Reagan’s Monument

“Reagan in Retrospect” by A. James Reichley, in The
World & 1 (May 1994), 3400 New York Ave. N.E.,
Washington, D.C. 20002.

First critics of Ronald Reagan’s presidency dis-
missed him as an affable buffoon. Then, when
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were lib-
erated, they denied that the Reagan administra-
tion and its budget-busting arms buildup played
a crucial role. Finally, a few academics conceded
that the administration’s policies contributed,
but denied that Reagan himself did. Once again,
Reagan’s critics are mistaken, contends Reichley, a
former Brookings Institution researcher who is
now a Visiting Fellow at Georgetown University.

Reagan may have beenill informed about many
things; his attention may sometimes have wan-
dered; he may not have chosen some of his subor-
dinates wisely. “But the image of Reagan asa mere
front for others will not stand,” Reichley says. “Both
the overall ideological direction of the Reagan ad-
ministration and decisions on most major issues
came from the president himself.”

Although he was the most “ideological” presi-
dent since Herbert Hoover, he “was generally able
to avoid the rigidity” that trapped Hoover. In ne-
gotiations, Reagan’s practice was to hold firm un-
til the last moment—and then make a deal. “His
success in foreign policy came largely from this
trait,” Reichley believes. At the Reykjavik summit
in 1986, instead of ratifying prearranged agree-
ments, Reagan entered into freewheeling negotia-
tions with Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev. Pun-
dits were aghast—but Reagan laid the groundwork
for the major arms-control agreement of 1987.

“Far from being the puppet of master ma-
nipulators within his administration,” Reichley
says, “Reagan often, for better or worse, made
key decisions that were opposed by most of his
advisers.” He insisted in 1982 on sticking with
both a tax cut and a defense buildup, and later
he stubbornly pushed ahead with the Strategic
Defense Initiative. Sometimes—as whenin 1985
he overruled the secretaries of state and defense
to go ahead with the sale of arms to Iran—
Reagan made bad decisions. But e made them.
Even in the Iran-Contra affair, Reichley says, it
eventually became clear “that whether or not
Reagan was aware of exactly how funds were
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being channeled to the Contras, the overall
policy being pursued was his.”

The “returns” are not all in yet on the effects
of the Reagan administration’s domestic poli-
cies. But victory in the Cold War, Reichley says,
“should be monument enough for any man.”

City of Smiles

“Washington’s Nice Problem” by David Segal, in The
Washington Monthly (Sept. 1994), 1611 Connecticut Ave.
N.W., Washington, D.C. 20009.

“If you want a friend in Washington,” Harry
Truman is supposed to have said, “bring a dog.”
More recently, Federal Reserve chairman Alan
Greenspan is quoted by reporter Bob Woodward
in his best seller, The Agendn (1994), as saying:
“This is a town that is full of evil people. If you
can’t deal with every day having people try to
destroy you, you shouldn’t even think of com-
ing down here.” But the misanthropes haveitall
wrong, insists Segal, an editor at the Washington
Monthly: “The truth is, Washington is a nice
town filled with nice people being nice to each
other.” In fact, Segal believes, niceness is one of
the big problems of modern government.

Most of Washington’s “players” (as those
brimming with enthusiasm for the great game of
government are wont to describe the influential
and near-influential) come to town for particu-
lar jobs. Since these are not lifetime positions, the
politicians, political appointees, and their many
invaluable aides are “always facing the prospect
of looking elsewhere for work—or going
home.” And after they have been in Washington
for a while, and had the experience of working
on “important issues” with “important people,”
they frequently do not want to go home. What
to do? Make friends, make contacts—and make
nice to anyone who might be useful to you. Not
all the relationships are fake, either, Segal points
out. Many Washingtonians who knew Repre-
sentative Dan Rostenkowski (D.-111.) felt genuine
sadness for him earlier this year when he was
indicted on 17 charges of defrauding the public
and had to quit his House Ways and Means
Committee chairmanship.

The trouble with all the collective chummi-



ness, Segal argues, is that it makes most people
in public office unwilling to rock the boat, even
when the craft is headed in the wrong direction.
Members of Congress are too nice to their col-
leagues, too nice to the bureaucrats whose work

they are supposed to oversee, and too nice to the
lobbyists who importune them and give them
money (but not for specific favors, of course).
What a better world it would be, Segal believes,
if nice guys in Washington really did finish last.

FOREIGN POLICY & DEFENSE

A Vision Thing
Overdose
“The Recovery of Internationalism” by David C.

Hendrickson, in Foreign Affairs (Sept—Oct. 1994), 58 E.
68th St., New York, N.Y. 10021.

Candidate Bill Clinton’s message in the 1992
campaign was plain: President George Bush was
neglecting the domestic welfare. He was much
too preoccupied with foreign affairs. So well did
the Democrat get his message across, observes
Hendrickson, a political scientist at Colorado
College, that an important fact was obscured:
Clinton was calling for a far more ambitious for-
eign policy than Bush’s. He not only embraced
the incumbent’s idea of a “new world order” but
promised to use trade as a lever to press China
on human rights and to bring democracy to
Haiti and Cuba. He also vowed to stop Serbian
aggression in Bosnia with air strikes and other
means. And the promises did not end there.

Alas, in one area after another, the Clinton ad-
ministration subsequently has awkwardly re-
treated, causing a loss of U.S. prestige abroad
and public disillusionment at home. The with-
drawal from “extravagant” internationalism is
necessary, Hendrickson argues, but it should not
be allowed to turn into a rout, lest the United
States abandon its proper course, “moderate”
internationalism.

Attempting to extend democracy and human
rights through trade embargoes, whether in Asia
or the Caribbean, Hendrickson contends, not
only harms innocent people but violates the fun-
damental rule that states should not intervene in
the internal affairs of other states. Although the
United States has often departed from that stan-
dard, it has “seldom formally disavowed” it,

and with good reason: Observance of the rule
contributes to international peace. Nothing
would bring closer Harvard political scientist
Samuel P. Huntington’s prophesied “clash of
civilizations,” Hendrickson observes, than “a de-
termined effort to deny legitimacy to nondem-
ocratic states.” As the administration finally
seemed to realize in the case of China (although
not yet in the Caribbean), the United States
should try to help those states that are moving
toward free markets and democracy, “without
undertaking warlike measures against nondem-
ocratic states for the crime of being nondem-
ocratic.”

In trying to achieve its ambitious aims of im-
proving human rights in China, keeping North
Korea from getting nuclear weapons, and halt-
ing Serb aggression in Bosnia, Hendrickson says,
the administration found that its initial goals
could not be achieved except possibly through
unilateral action—and that such action would
“endanger interests of greater weight than those
that would be secured” by it.

The administration’s “activist agenda,”
Hendrickson says, “not only violates the tradi-
tional meaning of internationalism,” which for-
bids intervention and preventive war, but it also
“regularly places the United States in opposition
to allied states and other regional powers.” In-
ternationalism, by contrast, “has always been
identified with the virtues of acting in concert
rather than unilaterally.” The Clinton adminis-
tration has been wise to retreat from many of its
“advanced positions,” Hendrickson says. Unfor-
tunately, the administration has too often given
“the appearance of being dragged, kicking and
screaming, to a more limited and sensible
policy.”
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