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“To Grasp and Hold a Vision”

Ronald Reagan in Historical

Perspective

Andrew L. Johns

In his farewell address to the American people in January

1989, Ronald Reagan highlighted what he considered to be

his greatest achievement during his two terms as president

of the United States: “We stood, again, for freedom. I know

we always have, but in the past few years the world again—

and in a way, we ourselves—rediscovered it…we've made a

difference…America is respected again in the world and

looked to for leadership” (Reagan, 1989). For Reagan,

nothing could be more significant or a more fitting epitaph

to his tenure in office; for, if the United States stood once

more as the beacon of hope, the standard of liberty, and the

guardian of freedom for the world, then he had

accomplished his mission as his country's leader.

In the quarter century since he left the White House,

however, the question of whether Reagan's presidency and

legacy should be considered a success, a failure, or

somewhere in between has been a matter of contentious

debate by historians, partisans, and pundits alike. This

should not be surprising. Ronald Reagan's life (1911–2004)

spanned the most important and divisive domestic and

international events of the twentieth century. His rhetoric

transformed the national political conversation in the

United States. He harnessed and came to personify the rise

of the conservative movement that challenged the

supremacy of the liberal consensus, which dated from the

New Deal. His administration represented a pivotal

moment in American history; the 1980s witnessed a


