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Ronald Reagan is today a president 
without honor in his own country, a 
Republican without imitators in his 
own party, and a conservative with-
out followers in his own movement. 
 
This is so despite some superficial 
appearances to the contrary, and it 
is odd. After all, Reagan was the 
most consequential president since 
Franklin Roosevelt, the most suc-
cessful Republican leader since 
Theodore Roosevelt, and the first 
true conservative to reach the apex 
of American politics since Coolidge. 
Reagan won the Cold War almost 

without firing a shot; he laid the 
groundwork for the GOP to escape 
half a century of minority status; 
and he decisively vindicated the 
claims of conservatism. Feared by 
the Communists, patronized by the 
Democrats, loathed by the Left, Rea-
gan vanquished them all. Yet who 
today is a Reaganite?  
 
Dinesh D'Souza is, and his fine new 
study of Reagan provides a fresh 
opportunity to consider Reagan's 
achievements and our neglect of 
them. Those achievements teach 
important lessons, and so does our 

Grupo de Estudios Estratégicos GEES  Reseña nº 34 1 



neglect. For it turns out to be easier 
to ignore Reagan than to appreciate 
him--if appreciating him means fac-
ing up to challenges that we would 
prefer to avoid. 
Reagan accomplished two great 
deeds as president--restoring Amer-
ica's economic health and winning 
the Cold War. The second, of course, 
is by far the greater, and D'Souza's 
discussion of Reagan's indispensa-
ble role in concluding "the supreme 
political drama" of the latter half of 
the century is the best part of the 
book. D'Souza reminds us of the 
magnitude of the event: " What will 
probably prove to be the most im-
portant historical event of our life-
times has already occurred. We are 
unlikely to live through anything 
else of comparable significance." 
D'Souza convincingly shows that 
Reagan was "the prime mover" in 
his own foreign policy, "the architect 
of his own success." From the as-
sault on detente to the Reagan Doc-
trine, from the deployment of the 
Pershing IIs to the Reykjavik sum-
mit, Reagan pursued policies that 
were anathematized by liberals and 
derided by the "wise men" of the 
day. He broke with conservative 
conventional wisdom as well when, 
in his second term, he brilliantly 
pivoted and helped Gorbachev 
along in the dismantling of Com-
munist rule and the Soviet empire. 
 
Reagan was, of course, a staunch 
anti-Communist. But his anti-
communism followed from his pa-
triotism. He was able to take the 
moral offensive against communism 
not only because he believed the 
Soviet Union evil, but because he 
believed America a force for good. 

The Reagan Doctrine--a determina-
tion to aid anti-Communist insur-
gents around the world was a hard-
headed and shrewd means of 
weakening the Soviet empire. But, 
as D'Souza points out, "Reagan con-
ceived of his doctrine primarily in 
moral terms." He always empha-
sized the universal right to freedom 
and self-government. Unlike the 
sophisticates of his time (and ours), 
Reagan "defined the conflict be-
tween the West and the Soviet Un-
ion as fundamentally a moral con-
flict." Indeed, "Reagan saw himself 
as doing nothing more than clarify-
ing what America stood for and 
against." 
 
Reagan was confident that what 
America stood for was right. He was 
also confident--far more so than 
most conservatives--that his country 
would prevail. If he was remarkably 
prescient about the weakness of the 
Soviet system, that merely followed 
from his confidence in the American 
system. And it was Reagan's confi-
dence that made possible his bold-
ness. Elected with barely 50 percent 
of the vote, at odds with the entire 
foreign-policy establishment, Rea-
gan in his first term set out, in the 
words of Sovietologist Stephen 
Cohen of Princeton in 1983, "to 
abandon both containment and de-
tente for a very different objective: 
destroying the Soviet Union as a 
world power and possibly its com-
munist system." (Cohen, of course, 
was condemning Reagan for pursu-
ing a "pathological" strategy.) 
 
But it was also Reagan's confidence 
in America that permitted him, in 
his second term, to move aggres-
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sively to take advantage of what 
Gorbachev felt forced to do in re-
sponse to Reagan's tough first-term 
policies. For, as D'Souza reminds us, 
"at a time when no one else could, 
Reagan dared to imagine a world in 
which the communist regime in the 
Soviet Union did not exist." Reagan 
dared to imagine such a world be-
cause he really did believe that the 
West would not merely contain 
communism, but "transcend" it. 
 
The point of transcending commu-
nism was not simply to allow Amer-
ica to come home again. Reagan's 
view of America implies a distinc-
tive American role in a post-Cold 
War world as well. It implies an 
America that is militarily strong, 
morally assertive, and politically 
daring--in the service of advancing 
American interests and American 
principles in the world, and not be-
cause those principles are American 
but because they are morally supe-
rior to competing principles. This is 
all too much for today's politicians, 
who do not want to confront such 
responsibilities and who in one way 
or another have embraced doctrines 
of American retreat. For when you 
strip away the arguments of multi-
lateral liberalism or Kissingerian 
"realism," you find a lack of confi-
dence in American principles. Any 
politician who now embraced a 
Reaganite vision would need the 
courage to challenge the odd mix-
ture of fearful complacency and 
willful shortsightedness that charac-
terizes the mood of the American 
establishment today. 
 
Such a mood also infects the 
establishment of the Republican 
party. Reagan led the GOP to two 

Reagan led the GOP to two stunning 
national election victories, the first 
of which brought in a Republican 
Senate for the first time in 26 years. 
He succeeded in handing over the 
White House to his vice president, 
giving the Republicans three con-
secutive terms in control of the ex-
ecutive branch for the first time 
since the 1920s. And it was the re-
turn of the GOP in 1994 to a Reagan-
ite agenda--a return engineered by 
Newt Gingrich--that produced the 
victory that finally ended six dec-
ades of the Democrats as the major-
ity party in the United States. Rea-
gan Republicanism has proven to be 
winning Republicanism. And politi-
cal parties presumably like to win. 
Yet today's Republican party, 
curiously, is not a Reaganite party. 
 
One reason is clear: Reagan Repub-
licanism is controversial Republi-
canism. Reagan challenged a sitting 
Republican president and took on 
prevailing Republican orthodoxies 
and principalities. He brought po-
litically incorrect social conserva-
tives into the GOP and committed 
the party to a pro-life doctrine that 
the cultural elite could not, and still 
cannot, abide. "Reagan Democrats" 
became Republicans because they 
were offered a new, not- tradition-
ally-Republican, anti-establishment 
(and pro-American) vision. And it 
was the sense that Clinton and the 
Democrats had contempt for this 
vision that completed the movement 
of the Reagan Democrats into the 
Republican party at the congres-
sional and state levels in 1994. 
 
Since then, however, the Reaganite 
vision has been lost. The party has 
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re-splintered into its pre-Reagan 
component parts. Much of the con-
gressional leadership of the party is 
Nixonian--practicing a Republican 
version of old- fashioned Democ-
ratic interest-group, coalition-
building politics, with a patina of 
Luntz-like happy-talk and no real 
consistency of message or moral 
vision. Meanwhile, Rockefeller Re-
publicanism attempts a comeback in 
the Northeast, and Pat Buchanan 
and his spinoffs try to peddle a mes-
sage that is a peculiar mixture of 
George Wallace and Robert Taft. 
Reagan overcame and knit together 
these factions by offering, as 
D'Souza says, a "unifying moral vi-
sion for America," a vision of patri-
otism and national greatness. But 
amazing as it may seem, few Repub-
lican leaders are interested in setting 
forth such a vision today. If it is 
true, as D'Souza maintains, that 
"Reagan dominates American poli-
tics in the second half of the twenti-
eth century," this is more evident in 
the Democratic party, with Clinton's 
clever appropriation of some 
Reaganite themes. Reagan's own 
party, which he led to the verge of 
triumph, shies away. 
 
As for conservatives, they take pride 
in Reagan and claim his success as 
their own. But when they turn to 
contemporary politics, they seem as 
ready as liberals to proclaim that we 
live in an age "after Reaganism." 
Embarrassed to appear nostalgic, or 
ignorant of Reagan's superior gifts, 
today's conservatives neither study 
nor imitate his example. One com-
mentator, while professing admira-
tion for Reagan, has argued that 
Reaganism was in no way an inno-

vation but simply "conservative 
common sense applied to the prob-
lems that had developed in the 
1960s and the 1970s." D'Souza is 
convincing in rebuttal: In fact, sup-
ply-side economics was a break 
with previous conservative ortho-
doxy; the conviction that commu-
nism was not only dangerous but 
weak was rare among conservatives; 
the populist and moral appeal to 
Reagan Democrats was novel. 
 
In any case, the proof is in the pud-
ding. As D'Souza reminds us, Gold-
water received less than 40 percent 
of the vote in 1964, and Reagan won 
almost 60 percent twenty years later. 
Those conservatives who "see 
Reagan as another Goldwater who 
happened to run at a more propi-
tious time" are wrong. Reagan was 
able to add Nixon's silent majority 
to Goldwater's core of believers, 
thus creating a patriotic majority 
that was no longer silent, one that 
remains the basis of a possible 
lasting conservative realignment. 

 
Like many before him, D'Souza at-
tempts to explain the "secret" of 
Reagan, " to solve the mystery" of 
Reagan the man. Though he is per-
ceptive in his analysis, D'Souza ne-
ver quite unravels the personal 
enigma of Reagan. Along with eve-
ryone else, D'Souza takes note of 
Reagan's "optimism." But even more 
striking than Reagan's trademark 
sunshine was his extraordinary po-
litical courage. He simply was un-
afraid to stick to his guns when all 
around him, calculating the odds, 
fell away. Courage is the first of the 
virtues, and Reagan had it. 
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His courage and his optimism were 
connected in this way: Courage of-
ten goes hand-in-hand with the be-
lief--not always an entirely rational 
belief--that your cause will prevail. 
Reagan was serenely confident that 
he, and America, would prevail. He 
believed in the American people 
and in American principles; he be-
lieved that men deserve to be free 
and that they have the capacity to 
govern themselves; and he believed 
these principles would be victori-
ous. 
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Reagan believed this because he was 
convinced Providence was some-
how on America's side. Reagan was 
perhaps not conventionally reli-
gious, but his confidence that God 
was looking out for America and for 
the right seems to have helped give 
him the courage to do all that he 
did. Such confidence rings strange 
in our postmodern ears; it seems to 
support Peggy Noonan's quip that 
Reagan's example proves that "the 
unexamined life is worth living." 

Reagan's views were not unexam-
ined, though. They may have been 
unsophisticated. But political great-
ness requires the courage to be un-
sophisticated. 
 
In his concluding chapter, D'Souza 
joins many others in warning 
against yearning for "another 
Ronald Reagan." But why shouldn't 
we? As D'Souza emphasizes, 
Reagan was in many ways an ordi-
nary man who became an extraor-
dinary leader. Precisely because 
Reagan does not reach the heights of 
a Lincoln or a Churchill, he is acces-
sible as a model to be followed by 
other ordinary political men. Surely 
we are entitled to hope for another 
Reagan. Meanwhile, as D'Souza 
suggests, we can work to reinvigo-
rate Reaganism. In doing so, we 
honor Reagan. And we also credit 
Reagan's contention--made in his 
magnificent 1984 speech at Nor-
mandy--that ours is "the most 
deeply honorable form of govern-
ment ever devised by man." 
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