August 4, 2014

John Fund has more on the Dems impeachment dreams. 
The simplest explanation for the bizarre spectacle of President Obama’s allies practically begging for Republicans to impeach him is that it’s a sign of political weakness, not of strength.
“Dems Fear A Debacle on Turnout,” read the front-page headline of the Capitol Hill newspaper the Hill this week. Turnout in this year’s congressional primaries hit record lows in a majority of states, with Democratic turnout lagging most. “A Pew poll out last week showed 45 percent who said they planned to vote Republican reported being more enthusiastic about voting this year than in years prior, while only 37 percent of those who supported a Democratic candidate said the same,” the Hill reported.
While the parties are roughly even in polls where voters are asked to choose between a generic Democratic or Republican candidate, that is cold comfort for those Democrats who remember they enjoyed a six-point lead in the Gallup poll on that question in early August 2010. Three months later they lost six Senate seats, control of the House, and a slew of governorships.
One way for Democrats to boost turnout is to rile up their base voters with horror stories that Republicans are planning to impeach President Obama. ...
 

 

Ed Morrissey says the GAO review of the building of the healthcare website is more proof of the incompetence of the obama command economy. 
Prepare yourselves for a shock –- federal government bureaucracies produce incompetence. These days, the evidence of this is almost impossible to ignore, whether it’s the Department of Veterans Affairs and its wait-list fraud, or the IRS and its epidemic of hard drive failures that was curiously confined to those targeting conservative groups seeking tax-exempt status. One would be hard put to find evidence of government-produced excellence at any level, and most of us would be satisfied to discover a modicum of competence.
In this case, though, the government itself has confirmed its own bureaucratic incompetence. The Government Accountability Office has concluded its investigation into the debacle of HHS’ federal exchange for health insurance, Healthcare.gov, and the overall rollout of Obamacare last October. No one will faint from shock to learn that the GAO’s independent review confirms that management failures and a lack of accountability led to the disastrous rollout of the central marketplace to service the command economy created by the Affordable Care Act.
 

 

 

With more on government incompetence, Virginia Postrel writes on the lack of full time jobs in President Part-Time's economy. She explores the effects on the labor forced to work part-time. 
The worst thing about being on jury duty isn’t actually serving on a jury. It’s having to check in every day -- possibly several times a day, depending on your local system -- to see whether you’ll be needed. You can’t plan either your work or your personal life. Your schedule is unpredictable and completely out of your control.
For many part-time workers in the post-crash economy, life has become like endless jury duty. Scheduling software now lets employers constantly optimize who’s working, better balancing labor costs and likely demand. The process demands enormous flexibility from part-time workers, sometimes requiring them to be on call all the time without knowing when they’ll work or how much they’ll earn. That puts the kibosh on the age-old strategy of working two or more part-time jobs to make ends meet. As my colleague Megan McArdle writes, “No matter how hard you are willing to work, stringing together anything approaching a minimum income becomes impossible.”
The problem, she concludes, is the weak job market: "As long as the demand for low-skilled labor significantly lags the supply, workers will continue to struggle.” It’s an obvious conclusion. But it’s missing something important. ...
 

 

Howard Kurtz updates us on the Lois Lerner emails just discovered and the lack of interest in much of the media.  
The new batch of Lois Lerner emails may or may not be a smoking gun. But they’re something of a Rorschach test for the media.
For the former IRS official to be branding conservative commentators as “crazies” and “a--holes” is a telling moment in this scandal—but some in the media could care less.
To be sure, this investigation has dragged on a long time without proving a link between the White House and the Cincinnati office’s targeting of advocacy groups, especially on the right, for special scrutiny of their tax-exempt status. Critics say that conservative outlets such as Fox have tried to keep the story alive.
But the administration has done a decent job of bringing the story back to the headlines. The IRS acknowledged that it could not find two years’ worth of lost emails written or received by Lerner, who pleaded the Fifth when summoned by Congress. And the commissioner, William Koskinen, sounded downright arrogant when he showed up on the Hill.
Now the Republicans have found three emails in which Lerner disparaged conservatives.
What did the New York Times give the story? One measly paragraph, written by the AP, in a roundup column. ...
 

 

As a reminder that our country does not always send such disgusting people to electoral success, Max Boot reviews a new book about the Reagan era. 
Rick Perlstein has established himself as one of our foremost chroniclers of the rise of the modern conservative movement. It's an unexpected niche for a card-carrying liberal. But if he's occasionally tart in his comments about conservatives, he is not entirely unsympathetic either. In fact, he reserves some of his most cutting barbs (and there are many in his well-crafted if slightly over-caffeinated works) for clueless establishment liberals who all too readily dismissed the significance of conservative champions such as Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. ...
 

... "In the years between 1973 and 1976, America suffered more wounds to its ideal of itself than at just about any other time in its history," he claims. And he provides ample evidence to back up that assertion. 
First and foremost, of course, was the defeat in Vietnam. Then, too, there was the first-ever resignation of a president and the Arab oil embargo, which led to nationwide shortages and rationing. Along with, as Mr. Perlstein writes, "A recession that saw hundreds of thousands of blue-collar workers idled during Christmastime [of 1974]; crime at a volume and ghastliness greater, according to one observer, 'than at any time since the fifteenth century.' Senate and House hearings on the Central Intelligence Agency that accused American presidents since Dwight Eisenhower of commanding squads of lawless assassins." 
These were just a few of the headline events. An assiduous researcher, Mr. Perlstein has unearthed numerous "smaller traumas," too, such as "the near doubling of meat prices in the spring of 1973, when the president's consumer advisor went on TV and informed viewers that 'liver, kidney, brains and heart can be made into gourmet meals with seasoning, imagination, and more cooking time.' "
Mr. Perlstein suggests that this accumulation of crises had the potential to remake the U.S. into a very different kind of country. He quotes, for example, the editor of Intellectual Digest magazine writing in 1973: "For the first time, Americans have had at least a partial loss in the fundamental belief in ourselves. We've always believed we were the new men, the new people, the new society. The 'last best hope on earth,' in Lincoln's terms. For the first time, we've really begun to doubt it." 
Liberals hoped to harness such self-doubt to redefine what it truly meant to "believe in America." They wanted to displace wave-the-flag patriotism with a supposedly higher form of loyalty rooted in the freedom "to criticize, to interrogate, to analyze, to dissent," and to replace boundless belief in America's potential with a conviction that, as Jerry Brown (then, as now, governor of California) put it during his 1976 presidential campaign: "We have fiscal limits, we have ecological limits, we even have human limits." 
Mr. Perlstein argues that this revolution in American thought was effectively thwarted by the ascent of that perpetual optimist Ronald Reagan, who insisted on seeing even the most traumatic events in his own life (such as his father's alcoholism or his own divorce) as being part of a providential design for the greater good. Reagan made no concessions to the self-critical weltanschauung of the 1970s.






 

National Review
The Politics of Impeachment Distraction
It’s a cynical but probably effective move by the president. 

by John Fund 

The simplest explanation for the bizarre spectacle of President Obama’s allies practically begging for Republicans to impeach him is that it’s a sign of political weakness, not of strength.

“Dems Fear A Debacle on Turnout,” read the front-page headline of the Capitol Hill newspaper the Hill this week. Turnout in this year’s congressional primaries hit record lows in a majority of states, with Democratic turnout lagging most. “A Pew poll out last week showed 45 percent who said they planned to vote Republican reported being more enthusiastic about voting this year than in years prior, while only 37 percent of those who supported a Democratic candidate said the same,” the Hill reported.

While the parties are roughly even in polls where voters are asked to choose between a generic Democratic or Republican candidate, that is cold comfort for those Democrats who remember they enjoyed a six-point lead in the Gallup poll on that question in early August 2010. Three months later they lost six Senate seats, control of the House, and a slew of governorships.

One way for Democrats to boost turnout is to rile up their base voters with horror stories that Republicans are planning to impeach President Obama. White House senior adviser Dan Pfeiffer told reporters at a Christian Science Monitor breakfast that the White House took the prospect of impeachment “very seriously.” That was followed by a fusillade of similar warnings from Democrats in Congress that Republicans plan to follow up their lawsuit against the president for exceeding his constitutional authority by going to impeachment. The one-two punch was a fundraising bonanza for the party: In one day last week the Democrats had their biggest online fundraising day of this election cycle, hauling in over $1 million from over 50,000 individuals.

Steve Israel, the New York congressman who chairs the Democratic Congressional Committee, bluntly says impeachment talk is “energizing our base.” What he didn’t say is that — Sarah Palin and a few House Republicans aside – no Republican figure of consequence is coming out for impeachment.

The same administration that came to power in 2009 on a platform of hope and change is reverting to a campaign of fear and loathing to hold on to its political relevance. Joe Klein, a liberal columnist for Time magazine, lamented that the Obama political operation’s strategy is “cynical as hell.”

“The White House is playing with fire, raising the heat in a country that is already brain-fried by partisan frenzy,” he writes. “There is something unseemly, and unprecedented, about an administration saying ‘Bring it on’ when it comes to impeachment.”

The Democratic strategy may smack of desperation to some, but it is certainly popular with the party’s base. A new CNN poll last week found that a full 49 percent of self-described liberals think Obama has got it “about right” in expanding use of his executive powers, while another 32 percent want him to go further. But a full 17 percent of liberals think he has gone too far, and 13 percent of liberals (as well as Democrats) even want him impeached.

Most Democrats in tough races this fall hope that a White House that begged for impeachment won’t ratchet up the debate over its constitutional powers even more than it has. 

Should President Obama, for example, further expand the legal status he gave children and teenagers brought into the U.S. illegally by their parents to other illegal immigrants, you can probably kiss the Senate seats of southern Democrats such as Mark Pryor of Arkansas and Kay Hagan of North Carolina good-bye this fall. Bill Clinton has been privately reminding Democrats that he lost a 1980 reelection race for governor of Arkansas after a Democratic president, Jimmy Carter, lodged several thousand Cuban refugees in his home state. An angry electorate took their frustration out on their young governor, sending him into a two-year mini-retirement.

That’s why talk of sweeping executive orders being issued by President Obama before the November election are very likely a bluff. Democrats are likely leveraging the anger the GOP base has for President Obama by waving the red flag of impeachment in front of conservative voters. They no doubt remember what hapepned when Democrats would talk up a fringe Republican concern over President Obama’s birth certificate a few years ago. The ensuing discussion only turned off some voters and made conservatives appear extreme and excessively partisan to independents.

Democrats are desperate to pull off the same trick again before the midterm elections. Republicans should resist the temptation to fall for it. The best way to address President Obama’s constitutional excesses is to elect a Republican Senate, which can then amplify the oversight and investigative powers of the GOP House. The two GOP-controlled bodies could also place key budget bills on President Obama’s desk that would contain amendments limiting some of the activities of cabinet agencies, such as the Justice Department. Although President Obama would likely veto many of them, the reality of the give-and-take of governing would make it likely he’d have to accept some of them.

But, of course, Republicans have to take the Senate first.

 

 

 

 

The Fiscal Times
Obama’s Command Economy—Incompetent at Every Level
by Edward Morrissey
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Prepare yourselves for a shock –- federal government bureaucracies produce incompetence. These days, the evidence of this is almost impossible to ignore, whether it’s the Department of Veterans Affairs and its wait-list fraud, or the IRS and its epidemic of hard drive failures that was curiously confined to those targeting conservative groups seeking tax-exempt status. One would be hard put to find evidence of government-produced excellence at any level, and most of us would be satisfied to discover a modicum of competence.

In this case, though, the government itself has confirmed its own bureaucratic incompetence. The Government Accountability Office has concluded its investigation into the debacle of HHS’ federal exchange for health insurance, Healthcare.gov, and the overall rollout of Obamacare last October. No one will faint from shock to learn that the GAO’s independent review confirms that management failures and a lack of accountability led to the disastrous rollout of the central marketplace to service the command economy created by the Affordable Care Act.

Perhaps, though, we should be a little surprised. Web portals for purchasing health insurance have been around for years; the insurance companies themselves use them to make individual plan sales in some states. The Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), the HHS subsidiary in charge of Healthcare.gov, operates a very similar system for its Medicare Advantage program.

HHS and CMS had a three-and-a-half-year head start on the rollout after the ACA passed Congress in March 2010 to build the exchange, as did those states that wanted to set up their own exchanges. The Obama administration had every opportunity, and certainly plenty of money, to get this done right.

The report’s findings show how it all went wrong. Despite having more than three years of lead time, CMS never developed “a coherent plan” for its contractors. Instead, the contractors involved in the project ended up responding to ad hoc instruction and requests. This alone cost the project “tens of millions of dollars,” according to the GAO, as contractors had to bounce between shifting priorities.

This alone should give taxpayers pause. A project should have at its start a well-constructed plan to achieve its particular mission. That’s true on a project of any significant scope, and particularly true when the stakes were as large as they were with Obamacare, which had already suffered from deep public distrust in the federal oversight of health insurance and its mandates.

After taking a political beating over the passage of the ACA (the Obama administration lost the House and some ground in the Senate) one would have presumed that the incentive to ace the launch and build goodwill for the program at the rollout would have pushed noses to the grindstone to get it right. Instead, the GAO’s findings strongly suggest that no one at CMS or HHS understood the necessity of organization, or didn’t care enough about it to plan for success.

Or, for that matter, to follow up to see that it did succeed. Even for the work that CMS did assign to contractors, the agency failed to check whether the contractors actually did the work, and did it according to spec. Granted, the lack of clear instruction may have made quality control a difficult task, but that again reflects on the management rather than the contractors. 

According to the GAO, CMS rarely bothered to try. Instead, they spent taxpayer dollars on contract work they didn’t bother to check, and then when the rollout failed, they demanded more funding to fix the problems they didn’t bother to find when it mattered.

By the way, the contracts offered were open-ended, according to the GAO, rather than fixed-cost for specific tasks. That meant that no one had an incentive to ensure that the work got accomplished properly – not the contractors, who got paid for whatever whim CMS demanded they follow at any time, and very clearly not the bureaucrats in charge of the project.

Until now, the issue of incompetence focused far more on the scope of Obamacare. Critics charged that the government could not possibly run a command economy in the health-insurance industry in the manner Obamacare promised, as the tailoring of product to individual need would make such top-down control impossible. This week, we saw another example of this in the rising concern over the auto-renewal of Obamacare policies that will take place in the fall for 2015.

The Associated Press reports that the need to recalculate income levels and average policy costs for the purpose of assigning subsidies will leave many taxpayers on the hook for a big tax bite, thanks to overpayments to insurers for their coverage.

Auto-renewals of policies were supposed to simplify matters by alleviating the need to re-enroll through the exchanges each year, but it now appears that consumers put themselves at risk either way.  “The subsidy scheme created by Congress to keep premiums affordable has so many moving parts that it's turning out to be difficult for the government to administer,” the AP reported in a line that could have come directly out of F.A. Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom, distilling one of the original conceptual criticisms of the ACA from the beginning.

The GAO report shows a more basic problem with government-run command economies. The massive expansion of bureaucracies needed to handle all of these moving parts, even inadequately, disperses accountability and responsibility so far and wide as to make both evaporate altogether.

We have seen the same happen at the VA, the IRS, and even the State Department in its handling of the Benghazi consulate. There are no other options for diplomacy or tax collection other than a government monopoly, but that’s not true for health insurance to veterans or Americans on the whole. 

The VA scandal and this GAO report shows why top-down control should be limited to those functions that strictly relate to governance – and why we should leave everything else to the private sector with government as a disinterested regulator.
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Bloomberg News  
Why Being a Part-Time Worker Is Miserable
by Virginia Postrel

The worst thing about being on jury duty isn’t actually serving on a jury. It’s having to check in every day -- possibly several times a day, depending on your local system -- to see whether you’ll be needed. You can’t plan either your work or your personal life. Your schedule is unpredictable and completely out of your control.

For many part-time workers in the post-crash economy, life has become like endless jury duty. Scheduling software now lets employers constantly optimize who’s working, better balancing labor costs and likely demand. The process demands enormous flexibility from part-time workers, sometimes requiring them to be on call all the time without knowing when they’ll work or how much they’ll earn. That puts the kibosh on the age-old strategy of working two or more part-time jobs to make ends meet. As my colleague Megan McArdle writes, “No matter how hard you are willing to work, stringing together anything approaching a minimum income becomes impossible.”

The problem, she concludes, is the weak job market: "As long as the demand for low-skilled labor significantly lags the supply, workers will continue to struggle.” It’s an obvious conclusion. But it’s missing something important.

Regardless of economic conditions, the deal between employers and workers has two components: money, including any benefits, and working conditions, including how well hours match worker preferences. The weak job market affects the total value of that package, not the mix between the two parts.

When an employer demands unpredictable work hours, it’s making the deal worse. It can get away with a worse deal because of the bad economy, but what about the mix? If unreliable schedules are so burdensome, why don’t workers switch to jobs with better schedules but lower pay? Why don’t competitors offer such options? 

One possibility is that, despite the burdens, workers actually prefer more money to predictable hours. Some surely do. But others clearly don’t. For people who want a second job, not knowing their working hours isn’t just inconvenient. It’s costly.

The alternative explanation is that employers can’t offer, and workers can’t take, lower wages in exchange for better hours. The minimum wage sets a legal floor.

To see how this works, consider a large group of part-time retail workers who aren’t complaining loudly about irregular schedules: pharmacists.

“Does a highly-paid, relatively short-hour, moderately high education, majority-female occupation sound too good to be true? It is true and the field is pharmacy,” write Harvard labor economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz in a paper calling pharmacist “the most egalitarian of all professions.” As big retail chains expanded, replacing independent pharmacist-owned shops, they offered part-time work at relatively high wages. As a result, women flooded into the field. “Because of the extensive work flexibility and low pecuniary penalty to short hours, female pharmacists with currently active licenses take little time off during their careers even when they have children,” the economists write.

But if demanding unpredictable hours from cashiers and clerks is good for business efficiency, why isn’t the same true for pharmacists, who work short hours in similar retail environment? 

The most likely explanation is that pharmacists, unlike cashiers and clerks, can legally trade money for more predictable hours. Their median wage is $58 an hour, which leaves a lot of wiggle room. Many clerks and cashiers, by contrast, make minimum wage. They can’t legally go any lower. Even those who make more than the legal minimum often have wages tied to it. It’s easier for an employer to adjust schedules than to cut wages. So when the economy softens, the only way to reduce labor costs is to tinker with schedules.

If this explanation holds, we can expect higher legal minimums to lead to even more demands for irregular schedules, as workplaces that once offered better schedules at lower wages lose that competitive option. And if calls for regulating how much flexibility employers can demand also pass, the only way to accommodate slack business will be to hire fewer workers.

In that sense, McArdle is right. More demand for low-wage workers would lead to better job offers, whether the improvement came as higher pay or better conditions.

 

Fox News
Lois Lerner ripping ‘crazies’ on right: Why some media folks don’t care
by Howard Kurtz

The new batch of Lois Lerner emails may or may not be a smoking gun. But they’re something of a Rorschach test for the media.

For the former IRS official to be branding conservative commentators as “crazies” and “a--holes” is a telling moment in this scandal—but some in the media could care less.

To be sure, this investigation has dragged on a long time without proving a link between the White House and the Cincinnati office’s targeting of advocacy groups, especially on the right, for special scrutiny of their tax-exempt status. Critics say that conservative outlets such as Fox have tried to keep the story alive.

But the administration has done a decent job of bringing the story back to the headlines. The IRS acknowledged that it could not find two years’ worth of lost emails written or received by Lerner, who pleaded the Fifth when summoned by Congress. And the commissioner, William Koskinen, sounded downright arrogant when he showed up on the Hill.

Now the Republicans have found three emails in which Lerner disparaged conservatives.

What did the New York Times give the story? One measly paragraph, written by the AP, in a roundup column.

How much airtime did the story get that night on ABC’s “World News”? None.

The messages don’t prove that Lerner deliberately targeted Tea Party groups for special scrutiny, or that higher-ups knew about it. But they reveal a whole heckuva lot about her state of mind.

To give it short shrift suggests a certain eye-rolling attitude toward the IRS story, or perhaps a tacit view that some conservatives are kinda nuts.

Imagine a swirling controversy about a Bush administration official who was alleged to be out to get liberal groups. Emails surface in which the person rips, say, pundits on MSNBC or other liberal activists. Wouldn’t the press go crazy that such a biased individual was in charge of investigations? Wouldn’t there be analyses and op-ed columns and followup stories?

The Washington Post did a modest piece and, like most news outlets, chose not to publish the A-word:

 “Former Internal Revenue Service official Lois Lerner once used an offensive term to describe conservatives who criticize the direction of the country, according to emails released Wednesday by House Republicans.

“Lerner, a central figure in the IRS’s targeting controversy, referred to right wing firebrands as ‘__holes.’ She also suggested that they could threaten the nation’s future, saying: ‘So we don’t need to worry about alien terRorists [sic]. It’s our own crazies that will take us down.’”

Politico reflected each point of view:

“Lerner, through her lawyer, maintains her innocence, and the new seemingly personal exchange does not prove that she allowed bias to infiltrate her job, merely that she had a number of opinions. Earlier emails released by the panel suggested she was a Democrat…

“Republicans say the new emails further their argument that Lerner — whose division singled out tea party groups seeking tax breaks for additional scrutiny — was biased, arguing in a news release that the exchange ‘directly demonstrates Ms. Lerner’s deep animus towards conservatives.’ Democrats have called the relentless focus by the GOP a partisan witch hunt.”

While “World News” blew off the story, NBC and CBS did not.

At “NBC Nightly News,” Brian Williams nailed it, saying “the investigation into a partisan scandal at the I.R.S. has now just come to new life in a graphic way. Emails were released today by a House committee investigating former I.R.S. official Lois Lerner, who is accused of targeting the Tea Party and other conservative political groups for special scrutiny. The emails attributed to her may say a lot about political motivations.”
Kelly O’Donnell then reported: “Lois Lerner has long refused to cooperate with Congress....But her harsh words, apparently aimed at conservative talk radio, contained in just-released I.R.S. emails, are drawing new fire.”

On the “CBS Evening News,” Chip Reid said: “Congressional Republicans have long argued that former I.R.S. official Lois Lerner was hostile to conservatives. Now, they believe they have a smoking gun.”
All in all, a mixed performance by the MSM.

It’s worth dwelling on the wording to get a sense of the culture at the IRS.

Lerner was having an exchange in 2012 with another official, not with the IRS, who was ridiculing conservative talk radio: “Well, you should hear the whacko wing of the GOP. The US is through; too many foreigners sucking the teat; time to hunker down, buy ammo and food and prepare for the end. The right wing radio shows are scary to listen to.”

Lerner’s response: “Great. Maybe we are through if there are that many assholes.”

Her colleague says: “And I’m talking about the hosts of the shows. The callers are rabid.”

Wrote Lerner: “So we don’t need to worry about alien terrorists. It’s our own crazies that will take us down.”

Great. Wacko wing. Rabid. Crazies. This isn’t exactly nuanced criticism.

Now even a federal official is entitled to private opinions, although putting them in emails in this digital age is, well, dumb. It doesn’t mean that person broke the law in carrying out her job.

But since Lois Lerner has remained silent, it looks bad, to say the least—and is more than worthy of serious coverage.

 

WSJ
Book Review: 'The Invisible Bridge' by Rick Perlstein
The mid-1970s brought a crime wave, meat and gas rationing, a deep recession, workers idled at Christmastime—then came Ronald Reagan.
by Max Boot
Rick Perlstein has established himself as one of our foremost chroniclers of the rise of the modern conservative movement. It's an unexpected niche for a card-carrying liberal. But if he's occasionally tart in his comments about conservatives, he is not entirely unsympathetic either. In fact, he reserves some of his most cutting barbs (and there are many in his well-crafted if slightly over-caffeinated works) for clueless establishment liberals who all too readily dismissed the significance of conservative champions such as Barry Goldwater, Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. 
The Invisible Bridge

By Rick Perlstein 
Simon & Schuster, 856 pages, $37.50
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Mr. Perlstein's first book, "Before the Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American Consensus" (2001), chronicled Goldwater's emergence as the tribune of anti-government sentiment, and the deep-sixing of the corporatist consensus of the 1950s. His second, "Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of America" (2008), looked at how Nixon cobbled together a coalition—the "silent majority"—built on resentment of the privileged elites. And now, in "The Invisible Bridge: The Fall of Nixon and the Rise of Reagan," he considers the political and cultural transition that occurred between the end of the Vietnam War in 1973 and the 1976 Republican National Convention in Kansas City. This was the shift from Richard Nixon, who, despite the loathing he inspired on the left, turned out to be one of the most liberal presidents in our history (he implemented wage and price controls, toasted Mao and created the Environmental Protection Agency) and Gerald Ford, a non-ideological, country-club Republican who refused to meet with Soviet dissident Alexander Solzhenitsyn for fear of offending Moscow, to Ronald Reagan, as committed a conservative as has ever entered the Oval Office, who as a candidate joked, "You know, sometimes I think moderation should be taken in moderation."
The book's clunky title is drawn from a comment Nixon made to Nikita Khrushchev : "If the people believe there's an imaginary river out there, you don't tell them there's no river there. You build an imaginary bridge over the imaginary river." The metaphor doesn't seem quite apt because, as Mr. Perlstein shows, the U.S. in the mid-1970s confronted real, not imaginary, obstacles. "In the years between 1973 and 1976, America suffered more wounds to its ideal of itself than at just about any other time in its history," he claims. And he provides ample evidence to back up that assertion. 
First and foremost, of course, was the defeat in Vietnam. Then, too, there was the first-ever resignation of a president and the Arab oil embargo, which led to nationwide shortages and rationing. Along with, as Mr. Perlstein writes, "A recession that saw hundreds of thousands of blue-collar workers idled during Christmastime [of 1974]; crime at a volume and ghastliness greater, according to one observer, 'than at any time since the fifteenth century.' Senate and House hearings on the Central Intelligence Agency that accused American presidents since Dwight Eisenhower of commanding squads of lawless assassins." 
These were just a few of the headline events. An assiduous researcher, Mr. Perlstein has unearthed numerous "smaller traumas," too, such as "the near doubling of meat prices in the spring of 1973, when the president's consumer advisor went on TV and informed viewers that 'liver, kidney, brains and heart can be made into gourmet meals with seasoning, imagination, and more cooking time.' "
Mr. Perlstein suggests that this accumulation of crises had the potential to remake the U.S. into a very different kind of country. He quotes, for example, the editor of Intellectual Digest magazine writing in 1973: "For the first time, Americans have had at least a partial loss in the fundamental belief in ourselves. We've always believed we were the new men, the new people, the new society. The 'last best hope on earth,' in Lincoln's terms. For the first time, we've really begun to doubt it." 
Liberals hoped to harness such self-doubt to redefine what it truly meant to "believe in America." They wanted to displace wave-the-flag patriotism with a supposedly higher form of loyalty rooted in the freedom "to criticize, to interrogate, to analyze, to dissent," and to replace boundless belief in America's potential with a conviction that, as Jerry Brown (then, as now, governor of California) put it during his 1976 presidential campaign: "We have fiscal limits, we have ecological limits, we even have human limits." 
Mr. Perlstein argues that this revolution in American thought was effectively thwarted by the ascent of that perpetual optimist Ronald Reagan, who insisted on seeing even the most traumatic events in his own life (such as his father's alcoholism or his own divorce) as being part of a providential design for the greater good. Reagan made no concessions to the self-critical weltanschauung of the 1970s. Unlike many other Republicans, he did not attack Nixon over Watergate bugging (he quipped that Democrats "should have been happy that somebody was willing to listen to them"), and he never wavered in his belief that the Vietnam War was fully justified, that the only mistake we made was not fighting hard enough to win. Despite the oil shock and claims that natural resources were running out (which look ludicrous in hindsight), Reagan refused to believe that America's best days were behind it. "Ronald Reagan was an athlete of the imagination," Mr. Perlstein writes, with more than a bit of condescension, "a master at turning complexity and confusion and doubt into simplicity and stout-hearted certainty."
With his insurgent run through the 1976 Republican primaries, Reagan almost defeated a sitting president for the nomination of his own party. And though he narrowly lost the vote to Ford, he won the heart of the Republican Party. His oration at the end of the 1976 convention, which Mr. Perlstein recounts in minute and gripping detail, captivated delegates in a way that no speech of the humdrum incumbent (who described himself as "A Ford, not a Lincoln") ever had. Reagan told delegates he had recently written a letter for a time capsule to be opened in 100 years. He wondered if those who read the letter "will look back with appreciation and say, 'Thank God for those people in 1976 who headed off that loss of freedom, who kept us now a hundred years later free, who kept our world from nuclear destruction?' " But, he added, ominously, "if we fail they probably won't get to read the letter at all because it spoke of individual freedom and they won't be allowed to talk of that or read of it."
Reagan had established himself as the presumptive Republican candidate the next time around. In the process, Mr. Perlstein argues (even though this speech wasn't especially cheery), he ushered in "an almost official cult of optimism—the belief that American could do no wrong. Or, to put it another way, that if Americans did it, it was by definition not wrong."
To show that such a "cult" exists, Mr. Perlstein quotes both contemporary Republicans and Democrats proclaiming, as Barack Obama puts it, that "we are surely blessed to be citizens of the greatest nation on earth." Although he does not quite come out and say so, Mr. Perlstein implies that he would have preferred the redefinition of American nationhood that Reagan pre-empted—would welcome a U.S. less "arrogant," more akin to Sweden and Britain, once-great powers that have accommodated themselves to diminished global status. 
The question is whether this was ever a realistic prospect. Is it possible that a nation such as the United States, with more power than any other (even now, after the post-1979 rise of China) and a sense of optimism built into its very founding, could ever have given in to doubt and despair for long? Mr. Perlstein never examines this issue. Nor does he delve into the question of whether Reagan revived American spirits with his sunny rhetoric—or whether, as seems more probable, his presidential accomplishments, which showed that the country was far from ungovernable (and which fall outside this book's scope), were more important.
Luckily, readers do not have to be convinced of Mr. Perlstein's thesis to enjoy his work. Indeed, much of "The Invisible Bridge" is not about politics per se but about American society in all its weird, amusing and disturbing permutations. He seems to have read every word of every newspaper and magazine published in the 1970s and has mined them for delightful anecdotes involving half-forgotten characters such as the self-empowerment guru Werner Erhard (formerly Jack Rosenberg ), the rabidly pro-Nixon rabbi Baruch Korff, kidnapped heiress Patty Hearst, beer-swilling presidential brother Billy Carter and Philadelphia mayor Frank Rizzo, who bragged: "I'm going to make Attila the Hun look like a faggot." 
Mr. Perlstein is particularly good at showing how popular movies reflected the popular mood. "The Exorcist," for example, became a surprise hit in 1973 because the demonic possession of a 12-year-old girl (played by Linda Blair ) resonated at a time when grown-ups feared they were losing their children to drugs, cults and "permissive" attitudes.
The flip-side of this media-focused method is that Mr. Perlstein did not delve deeply into the archives or conduct many original interviews, and thus he does not break much new ground. His irreverent writing style, moreover, can verge on the snarky or sarcastic. For instance, he mocks Reagan's story of having to put his father to bed when he was dead drunk: "A good thing his father was passed out drunk, or else Ronald Reagan would not have had the opportunity to come of age." Some of his juxtapositions of random events are labored and some of his caustic asides will not be to everyone's taste. He is overly fond of appending "or something" at the end of sentences—for instance, when he notes that "comic books were big; at the 'Nostalgia '73' convention in Chicago you could buy a copy of the first Superman comic for a thousand dollars, like it was a Picasso or something."
But those are minor faults. "The Invisible Bridge" is surely not the last word on the events of 1973-76, but it would be hard to top it for sheer entertainment value. 
—Mr. Boot is a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations and the author, most recently, of "Invisible Armies: An Epic History of Guerrilla Warfare From Ancient Times to the Present."
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