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Tuesday's election results suggest that before long – perhaps after 2012 if things play out as most Republicans 
hope they will – we will see yet another effort to limit the size and scope of the federal government. As John 
Samples explains with a plenitude of historical context in his new book, "The Struggle to Limit Government," it 
has been tried several times since 1980 or so and each time the results have been mixed at best. 

Samples, director of the Center for Representative Government at the generally libertarian Cato Institute and a 
former vice president of the 20th Century Fund, employs a useful framework. He describes the policy regime 
set up during the New Deal and bolstered during LBJ's Great Society – a regime markedly different from the 
limited-government individualist regime set up by the Constitution – as the old regime. In his view, the old 
regime set up shrewdly designed institutions like Social Security to embody its policy changes, and these 
institutions quickly developed constituencies that made them virtually politically untouchable. 

The early recipients of Social Security, for 
example, received far more in benefits than they 
could ever have paid in taxes, and for most of the 
program's life this has been true, with the extra 
costs delayed for future generations to bear. This 
may resemble a Ponzi scheme, but politically it's 
almost pure genius. As it and other programs 
expanded, people began to get used to the idea 
that they were owed a certain amount by the 
government and the idea of dependence 
gradually became less noxious in the culture at 
large. The job of government shifted from 
ensuring liberty to ensuring economic growth. 

LBJ, an old New Deal Congressman and master 
of legislative logrolling, brought this 
understanding to the establishment of Medicare 
and other programs – and reinforced the 
progressive ideal of "the subordination of 
individual liberty to some collective good." LBJ's 
institutions remain to this day, but during the 
1970s the old regime suffered a crisis as 
stagflation – supposedly impossible under 
Keynesian economics – gripped the nation and 
spending rose to levels perceived as 
unsustainable. That opened the door for Ronald 
Reagan, who had been criticizing the old regime 
since 1964. 

Mr. Samples doesn't characterize President 
Reagan's motivations, but analyzes the results. In 
short, he was both a rebel against the old regime 
in rhetoric and a reformer who ended up mostly 
strengthening it in practice. His tax cuts 
eventually helped to induce more economic 
activity, but didn't change the old regime. His fix 
of Social Security amounted to a few tweaks that 
extended its fiscal life 20 or 30 years and created 
the impression that problems were under control. 
His tax reforms did simplify the tax code but didn't 
reduce the tax burden substantially. He bet that 
reducing taxes would eventually reduce spending 
because Congress would be afraid to run ever-
larger deficits. He lost that bet as Congress 
merrily kept increasing spending. He slowed the 
rate of growth of government spending but didn't 
stop it. 

After the Clinton interregnum, when divided government seemed to bring economic growth back, George W. 
Bush explicitly abandoned even the Reaganite rhetoric on limited government and sold "compassionate 
conservatism" and moral renewal through expanded government action. His ill-fated adventure in Iraq was 
consistent with the general philosophy of improvement here and overseas through aggressive government 
action – note the Medicare prescription drug program. Compassionate conservatism and catering to the 
religious right didn't improve GOP electoral prospects – indeed Samples argues that Bush would have won 
much bigger without the Iraq war, and we all remember the GOP meltdowns in 2006 and 2008. 

A portion of the jacket for Samples' book 
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So now the instinctive American distrust of the national government – the New Deal didn't eradicate the 
individualist culture altogether – has resurfaced (Samples notes that we've trusted government only twice 
recently, before 1963 and after 9/11) and we may see another effort to limit government. The old regime has 
vulnerabilities – it has proven unable to ensure prosperity, government is widely distrusted, and Bush and 
Obama increased spending to the point that federal exactions from the economy, traditionally at about 20 
percent of GNP, could easily reach 27 percent and precipitate a crisis. Those who genuinely seek to limit 
government could do worse than to study this book to see what has worked and what hasn't in the recent past. 

  

WRITE A LETTER TO THE EDITOR  

Letters to the Editor: E-mail to letters@ocregister.com. Please provide your name, city and telephone number 
(telephone numbers will not be published). Letters of about 200 words will be given preference. Letters will be 
edited for length, grammar and clarity.  

 
COMMENTS | PRINT | EMAIL |    SHARE  

Reader Comments 

Comments are encouraged, but you must follow our User Agreement . 
1. Keep it civil and stay on topic. 
2. No profanity, vulgarity, racial slurs or persona l attacks. 
3. People who harass others or joke about tragedies  will be blocked. 

 
 

More from Opinion  »
  

 

Share your thoughts about this story 

You must be logged in to leave a comment. Login  | Register  

To leave a comment, you need to sign up. 

  

Sign up Log in 

Forgot password?

ADVERTISEMENT 

More event information from our partner OrangeCounty.com 

THINGS TO DO

EVENTS | DINING | MOVIES | VENUES | ALL  

Add an Event  

1. Street Sweeper… 

2. Blok: November… 

3. Doug Loves Movies 

4. Live & Local… 

5. Brandon Flowers 

6. Brandon Flowers 

7. The Supervillains 

Madera Media Stand

Price: $249.99

MOST VIEWED MOST COMMENTED

Business closure has happy ending 

Women swap combat boots for high heels 

FDA says ‘Brazilian Blowout’ may be health threat 

Police: Blood trail led to burglary suspect 

Is $4.95 too much for a cupcake? 

POLL

 Yes, even at Disneyland.
 

 No, it's understandable at a tourist spot.  

 Undecided.  

Enter The Code To Vote  

  
 

nmlkj

nmlkj

nmlkj

   Read Related Article  Results

 Vote!

Return to Top Home  News  Sports  Business  Entertainment  Life  Travel  Opinion  Real Estate  Jobs  Cars  Deals  Classifieds  Place An Ad

ADVERTISE OPTIONS

 Self Service

 Place an Online Ad

 Place a Print Ad

 Place a Classified Ad

 Media Kit

 Advertising Contact Info

CONTACT OCREGISTER

 About Us

 Careers

 Contact Us

 Corrections

 Customer Service

 Subscribe Today

 Subscriber Services

 Site Help

OCR SERVICES

 Archives

 Buy Our Photos

 California Lottery

 Deals

 OCRegister Fanshop

 Orange County Businesses

 Register Insider

 Register in Education

NEWS YOUR WAY

 Blogs

 E-Mail Newsletters

 E-Register

 Mobile

 RSS

 Article Map

 Site Map

 Video

ADVERTISING

 Classifieds

 Cars

 Deals

 Jobs

 Real Estate

 Place a Classified Ad

 View our Media Kit

PARTNERS

 KDOC-TV

 MSNBC

 OC Excelsior

 Coast Magazine

Preferred Destination

 OrangeCounty.com

 FreedomPolitics.com

Page 2 of 3Alan W. Bock book review: History says limiting government won't be easy | government...

11/8/2010http://www.ocregister.com/opinion/government-274702-regime-old.html


