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This book describes the sharp right turn the United States has taken
following the election of Ronald Reagan as president in 1980. It details
how the policies pursued by the Reagan administration were a break from
the policies pursued by prior administrations and the policies pursued
in other wealthy countries. The Reagan administration policies had the
effect of redistributing both before- and after-tax income upward, creating
a situation in which the bulk of the economic gains over the last quarter
century were directed to a small segment of the population. The analysis
explains how both political parties have come largely to accept the main
tenets of Reaganism, putting the United States on a path that is at odds
with most of the rest of the world and furthermore is not sustainable.
The book also describes the major developments in U.S. foreign policy,
politics, and society over the last quarter century.
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decades. No prior background knowledge of a given country will be
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Preface

Writing a history inevitably involves a long sequence of judgments by
the author. From an infinite series of events, the author must decide
which ones are important and how they should be tied together. The
author must also decide how the events actually transpired, based on
his or her assessment of which accounts are accurate and which ones
should be largely dismissed.

Needless to say, I have made many such decisions in writing this
book. The introduction should leave little doubt as to what I con-
sider the key thread running through the history of the United States
over the last quarter century. Beginning with the Reagan adminis-
tration, the United States took a sharp turn away from a path that
it had followed in the post–World War II era. Prior to the election
of Ronald Reagan, the United States could be seen as following the
welfare states of Western Europe in building up a set of institutional
supports that ensured most of the population a decent standard of
living. These supports included government programs that guaran-
teed families minimum levels of income, health care, and other basic
needs. However, even more important was the shaping of the market
in ways that ensured that most of the workforce would benefit from
economy-wide increases in productivity.

This pattern was reversed following the election of Ronald Reagan
in 1980. The Reagan administration weakened or eliminated govern-
ment programs intended to provide income security. More important,
the Reagan administration also changed the structure of the market
in ways that disadvantaged the bulk of the country’s workforce. The
result was that most workers have seen very little benefit from the huge
gains in productivity in the United States over the last quarter century.

xi
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xii Preface

This is a sharp departure from the path followed in Europe and
indeed by almost every other wealthy country. While the structure of
the welfare state continues to be hotly contested across the industrial-
ized world, the institutional structure that ensured that the gains from
productivity growth would be broadly shared remains largely intact
outside of the United States.

The fact that this theme does not completely permeate every chapter
is the result of a conscious decision. The basic thesis has been placed
on the table at the beginning. Many readers may opt to take a different
perspective on the events of the last quarter century. If the book does
not rule out that option, I will not consider it to be a failure.
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