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Former President Ronald Reagan' s domestic policy is frequently debated and often poorly understood.

The disparity lies between what he said he wanted to do and what he actually did. This retrospective

considers the pros and cons of Reagan's domestic legacy. 
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Transcript

Reagan and the Size of Federal Government 

BRYANT GUMBEL, co-host: 

This morning our attention is on domestic policy. It was the domestic front that Ronald Reagan promised

to scale down back when he was a candidate in 1980. 

President RONALD REAGAN: I pledge to you to restore to the federal government the capacity to do the
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people’s work without dominating their lives. The American people deserve better from those to whom

they entrust our nation’s highest offices. 

GUMBEL: Nowhere is Ronald Reagan’s legacy more debated or misunderstood than the domestic arena.

The unintelligible result of the very real disparity between what the President actually did and what he

said he wanted to do. 

Mr. ARTHUR SCHLESINGER (Historian): Reagan came, as far as domestic policy is concerned, and

said government is not the solution, government is the problem. In point of fact, after 8 years, the size of

the federal government has increased by 7% under Reagan. 

Mr. NORMAN ORNSTEIN (American Enterprise Institute): The reality is that the Federal government in

absolute terms, and in proportional terms as a portion of our Gross National Product of our overall

economy is larger after 8 years of Ronald Reagan than it was when he came in. 

ROBERT HAGER reporting: 

This is Robert Hager in Washington. 

The Reagan camp promised a revolution in the way Washington does business, and at first, it resembled

one. At the Environmental Protection Agency, Ann Burford was busy shooting down a decade’s worth of

anti-pollution rules. New leaders at the Federal Trade Commission virtually took the government out of

consumer protection. There were promises to close down the Department of Energy. Close down the

Department of Education, and cut government spending on health. Budget cuts did reduce the federal role

in housing in welfare and in parklands. 

But the early zeal gave way to the practical problems of running government. Instead of decreasing,

spending on health increased, and the Departments of Energy and Education remained, and got bigger. So

the revolution came only part way, but enough to change the terms of future engagement. Nowadays even

liberal politicians, opponents of the Reagan record, no longer dare to advocate a return to the pre-Reagan

days of regulation writing and fiery consumerism. 

Mr. DAVID STOCKMAN (Former Reagan Budget Director): Our proposal here is for substantial

retrenchment in obligations and entitlements and program elements that have been added one at a time

over the last fifteen years. 

GUMBEL: David Stockman was President Reagan’s point man on the domestic front. Stockman’s Capitol

Hill showdowns may have dominated the headlines but they produced very few administration victories. 

Mr. STOCKMAN: The thing I think is terribly important to understand as we go into 1988, is that that

intention, or a very vague mandate that we had in 1980, or that the public gave in 1980 was tried, and the

public itself decided that when they saw the details of what true cutback, true shrinkage in the federal

domestic budget would mean, the public said no. 

Mr. ORNSTEIN: It was clear at the time in public opinion surveys, it’s clear now there’s been no change

there, that when you really get right down to it, the American people want a substantial government role

in almost every area of public life. 

Mr. STOCKMAN: His theory that you could have a dramatic reduction in the budget and the size of

government without really harming any constituency or cutting any benefits to real people was utterly

misbegotten, and unfortunately, he still believes it. 
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Pres. REAGAN: We have deficits because big government spends too much. 

GUMBEL: President Reagan can still rail on about the size of the federal government. But after seven

years, he is still part of the Washington establishment he rails against. It is his government that grew faster

than he ever dreamed it would. 

JOHN DANCY, reporting: 

I’m John Dancy at the US Capitol. The size of the federal government is still growing, but it’s growing as

fast as it was before Ronald Reagan took office. Now, depending on your point of view, that’s either good

or bad. Some wasteful programs have been cut, but also some good ones. State governments are taking

more responsibility for programs. That means government is closer to the people. But it also means higher

state taxes and bigger state bureaucracies. Congress has just flatly resisted cutting some programs, like the

urban development action grants, which finance projects in the cities. They are still around despite

determined efforts to cut them. Perhaps the President’s best weapon, intended or not, is the deficits run up

during his administration. They fairly well insure that the cuts he made won’t be restored once he leaves

office. 

Mr. SCHLESINGER: He was really running a kind of revolution against the New Deal, and against the

welfare state. But I think at the end, when the smoke has cleared, that the main structure of change, the

changes that had been brought in the Roosevelt years is there. 

Mr. STOCKMAN: The real legacy will be beyond the deficit numbers and sizes. The real legacy will be

that there wasn’t a revolution at all. But there was a consolidation of the status quo. 

GUMBEL: Tomorrow we’ll conclude our series on the Reagan revolution with a look at how the

President fared in his efforts to try to impose his efforts and his value system on this country. 
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