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While other scholars have observed the influence of Calvin Coolidge on Ronald
Reagan’s rhetoric, the connection between them has not been comprehensively
explored. Based upon interviews with Reagan White House staffers and speech-
writers, I argue that Coolidge and Reagan shared a common ideological message,
which served as the basis for modern conservatism. Often without engaging in
explicitly partisan rhetoric, Reagan’s principled speech served an important
party-building function.

Much has been written about the personal characteristics and talents that
made Ronald Reagan a great rhetorician: he was an actor, a master of

symbolism, a great storyteller, and even a humorist.1 All of these descriptions
are true, but they subordinate the real punch of Reagan’s rhetorical effective-
ness—his ability to communicate sophisticated political ideas convincingly to
a broad audience. In this light, Calvin Coolidge is an important part of the
Reagan story that has not been fully told. An examination of Coolidge’s
influence on Reagan is historically intriguing, enables us to appreciate
Reagan’s depth more accurately, and provides a noteworthy reconsideration
of Coolidge’s contribution to the development of modern conservatism.
Most importantly, it enables a comprehensive understanding of Reagan’s
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ideological speech, which, I shall argue, served as a strategic alternative to
explicit partisan references.

Analyzing the ideological cohesiveness of Reagan’s presidential speeches is
a necessary step in understanding the strategic value of his rhetoric. This essay
proceeds in two steps: First, it analyzes the shared rhetorical message espoused
by Reagan and Coolidge, providing a fuller historical depiction of the rise of
modern conservatism in the twentieth century. Second, it investigates the
political utility of ideological presidential speech, focusing on how Reagan
used his rhetoric to fulfill his duties as a party leader.

THE COOLIDGE-REAGAN CONNECTION

After his inauguration, Reagan replaced Harry Truman’s portrait in the
Cabinet Room with a painting of Calvin Coolidge. The press corps bristled at
the reemergence of Coolidge, whom most perceived as a cold, passive minion
of big business. In defense of his decision to replace Truman, Reagan cited
Coolidge as the last president to pay down the national debt.2 During his first
term of office, the White House speechwriters learned about Reagan’s prefer-
ence for Coolidge and invited Coolidge historian Tom Silver to the White
House for a lecture and discussion. Silver provided the speechwriters with
books about Coolidge and copies of his presidential speeches, which led to
increased use of Coolidge’s ideas and quotes in Reagan’s own rhetoric.3 At sub-
sequent points during the Reagan administration, speechwriters not present
during the Silver lecture also consulted Coolidge’s speeches for ideas and artic-
ulate phrasing.4

Reagan also read Silver’s book Coolidge and the Historians, which may have
led him to answer a letter in 1985 from an enthusiast who sent him a copy of
Calvin Coolidge’s 1927 Christmas greeting. Reagan wrote:

I happen to be an admirer of Silent Cal and believe he has been badly treated by

history. I’ve done considerable reading and researching of his presidency. He

served his country well and accomplished much.5

While Reagan often invoked other presidents in his speeches, particularly
Franklin Roosevelt and John Kennedy, Calvin Coolidge remains the only pres-
ident that Reagan claimed to study with intensity.

Reagan remembered Coolidge as the president of his adolescence and inter-
nalized his leadership style. Due to his reputation for high character and dis-
dain for corruption, Coolidge enjoyed significant popularity in Reagan’s
hometown of Dixon, Illinois.6 Like Reagan, Coolidge grew up in a small com-
munity, and their shared humble beginnings may have influenced Reagan.

216 RHETORIC & PUBLIC AFFAIRS



Furthermore, a teenage Reagan came of age as a witness to Coolidge’s intense
patriotism and idyllic love of the land, epitomized by his heartfelt 1928 state-
ment “Vermont is a state I love.”

After the scandals of the Harding presidency, Coolidge distanced himself
from the tainted wing of the Republican Party, instead adopting a public role
as the contrasting paragon of moral virtue. By portraying himself as the pop-
ular alternative to political excess, greed, and deceit, Coolidge secured his
party’s nomination in 1924. In a similar manner, Reagan presented himself in
1980 as the candidate of optimism in a time of malaise and despair. Coolidge’s
ability to define himself against the opposition was not lost on Reagan.

Both Coolidge and Reagan understood the political value of persuasive ide-
ological rhetoric. Although scholars typically classify Coolidge as a “premod-
ern” president, he fully understood the rhetorical capacities of the office. In the
1920s, the Republican Party found itself hopelessly divided. As an outsider
who became vice president through a grassroots rebellion at the 1920
Republican convention, Coolidge had few political friends in Washington and
very little invested in his party’s factional strife. Deliberately transcending the
political machine by cultivating his own personal popularity with the
American people, Coolidge retained his party’s support after Harding’s death.
His rhetoric was an early attempt to provide the Republican Party with an ide-
ological direction. During Coolidge’s presidency, the GOP transformed itself
from a party premised upon authoritarianism and state-building to an orga-
nization that favored free-market principles and small government. Coolidge
paved the way for nothing less than a “fundamental rethinking of American
conservatism.”7 In particular, Coolidge’s 1925 Inaugural forcefully articulated
his antistatist vision and reminded fellow partisans of their duty to follow suit.
According to Coolidge, the nation’s success depended upon the willingness of
its citizens to do good works and to serve each other, not upon governmental
activism.8 In his Inaugural Address, he averred, “Parchment will fail, the sword
will fail, it is only the spiritual nature of man that can be triumphant.”9

Without a doubt, Coolidge came to the presidency with a governing ideol-
ogy firmly in place. His ascendancy to the vice-presidency had been precipi-
tated by an effective distribution at the 1920 Republican convention of a
collection of his speeches as Massachusetts governor, entitled Law and Order,
which was a reprinted edition of his already serialized anthology Have Faith in
Massachusetts.10 Coolidge disseminated his rhetoric widely for a reason: as a
political outsider, it succinctly introduced his ideological orientation and
beliefs. During his tenure at the White House, Coolidge continued to reinforce
his ideological message with 520 press conferences and 16 radio addresses.11

Coolidge’s ideology strongly resembled Ronald Reagan’s own vision for the
Republicans. By the time Reagan came to power, the rhetorical capacities of
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the office had increased substantially. Even then, Reagan’s first attempt in 1976
to move the Republicans toward his own conservative ideology narrowly
failed. But Reagan’s impromptu speech at the 1976 convention suggested that
the ideological transformation of the Republicans had already begun:
“Whether it is different this time than it has ever been before, I believe the
Republican Party has a platform that is a banner of bold, unmistakable colors,
with no pastel shades.”12

More than anything, Reagan admired Coolidge’s clear articulation of
conservative ideals. Both Coolidge’s style and substance served as sources of
inspiration. Reagan emphasized to his speechwriters that Coolidge was a
man of few words, and that speechwriters should try to emulate his parsi-
monious model. The strength of Coolidge’s rhetoric stemmed from his sim-
plistic presentation of ideology. It was not complicated or verbose, yet
routinely expressed complicated political principles. Despite his penchant
for conciseness, Reagan never removed a Coolidge quote that was included
in a speech draft, although he frequently excised other quotations suggested
by his writers.13

In his presidential rhetoric, Coolidge articulated a philosophy premised
upon the moral benefits of limited government. It is a well-known fact that
Reagan’s rhetoric revolved around the same theme.14 The Coolidge-Reagan
ideology can be distilled into three shared principles: the primacy of the indi-
vidual, the high-minded defense of marginal tax rate reduction, and the rele-
vant role of religion and morality in political society.

Individualism

On occasion, Coolidge’s rhetoric resembled a treatise on political theory.
Working on his speeches every morning for hours at a time, he seriously
examined the ideas he expounded and fretted over the words he chose. In his
autobiography, he reflected, “This kind of work is very exacting. It requires the
most laborious and extended research and study, and the most careful and
painstaking thought.”15 Although he employed a presidential speechwriter,
Judson Welliver, Coolidge wrote all of his speeches himself and then allowed
Welliver or other staff members to examine them thoroughly and make sug-
gested changes.16

According to the arguments emphasized in his speeches, the overriding
purpose of a liberal democracy is enabling the individual citizen to flourish,
both economically and spiritually. The concept of democratic self-rule in the
United States is premised upon the individual. Coolidge developed his prefer-
ence for individualism early in his political career, and it constituted a
resounding change in Republican ideology. Previously, individualism was
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associated with selfishness, greed, and licentious behavior in Republican cir-
cles.17 Instead, Coolidge viewed individualism in a positive light and focused
on its benefits rather than its excesses. In a 1917 gubernatorial speech,
Coolidge articulated his endorsement of individualism: “Sovereignty, it is our
belief, is vested in the individual; and we are going to protect the rights of the
individual.”18 The value of individualism is not unfettered freedom, but the
pleasurable achievement that arises from responsible choices and moral devel-
opment. Man’s nature requires government to focus on the individual because
constant attention to individual freedom encourages the continued improve-
ment of civilization and the human condition.

Coolidge stressed the importance of individualism in several policy
speeches. For example, in a 1924 speech at the National Education Association
convention, Coolidge stated:

It can not be too often pointed out that the fundamental conception of

American institutions is regard for the individual. The rights which are so clearly

asserted in the Declaration of Independence are the rights of the individual. The

wrongs of which that instrument complains, and which it asserts it is the pur-

pose of its signers to redress, are the wrongs of the individual. America has been

the working out of the modern effort to provide a system of government and

society which would give the individual that freedom which his nature

requires.19

In the remainder of the speech, Coolidge linked individualism with a discus-
sion of education policy, arguing that only through education can individuals
prosper and develop the virtuous character needed in a democracy.

Coolidge’s emphasis on individualism may appear to the contemporary
reader as a benign attempt to rhapsodize about the nation’s founding docu-
ments. But Coolidge’s individualism actually served as a stinging critique of the
political culture surrounding him. In an address before the Holy Name Society,
Coolidge explained that liberty must “be secured not through the action of oth-
ers, but through our own actions.” Because of this individual responsibility,
“Liberty is not collective, it is personal. All liberty is individual liberty.” Social
welfare is important for a well-functioning society, but “it is only on the basis
of individual property that there can be any charity.”20 During the 1924 cam-
paign, Coolidge’s individualism repudiated Robert LaFollette’s Progressive
platform of railroad public ownership, farm subsidies, and collective bargain-
ing. The Progressive movement’s ideology, which continued to find outlets
throughout the 1920s, laid the philosophic groundwork for the New Deal, and
Coolidge stood in the way of what he perceived as the beginning of socialism
in the United States.21 As the ideological alternative sandwiched between
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Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt, Coolidge’s individualism served a
preemptive function—to defeat collectivism before it took root.22

Reagan’s individualism required a more subtle approach. With Franklin
Roosevelt’s expansion of individual rights already engrained in American
political culture, Reagan could not simply mimic Coolidge’s hard-hitting
rhetoric. Coolidge’s austerity needed to be updated for a modern audience.
Nonetheless, 60 years later, Reagan still managed to drive home the basic
premises of Coolidge’s conservative ideology. Reagan’s stories of everyday cit-
izen heroes emphasized that America’s greatness begins with individuals and
their actions. An examination of his presidential rhetoric shows that Reagan
used the term “everyday heroes” to describe mothers, African Americans,
church leaders, civic volunteers, farmers, police officers, miners, teachers, first
ladies, and basketball players. According to Reagan, the contribution of indi-
vidual Americans made prosperity possible. At a 1983 session with high school
students, Reagan described his conception of heroes:

We’re a country of heroes. And the greatest unsung heroes in the world go unno-

ticed. No, they’re not out there manning the parapets or riding to the rescue.

They’re getting up every morning. They’re sending you, their sons and daugh-

ters, to school. They’re going to work. They’re contributing to their church and

their charities. They’re making this society run.23

Reagan’s use of “everyday heroes” was not simply a soothing “feel-good
Americanism.”24 Instead, Reagan’s rhetorical heroes drove home an ideologi-
cal message that subtly critiqued the utility of a welfare state. The purpose of
government is to maximize individual rights so that all people can pursue
their own success as “heroes.” The fundamental building block of America is
the individual and her story—how she conducts her life, the decisions she
makes, and the job she performs.

With his stories and parables, Reagan deliberately targeted listeners as indi-
viduals rather than as a collective entity. Reagan spoke directly to each citizen,
with the goal that his speeches could change their actions and decisions. A for-
mer Reagan speechwriter commented, “He [Reagan] looked at the American
people as individuals and thought he could motivate them to act on a large
scale by stimulating each person to do productive things, rather than getting
the government to do them.”25 In his First Inaugural, Reagan made it clear that
he spoke directly to individual citizens, emphasizing that American heroes
should not be referred to as the collective “they” but the singular “you.”26

By placing the primary burden of improving society on the individual,
Reagan supported his overarching ideological goal of limited government. He 
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also washed away the pessimistic collectivism associated with the “malaise” of
the Carter era. According to Carter, America’s problem resulted from a collec-
tive erosion of confidence. An amorphous national psychosis had enveloped
America, and citizens looked to their government for answers, but found
none. Through an optimistic reinvention of individual achievements, Reagan
attempted to erase Carter’s negative communalism.

Moral Defense of Marginal Tax Reduction

Coolidge’s most significant and lasting policy contribution to modern conser-
vative doctrine was his principled defense of reducing the marginal tax rate.
Coolidge viewed unreasonable taxes as an “instrument of tyranny” and fre-
quently spoke about the dangers of maintaining high levels of governmental
expenditures after World War I.27 He also tirelessly advocated the importance
of sound public budgeting. In a speech delivered over the telephone to the
Jewish Philanthropic Society, Coolidge remarked, “I believe in budgets. I want
other people to believe in them. Yes, I regard a good budget as among the
noblest monuments of virtue.”28

Coolidge’s message was more sophisticated than thrifty budgeting and
lower taxes. The Coolidge administration wanted to reform the tax code rather
than simply reduce taxes. In his 1923 State of the Union Address, which out-
lined his foreign and domestic policy goals, Coolidge argued that a reduction
in the marginal tax rate would actually stimulate government revenue:

Diminishing charges against moderate incomes from investment will afford

immense relief, while a revision of the surtaxes will not only provide additional

money for capital investment, thus stimulating industry and employing more

but will not greatly reduce the revenue from that source, and may in the future

actually increase it.29

On February 12, 1924, Coolidge made an economic speech at the Waldorf-
Astoria before the National Republican Club, and defended his marginal tax
reduction:

I agree perfectly with those who wish to relieve the small taxpayer by getting the

largest possible contribution from the people with large incomes. But if the rates

on large incomes are so high that they disappear, the small taxpayer will be left

to bear the entire burden. If, on the other hand, the rates are placed where they

will produce the most revenue from large incomes, then the small taxpayer will

be relieved.30
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Almost 50 years before the emergence of supply-side economics, Coolidge
articulated its basic theoretical principles, encouraged by Treasury Secretary
Andrew W. Mellon. Under Mellon’s marginal tax cuts in the 1920s, revenues
increased, enabling the Treasury to pay down 36 percent of the national debt.31

Coolidge and Mellon worked as a partnership, with Mellon providing the eco-
nomic facts and figures necessary to formulate policy, and Coolidge offering a
succinct rhetorical defense of the decisions that were made.32 In this sense,
Coolidge’s role in formulating economic policy resembled Reagan’s contribu-
tion, which also focused on rhetorical presentation.

Much has been written about how the supply-siders and Jack Kemp con-
vinced Reagan as a presidential candidate about the benefits of lowering taxes
to increase revenues.33 The actual influence of the supply-siders is disputed
and still a source of controversy.34 What is undisputed is that Reagan associ-
ated the economic benefits of the Coolidge era and Mellon’s marginal tax rate
reduction with supply-side economics. In economic policy meetings during
the 1980 campaign, Reagan received a briefing from supply-siders who used
Coolidge’s tax cuts as an early example of applied supply-side economic pol-
icy.35 When Reagan advocated his own proposed tax cuts, speechwriters were
encouraged to imitate the clear message of Coolidge’s principled defense of
marginal tax reduction: a reduction in tax rates for wealthy Americans even-
tually resulted in a smaller tax burden for the average citizen.36

Reagan admired Coolidge’s economic plan because it produced the desired
outcome of decreasing the national debt. But the deliberate attempt to mimic
Coolidge’s defense of the tax cuts stemmed from a shared ideology, not just a
common policy goal. More specifically, Reagan admired Coolidge’s rhetorical
emphasis on the importance of individual incentives.37 In his economic
speeches, Coolidge often cited the statistic that 206 tax returns in 1916 showed
household incomes over one million dollars. After a higher marginal tax rate
went into effect, the number of millionaires decreased rapidly. In 1921, only 21
tax returns claimed household incomes in excess of one million dollars.
According to Coolidge, marginal tax rates ruined the incentive to create more
wealth.38 The incentive argument resonated strongly with Reagan, who as a
movie actor found himself in the 94 percent tax bracket.39 After filming two or
three movies in a given year, there was little financial incentive to make addi-
tional movies. Less film production resulted in decreased job opportunities for
camera operators, set builders, and costume designers. Coolidge’s incentive-
based rationale reminded Reagan of his own experience and helped Reagan
understand a core assumption of supply-side economics: the fate of the econ-
omy rests primarily in individual, not aggregate, incentives.

In his early economic speeches as president, Reagan often quoted Coolidge,
citing several lines from Coolidge’s Inaugural Address, “I favor a policy of
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economy not because I wish to save money, but because I wish to save people.
Economy is idealism in its most practical form.”40 Reagan frequently utilized
this particular quote because it succinctly captured his larger moral ideology.
With an implied religious tone and in the tradition of the secular jeremiad,
Coolidge argued that people could be “saved” if economic policies encouraged
them to make the right decisions. Economic policy grounded in individual
freedom provided the necessary groundwork for the nation’s moral rejuvena-
tion. Both Coolidge and Reagan intertwined economic rhetoric with their
moralism and depicted a common theme: the nation’s economic situation
teetered on the edge of disaster unless citizens repented and reformed.41 The
recovery of the economy depended upon the American people’s exhibiting a
“quasi-religious faith” in the president’s policies and programs.42

Morality and Religion in Political Society

Coolidge believed that a well-functioning democracy required a moral sense
inculcated by organized religion. It tempered the greediness that could arise in
a prosperous society and fostered the ideals necessary for self-governance.
Coolidge devoted an entire section of his first Annual Address in 1923 to what
he called the “education and welfare” of the American people. In the speech,
Coolidge noted, “There is an inescapable personal responsibility for the devel-
opment of character, of industry, of thrift, and of self-control.” While govern-
ment cannot be responsible for the formation of character, it is the duty of
government to “maintain conditions under which these virtues are most likely
to develop.”43 To this end, Coolidge proposed a new executive branch depart-
ment that would be dedicated to the “humanitarian” pursuits of education and
character. Coolidge’s request for the creation of this department was ignored
by Congress, but politically, Coolidge had made his point. The inculcation of
good morals and character was sufficiently important to justify the expansion
of government, a remarkable pronouncement for a staunch antistatist.
Coolidge’s willingness to introduce the possibility of governmental growth
contributed to the moderate tone of his message; he was neither a “progres-
sive” nor a “reactionary.”44 This rhetorical subtlety, which prevented Coolidge
from becoming pigeonholed as a partisan, contributed considerably to his
widespread popularity.

Throughout his presidency, Coolidge continued to emphasize the impor-
tance of morality in American democracy. At a speech in 1924, Coolidge
plainly remarked, “Our government rests upon religion. It is from that source
that we derive our reverence for truth and justice, for equality and liberty, and
for the rights of mankind.”45 An adherence to morality was not optional for
Coolidge. In an address to the Boy Scouts in 1926, he concluded, “On each one
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of us rests a moral obligation to do our share of the world’s work. We have no
right to refuse.”46

Coolidge’s moralism served two political purposes. First, Coolidge’s
emphasis on morality and religion functioned as a rhetorical sanitizer, which
separated him from the corruption associated with the Harding administra-
tion. Harding’s scandals damaged the Republicans, but Coolidge survived
because of the moral persona he projected, both rhetorically and personally.
Because no one questioned Coolidge’s pious character, his rhetoric never
sounded strategic, although it certainly fulfilled a political goal.

Second, Coolidge’s moralizing critiqued the expanding role of centralized
state authority. Coolidge’s firm stand during the 1919 Boston police strike was
widely perceived as a repudiation of Bolshevism that propelled him into the
vice-presidency. During the Coolidge administration, Mussolini, Stalin,
Attaturk, Chiang Kai-shek, and Ibn Saud defended the growth of centralized
government.47 Standing against a growing international tide, Coolidge turned
to a defense of limited government on moral grounds. Coolidge’s antistatism
introduced a new ideological concept to the Republicans, who previously had
been known as the party of nationalization and centralization.48 Coolidge
argued the opposite view: the power of the state could be kept to a minimum
if citizens realized that democracy begins with self-control.

As the “drunken fiesta” of the 1920s roared onwards and upwards, Coolidge
resorted to moral pedagogy through speech. His substantial popularity
stemmed from the vicarious morality he provided to listeners; it was a
“Puritanism de luxe” that allowed decadent materialism to exist alongside
stringent virtue.49 While Coolidge’s moralistic antistatism did not fall upon
deaf ears, it could not reverse America’s course. Perhaps Coolidge’s message
was too complicated or austere for the plebiscitary politics he was trying to
engage. Regardless, Coolidge’s ideology failed to take root in the political insti-
tutions that might have prevented the growth of the welfare state.

Reagan’s use of morality in his rhetoric did not stray far from Coolidge’s
moral ideology, although Reagan added his own contemporary twist. As the
leader of the world’s largest modern economy, Reagan avoided Coolidge’s
antiquated argument that Christian morality could temper the effects of a free
market. But Reagan did share Coolidge’s belief in American exceptionalism,
and applied it to his anti-Communist rhetoric. During Coolidge’s administra-
tion, the growth of centralized state power had only begun to escalate; the
Soviets were seen more as a contemptuous nuisance than a formidable inter-
national threat.50 By Reagan’s time, the Cold War distinguished the United
States and set it apart from other political systems. Reagan’s argument for
American exceptionalism reinforced Coolidge’s much earlier observations. At
a prayer breakfast in 1982, Reagan stated:
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I also believe this blessed land was set apart in a very special way, a country cre-

ated by men and women who came here not in search of gold, but in search of

God. They would be free people, living under the law with faith in their Maker

and their future.51

America’s moral and religious focus protected it from the totalitarianism
much of the world now experienced. Reagan resurrected Coolidge’s 1926 pre-
diction, “Unless the faith of the American people in these religious convictions
is to endure, the principles of our Declaration will perish.”52 For Reagan, reli-
gion provided political humility, which kept the preservation of freedom para-
mount within the American ethos.53

Not all of Reagan’s moralistic statements were politically beneficial. In the case
of the Nicaraguan contras, Reagan contended that America’s historical lineage
required it to support others seeking democratic freedom. In a controversial
statement, Reagan described the contras as the “moral equivalent of the founding
fathers.” The immoderation of Reagan’s comment resulted in unfavorable head-
lines.54 Reagan argued that support for the contras was a matter of moral princi-
ple, and his rhetorical emphasis on the importance of abstract values rather than
specifics enabled him to convince Congress to retain his Nicaraguan policy for
several years.55 Eventually, the Iran-Contra scandal forced Reagan to recant his
interpretation of American history. Ceding his claim to interpret the “public
memory” was a devastating blow to Reagan’s rhetorical repertoire.56

Reagan found the most political success with moralistic arguments when
he did not connect them to any specific policy, capitalizing on the modern
development in presidential rhetoric that rewards moral symbolism over sub-
stance.57 Like Coolidge, Reagan attempted to use his rhetoric to spur a resur-
gence of moral and religious principles. Coolidge and Reagan faced similar
challenges. With the roar of the 1920s around him, Coolidge must have felt
like the lone voice of moral sanctity. Likewise, Reagan’s depiction of a “sacra-
mental vision” aimed to repudiate the overt 1960s critique of America’s moral
and religious traditions.58 In doing so, Reagan seized upon the growing evan-
gelical movement in the United States and built his moral pedagogy around
their enthusiasm.

But Reagan did not limit his discussion of religion and morality to evan-
gelical audiences. Reagan transformed his rhetoric throughout his public
career, moving further away from the pessimistic outlook of apocalyptic doom
contained in evangelical premillennial thought and toward an optimistic pre-
diction of postmillennialism that was more acceptable to secular, mainstream
audiences.59 Amos Kiewe and Davis W. Houck claim that Reagan’s optimistic
rhetoric reflected that he “understood human nature” and provided the “sec-
ular sermon” that many people yearned to hear.60 During his first term,
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Reagan observed that the nation was “hungry for a spiritual revival” in
speeches at heterogeneous locations, including the National Religious
Broadcasters convention, the Association of Editors and Publishers of Trade
Magazines meeting, the Alabama state legislature, the Annual Dinner of the
Conservative Political Action Conference, Kansas State University, and West
Point’s commencement. He also used the same phrase in his 1984 State of the
Union Address and during interviews with the Knight Ridder News Service
and the Washington Post. Reagan’s repeated and diverse use of the “spiritual
revival” sentiment suggests that he wanted to make his moralism part of a
nationwide vernacular. Reagan sought to succeed where Coolidge had fallen
short: he would steer the national ethos in a conservative direction and use the
Republican Party as a vehicle to transmit his ideas about individualism, the
economy, and morality to all Americans willing to listen. Through the use of a
morally tinged ideological rhetoric, Reagan sought to provide a vision around
which the Republican Party could rally. He provided party leadership not by
trying to promote the party, but by articulating a principled vision of conser-
vative ideology.

IDEOLOGICAL RHETORIC AND PRESIDENTIAL PARTY LEADERSHIP

By the time Ronald Reagan won the White House, the rhetorical limitations of
the Coolidge era had evaporated. It is clear that Reagan successfully reintro-
duced a conservative governing ideology into American political discourse
and revitalized the Republican Party. In part, Reagan achieved this through his
repetitiveness. The repetitive nature of his rhetoric was not politically detri-
mental; in fact, Reagan embraced his oft-repeated and redundant phrases.
According to Reagan, it was the only way his ideas would “sink into the public
consciousness.”61

Reagan clearly valued persistence, but his routine presidential script did not
include explicitly partisan references. In fact, Reagan skillfully muted his par-
tisan affiliation in his routine speeches and concentrated instead on promot-
ing the conservative ideas he endorsed. Reagan had employed this strategic
rhetorical approach since Goldwater’s defeat; he publicly articulated the
importance of the “soft sell” in the December 1964 issue of the National
Review.62 In a published collection of presidential speeches, Reagan confessed
that his acting career had taught him that it was important for a speaker “to be
in touch with the audience.”63 Reagan’s astute awareness of the audience’s
composition, predispositions, and beliefs influenced the rhetorical choices he
made, particularly with regard to how he communicated his partisan and ide-
ological beliefs. B. Wayne Howell described Reagan’s anti-Communist message
at Moscow State University in 1988 as the “rhetoric of subversion” because of
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the president’s success in creating an undercurrent of discontent without actu-
ally condemning Marxism-Leninism.64 A comparison can be made to Reagan’s
partisan script, which was subtle, unassuming, and carefully crafted. Like
Coolidge, Reagan walked a fine rhetorical line between ideological leadership
and explicit partisanship.

Reagan did engage in party-building activities as president. He attended
rallies and fundraisers, and often sponsored public meetings for Republican
lawmakers or conservative activists. An examination of Reagan’s first-term
public appearances demonstrates how often Reagan engaged in explicit party
leadership as president. Party leadership activities, including rallies, fundrais-
ers, sponsored meetings for Republican lawmakers or candidates, and conser-
vative organization (CPAC, Heritage Foundation, AEI) meetings, luncheons,
or dinners constituted 11.6 percent of all Reagan’s speaking from 1981 to 1984,
based on examination of The Public Papers of the President.

Outside of party functions, however, Reagan carefully avoided engaging in
explicit partisan rhetoric that promoted the Republican Party or its achieve-
ments. As a practice, Reagan tended to “err on the side of caution when adver-
tising the party label.”65 The 1981 economic stimulus package remains the most
comprehensive domestic policy achievement of the Reagan administration and
signaled an abrupt reversal of Democratic priorities. Since congressional
Republicans voted unanimously in support of his economic legislation, it
seems logical that Reagan might have tried to give some accolades to the GOP.
After the passage of the budget cuts, Reagan addressed the nation and deliber-
ately placed the victory in the hands of the American people, not partisans:

Your voices have been heard—millions of you, Democrats, Republicans, and

Independents, from every profession, trade and line of work, and from every

part of this land. You sent a message that you wanted a new beginning. You

wanted to change one little, two little word—two letter word, I should say. It

doesn’t sound like much, but it sure can make a difference changing “by gov-

ernment,” “control by government” to “control of government.”66

If a listener had no knowledge of Reagan’s party affiliation, it would be diffi-
cult to discover it from the address itself. Reagan routinely emphasized the
bipartisan nature of the coalition that passed the legislation and only
described the Democrats who did not support the tax cuts as his “opponents.”
As Reagan presented it, the lines of battle formed according to his own ideol-
ogy and programs. Reagan concluded the speech by explaining that there were
only two roads to follow: one that led to higher taxes, and the other that led to
a renewal of the “American spirit.” As Reagan had stated in his famous “Time
for Choosing” speech in 1964, there was no left or right, only an “up or down.”
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Reagan presented the American people with choices over competing ide-
ologies rather than competing political parties. In a 1982 midterm campaign
speech to veterans, Reagan explained:

For the truth is that Americans must choose between two drastically different

points of view. One puts its faith in the pipedreamers and margin-scribblers in

Washington; the other believes in the collective wisdom of the people and their

commitment to the American dream. One says tax and tax, spend and spend,

and the other says have faith in the common sense of the people. . . . That’s what

the political choices boil down to this election year—a choice between basic val-

ues, between two differing political and social philosophies; between govern-

ment as master or government as servant; between a vision of America strong

and secure and able to stand forthrightly for human freedom, or an America

that is weak and confused and reluctant to speak for the downtrodden.67

Reagan avoided presenting his programs in partisan terms and instead con-
centrated on disagreements among competing values or principles. Using this
rhetorical approach, Reagan achieved two political goals: he provided the
Republican Party with a more cohesive governing ideology and he increased
the likelihood of influencing Democrats and Independents.

To the frustration of the Republican Party organization, Reagan did not
aim to change individual party affiliations, even among those Democrats and
Independents who voted for him. Rather than cultivating rank-and-file sup-
port for the party, Reagan focused on garnering support for his own ideology.
Any change in the public’s partisan identification occurred as a byproduct
rather than a directly intended consequence.68 Although proud of his party,
Reagan avoided “waving the Republican flag” and instead focused on articu-
lating his own conservative ideas. The Republican Party was a “beneficiary” of
Reagan’s ideological message.69 Former Reagan speechwriter and political
adviser Representative Dana Rohrabacher (R-CA) confessed, “In seven years,
he never talked to me about building the Republican Party.”70 When asked why
Reagan avoided speaking in explicitly partisan terms, speechwriter Clark Judge
explained:

He didn’t put things in purely partisan terms in Cabinet meetings! This was how

he wanted to communicate basic norms throughout the country. He also always

had multiple reasons for doing something—policy reasons, building national

morale, and political reasons. His rhetoric needed to be subtle for multiple mes-

sages. He did not demonize the Democrats in his rhetoric, and this was on pur-

pose. . . . We wanted people who might vote for him but who hadn’t made the

party leap.71
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Speechwriter Josh Gilder added:

There was never a sense that we were going to conform to the Republican Party.

Reagan had breathed life into this elephant, and it was his agenda; he didn’t care

so much about the Republican agenda. . . . We never did talk about ourselves as

Republicans and we never criticized Democrats. That was strategic—it was a

conscious decision.72

Ironically, Reagan’s strategy of party leadership involved appearing as nonpar-
tisan as possible, especially when speaking to average Americans.

Even though Reagan did not direct his energy toward bolstering the
Republican Party organization, his rhetoric did serve an important partisan
function. For Reagan, serving as a party leader meant devising a dominant ide-
ology and selling it to those who listened. Reagan wanted to prove to the
American people that conservative principles worked in practice.73 Reagan
provided the ideas, and the Republican organization was left with the job of
coordinating campaign efforts and getting candidates elected.74 The
Republican Party accepted Reagan’s ideological model, adopted it, and built
themselves around his ideas.75 Reagan considered the Republican Party a
vehicle for his ideology, and believed that the vitality of the party depended
upon his ability to win the war of ideas.76 Republicans needed to shake
themselves of the “me-tooism” that had contaminated the party since the
New Deal and return to the conservative ideology of an earlier era. Reagan saw
himself as the natural spokesman for his party’s ideological infusion and con-
servative revitalization. His goal was to provide thematic leadership that
would enable conservatism to transform itself from an intellectual movement
into governance.77 His ideological contribution provided contemporary
Republicanism with strong coordinating principles from which to build the
party’s network.

The willingness of modern national parties to accept an ideological focus
from their most prominent leaders is a matter of organizing necessity. After
traditional parties lost the discipline of machine politics, they struggled to find
a new mechanism to retain the party faithful.78 Even before the New Deal
weakened the power of patronage, Coolidge attempted to exercise ideological
party leadership. Coolidge was successful in that the rhetorical appeal of his
conservative principles enabled him to seize control of the Republican agenda,
but he ultimately failed in the larger task of transforming the nation’s ideo-
logical direction.

Three political conditions necessary for effective ideological party leader-
ship came to fruition in 1980 that were not present during Coolidge’s presi-
dency. First, the capacities of the office had changed to the point that the
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American people expected a president to use rhetoric as the primary method
of leadership. The distinction between speech and governance has blurred to
the point that a president’s rhetorical explanation of his actions is often more
important than the actions themselves. Second, the nation’s dominant gov-
erning regime (the New Deal coalition) had fragmented, paving the way for a
new or reinvented ideology to take root. Third, demographic changes, such as
the partisan transformation in the South, created more homogenous party
constituencies open to ideological mobilization.79

Of course, none of these factors would have produced ideological party
leadership without Reagan’s own contribution. With conditions ripe for a new
style of party leadership, the Republican Party was fortunate to have Reagan at
the helm. He came to the presidency with an ironclad political ideology that
hadn’t changed since he endorsed Goldwater in 1964. Reagan’s successful party
leadership implies that the success of a political party in contemporary
American politics depends significantly upon the ability of its spokesperson to
verbalize a compelling ideological message.

CONCLUSION

Although ideological leadership might prove harder to sustain than earlier
incarnations of presidential party leadership, the possibility of an ideas-based
discourse can be considered a positive development for American politics.
Ideological party leadership provides a refreshing view of the presidency as an
institution responsible for directing discussions about the fundamental princi-
ples of governance. In theory, when it focuses on first principles that attempt to
define economic justice, equity, the scope of personal freedom, individual
responsibility, and the role of morality and religion, an ideological debate lives
up to the highest standards of self-governance. A dialogue of this type has the
capacity to move a democratic discourse beyond rudimentary disputes about
the “issues” and toward a higher-level consideration of fundamental principles.
The late Richard E. Neustadt observed that the American constitutional system
is distinct for its requirement that separated institutions must share power.80 In
the United States, political parties have not served historically as effective
instruments for bridging this divide. Strong ideological leadership from presi-
dents may serve as a substitute in modern politics for the institutional weak-
nesses of the party system. If the presidency could fulfill a mobilizing role in the
constitutional system through exercising ideological leadership, the power to
persuade would take on a new meaning unanticipated by Neustadt. Whether
that is ultimately a positive or negative development remains to be seen.
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