvard Law Review.

A Note on the Sourcing

Finally, a note on the use of the first person and sources in this volume. I lived through almost all of the history written about here—and was involved in much of it, from the important to the ancillary. For this and other reasons, I relied less on other history books and documents and more on my own memories and contemporary notes than usual. In an effort to reveal conflicts of interest as well as to show the younger reader where some of my insights come from, a good number of personal anecdotes and self-reference is made: not for vainglory but—intentionally—for context.





* It certainly wasn’t a verb. The search engine and software development company apparently took its name from something only mathematicians would recognize, the word googol, a noun signifying the value of ten raised to the hundredth power.
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One 

Enemies Abroad, Challenges at Home

Two things about George H. W. Bush: he was the kindest boss I ever had. A man of great decency, concerned for others’ personal well-being and family, he said yes to any meeting requested and returned every phone call I ever placed to him. His handwritten and typed notes were models of decorum and goodwill, always with an inquiry or wish for a family member or family event he knew about. He was also tremendously athletic—an avid jogger and tennis player, a fine line-drive hitter, to say nothing of skydiving in his retirement. But when spending time with George H. W. Bush, one could not help picking up one overarching sense and theme of the man: a deep, abiding love of country—a quiet patriotism that stirred constantly within. Nowhere did I see this more pronounced than in a 1990 trip to Portland, Oregon, with him. We were looking out a hotel window, predawn, when I had agreed to go jogging with him, and he saw protestors outside burning a pile of items, protesting any number of things. One thing they burned was the American flag. President Bush turned to me and said, “I understand these young people and their protests—but what really gets to me is when they burn the American flag. Nothing gets me like that. Can anything be more disrespectful? Do they have any idea of what people have done to keep that flag held high?” I remember thinking, If only the rest of the world could hear this man and the weight he puts in his deeply reflective moments like that—if only they could see his sense of America. He would be more loved. But that was not the public President Bush; he was always more comfortable keeping his deepest feelings private. To my mind, he was a very emotional man who cared about more people and things than the public record, or he, would ever show.
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The years 1988 to 1992 were momentous—in the world and at home we would see CDs outsell vinyl records for the first time and the debut of such famous television shows as Seinfeld and The Simpsons; the Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeini would call for an international death threat on a British author popular in America and would (himself) die of natural causes in 1989; terrorism would become more pronounced as a violent means of political expression with more Americans being targeted; an Egyptian cleric named Omar Abdel-Rahman (also known as the “Blind Sheikh”) would move to America; the Berlin Wall would fall; and the issue of race relations would once again become front and center in American culture and politics—sparked by an incident on the streets of Los Angeles and by the nomination of a second black man to the Supreme Court.

I. The Choppy Seas of the 1988 Election

Vice President George H. W. Bush had a distinguished career in public life. The son of a well-respected U.S. senator, he had enlisted in the navy in 1943, becoming the youngest pilot in the navy at that time, and he flew more than fifty combat missions in World War II, including one where he had to eject from his aircraft in a raid over Japan after his plane was struck by enemy antiaircraft fire.1 Later, after a career in the oil business in Texas, George H. W. Bush went on to become a member of the House of Representatives from Texas, a U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, the chairman of the Republican National Committee, an envoy to the People’s Republic of China, and the director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Vice President Bush had faithfully supported Ronald Reagan through both terms of his dramatic and course-altering presidency. In a city notorious for “leaking,” no leaks came from the Bush office. In an office often used for the stronger part of attack-style politics and sometimes more questionable public ethics behavior, Vice President Bush remained the consummate gentleman and clean-government professional—no Spiro Agnew or Richard Nixon, he. When he declared his intention to run for the Republican nomination for president, however, he found he had plenty of opponents.
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For starters, there was the Kansan, Senate Republican Leader Bob Dole. A national figure for decades, he had run with President Gerald Ford as his vice presidential nominee in 1976.

Then there was Congressman Jack Kemp, Republican from New York, who represented the charismatic, young Supply-Siders (those who believed in economic growth through marginal tax rate cuts). Kemp was also a social conservative and foreign policy hawk. His base was tied to a philosophy of economic growth through tax cuts, social renewal, and tough rhetoric for the Soviet Union and its satellites. Kemp was the principal author and spokesman on Capitol Hill for the tax cuts that helped define the Reagan presidency and was known for such clever partisan jibes as, “The leaders of the Democratic Party aren’t soft on Communism, they’re soft on democracy.”*2

Messrs. Dole and Kemp weren’t the only opponents. The carefully laid plans of many Republican hopefuls (including Delaware Governor Pete du Pont and former Secretary of State Alexander Haig) were thrown into disarray by the entrance into the race of Rev. Pat Robertson (president of the Christian Broadcasting Network). Robertson’s appeal to evangelicals was said to be equivalent in the GOP to Rev. Jesse Jackson’s appeal to black Americans in the Democratic ranks. Robertson would prove to disrupt the candidacy of Jack Kemp (himself an evangelical Christian) with the ever-growing base of religious conservatives. In the 1987 bellwether Ames, Iowa, straw poll, Pat Robertson came in first place.3 By early January 1988, the polls from Iowa (whose caucuses are considered key tests of strength in presidential contests) validated Robertson’s strength but showed Bob Dole in the lead. Indeed, Vice President Bush was having problems.*
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Bush’s nomination would typically have been a near coronation because he was the sitting vice president loyally serving a beloved president. Richard Nixon, for example, had had little trouble wrapping up the Republican nomination following eight years’ service with the popular Eisenhower in 1960. As party machines began to fade over the years, however, it was becoming necessary to show real strength at the grassroots level and to actually earn the votes of primary voters and activists. Thus, in a split field, Bush’s nomination was far from assured.

In January 1988, with polls showing him in second place in the February Iowa caucuses, Vice President Bush went on the CBS Evening News with Dan Rather for a wide-ranging interview. Dan Rather was, even then, considered a biased anchor, eager to embarrass Republicans. When Rather tried to badger Bush with questions about his alleged involvement in Iran-Contra, Bush pushed back—strongly. After a series of unremitting questions, the dialogue on national television went this way:



RATHER: I don’t want to be argumentative, Mr. Vice President.

BUSH: You do, Dan.

RATHER: No . . . no, sir, I don’t.

BUSH: This is not a great night, because I want to talk about why I want to be president, why those 41 percent of the people are supporting me. And I don’t think it’s fair . . .

RATHER: And Mr. Vice President, if these questions are . . .

BUSH: . . . to judge my whole career by a rehash on Iran. How would you like it if I judged your career by those seven minutes when you walked off the set in New York?

RATHER: Well, Mister . . .
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BUSH: Would you like that?

RATHER: Mr. Vice President . . .

BUSH: I have respect for you, but I don’t have respect for what you’re doing here tonight.4



As the interview began, I had no idea how it would turn out.* No one had ever talked back to one of the leaders of what was perceived as the establishment of elite public opinion on the air on his own program. But Vice President Bush traded fire for fire here, pointing out—on Dan Rather’s own broadcast—that Rather had an imperfect past as well; for example, the previous year he had walked off his television camera set when the U.S. Open was still airing on his network even though it was time for the news. When the cameras went live to the news, many affiliates throughout the country had nothing to air because Rather was nowhere to be found.

For many years, George H. W. Bush had been seen as somewhat disconnected from the conservative grassroots of the Republican Party, too genteel to stand up for conservative principles, too close to the establishment, too Northeast preppy and not enough Midwest, Southwest, or just plain West as Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Reagan had been. For many grassroots conservatives who had long distrusted Bush’s ties to the GOP’s eastern establishment, the headline of a 1987 Newsweek cover and profile of the vice president said it all: “Fighting the Wimp Factor.”5 As presidential historian Timothy Naftali put it, “No one questioned the physical courage of the World War II veteran, and eternally young tennis player and jogger. It was his political courage that was in question.”**6 With this highly publicized clash with Dan Rather, Bush came close to erasing these doubts.

But not close enough for the voters of Iowa. Dole, as expected, won big in the Hawkeye State. Robertson came in second.
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Bush was undeterred. He turned the tables in the next key contest, New Hampshire, and charged Dole with being a tax raiser. New Hampshire Republicans were (and are) famously averse to higher taxes. After aggressively retooling his campaign, Bush soundly won the New Hampshire primary. Dole came in second and Jack Kemp, third. Pat Robertson’s campaign seemed an Iowa anomaly with little steam to continue nationally, and Jack Kemp was soon to realize it would be awfully difficult to persuade the public that he was a stronger disciple of Ronald Reagan’s principles than Ronald Reagan’s vice president—no matter how long Kemp had been a philosophical conservative. Following his defeat in New Hampshire, Dole was asked in a televised interview if he had a message for the vice president. Dole snarled, “Stop lying about my record!”7 That unhappy comment, as much as his New Hampshire defeat, effectively ended Dole’s run in 1988. Within just weeks, Bush swept the primaries of Super Tuesday and wrapped up the Republican nomination.

For the Democrats, Senator Gary Hart of Colorado had been regarded as the leading candidate. But he made the mistake of inviting a young woman, not his wife, to spend the night in his Washington townhome—after challenging the press to tail him. Hart denied all impropriety and denounced the reporters who “hid in the bushes” to trap him. Then a tabloid newspaper published a picture of him with the woman on his lap. They were shown aboard a pleasure boat eponymously named Monkey Business. Hart was quickly forced out of the race in 1987, leaving no obvious candidate, and a national conversation ensued. People debated the proper role of the media in its intrusion into the private lives of public figures (as they saw it) and the people’s right to know (as the media defined it). This unresolved theme would loom large for the next twenty years and unfold at higher and higher levels with increasing dissonance and effect at every strain.

So, for the Democrats, the choices came down to, among others, Tennessee Senator Al Gore, Arizona Governor Bruce Babbitt, Missouri Congressman Dick Gephardt, Illinois Senator Paul Simon, civil rights leader Rev. Jesse Jackson, and Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis. Delaware Senator Joe Biden had dropped out of the race the year before, after the press had reported allegations of his plagiarism of a British politician’s speeches and his fibbing about his college and law school records.
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Gore played to his strength in the New South. He was young, vigorous, and a leader of those bright, well-educated politicians who had embraced the computer revolution, sometimes called Atari Democrats. He was also known as a bit more of a hawk on foreign policy than many liberals in the Democratic Party. Gore, however, came to grief in New York State. He had attempted to follow the Carter line on abortion; he favored the Roe v. Wade ruling, committed himself to legal abortion, but opposed federal funding for abortion-on-demand. Among the party’s liberal activists, this position was anathema.

Babbitt attracted a flurry of press attention when he challenged his rivals in a televised debate to stand up if they favored a tax increase. Babbitt alone stood, and his elevated stance stood him few favors. Walter Mondale’s bold assertion that he would hike taxes was praised as courage in 1984, but his staggering electoral defeat may have cooled liberals’ ardor to try that again, and it was a massive turnoff to independents and to those known as Reagan Democrats.

Paul Simon was the last of the colorful prairie populists. He had been an Illinois editor, a student of Abraham Lincoln, and like the Emancipator, had never been to college. That last fact hadn’t stopped him from writing a dozen books. But Simon’s slicked-down hairdo, bowtie, and pendulous earlobes made him seem a throwback to the 1930s—even as he appealed to some voters with a thoroughly liberal voting record and a reputation for integrity.

Jesse Jackson renewed his wild-card status in the Democratic primaries. Party leaders dreaded the possibility that an offended Jackson might run for president as an independent. Such a move would doom the Democratic nominee’s prospects. On the other hand, his open embrace of Third World dictators and terrorists such as Fidel Castro and Yasser Arafat caused deep distress in many quarters.

Dick Gephardt was a young member of the House of Representatives, but not very well known outside of Washington and Missouri. Proving how difficult and rare it can be for a member of the House to succeed, Gephardt won a few delegates and ran out of money fairly quickly.

Dukakis was a different story. Generous contributions from America’s Greek community fueled his run for the White House. Justifiably proud of one of their own running for president, this community represented the success of America’s appeal to hardworking immigrants. And the governor of a liberal state fit in perfectly fine with the Democratic Party’s ideological commitments and regional preferences.
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With strong sources of additional campaign funding, and no drama or awkward imagery surrounding him, Dukakis outlasted his opponents and cruised to a fairly easy nomination. For vice president, he selected an established Texan, Senator Lloyd Bentsen. The more conservative Bentsen could never have prevailed with liberal party activists in a race for the presidency (he hadn’t even tried to run), but he seemed the perfect candidate to balance the national ticket both regionally and with some ideologically centrist appeal. The Boston-Austin alliance reminded party leaders of the successful 1960 ticket of Kennedy and Johnson.

Throughout the spring and most of the summer, Dukakis led George Bush by widening margins. Dukakis seized on his immigrant parents’ story as an appeal to other first-generation Americans (the song played as he approached the podium at the 1988 Democratic Convention was Neil Diamond’s “Coming to America”), and he even threw in a few lines of Spanish in his convention speech to strong applause. After the convention, Dukakis saw his poll numbers surge. When Bush arrived at his New Orleans nominating convention in August, he was down seventeen points in some polls.8

George H. W. Bush jumped over a generation of political leaders in his selection of a vice presidential nominee. He chose a politically conservative but youthful U.S. senator from Indiana. Dan Quayle was so energetic— perhaps too energetic, as the camera images showed the way he leaped onstage at his announcement for the nomination at a shirtsleeve rally in the steamy Delta city of New Orleans—that liberal journalists had a field day portraying him as an intellectual lightweight, owing to his youth and lack of national stature. The truth was, however, that Senator Quayle was forty-one years old at the time he was selected and had served in the U.S. Senate for eight years, having unseated the liberal lion Birch Bayh in his 1980 reelection effort. Prior to that, he had served in the U.S. House of Representatives.

The handsome Quayle, and a few others, had shared a townhouse during a golfing weekend with a woman, not his wife, some years back, and with that the press thought they had a story—and they attempted to tarnish his image the same way they had succeeded in tarnishing Gary Hart’s. The townhouse at the golfing resort had, in fact, been occupied by several young congressmen. They were weekend guests of a Washington lobbyist.9 The senator’s wife, Marilyn Quayle, intervened and assured voters that if the choice was between philandering and golf, her husband, Dan, would choose golf. The story pretty much ended there.
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Failing with that maneuver, the press then concentrated on the wealthy Quayle’s alleged preferential treatment of getting into the Indiana National Guard during the Vietnam War. But his opponent, Lloyd Bentsen, had a son who served in the Texas Air National Guard at roughly the same time that Quayle was serving in Indiana. If it was wrong for the goose to have strings pulled, surely it was just as wrong for the gander.10 And of course, criticizing service in the National Guard would only go so far before it would begin to offend others who were serving or had served in the National Guard.

In the midst of this storm of unfavorable press coverage, Dan Quayle was often tongue-tied. He occasionally tripped up in front of the microphone and cameras. Never mind that he had outdebated the highly articulate liberal Senator Bayh back in 1980. Never mind that he had earned respect in the Senate for his mastery of arcane defense issues. The press painted him as an intellectual lightweight and too young for the job. The tag stuck. Though this was a media theme throughout the rest of the campaign, as well as the basis for late-night television jokes and Democratic Party jabs, Quayle’s perceived deficiencies did not attach further up the ticket.

Vice President Bush’s acceptance speech in New Orleans turned the race around. He no longer spoke about the pollution of Boston Harbor (as if that was the Massachusetts governor’s fault). He no longer pledged to be “the education president”; that just wasn’t a strong enough motivator to people. Instead, he stressed the differences between himself and the liberal Massachusetts governor. He pledged “a kinder and gentler” America.* Then, fatefully, he said he would resist congressional demands for new taxes. Congress would push him, push him, Bush said, but he would reply: “Read my lips—no new taxes!” The crowd went wild.*
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Bush’s campaign manager, the tough political operative (and blues guitarist) Lee Atwater, vowed to drive up Dukakis’s “negatives.” In campaign parlance, that meant to flood the airwaves with comparative ads that would attack the opponent’s record. Atwater’s television attack on Dukakis would “strip the bark off the little bastard,” he claimed.11 (Surely, that was a curious way to achieve a kinder, gentler America.) Throughout modern American political history, what candidates say for public consumption about tactics and goals is often not the same as the way the candidates’ operatives run campaigns.

As governor of one of the nation’s most liberal states, Dukakis had built a strongly liberal record. While he had touted “competence, not ideology” in his campaign, Dukakis had always been unapologetically liberal. He proudly claimed, for example, that he was a “card-carrying member” of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Doing that was a serious mistake—not only in the membership itself—but even in his description of it. Words have meaning, and the phrase “card-carrying” had long been associated with “card-carrying member of the Communist Party.” Moreover, millions of Americans heartily despised the ACLU. Two large voting blocs—Catholics and evangelicals—especially mistrusted it. Most Catholic families had at least one police officer among their relations. And many a family reunion in middle America has been regaled by an “Uncle Mac” telling horror stories of hardened criminals let out on the streets because of the intervention of the ACLU. For evangelicals, the ACLU was the prime mover behind the removal of prayer and Bible reading from the schools. (Conservative grassroots organizers typically referred to the ACLU as the Anti-Christian Litigation Unit.)

One issue that had come up in the campaign set off what were then becoming known as the culture wars—controversies over the defense of American values, patriotism, religious liberty, marriage and family, and the politics of the beginning and end of life. As governor, Michael Dukakis had vetoed a bill of the state legislature to require Massachusetts teachers to lead their classes in a voluntary morning recital of the Pledge of Allegiance. The Bush campaign seized on it. Dukakis had cited the famous 1943 Supreme Court opinion in West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette in justifying his veto.12 That ruling had forbidden public school officials to compel children whose families were Jehovah’s Witnesses to recite the Pledge. Barnette was entirely right. We, as a country, cannot compel any show of patriotism by children, who are required by law to attend school, when it offends their religious dictates. But Dukakis completely misunderstood the basis of the decision. Nobody has a right to be a Massachusetts teacher either. State employment is a privilege. If the people’s representatives in the state legislature make it a condition of employment to lead children in voluntarily saying the Pledge, then no one’s rights are violated. The unwilling teachers are perfectly free to teach in a private school or seek employment in another state. Barnette said students could be excused from reciting the Pledge; the Massachusetts law was about the teachers.
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It was on this basis that I became embroiled in the 1988 presidential campaign. During an interview on Meet the Press, the host asked me about the Pledge issue and what it had to do with education. “It’s the ABCs of civics,” I replied. “If you have trouble with the Pledge, you’re going to have trouble with a lot of the things down the road. . . . If you’re the governor, and you’re sitting there and someone brings the Pledge [legislation] for you to sign, do you look for a way to sign it or look for a way to avoid signing it? And with Mike Dukakis it was the latter.”* Vice President Bush called me immediately after the show. He had seen it, and he told me how much he appreciated my speaking out on the issue. He said that I should stay in touch after the election.

Another, even stronger political problem for Dukakis emerged. Dukakis had supported a furlough system that allowed hardened criminals to leave state prisons on weekend passes. Under this system, one convicted murderer (named Willie Horton) had gotten out, left the state, and raped a woman in Maryland. Even after this atrocious incident, Dukakis stubbornly refused to consider repeal of the furlough system until the campaign for the presidency was under way.13

The issue was first used against Dukakis, unsuccessfully, by Al Gore in the Democratic primaries. In the fall campaign, however, the Bush team showed a grainy black-and-white film depicting criminals entering and leaving prisons through a subway turnstile.14 Tough stuff, but surely within bounds for a political campaign. The Bush campaign never named Horton—that was done in a television ad released by an independent group, an ad with which the campaign disavowed any connection. But liberal critics pounced on the fact that the convict was a black man, and they charged the Bush campaign with racism.* These same writers never extended their criticism to Gore.
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At one point, Michael Dukakis tried to show himself equipped to be commander in chief, and his advisors released photographs of him riding in an army tank. Any desk-bound politician might look uncomfortable riding around in one of these behemoths. Mike Dukakis, attired in an ill-fitting helmet, however, looked especially so. Dukakis was lampooned, compared to the cartoon character Snoopy, and generally made a figure of fun for trying to look like he could be commander in chief or like he was, indeed, tough when it came to defense policy. Bush ads featured the tank ride and contrasted them with Dukakis’s liberal positions on national defense, including his one-time support of the nuclear freeze.

During the presidential debates, CNN newsman Bernard Shaw asked Governor Dukakis a question about capital punishment: How would he react if someone raped and murdered his own wife? The question was asked, no doubt, to elicit a sense of emotion from Dukakis, who carried himself with an impersonal, all-business, nonemotional demeanor. 



SHAW: Governor, if Kitty Dukakis were raped and murdered, would you favor an irrevocable death penalty for the killer?
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DUKAKIS: No, I don’t, Bernard. And I think you know that I’ve opposed the death penalty during all of my life. I don’t see any evidence that it’s a deterrent, and I think there are better and more effective ways to deal with violent crime. We’ve done so in my own state.15



Dukakis then described at length how he would go after illegal drug use and begin with an international summit on the issue.16

Offered a rebuttal, George Bush said:

I do believe that some crimes are so heinous, so brutal, so outrageous, and I’d say particularly those that result in the death of a police officer, for those real brutal crimes, I do believe in the death penalty, and I think it is a deterrent, and I believe we need it. . . . And so we just have an honest difference of opinion: I support it and he doesn’t.17

To be fair, Bernard’s question had to have been the most personal question a member of the press had ever posed to a candidate for national office, but Dukakis’s dry, matter-of-fact response was devastating to his chances. Even his strongest partisans despaired of his campaign skills. Few Americans saw past the controlled, careful public face of Michael Dukakis. How could they?

There was, indeed, another face. One journalist watched the 1988 Academy Awards ceremony in the offices of a caterer—en route to a campaign event with Michael Dukakis. As the envelope was passed for the Best Supporting Actress honors, Olympia Dukakis, Michael’s cousin, was announced as the winner for the movie Moonstruck. Olympia waved the statuette at the camera upon receiving her award and shouted, “Let’s go, Michael!” Undone by the emotion of the moment, the governor sat, starstruck, as tears coursed down his cheeks. It was a warm and human moment—and a side of the cerebral Harvard man that the voters never saw.18

From allegations about Michael Dukakis’s record on crime, the Pledge of Allegiance, and his criticism of a hawkish defense policy, Vice President Bush succeeded in painting Michael Dukakis as a liberal, out of touch with the values of most Americans—he even used the word liberal derisively. Many Dukakis supporters urged the governor to stand up for their ideology and to fight back. In one famous case, the composer and conductor Leonard Bernstein took to the op-ed page of the New York Times to defend the word and ideology, writing an essay titled “I’m a Liberal, and Proud of It.”19 That Leonard Bernstein was, among other things, made politically famous by the novelist Tom Wolfe for hosting a party with members of the Black Panthers in his Park Avenue home some years earlier probably proved more of George Bush’s point than Leonard Bernstein’s.20

Things were different down the ticket. Dan Quayle couldn’t get a break. In the vice presidential debate he tried hard to establish his qualifications for the office that the press and his Democratic Party opponents had ridiculed. “I have far more experience than many others that sought the office of vice president of this country,” he said at one point. “I have as much experience in the Congress as Jack Kennedy did when he sought the presidency.” The dry-witted Bentsen was ready with a monumental put-down, perhaps the most famous of the campaign, perhaps one of the most famous quips of any presidential or vice presidential campaign: “Senator, I served with Jack Kennedy, I knew Jack Kennedy, Jack Kennedy was a friend of mine. Senator, you are no Jack Kennedy.”21 The crowd erupted with applause. Quayle tried to recover by saying, “That was really uncalled for, Senator,” a comeback that elicited a bit of applause, but nowhere near what Bentsen received. Then Bentsen went in for the kill: “You are the one that was making the comparison, Senator—and I’m one who knew him well. And frankly I think you are so far apart in the objectives you choose for your country that I did not think the comparison was well-taken.”22 Quayle’s stunned reaction—the deer-in-the-headlights look—and his inability to respond gave the debate to Bentsen, almost unanimously. It was a historical, political body slam.
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Luckily for George Bush, presidential races are usually neither won nor lost with vice presidential selections or any particular vice presidential debate performance. The first vice presidential debate did not even take place until 1976; the 1980 campaign failed to feature the rhetorical sparring match. Even more luckily for Bush, he had other things lining up in his column. Ronald Reagan was a popular president, and the economy was doing well. The Misery Index (an economic calculation that combines our inflation rate and our unemployment rate) was far lower than when Jimmy Carter first popularized the metric against President Ford in 1976.*23 Meanwhile, the Soviets seemed both to be loosening their internal vise grip with their domestic policies of glasnost and perestroika (economic and political liberalization) and cooling their anti-Western rhetoric.
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The campaign began with a great deal of promise for the Democrats and the American left who had lived with eight years of the Ronald Reagan presidency. Americans like change, and the election offered an exciting story of an immigrant family’s rise to the highest levels in U.S. society. Yet it ended with a stunning defeat for Dukakis. Bush won 49 million popular votes (more than 53 percent), carrying forty states for a near landslide total of 426 electoral votes. Dukakis trailed with just under 42 million popular votes (45.6 percent); his ten states—in the East, Northwest, and the northern tier of the Midwest—brought him just 111 electoral votes.24

Many journalists were soured by the campaign. They reacted as if it had been the height of absurdity for anyone in a presidential campaign to raise such issues as furloughs, the Pledge of Allegiance, and the ACLU (with its support of such policies as fewer restrictions on pornography, less religious influence— or reference—in the public square, and more rights for criminal defendants).25 To them, it was undignified. To such writers and pundits, questions about patriotism, crime, and religious rights were a distraction from more important matters as they saw them. American democracy has often been raucous and unruly. Often, it is not pretty. But people instinctively understand that they do not decide the issues that are constantly talked about in the press. Instead, American voters like to decide who will decide how to handle those issues. In that sense, a probing, searching examination of the candidates’ character and background, of their record and experience, is not absurd or trivial—it is commonplace in American politics. And quite often, seemingly small things often define much bigger things—or seemingly small decisions by people running for office will determine how they will handle much bigger decisions. And for a great many, issues regarding patriotism, crime, and religion are not small.
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Although they made little progress in their quests for their parties’ nominations, Robertson and Jackson changed the political landscape in different ways. Many in the major press missed it, especially those bent on criticizing Vice President Bush for trivializing the campaign with supposed “side issues,” such as family values, patriotism, and crime. One acute liberal analyst well versed in theological and political currents, Garry Wills, noted the populist appeal of Robertson and Jackson. They “both deplored the loss of family values,” he wrote, “the irresponsible sexuality of the young—what Jackson called ‘babies making babies.’”26 But it wasn’t mere sexual morality and family decline. Wills flagged their twin concerns about drugs, crime, even school discipline.

Their populist agendas predictably diverged on issues like prayer in schools and abortion, but the divergence that mattered most to the frontrunners was how Bush and Dukakis managed the conversation that Robertson and Jackson started. Wills noted that Bush absorbed Robertson’s message and many in his base as well. Dukakis, however, distanced himself from Jackson’s message. “Robertson’s cadres would be a quiet but key element in Bush’s campaign, while Dukakis treated Jackson like an embarrassment. . . . This would lead him into his worse mistake, the renunciation of ideology, the attempt to build a middle constituency from scratch in the name of ‘competence.’ In effect, he fled his base instead of building on it.”27

Robertson and Jackson would go on to play key roles in their public policy work and political outreach. Yes, they spoke out on social issues and family values, each in his own way, often with differing solutions. But when tapping in to large bases of support and interest, it is hard to consider those issues the province of low-minded political posturing.

Meanwhile, the campaign had virtually ruined Dan Quayle in many people’s eyes. This would not be the first time the press would go after a vice presidential nominee with a no-holds-barred approach and create an image far different from the actual person himself (or herself). Typical of Washington insiders’ reaction to Dan Quayle was a joke that Massachusetts Senator John Kerry had repeated (perhaps more famously than he had wanted): “Somebody told me the other day that the Secret Service has orders that if George Bush is shot, they’re to shoot Quayle.” After saying it, he quickly added, “There isn’t any press here, is there?” Just as quickly, he apologized when his words were picked up in the Associated Press.28 But Quayle was no lightweight and was known for surrounding himself with conservative intellectuals who took serious ideas seriously, people such as Bill Kristol, John McConnell, Spence Abraham, and Lisa Schiffren.*
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In looking back at the 1988 election, one last thing Ronald Reagan did as president is worth mentioning for the profound impact it would have on our dialogue, future elections, and our democracy. President Reagan scrapped the so-called Fairness Doctrine in 1987. That regulation of the Federal Communications Commission had, for decades, stifled free and open debate on the airwaves. Radio and television stations that criticized the president or Congress could be required to air opposing views. In practice, Republican presidents could be vigorously criticized by broadcast journalists who had little fear that Congress—long in Democratic hands—would permit a crackdown. The result was like putting a lid on a serious exchange of ideas.**

The year 1988 almost ended with the major news story being the election and the upcoming transfer of the presidency from Ronald Reagan to George H. W. Bush. But it did not end that way. Just before Christmas, on 21 December, Pan Am Flight 103 exploded over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing all 259 people on board and another 11 on the ground.29 It was no extraordinary aviation accident or tragedy due to mechanical or pilot error. The plane was blown up. The cause: a bomb in the luggage compartment planted by Libyan terrorists, led by one Abdel Basset Ali al-Megrahi. This was the deadliest terrorist attack on American civilians in our history—more than 180 Americans were on board, including dozens of college students coming home from their studies abroad.

The nation, its eyes still stained with tears, looked forward to a new year coming. Ronald Reagan bade farewell to the nation in a televised address on 11 January 1989. He warned the country to not neglect the teaching of American history. He said if we forget what we have done, we will cease to be who we are. It was a warning about forgetting that achieved a special poignancy in view of his later diagnosis with Alzheimer’s disease. He spoke of high American ideals, especially freedom:
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And the image that comes to mind like a refrain is a nautical one—a small story about a big ship, and a refugee, and a sailor. It was back in the early eighties, at the height of the boat people. And the sailor was hard at work on the carrier Midway, which was patrolling the South China Sea. The sailor, like most American servicemen, was young, smart, and fiercely observant. The crew spied on the horizon a leaky little boat. And crammed inside were refugees from Indochina hoping to get to America. The Midway sent a small launch to bring them to the ship and safety. As the refugees made their way through the choppy seas, one spied the sailor on deck, and stood up, and called out to him. He yelled, “Hello, American sailor. Hello, freedom man.”

Like that American sailor, Ronald Reagan was a freedom man.

II. A Scourge at Home

Few presidents had ever come to office with greater preparation than George Herbert Walker Bush, and that preparation was key to the years ahead. What issues the forty-first president would have on his plate in January 1989 would not—as with almost every president—be the same for which history, even recent history, would remember his presidency.

President Bush began his Inaugural Address with a prayer; many presidents invoked God in their Inaugural Addresses, but memory strains to actually recall a president reciting a prayer:

My first act as President is a prayer. I ask you to bow your heads:

Heavenly Father, we bow our heads and thank You for Your love. Accept our thanks for the peace that yields this day and the shared faith that makes its continuance likely. Make us strong to do Your work, willing to heed and hear Your will, and write on our hearts these words: “Use power to help people.” For we are given power not to advance our own purposes, nor to make a great show in the world, nor a name. There is but one just use of power, and it is to serve people. Help us to remember it, Lord. Amen.30
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Bush then continued, speaking on the wave of political and economic freedom sweeping through the world. “We know what works: Freedom works. We know what’s right: Freedom is right. We know how to secure a more just and prosperous life for man on Earth: through free markets, free speech, free elections, and the exercise of free will unhampered by the State,” intoned the new president.

He spoke of our national “will” being greater than our national “wallet” and that all citizens and government employees had their work cut out for them to conquer the issues of crime and “addictions” to “drugs, welfare,” and “the demoralization that rules the slums” in America. He reiterated a call from his campaign that we needed “a thousand points of light,” that was, “a new activism” which embraced “the community organizations that are spread like stars throughout the nation.”31

He called for a new era of bipartisanship with the Democratic Party in the House and Senate:

To my friends, and yes, I do mean friends, in the loyal opposition, and yes, I mean loyal: I put out my hand. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Speaker. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Majority Leader. For this is the thing: This is the age of the offered hand. We can’t turn back clocks, and I don’t want to. But when our fathers were young, Mr. Speaker, our differences ended at the water’s edge.32

And then the president got to the meat of his planned tenure, the key area in which he wanted to show marked improvement in his next four years, giving more words to it than any other policy issue in his Inaugural:
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There are few clear areas in which we as a society must rise up united and express our intolerance. The most obvious now is drugs. And when that first cocaine was smuggled in on a ship, it may as well have been a deadly bacteria, so much has it hurt the body, the soul of our country. And there is much to be done and to be said, but take my word for it: This scourge will stop.33

George H. W. Bush had spoken out on the problem of illicit drug use before—several times in fact—and the issue was, indeed, receiving more and more of the nation’s attention. Three years before President Bush’s Inaugural, one of the most talented college basketball players in America who had just been drafted by the Boston Celtics, Len Bias, died of cardiac arrest (before his professional career could even take off) as a result of a cocaine overdose. That story grabbed the nation’s attention. Nancy Reagan’s “Just Say ‘No’” campaign had proliferated through the media and into the schools. Still, by 1988, the drug problem in America was a big one with increasing stories of hospital emergency admissions for drug abuse going up,34 and the latest national statistics we had at the time showed 18 million Americans were monthly users of marijuana, 5.8 million Americans were using cocaine, and about 500,000 Americans were injecting heroin.35 Drug use, in and of itself, is never the only problem. The attendant problems then (as now) were the crime and the deaths from overdoses and accidents, the tens of thousands of emergency room admissions, the broken families, the children born into addiction, the family violence, and the waste and dependence that came along with such drug use. At the tail end of Reagan’s second term, Joe Biden, then a Democratic senator from Delaware, championed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act. Congress and the president agreed, signed the bill into law, and thereby created the Office of National Drug Control Policy and its directorship position—the drug czar. But the job was thus far unfilled. In December 1988 I called President-elect Bush to congratulate him on his victory and tell him that I considered the drug issue so important that I would volunteer for the job. He was happy to hear that I was interested and told me he would check on the position.

I had already had some experience with this issue while serving as the secretary of education. (Although I had never used an illicit drug in my life, I had spent most of the 1960s and ’70s on and around college campuses.) I was once asked on the Today Show if I considered drugs the biggest problem our nation’s children faced in school. I replied that drugs were “the biggest outside impediment to learning in the schools. All the reform efforts that we’re talking about . . . will come to nothing if kids are stoned or high.” I had also made a plea that our nation’s schoolteachers’ unions require their members be drug free to maintain their membership to set an example to their charges. And I had called on school administrators that while they continued their drug education programs, they should also adopt policies that would toss kids out of school if they were using drugs. Finally, in one of my last speeches as the education secretary I had called for a greater use of the military in helping stop the shipment of drugs into this country as well as helping stop its production elsewhere. These statements and speeches were controversial, and they had received a good deal of attention (not all positive, not by a long shot), but they resonated with then Vice President Bush.
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Prior to the inauguration, President-elect Bush offered me the job. I was later told that President Bush’s incoming Chief of Staff John Sununu had also proposed my name to the president-elect for the position.

President Bush wasted no time. He made the drug scourge one of his domestic priorities and spelled out his thoughts in February 1989 during his first State of the Union (technically called an Address to Congress in a president’s first year in office):

My friends, that voice crying out for help could be the voice of your own neighbor, your own friend, your own son. Over 23 million Americans used illegal drugs last year, at a staggering cost to our nation’s well-being. Let this be recorded as the time when America rose up and said no to drugs. The scourge of drugs must be stopped. And I am asking tonight for an increase of almost a billion dollars in budget outlays to escalate the war against drugs. The war must be waged on all fronts. Our new drug czar, Bill Bennett, and I will be shoulder to shoulder in the executive branch leading the charge.36
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President Bush and I toured drug rehabilitation centers. I worked with national and local law enforcement officials as well as with the military, the Coast Guard, and leaders from other nations; and I delivered a good number of speeches intended to prod the nation’s conscience about the issue. (All in all, I visited some 120 cities and communities as drug czar.) A popular issue in academia and among the press was that of drug legalization. One place I found legalization the least popular as an idea was in the inner cities where family members whose lives were being wrecked by drug use had wished for nothing but safer and cleaner neighborhoods.*

Another place drug legalization was highly unpopular was in the drug rehabs—no one I ever spoke to who was trying to get clean ever said, “I wished it were easier to have gotten hooked. I wished drugs were easier to obtain.” I never bought any of the arguments for legalization, and neither did those, or the families of those, whose lives had been ruined by drug abuse. The rest of the argument, for me, was academic—and yes, we had plenty of those.**

There were colorful stories from our efforts (hundreds of them) involving dedicated people in both the law enforcement and the treatment communities. Take the story of one man I visited: Charleston, South Carolina’s black, Orthodox Jewish police chief, Reuben Greenberg.

Greenberg posted uniformed police officers on street corners where drug sales were common, reestablished foot patrols in dangerous neighborhoods, equipped his officers with cameras to take pictures of suspected dealers, and maintained a strict regimen of enforcement with public housing, seeing to the eviction of those involved in drug dealing and other illegal activities. Greenberg’s tactics got the ACLU in a twist. The organization insisted that it observe the officers in the execution of their duties. Sensing a good story, the media then followed by insisting that they observe the observation. It was all part of Greenberg’s strategy: when a drug dealer took to the streets in Charleston, he was liable to find himself tailed by a police officer, an ACLU observer, and the local press. Drug dealers took the hint, and many of them moved on. Greenberg cleaned up Charleston with his bully pulpit and his proper hectoring of those who would ruin lives and neighborhoods.
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Another ally of mine was the man whom President Bush named his secretary of housing and urban development, Jack Kemp (his erstwhile challenger in the 1988 primaries). Secretary Kemp worked with me in our joint efforts to secure public housing from drugs by erecting fences and other security apparatuses around buildings and by giving residents official identification cards. Kemp argued that before Housing and Urban Development went into the business of fixing up, refurbishing, and improving public housing, it should make sure it was doing so for families and children who were obeying the law rather than for drug dealers making a mockery of it and the whole project.

No ally was, however, more important than the president. In any organization, most especially the federal government or the Executive Office and the White House, with the leader’s support a great deal is doable; without it, change can be much harder, even undoable. President Bush was clearly moved by the drug issue (from addiction to its ties to family poverty and breakups to other destruction it wrought). One small story with large importance: early in his term, I needed to keep a part-time Defense Department official on loan to my staff for a longer period than he was assigned. Defense Secretary Dick Cheney and Joint Chief ’s Chairman Colin Powell thought the official should go back to his home at Defense, and they overruled my request. I explained to the president how critically I needed him to stay. The president understood that Defense could make do without him a few more months, called Cheney and Powell, and told them so. These kinds of turf battles occur by the hundreds each month in any administration—but that kind of early victory shows where the president stood, and it helped in our drug policy efforts a great deal.*
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We also had assistance from outside, like the Partnership for a Drug-Free America and some in Hollywood like the then president of Disney studios who worked to create a “sobriety chic” in Hollywood, where drug use was simply not popular.

By the end of 1989, the nation had moved in the right direction; there was a greater consciousness about how bad for the person and the country drug abuse was, and we soon would see the results of this greater clarity. Our national drug control strategies included working with source and transit countries on tougher law enforcement, expanding treatment, making that treatment more accountable, and improving and focusing efforts at prevention and education. We received help from the military (using its eyes and ears). We intercepted drugs at the borders. We expanded drug intelligence throughout the country and funded and disseminated more research. In short, the majority of the country agreed on the nature of the problem and how to attack it—on both sides of the political aisle. The country got drug use down to record lows, from a high of 23 million to just under 13 million by 1990. It would go lower by 1992. By 1990, the country’s cocaine use went down from almost 6 million users to 1.6 million users, and we saw a reduction in cocaine-related emergency room visits as well as a decrease in marijuana use.37

III. A New Set of Bricks and Tanks

While President Bush was busy trying to implement his domestic agenda, issues around the world were seemingly taking even greater precedence and attention. The powerful movements for freedom that Reagan had helped to unleash throughout the world were felt even in China. In April 1989, thousands of students demanding liberalization of the Communist Party’s stringent rule began gathering in Beijing’s vast, historic Tiananmen Square following the death of the popular former Chinese Communist Party general secretary, Hu Yaobang.38 Known as a “liberal-leaning party leader” and a “reformist,” especially among the younger generations in China, Hu was greatly popular among those in China seeking more liberalism, more democracy.39

Meanwhile, the aging leader of China, Deng Xiaoping, had been responsible for helping end the madness of Mao’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. He pledged to put China on the path to modernization and permitted much greater economic opportunity for the 1.2 billion Chinese.40 And as is so often the case when reforms toward liberalization and more freedom are instituted in autocratic or tyrannical regimes, the improved living conditions in China created what many in similar situations have called “a revolution of rising expectations.”
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Deng would, however, move only so far, and he had been responsible for ousting Hu from power in China a few years earlier when Hu allowed other student demonstrations to take place throughout China without cracking down on them. Those demonstrations—in 1985 and 1986—had already shown a youth interested in less repression and more freedom, as the students carried posters with slogans such as “Law, Not Authoritarianism” and “Long Live Democracy.”41

In Tiananmen Square,* near the center of Beijing, thousands upon thousands of students gathered over the days and weeks; they read long lists of confusing, sometimes even contradictory demands. But they also read Chinese translations of America’s Declaration of Independence and Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address” and erected a papier-mâché statue that was a Chinese version of the Statue of Liberty.42

Deng was not willing to share much power, and he would not tolerate a student revolt. His prime minister, Li Peng, played on the historic Chinese people’s fear of chaos. Li sent in tanks from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to maintain control of the capital city. The world watched, amazed, as a young Chinese man wearing a neat white shirt and carrying a briefcase stood in front of a column of tanks. The image was televised worldwide. As the tank driver tried to maneuver around the man later identified as Wang Wei-lin, Wang stepped smartly aside and blocked the lead tank, again and again. It was a deadly ballet, like a bullfighter’s carefully choreographed moves. Miraculously, the tank driver did not roll over the hero.*
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In short order, however, more tanks ran over hundreds, killing them, and PLA soldiers fired their rifles into the masses of students. Within hours, fleeing students were hunted down and killed. Quickly, the Communist regime’s forces cleared away hundreds of bodies, burned them, and hosed down the square, the ceremonial heart of ancient China.43 Two days later, Deng went on Chinese national television to report to the people of China and congratulate the soldiers, saying, “They are truly the people’s army, China’s Great Wall of Steel.” Of the dead, Deng said only this: “Their aim was to topple the Communist Party, socialism, and the entire People’s Republic of China and set up a capitalist republic.”44

Americans were outraged, horrified, as were people throughout the civilized world. President Bush had counseled calm and had urged the Chinese rulers to act with restraint. All through the crisis, President Bush had tried to maintain a close relationship with the Chinese leaders while pressing for lenient treatment for the students.

After the Tiananmen Massacre, the president sent National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft to meet with the Chinese leaders. The Chinese government had warned Bush that they viewed American involvement in their internal affairs as a provocation. Scowcroft proceeded with ceremonial dinners, including the usual exchange of toasts. While Scowcroft did say, “I would not be honest if I did not acknowledge that we have profound areas of disagreement—on the events at Tiananmen, on the sweeping changes in Eastern Europe . . . [still] we seek to outline broad areas where agreement is possible and to isolate for another time those areas of disagreement,” what the world saw with this widely publicized image of the toast was this representative of the United States who seemed to be blithely unconcerned about the murder of hundreds, if not thousands, in China’s capital city.45

Congress rang with denunciations of the massacre and with criticisms of President Bush for his failure to prevent it or say anything strongly against it. Of course such criticisms were short on realistic alternatives and the question of just what power he would have had to prevent the slaughter in China. Tougher rhetoric? Greater denunciation? Yes. Action? What would it have been?
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President Bush proved unwilling to go along with congressional demands, from both conservatives and liberals, for severe sanctions against China for what it had done. One such demand—a domestic policy sanction—was sponsored by a recently elected Democratic congresswoman from California named Nancy Pelosi. Her bill would have allowed Chinese college students in America (especially those sympathetic to their activist brethren back home) to stay in the United States on extended visas.46 President Bush vetoed the legislation but allowed Attorney General Dick Thornburgh to grant visa extensions administratively, without a law passed by Congress and signed by the president that the Chinese government had made clear would be met with unhappy diplomatic resistance.47

Ever since Nixon went to China in 1972, many Republicans had sought to use China as a counterweight to Soviet expansion and to do as much as possible to encourage trade and not ruffle Chinese leaders’ feathers. Many in the Republican Party praised President Bush’s efforts in these overtures. But there was no question they came at a cost to human rights.

On another front of the Cold War, President Bush still faced a dangerously unstable Soviet Union. He was trying to nudge, cajole, and persuade Mikhail Gorbachev to make greater reforms, to show more regard for human rights.

In April 1989, President Bush spoke in Hamtramck, Michigan (a city with a large Polish-American population). He outlined his vision for an Eastern Europe without an “imposed and unnatural” division. He told the Hamtramck community, “We share an unwavering conviction that one day all the peoples of Europe will live in freedom.”48 And in July, President Bush traveled to Poland. He accompanied the Polish Solidarity leader Lech Walesa to the Lenin Shipyards in Gdansk, where he addressed a vast throng of 250,000.* Without inciting a revolt, he nonetheless made clear that the United States stood with Solidarity, with the forces of peaceful and democratic change. “It is Poland’s time of possibilities. It is Poland’s time of destiny, a time when dreams can live again,” Bush told the crowd. America would stand with them.49

President Bush would soon speak of “a New World Order” based on human rights, democracy, and free trade. But change in Europe would come primarily from the ground up, with the occasional rhetorical push (and not too much more) from Washington, unsure as it was of what to make of great power shifts. President Reagan had spoken easily and worked hard toward tearing down the walls of communism; the Bush administration was more cautious, unsure of what would follow.
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The changes were not long in coming. Poland’s new spirit was contagious. The freedom revolution was spreading in Eastern Europe. Hungary and Czechoslovakia began to bubble with excitement. When Poland’s first free elections resulted in a Solidarity sweep in the summer of 1989, the restive peoples of the rest of the captive nations could no longer be contained.50

East Germany, that rump state held under stern Stalinist rule for forty-five years, soon felt the upsurge of freedom. Defying the menacing gaze of the secret police—the Stasi—East Germans flocked to their once-empty Lutheran churches to hear passionate appeals for democracy and human rights. Czechoslovakia’s and Hungary’s new, more relaxed regimes opened their borders with East Germany. The East German regime was supposedly their ally in the Warsaw Pact. Thousands of young East Germans bundled into their rickety Trabant automobiles and made their roundabout way for freedom in West Germany. The trickle soon became a flood.51
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In short order, Chairman Gorbachev made it clear that he would not send in Soviet tanks to prop up the unpopular Communist regime in East Germany; this would not be Beijing all over again. Gorbachev knew that there were too many cameras, too many democrats, and that Asia simply was not Europe—no matter how hard the previous repression there had been. The whole world was, indeed, watching.

And then the Wall fell.

In 1961 the East German government had erected a physical Iron Curtain,52 an ugly combination of cement and electrified fencing with armed guards, an internal barricade that separated the two nations and their brethren on each side. But at midnight, 9 November 1989, the government of East Germany finally gave permission to its citizens to peaceably pass through the gates of the Berlin Wall.53 East Germans “surged through, cheering and shouting, and were met by jubilant West Berliners on the other side. Ecstatic crowds immediately began to clamber on top of the Wall and hack large chunks out of the 28-mile barrier.”54 Some years earlier, I had described something I called “the gates test.” One can judge a country by which direction people run when the country erects gates: Do they flee in, or do they risk life and limb to get out? (Over the course of some four decades until 1989, some 2.5 million people had fled East Germany and many were shot trying to flee.) There was no better symbol of the gates test than the Berlin Wall.

Two years prior, President Reagan had gone to Berlin and described it as “a gash of barbed wire, concrete, dog runs, and guard towers.” Perhaps the most famous words of Reagan’s presidency were those he uttered that summer day in 1987: “General Secretary Gorbachev, if you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, if you seek liberalization: Come here to this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate! Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” And two years later, within hours of the granting of travel by the East German government, the German citizens were, themselves, taking pickaxes to the infamous Wall.

Thousands of young people—and not a few oldsters—scrambled to dance atop the symbol of Communist tyranny. There was no violence—miraculously. There was no settling of scores. Instead, a party atmosphere pervaded. The Wall was taken down to pieces with chunks of it sold as souvenirs. Today, many of those pieces of concrete and wire can be seen in museums across the world as well as here in America. The Wall has now become an artifact in that “sad, bizarre chapter in human history”—the words President Reagan had once used to describe communism.55 Human freedom and hope had triumphed again. Within days, the rest of the physical Iron Curtain came down all over Eastern Europe. One after another, Communist governments either resigned or were simply voted out of office. In Czechoslovakia, a Velvet Revolution—nonviolent, democratic, and orderly—was led by the esteemed writer Vaclav Havel.
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When Bush Press Secretary Marlin Fitzwater came to the Oval Office eagerly seeking a statement for the White House press corps, George Bush stopped him short. There would be no “dancing on the Berlin Wall.” Steadily, Bush told his press chief: “Listen, Marlin, the last thing I want to do is brag about winning the Cold War or bringing the Wall down.”56 Bush emphasized for Fitzwater that crowing about the Berlin Wall would not be helpful in Eastern Europe.57

Bush would be widely criticized for failing to catch the mood of exhilaration, for being out of touch with the spirit of the times. But to be fair, there were several things to explain President Bush’s seemingly calm attitude about the elation over what was happening a continent away. First, he knew that we were not out of the woods yet. And there was a bear in those woods. Who knew what the Soviet reaction would be? More recently, the journalist Robert Schlesinger related the following story with an accurate, descriptive conclusion:

The next day . . . [Ed] McNally [one of President Bush’s speechwriters] sent [David] Demarest [White House director of communications] a four-page memo suggesting a full presidential publicity blitz: “Set forth below is a five-point plan for you to become the architect of the most popular presidency in modern history,” McNally wrote. Bush should fly to Berlin the next day and go to the Wall. . . . “This is the real thing. History has offered the President a chance to place his stamp on an era— not at the end of an era, after it’s proven itself out—but at the beginning, at the turning point. . . . What’s happening at the wall probably is a turning point for the Cold War. And if we declare that it is, we may help the prophecy become self-fulfilling.” Lech Walesa was to be awarded the Medal of Freedom in Washington, D.C., on Monday, November 13, and McNally suggested that the ceremony be moved to prime time and that Bush “declare Monday night that the Cold War is over.”58
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This certainly would have been the opposite of the president’s more cautious and muted approach to the events in Germany. But as Schlesinger concludes: “Such theatrics would have given Bush an indelible Berlin Wall moment. But it would not have been Bush—not merely because he was trying to find a prudent path that would not spark a hard-line backlash, but also because placing his stamp on an historic moment was not the style of a president who disliked the word ‘I.’”59 That, indeed, was President Bush.

Still, others knew full well the United States’ contribution to this great moment. West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, for instance, after returning from Berlin told Bush, “Without the U.S., this day would not have been possible. Tell your people that.”60

Several days passed before Bush addressed the nation on the events in Europe. On Thanksgiving Eve, the president spoke from the White House:

On other Thanksgivings, the world was haunted by the images of watchtowers, guard dogs, and machine guns. In fact, many of you had not even been born when the Berlin Wall was erected in 1961. But now the world has a new image, reflecting a new reality: that of Germans, East and West, pulling each other to the top of the wall, a human bridge between nations; entire peoples all across Eastern Europe bravely taking to the streets, demanding liberty, pursuing democracy. This is not the end of the book of history, but it’s a joyful end to one of history’s saddest chapters.61

He would then address his critics: “But to those who question our prudent pace, they must understand that a time of historic change is no time for recklessness. The peace and the confidence and the security of our friends in Europe—it’s just too important.”62
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Some reasons for restraint were soon clear. In December 1989, the Romanian Communist dictatorship of the criminal Ceausescu family collapsed, but not without bloodshed. Thousands of Romanians died in clashes with the feared secret police, the Securitate. Ultimately, the dictator Nicolae and his politically powerful wife, Elena, were captured by resistance members. They were given a joke of a “trial” and shot—on Christmas Day.63 By the end of the 1980s, what was now called the Soviet Outer Empire had collapsed. The Moscow-dominated Warsaw Pact simply dissolved, and aside from the brief, bloody end of communism in Romania, most changes had occurred peacefully.

President Bush met with Mikhail Gorbachev at Malta in early December 1989.64 Not content with enough Soviet concessions in or over Eastern Europe, Bush now pressed Gorbachev to end Soviet military assistance to Nicaragua’s Communist Sandinistas in our hemisphere, south of our border, in Central America. President Bush stressed the Soviets’ signature of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act. That document had put human rights firmly on the agenda of all East-West summits.65 Bush’s patient, insistent demand for peaceful and orderly change, for democracy, was not U.S. meddling. It was something the Soviets themselves had agreed to. Only now, in the 1980s, had anyone actually expected them to abide by their agreements. By the end of the summit, the two countries had agreed to “reductions in troops and weapons in Europe.”66 And Mikhail Gorbachev stated, “I assured the President of the United States that I will never start a hot war against the USA.”67

As the new decade dawned, attention in Europe focused on two questions: What would become of East and West Germany, and what would happen to the Inner Empire of the Soviet Union? In 1990, the first of those questions would be answered. President Bush quietly decided that the United States would stand for German reunification, provided that it occurred peacefully and by consent of the German people themselves. In taking this decision, he was guided by the United States of America’s bound word. We had promised the Germans this for forty-five years. Bush would keep that promise. Others doubted the wisdom of such a stand. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, for example, was not so sure. Britain had spent much of the twentieth century preventing the rise of a Germany powerful enough to dominate all of Europe. France’s Francois Mitterrand, similarly, hesitated.68 Helmut Kohl felt isolated.

33

German reunification came in 1990 because George Bush firmly believed that America’s word, once given, must be honored. He had refused to “dance on the Berlin Wall” so that he might usher in a new era in international life. Germany had been the flashpoint of the Cold War for almost half a century. The conflicts between the USSR and the Western Allies began almost as soon as Hitler shot himself in 1945. German issues dominated the headlines: the Soviet blockade of West Berlin of 1948, Soviet tanks crushing a revolt in East Berlin in 1953, the extended crisis of 1959–61 as Khrushchev threatened to drive the Western Allies out of West Berlin, and finally the monstrous Berlin Wall itself. If at any point during those years a serious analyst had said that East and West Germany would be reunited without bloodshed, that a unified Germany would remain within NATO, and that the Soviet Union would agree to all of this, people would have thought the analyst had gone mad. No thoughtful person believed it could happen. Without his patience and persistence—without George Bush’s conception of “duty, honor, country”—the United States could not have played the peacemaker role that it did.

Europe was not the only place where freedom was breaking out, however. In Latin America, the long reign of the Communist Sandinista government in Nicaragua would come to a peaceable end as well. In 1990, Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega (once described on the cover of Time magazine as “The Man Who Makes Reagan See Red”) was voted out of office and replaced by Violeta Chamorro (the widow of a popular slain newspaper editor in Nicaragua) in free elections that few once thought would resolve that country’s problems, that few thought Ortega would allow to take place.69 Nicaragua had been a longtime concern to the United States ever since the Sandinista takeover in 1979, and the United States had done everything it could to provide help to Sandinista opposition (including efforts that led to the Iran-Contra affair in the latter half of the Reagan presidency).* Meanwhile, the Soviet Union was doing all it could to prop up the Sandinistas. But as the Soviet Union was collapsing, and as the economy and curtailment of civil liberties in Nicaragua had taken their decade-long toll, and as free elections would take place, a Nicaraguan majority finally ousted Ortega. This was another major victory and story for freedom—not just in Latin America, but to and for the world.70

But a Pax Central America and a Pax Middle East were not so quickly in the offing—not yet. While the Cold War was ending, another war was breeding.
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IV. A Scourge Abroad—A Just Cause

Manuel Noriega, the military leader and de facto head of Panama, had been a problem for some time—not just for the U.S. but for the citizens of Panama and the rest of Central America as well. A one-time U.S. ally, Noriega had become increasingly corrupt and criminal throughout the early to mid-1980s, aggrandizing to himself more wealth and power, and trafficking more and more in the illegal drug trade. He had allowed drug kingpins like Pablo Escobar and others working for the Medellin drug cartel to both secret themselves in Panama and ship their cocaine through Panama (on its way to infect Americans; about 80 percent of the cocaine in America came from the Medellin cartel).71

To be fair, not all of our past work with Noriega was commendable. As one congressional report put it, “Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Noriega was able to manipulate U.S. policy toward his country, while skillfully accumulating near-absolute power in Panama.”72 General Noriega was, indeed, quite good at playing one side and one country against another side and another country—to his benefit.

But by 1989 the jig was up. The year before, two federal courts in the U.S. had indicted Manuel Noriega for, among other things, his efforts in helping Colombian drug smugglers.73 By May 1989, General Noriega had nullified and rigged the national elections in Panama in his favor (former President Jimmy Carter—an observer of those elections—also claimed the election was stolen), and he unleashed a wave of violence that led to the brutalization of lead opposition candidate Guillermo Endara and his fellow candidates by paramilitary thugs during a protest in Panama City.74 No one was safe. At the time tens of thousands of Americans were living in Panama, including military families, students, and businessmen; even Noriega’s own people could run afoul of his paramilitary “Dignity Battalions” and suffer the consequences.75 General Noriega was fast losing his grip on the country. Isolated from his people, isolated more and more from erstwhile supporters, he increasingly veered into troubled waters—a dangerous situation for a military dictator of any nation, even more dangerous for the world around him and especially the people in his country.
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The United States had ten thousand troops in Panama, in large part to safeguard the Panama Canal, one of the world’s most important throughways for international commerce; and with bipartisan support, President Bush sent additional troops to help out and further protect American interests and lives on the ground.76

On 15 December, General Noriega declared war on the United States, and the next day a U.S. Marine was shot to death by Noriega’s soldiers in Panama City after an altercation.77 The U.S. moved into action, and President Bush declared Operation Just Cause “to seize Noriega, protect American lives, restore democracy, and preserve the integrity of Panama Canal.”78 The president deployed the army and navy as well as their special forces, and the marines and the air force—the U.S. went in hard and it went in fast.79

The lightning-quick operation was so successful that “the high casualties and use of resources usually associated with all-out urban warfare did not occur.”80 But the general was at large. Asked at the time about his whereabouts, I answered, “Three days ago General Noriega was running Panama and running drugs, and now he is just running.”81 It turned out General Noriega was taking refuge from the U.S. military in the Vatican’s embassy in Panama City. The Vatican had maintained a longtime policy of providing refuge for almost anybody who would seek it, particularly in Latin America. While ensconced, Noriega frantically sought asylum from any country that would take him. None would.82

Meanwhile, our military employed a particularly new kind of psychological warfare (psych-ops). They erected loudspeakers around the embassy and rattled the walls with songs such as “No Place to Run,” “Voodoo Chile,” and “You’re No Good.” Noriega, an opera lover, was no great fan of the playlist.83 Weighing his options, finding few to none, and being driven crazy by the music, the former Panama strongman surrendered to the U.S. military on 3 January 1990. He sits in federal prison in Miami to this day, convicted of multiple drug and drug-related crimes.*
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Operation Just Cause was a success, and the United States removed an international menace from his seat of power. But even with U.S. power still a marvel and a president proving he would take a no-nonsense approach to menacing dictators, even with communism collapsing across Europe, the world remained a dangerous place. Many were willing to celebrate the triumph of democracy; some, however, celebrated it a bit too soon.

V. Storms at Home

A provocatively titled essay in one scholarly journal (later turned into a best-selling book) set intellectual circles and university political science departments abuzz. In “The End of History and the Last Man,” the intellectually conservative State Department official Francis Fukuyama argued that the collapse of communism revealed we were at “the end of history,” and that the great ideological and philosophical debate about how best to organize forms of government was, for all intents and purposes, over:

What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.84

Fukuyama had few comments in his essay about the Arab world or Islam. “It is hard to believe that the movement will take on any universal significance,” he said in one of his only references to the religion and its political organizing principles and adherence in other countries. The Middle East, the Arab world—and political Islam in it and elsewhere— would, however, prove to be with us (and against us) for some time, in ways large and small. To most Americans, the Middle East was known for two things: it was the locus of much of the world’s oil supply (except for Israel, which had no oil), and there was not one democracy in any of the more than twenty countries that comprised the Middle East (except, again, for Israel, which had a vibrant democracy—even Arabs voted and served in the parliament in Israel).
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But here at home, neither history nor the end of politics had been reached; they never have been and it never will be. And yet, a president can never concentrate exclusively on foreign wars and foreign affairs, however compelling. In 1990, the hot Reagan economic recovery had begun to cool. Democratic leaders in Congress were determined to force Bush to break his “no new taxes” pledge. And with the Democratic Party in control of the House and Senate, President Bush was in a weak domestic policy bargaining position. Faced with few alternatives, Bush felt he had to give way to their budget requests, including an increase in taxes.

President Bush’s 1990 budget compromise with congressional leaders kept the government functioning, but the new taxes they all agreed to did nothing to spur economic growth. There was no payoff. The economy stalled, the deficit continued to grow, and President Bush was forced to break an important pledge, arguably the defining pledge of his presidential campaign. When Bush took office, the national debt was approaching $3 trillion,* and “the federal government did not have the revenues for any large, new domestic ventures, nor did the political climate lend itself to enacting them.”85 It is worth reminding everyone at this point that the Democrats, who controlled Congress, were generally interested in increasing spending, raising taxes, and picking up more seats in the upcoming November elections while Republicans were generally interested in keeping spending as low as possible, cutting taxes, and minimizing Democratic gains in the House and Senate—if not picking up seats.
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With this stalemate, the president was at a logjam in budget negotiations with Capitol Hill, and after lengthy sessions with House and Senate leaders, he saw no choice but to raise taxes as a means of passing a budget and helping to reduce the deficit.86 In a statement he issued to the press in June 1990, the president said,

It is clear to me that both the size of the deficit problem and the need for a package that can be enacted require all of the following: entitlement and mandatory program reform, tax revenue increases, growth incentives, discretionary spending reductions, orderly reductions in defense expenditures, and budget process reform to assure that any bipartisan agreement is enforceable and that the deficit problem is brought under responsible control. The bipartisan leadership agree with me on these points.87

And with that sentence the pledge to “read my lips” was broken.*

President Bush’s conservative grassroots supporters were increasingly unhappy. Republicans come to their party with a great many different personal, political, and ideological emphases on a great many issues, both foreign and domestic (some are more socially conservative than others; some are more hawkish than others). But almost all of them are united on lower tax rates, and certainly not increasing taxes. The important thing to remember is that George H. W. Bush had long been thought of as a socially liberal Northeastern Republican moderate, despite his living in Texas, and had been distrusted by many in the conservative grassroots of the Republican Party before becoming president. Indeed, even on tax policy, in his 1980 quest for the presidency, he had labeled Ronald Reagan’s supply-side concept of cutting taxes to spur economic growth as “voodoo economics.” In fact, although loyally serving President Reagan through two terms, part of the reason for his strong pledge to “read my lips, no new taxes” in 1988 was to solidify conservatives’ support and disabuse the grassroots of any notion that he hewed to his pre-1981 economic philosophy. More than a politically savvy move by a smart candidate, the proof was in the pudding—Reagan’s economic record was one of recovery and growth.
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But with the 1990 tax hike, conservatives had cause to worry all over again. That year, the leading conservative magazine in the country, National Review, would editorialize that the White House’s performance was “disastrous” and that the Republican Party was “more fractious” than it had been since Watergate.88

Worse, from the conservatives’ point of view, President Bush used his first Supreme Court vacancy in the fall of 1990 to appoint a New Hampshire judge named David Souter. Even before the contentious 1987 Robert Bork confirmation hearings, the Supreme Court had become the leading indicator of political and cultural brawling, and divisive economic, environmental, and social policies were litigated there every session. The prior year, the court had overturned a Texas statute criminalizing flag burning, upsetting many patriotic Americans. And both the right and the left sought to jockey various aspects of their abortion-related agendas through the courts—the Holy Grail being to prevail before the Supreme Court.

David Souter was unknown nationally, and his record was undistinguished. Without controversial rulings or opinions in his baggage, he was thought confirmable; there was nothing for an opponent to attack. If there were doubts on this point, conservatives had little doubt about the nominee’s commitment to strict constructionism (the belief that the founding documents should be adhered to in understanding current cases and controversies and that new rights or privileges should not be created to fit a politically desired outcome). Usually a strict constructionist’s views are pretty well known within the conservative or strict construction movement.* But the Bush team wanted no repeat of the furor over the Bork nomination and wanted a nominee who would sail through the Senate and who, they thought, would uphold a commitment to conservative jurisprudence. They were right about the former: David Souter was confirmed by a Democratic Senate with ninety votes.89 They were wrong about the latter: once seated, David Souter became known as one of the most liberal justices on the Supreme Court. Ever after, conservatives would be motivated to ensure Supreme Court nominations from their president would be well-established strict constructionists.
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Notwithstanding the growing doubt from conservatives, President Bush faithfully vetoed any legislation that would have loosened restrictions on abortion. He strongly upheld President Reagan’s Mexico City Policy, ruling out U.S. aid to international organizations that promote or perform abortions. And in gratitude for this continued support, the National Right to Life Committee (NRLC) and most mainstream pro-life groups continued to back President Bush.

VI. Storms in the Desert

Our attention to Europe and to domestic issues soon shifted to a tumultuous event we simply could not ignore. On 2 August 1990, Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, invaded neighboring Kuwait.90 Not only was Saddam’s invasion a naked act of aggression; it also threatened a major realignment of the balance of power in the Middle East, especially as Hussein had threatened to turn Kuwait “into a graveyard” if any other country tried to stand in his way. If Saddam’s aggression went unanswered, though, he would likely have seized Saudi Arabia as well—and Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait were known for, basically, one big, important export: oil.

But it was not just “all about oil.” Saddam Hussein used his oil revenues to finance his republic of terror. He maintained power by the sword— torturing his citizens, even gassing people to death as he had done to thousands of Iraqi Kurds two years before. Had his invasion of Kuwait been allowed to stand, had he followed up by overrunning Saudi Arabia, Saddam Hussein would have become the new Saladin; he would have claimed leadership of the Arab world. And he would have had the resources to make his claim stick.
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George Bush wasn’t having it. “This aggression will not stand,” he said. He overcame some advice from the commentariat to not get involved and began building Operation Desert Shield to defend the Saudi kingdom from a Saddam attack.* He then immediately set about building an international coalition to force Saddam out of Kuwait, and the effort became Desert Storm. When Prime Minister Thatcher visited Bush at Camp David, she was widely quoted as saying, “This is no time to go wobbly, George.” A year after liberating Panama, there was not much chance he would go wobbly. Now, he drew “a line in the sand” in the Arabian Desert.

Mrs. Thatcher could be forgiven for worrying about U.S. resolve, especially considering the U.S. Congress’s oppositional position to President Bush. And worse, former President Jimmy Carter was lobbying furiously to stop a U.S.-led military effort against Saddam’s invasion. Worth recalling is that he was president when Iran took American hostages, and he allowed those hostages to remain in captivity for 444 days. Drummed out of office by the American people, Carter now seemed to be playing to an international audience. Former President Carter had also long desired the Nobel Peace Prize. In these efforts, he worked tirelessly to undo President Bush’s patient labor of coalition building. “I urge you to call publicly for a delay in the use of force,” Carter wrote to Saudi King Fahd, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, and Syria’s Hafez al-Assad on 10 January 1991. He acknowledged that he was acting against U.S. policy, but he told these Arab rulers that they would find “the French, the Soviets, and others fully supportive.”**91

Fortunately for President Bush, the Soviets were preoccupied at home. The Inner Empire was unraveling. The Baltic states of Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia strained for their independence. And there were rumblings in the Ukraine as well. This meant that the Soviets’ support for their Mideast client, Saddam Hussein, would not be forthcoming. President Bush asked Congress for a resolution authorizing the use of force. It passed by a wide margin in the House, but only narrowly in the Senate.

42

Over many years, President Bush had developed a trusting relationship with Mrs. Thatcher, King Fahd, Hosni Mubarak, and Mikhail Gorbachev. He observed to one friend that now it all came together—his experience at the UN, with the CIA, and as envoy to China.92 He overcame Carter’s efforts and went on to gain the UN’s approval for the use of force to liberate Kuwait.

At the same time, Americans—along with much of the rest of the Western world—were beginning to familiarize themselves more and more with the maps, terminologies, and leaders of the Middle East. Contrary to much popular wisdom at the time, Saddam Hussein was not exclusively a secular Arab leader; at a minimum he was willing to use his religion as it suited his political purposes. In attempts to unite other Islamic states around him, he played up his theocratic tendencies. For example, Hussein ensured pictures of him praying to Allah were disseminated across the world, he had personally funded the building of Sunni mosques in Iraq and in other countries, and he changed the Iraqi national flag to add the words Allahu Akbar (God is great) in his own handwriting.93

Hussein’s desired allies did not come, and the war did not last long. Following his strategic aerial bombardment plan, General H. Norman Schwarzkopf led a combined ground force of almost thirty nations. Americans, of course, made up the bulk of the half million that overwhelmed the dispirited Iraqis in Kuwait and southern Iraq. Schwarzkopf’s brilliant success cut off the Iraqis in Kuwait. Thousands fled from Kuwait along the main road to Baghdad. It soon became “The Highway of Death” as U.S. warplanes decimated Saddam’s vaunted Republican Guards. And Americans at home became used to regular briefings from top military personnel as they had not in a long time, perhaps since Vietnam. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell (the first black man to become chairman of the Joint Chiefs) became household names. General Powell famously said on national television that the task was first to cut off the head of the Republican Guard “and then to kill it.”
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This is not to say Hussein did not wreak certain havoc. He did try to make good on one promise: to turn Kuwait and one other nation “into a graveyard.” He launched Scud missiles at two Israeli cities, Tel Aviv and Haifa, in an effort to do as much damage to Israel as possible and to unite other Arab nations around him. (Israel was a nonparty to Desert Storm, at President Bush’s pleading.)94 And he lit Kuwait’s oil fields on fire, “creating a large scale environmental disaster”95 so immense it could be seen from outer space. CNN described it this way: “Day vanished into night, black rain fell from the sky, and a vast network of lakes was born . . . lakes of oil as deep as six feet. Saddam also poured 10 million barrels of oil into the sea. Thousands of birds perished, and the people of the Persian Gulf became familiar with new diseases.”96

With the military liberation of Kuwait achieved, Bush stopped the war one hundred hours into major ground combat. General Schwarzkopf met Saddam’s generals to negotiate a cease-fire. Incredibly, Saddam had survived the complete rout of his army and country in what he had called “the mother of all battles.” America quickly withdrew its forces but maintained northern and southern “no fly” zones in order to contain Saddam from further aggression. America erred, however, in urging Iraqi citizens to rise up and overthrow Saddam Hussein—we did not back them up, and he unleashed a new, postwar slaughter on the thousands of those who tried.97

President Bush, Secretary of State James Baker, Defense Secretary Dick Cheney, General Norman Schwarzkopf, and General Colin Powell were criticized by many on the right (including me) for not liberating Iraq from Saddam Hussein as well. But they would ever afterward defend their decision to not go all the way to Baghdad to topple Saddam and remove him from power (as we had done with, say, Noriega). To do so, they argued, would have split the coalition and gone beyond the UN’s authorization of force. The Saudis were not eager to have a Shiite-led majority Muslim state on their border (Saddam Hussein was a Sunni dictator in a majority Shiite state—toppling him would likely give majority-governing status to the Shiites who, the fear was, would ally with Iran). The Turks would not have wanted Iraq’s Kurds empowered (possibly to make common cause with Turkey’s restive Kurdish minority). The French and the Soviets would have threatened hostile action at the UN. Given the conditions of the time— which President Bush keenly appreciated—it is hard to second-guess him, although many of us did. And then again, this would not be the last we heard from Saddam Hussein. History, it is said, does not reveal its alternatives.
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America’s impressive victory in the Gulf War was achieved by February 1991 and, like Operation Just Cause, with a minimal number of casualties. And many argued our “Vietnam Syndrome” was finally over. For years, many Americans were hesitant or gun-shy to deploy massive military force because the memory of Vietnam still rang too clearly in their heads. The combined effects of Just Cause and Desert Storm put an end to that—for the time being.

At home, despite some antiwar protests and antiwar teach-ins on college and university campuses, a new era of patriotism arose in the United States, and songs like Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the USA,” written several years before, received new interest and popularity, topping the country charts all over again. Greenwood’s song became “the second national anthem,” as one radio insider put it.98 Listenership to country music had a way of surging in turn-of-the-century America, especially in times of great loss or war. It was shortly after the Gulf War (as Operation Desert Storm was also known) that a whole new range of country music stars began to arrive on the scene and, indeed, to change the sound of country music toward a more modern and youthful beat and sound—adding a slew of new country music female artists, in a traditionally male genre, along the way.

But in the intellectual fight for the most important of causes, something old would come back too. Through his syndicated column and national television commentary, former Richard Nixon aide and Ronald Reagan White House Communications Director Pat Buchanan had become an important voice on the right in America. And in the lead-up to the Gulf War, he made news when he vocally opposed it (as few on the right did). He bluntly said on national television, “There are only two groups that are beating the drums for war in The Middle East—the Israeli Defense Ministry and its amen corner in the United States.”99 Earlier, he had called Capitol Hill “Israeli-occupied territory.”100 To many ears, this was a not-so-veiled attack on Jewish interests with an implied charge of dual loyalty.
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In an oddly deduced acceptance of the “End of History” thesis, Buchanan pointed to the Soviets pulling out of Afghanistan, the Sandinistas voted out of office in Nicaragua, and the Communist bloc collapsing in Eastern Europe, arguing that the time had come for the U.S. to return to its policy of nonentanglement with world alliances. He called for a renewed commitment to “America First.” Problematically enough, America First was the name of Charles Lindbergh’s pre-WWII organization. It was Lindbergh who specifically blamed the British nation along with Jews in America for seeking to involve the U.S. in the war against Hitler. Many friends of Pat Buchanan—myself included—were dismayed (at the least) by his charge.

In truth, however, it was far more than just the Israeli Defense Ministry and its supporters who thought the invasion of Kuwait and the takeover of Saudi Arabia by a tyrant were bad for the world as well as America. Not to put too fine a point on it, the Bush administration was simply not susceptible to the charge of doing Israel’s bidding: not one member of the Bush administration’s cabinet was Jewish, some had been pretty critical of Israel in the past (and would be again in the future), and Israel—unlike some countries that did not even recognize Israel’s right to exist—was not a part of the Desert Storm coalition.

VII. A New Attention to Race

Sometimes in America, an unfamous man can unwittingly cause a news storm and a cultural shift in currents. And so it was, in California, when racial anguish in this country was catalyzed in Los Angeles after the California Highway Patrol noted a seemingly regular case of speeding. It would become anything but “regular.”101

Rodney King was speeding down the California 210 Freeway at more than one hundred miles per hour with two other passengers when the Highway Patrol and Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) gave chase. “He ran a red light, nearly causing an accident, before finally coming to a stop.”102 King would later say he didn’t initially stop because he thought the speeding ticket would be a violation of his parole for second-degree burglary.103

King delayed but finally got out of his car. He seemed confused. LAPD officers ordered him to the ground, and King responded by lying down. While accounts vary about what happened next, it was determined that a police officer fired an electrical charge into King with a Taser gun and that an officer then beat King with a nightstick.104 King, a black man, surrounded by several white officers, tried to get up, and two other officers joined in while the others stood by. About that time, a neighbor in the residential area started filming the episode with his video camera—unbeknownst to King or the police. This video would become “like wallpaper,” as one journalist put it, because it was aired so many times on television. What the video then showed was one lunge attempt by King at an officer and then several more beatings on King with nightsticks while King tried to stand up again and again and was beaten again and again. When King was finally subdued, several officers turned him around on the pavement and began to handcuff him.
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The whole video lasted just under two minutes—but Los Angeles was changed, as was much of the country. The public was rightfully horrified by the violent and persistent beating. Los Angeles Police Chief Daryl Gates asked the district attorney to file charges against and prosecute the officers.105 Whatever the claims of the police on the scene were, the tough, no-nonsense, law-and-order Daryl Gates (with whom I had worked as drug czar) called for a prosecution, and a trial would be had. A new national dialogue on race would take place on college campuses and at dinner tables across the country.

And then, in the summer of 1991, Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall announced his retirement. President Bush’s second appointment to the Supreme Court, Clarence Thomas, would be an entirely different event from David Souter’s—in politics, culture, and ease in confirmation. In fact, in short order, it would make the nomination of Robert Bork look and feel like a day in the park. Justice Marshall had been a pioneer in the civil rights movement, having argued the famous landmark case Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 and going on to be the first black justice on the Supreme Court (appointed by President Lyndon B. Johnson). There was a tradition for naming certain pioneer replacements to the Supreme Court that one could argue was established when the renowned Jewish scholar and Harvard professor Felix Frankfurter was named by President Franklin Roosevelt to replace Justice Benjamin Cardozo in 1939.106 That seat, for example, would be held by several prominent Jewish Americans (after Cardozo first was nominated to it by President Herbert Hoover) over the years. After Frankfurter, successors to that seat would include Arthur Goldberg and Abe Fortas. President Richard Nixon interrupted that tradition following Fortas’s resignation with the naming of Harry Blackmun.
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With Justice Thurgood Marshall retiring, it was well established by the mood of the country—based on many of the successes of the civil rights movement—that his seat was the black seat on the Supreme Court. Some may call that a quota; others would argue that such a prominent position in our law and culture should be fairly represented by a member of the minority or black community, both for reasons of fairness and legitimacy. The first hitch for the administration was ideological. Many in the black community, especially what might be considered the elite or establishment black community (i.e., those in the professional classes like the legal community, like the leadership in the NAACP), were committed ideological liberals or Democrats. Still, usually, with few exceptions, a president was expected to appoint members to the Supreme Court who would share his ideology or help continue his legal worldview.

It was not entirely the case that all blacks in the professional classes were liberals, but certainly a great many were, especially in the professoriate and civil rights organizations. Many Republicans had tried to make inroads in the black community over the years, however, and it is worth remembering that the political fealty the black community had for the Democratic Party and its more liberal ideology was a relatively recent circumstance that began in the 1940s and ’50s in, and just after, the New Deal. Still, there were exceptions. The legendary singer Pearl Bailey had endorsed and worked with Republican candidates,107 as had Sammy Davis Jr.; Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.’s friend and collaborator, Rev. Ralph Abernathy, had voted for President Ronald Reagan;108 the famous civil rights icon James Meredith had voted and worked for Republicans and had run on the Republican ticket for the U.S. Senate;109 and football legend (and Bobby Kennedy’s good friend) Roosevelt Grier had campaigned for Ronald Reagan’s reelection in 1984. And others, like essayist Stanley Crouch, were hard to pigeonhole into a party or particular movement, because they had broken from some of the more liberal political nostrums—especially on issues like racial preferences in the law. In the academy, there was a rising group of younger black Americans who were also known for their conservative and Republican Party affiliations.

48

In the legal field, President Bush turned to Clarence Thomas, a Yale-educated lawyer who was the chairman of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission under Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. Thomas had been a Republican for some time, having worked for Republican Missouri Attorney General and U.S. Senator John Danforth, and he was greatly influenced in his thinking about natural law and the Declaration of Independence as interpreted by Professor Harry V. Jaffa, the well-known Abraham Lincoln scholar and conservative philosopher from the Claremont Institute and Claremont McKenna College.

The left in America, aided by Democratic Party activists and U.S. senators, would stop at nearly nothing to try and prevent Clarence Thomas’s nomination. In his Senate Judiciary Committee hearings, chaired by U.S. Senator Joe Biden, he was savagely attacked when a former assistant, Anita Hill, raised questions about his personal conduct toward her. Miss Hill, a professor of law who specialized in sexual harassment, had never charged Thomas with a sexual harassment suit or filed a formal complaint. Instead, she vaguely claimed that he had made an off-color joke about a character in a pornographic movie and that he had once referenced, in her presence, to a part of the private anatomy. She maintained, too, that he had asked her on dates while she was under his employ. That Anita Hill had followed Clarence Thomas to work for him in a couple of different jobs seemed to discount her allegations, as had countertestimony from other friends and colleagues of Mr. Thomas.

For these allegations, Judge Thomas, a black man of formidable dignity, was subjected to what he dramatically termed a “high-tech lynching” on national TV, and he denied each and every one of Anita Hill’s charges. In the end, much of Anita Hill’s testimony collapsed under the weight of probing questions from the Judiciary Committee’s Senator Arlen Specter. President Bush continued to back his nominee and saw him through a close 52-48 confirmation in the Senate. Justice Thomas would, indeed, go on to be considered one of the more conservative members of the Court, and one of the only justices to continually look to and cite such founding documents as the Declaration of Independence to distill the founders’ opinions on constitutional and legal matters before him.
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That the language and references made during the Thomas-Hill showdown would become so common on national television and radio was a major turning point in our culture.* The culture, from high to low, had already started getting used to discussions of—if not anthems to—sexuality and private body parts on national television, on the radio airwaves, and in music stores.** Many of us at the time described this period as one of a general coarsening of the popular culture. Two years before the Thomas-Hill showdown, the country had become engaged in a national discussion on the public funding of pornographic art. The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) had previously been almost an invisible federal agency. With a budget of less than $200 million,110 it was nearly a forgotten entity. But under President Bush’s chairman, John Frohnmayer, the NEA became a major battleground in a teeming cultural war. When it was revealed that the agency and its advisory commission were funding the promotion of performance art that was pornography by any definition, grassroots activists raised a hue and cry against the NEA.

As an example of this performance art, one “artist” would appear nude onstage, cover herself with chocolate sauce and bean sprouts, and talk about the oppression of women. Not many years before, such a “performance” would have been a scandal and shut down in certain neighborhoods. Now, it and similar performances were bringing in federal grants. Many religious Americans were horrified to learn about one grant recipient who had immersed an image of Jesus Christ on a crucifix in urine and displayed the photograph. Another exhibit involved inviting the public to climb a stairway, walking on the American flag.
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Beyond the offense to their sensibilities, at a time of budget constraints and a weakening economy, many Americans simply thought the government was out of control. Hadn’t the volunteers of the Reagan antitax rebellion risen up to quash just such foolish and wasteful government spending? A national debate erupted about the propriety of such funding, and Senator Jesse Helms, a Republican from North Carolina, sponsored legislation to end it. Helms and his supporters were opposed by those who argued that, as columnist George Will characterized their position, “government is obligated to support art and equally obligated not to think about what art is or is good for. They argue that government support for the arts serves the public interest, but that government cannot express an interest in the kind of art that is supported.”111 Will emphasized the middle ground between these two extremes: “There is a long American tradition of support on the grounds that the arts elevate the public mind by bringing it into contact with beauty and even ameliorate social pathologies. But if the power of art is profound, it need not be benign. And the policy of public subsidies must distinguish between art that serves an elevating purpose and art that that does not.”112

Some years earlier, the social critic and founder of the neoconservative political movement, Irving Kristol, put the whole debate this way: almost any production deemed art (be it a book, a play, or a movie), at a minimum, carries with it a message or an intended instruction; to believe otherwise is to believe “that art is morally trivial and that education is morally irrelevant.”113 No artist, just as no educator, actually believes that Kristol argued. So, the debate was truly about whether the government (or, more to the point, the people of the United States) had the right to state what moral lesson and what public purpose its money would support.

George Will concluded his thoughts on the debate by giving the artists’ argument, that nobody has the right to define their art, their due: “If, as some artists say, no one can say what art is (or, hence, what the adjective ‘fine’ means as a modifier), then art becomes a classification that does not classify. Then the NEA should be the NEE—National Endowment for Everything. It will need a bigger budget.”114

Ultimately, Congress passed restrictions on NEA funding, and those restrictions were upheld by the Supreme Court—but not without a long, drawn-out fight and public argument.
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VIII. Greatness and Gratitude

On Christmas Day 1991, the red hammer and sickle flag of the Soviet Union was lowered from the Kremlin towers for the last time.115 Mikhail Gorbachev yielded his office to Boris Yeltsin as the president of a newly reconstituted Russian Republic.

“Free elections have become a reality. Free press, freedom of worship, representative legislatures and a multi-party system have all become a reality,” Gorbachev said in a national address on live television. “Due to the situation which has evolved as a result of the formation of the Commonwealth of Independent states I hereby discontinue my activities at the post of president of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.”116

The old red, blue, and white tricolor of the tsars was raised in Moscow and over Saint Petersburg. Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia were independent for the first time since Stalin rolled over them in 1940. The Ukraine and Belarus were also independent, loosely aligned with the Russian Republic in a short-lived Confederation of Independent States. It was simply a fig leaf to cover the reality: the USSR had dissolved. Communism—formally at least—had been abandoned.

Margaret Thatcher loyally supported Presidents Reagan and Bush. They all had worked with a remarkable Polish pope, Pope John Paul II. Behind the Iron Curtain, men like Lech Walesa and Vaclav Havel played crucial roles. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago battered the Communists’ pretensions of humanitarianism intellectually. So did human rights activists within the Soviet Union like Andrei Sakharov and his wife, Elena Bonner, Natan Sharansky, and others among communism’s millions of prisoners of conscience. The honor roll is long, but not as long as it should be.
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For all their courage, their vision, and their splendid achievement, it could all have come disastrously crashing down had it not been for the self-effacing modesty, patience, and diplomatic skill of George H. W. Bush. He worked tirelessly to make sure that the free world came through this most difficult passage peacefully.

For all this, he was pilloried on TV and in the press. “It wouldn’t be prudent,” mimicked Saturday Night Live’s Dana Carvey in a soon-to-be famous impression of the man who braved deadly enemy fire for his country while still in his teens. For his prudence, he was called a wimp by men who never flew anything more dangerous than a paper airplane. But President Bush took it all in stride with his sense of grace and humor—he even invited Carvey to the White House.

Great nations, it is said, are too often ungrateful nations. And we Americans have a great nation. But surely, for our gratefulness and greatness, no people can expect to show their thanks every time they have an election. And in the election year of 1992 gratefulness was at a discount.





* When I first met Jack Kemp in 1979, he said to me, “I didn’t know you were interested in politics.” I responded, “I’m not. I’m interested in football.” (Kemp had been an outstanding quarterback for the San Diego Chargers and a star quarterback for the Buffalo Bills in the 1960s.)

* I had had an earlier run-in with my friend Pat Robertson on the direction of his campaign that the press picked up on. In a 1986 letter to supporters, he declared, “The Christians have won,” when his delegates won a substantial number of Michigan precincts. I said at the time that this was the wrong way to campaign and think: campaigns should not be based on religious balkanization and sectarianism like that; that was not the way to celebrate electoral success. Robertson demanded an apology—I never gave one.

* I was in the Old Executive Office building at the time, watching the vice president’s exchange and thought, Just give him hell. He did.

** I can attest to what a physically fit jogger he was. When we were together in Houston once, he asked me to join him for a morning jog to brief him on drug policy. When we returned to the hotel, a gaggle of press was waiting, and I was asked a question by the press about what I had briefed the president on. I was trying to conceal that I was gasping for air, and the president, without missing a beat, took my question and answered it, and without a break in his breathing. Even after he had finished his answer, I was still trying to catch my breath.

* Some in Washington, including me, saw in Bush’s “kinder and gentler” phrase a veiled criticism of Ronald Reagan. Bush’s view of the matter, otherwise expressed in his memoirs, was that “Reagan was a kind and gentle man.”

* The line had been written by speechwriter Peggy Noonan, who was encouraged to put something in the speech just like that by Congressman Jack Kemp.

* I recount this story in an earlier book: William J. Bennett, The De-Valuing of America (New York: Summit Books, 1992).

* George Bush came from a long line of civil rights advocates. His father, Senator Prescott Bush of Connecticut, had long campaigned for equal rights for black Americans. George H. W. Bush, himself, was no racist.

* The lower the index number, the better the economy. The index was over 13 when Jimmy Carter first brought it up, and it was between 17 and 20 when Ronald Reagan ran against Jimmy Carter in 1980. At the end of Reagan’s second term, it was 9.57.

* Kristol is the son of two leaders of the conservative intellectual movement, the recently deceased Irving Kristol and his widow Gertrude Himmelfarb; he is a Harvard Ph.D. and the editor of the Weekly Standard magazine and considered a leading conservative intellectual; he was also my chief of staff at the Department of Education. McConnell is a much sought-after conservative speechwriter; Abraham would go on to serve in the U.S. Senate and as a U.S. secretary of energy; Schiffren is a contributor to National Review magazine and a public essayist in her own right.

** The effect was to make liberalism the established opinion on the American airwaves. After 1987, syndicated radio talk shows became much more popular and much more available. It was, after all, in 1988 that a previously little known local talk show host in Sacramento picked up and moved to New York City and began a national radio show that began a revolution on the AM radio band. That talk show host was named Rush Limbaugh.

* Encouraged by Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts to visit a school in his state, I went to the Joseph Lee Elementary School in Boston with Kennedy, Senator John Kerry, and Governor Michael Dukakis. The class of fifth graders was pretty well versed in the problem. When Senator Kerry asked them what should be done with drug dealers, one student said, “Fry the dealers.” Another said, “Do something awful to them.” When Senator Kennedy went into a long oration about poverty and root causes that he said led to some of the drug dealing, the students looked confused and did not respond much. As I wrote elsewhere, the kids were not sociologists; they were moralists. However, when I went to Harvard to talk about the problem, almost every question was about legalization—something seriously affected fifth graders or their parents did not think about.

** As I wrote in The De-Valuing of America, our best research showed that most drug criminals were into crime before they were into drugs. And most drug addicts who were not into crime before they were into drugs became criminals once they lost possession of their normal faculties and unadulterated judgment. Making drugs legal would end up simply enabling a habit. Drug criminals would continue to rob and steal to pay for food, clothes, and entertainment. And they would carry on with their drug trafficking by undercutting the legalized price of drugs and catering to teenagers who would (I assume) be nominally restricted from buying drugs at the corner drugstore. In my travels around the country, I have seen nothing (then or now) to support the legalizers’ argument that lower drug prices would reduce crime. Drug enforcement officials will tell you crime rates are usually the highest where and when the drugs are the cheapest.

* Another story showing the president’s sense of self: In one trip several of us made to Colombia (the president, me, Secretary of State James Baker, and others) after landing at Barranquilla, we were flying in a helicopter over the water on the way to Cartagena, and Secretary Baker asked me what my attention was on as I was looking out the window. I replied, “I’m looking for the fighter jets Secretary Cheney said would be here.” Baker simply said, “Oh.” I noted President Bush was not looking up out the window but down. I asked him about the accompanying jets and what he was looking for down in the water below us. He said, “I’m sure the F-14s are there; I was just wondering what the fishing is like here.”

*Tiananmen is translated to mean “Gate of Heavenly Peace.”

* Reports from Chinese refugees identified the man in Tiananmen Square. Whatever ultimately happened to Wang is unclear—various reports have said he was killed a short time later, mysteriously disappeared or was disappeared, or has been in hiding. The tank driver, these exiles had reported, was also put to death that day for not rolling over the brave Wang Wei-lin.

* Personal note: In all my service in government, the one person I have always wanted to meet—and never have—was Lech Walesa. At Ronald Reagan’s funeral, at the National Cathedral in Washington, I saw on television footage (after the fact) that he was standing two rows behind me that day. To this day, I still wish I could shake his hand.

* In 1987, on the two hundredth anniversary of our Constitution, I visited Nicaragua to speak to the supporters of the Contras (the opposition to the Sandinistas), telling the people there, “We will support the Contras. . . . To abandon the Contras is to enter on an irreversible course. Once abandoned, they are lost.”

* As of this writing, Noriega is in legal limbo with the U.S. and France, which has also brought charges against him. By the time the reader is holding this book, Noriega may very well be serving the rest of his life in a French prison.

* Triple what it was in 1980.

* Toward the end of the year, RNC Chairman Lee Atwater had taken ill with a deadly brain tumor, and the president had asked me to replace him at the RNC. I was eager to help my old friend and boss, and new party, once again. (I had only switched to the Republican Party some four years before.) When I was told by some of the president’s advisors that I would be expected to defend the tax hike, however, I said I could not. “It was only a pledge,” one advisor told me. Yes, but pledges matter and important pledges matter even more, and this was the pledge (if not the most famous line) of the election; it was the rhetorical heart of the campaign for president. I did not ultimately take the job.

* I was among this group of conservatives who had doubts about Souter, and I, and a few others (including Bill Kristol), went to Chief of Staff John Sununu to warn him about our misgivings. But the White House gave us assurances, as the saying goes, and Republican Senator Warren Rudman and the chief of staff (both residents of the Granite State) vouched for Souter. Rudman’s support—given his liberal record—was, actually, one of the causes of our concern.

* It was at this time that a radicalized Saudi millionaire named Osama bin Laden, who had helped organize and fund Arab freedom fighters fighting the Soviets, offered to help the Saudi government defend itself and its oil fields from an Iraqi incursion. The Saudi government decided to put its trust in the American government instead. Angered by the U.S. presence on what was considered “holy land,” bin Laden “felt betrayed” and moved to the Sudan. (See Lawrence Wright, “The Man Behind bin Laden,” The New Yorker, 18 September 2002.)

** Such negotiations with foreign powers by a private U.S. citizen have been against the law since passage of the Logan Act in 1798. The reason such figures as Jimmy Carter, Ramsey Clark, and Jesse Jackson have not been prosecuted is their prominence, not their innocence.

* I have substantially edited out a great deal of the graphic language and terminology that came out of the Clarence Thomas hearings, but those alive during the time will remember it well.

** Earlier in the decade, Tipper Gore (the wife of then Senator Al Gore) had become an activist for parental warning labels on the music that children would purchase (later, during the presidential candidacy of her husband, she would explicitly recant her position after complaints from show business activists), but by the latter part of the decade a new form of music, called gangsta rap, by such groups as NWA (Niggaz with Attitude), would take all that to a new level. They would release albums with track listings celebrating violence and very rough, misogynist, sexual violence.
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