
RONALD REAGAN’S AMERICA: THE CONSERVATIVE REVOLUTION AND THE WELFARE STATE  
 
Our course this fall will be Ronald Reagan’s America:  The Conservative Revolution and the 
Welfare State.  Some of you will have taken my spring course on The New Deal and the Great 
Society.  The fall course is designed to follow on the New Deal course.  My courses are always 
basically history courses, but they also include the use of history in understanding public 
policy.  I believe in the maxim that “if you don’t know where you come from, you can’t tell 
where you are going.”  
 
I think the major issue for public policy in the U.S. is whether the federal government will build 
and support a welfare state – the sort of state that will accept the obligations common to 
almost all European countries relating to jobs, food, medical care, housing and the like.  We are 
told by some (mostly but not only, Republicans) that the protection of individual initiative and 
free market capitalism are the only, or at least the major, obligations of the state in America. 
We have no (or few) constitutional welfare rights in this country, so if the people are to be 
provided guarantees for a decent basic style of life, these guarantees must come from the 
Congress or the federal executive.   
 
The current pandemic crisis has dramatically underscored the vulnerability of a majority of 
American citizens to economic security, and the question before us is whether that will change 
before the next national crisis of this sort.  The New Deal and the Great Society were our most 
recent attempts to lay the groundwork for a welfare state in the U.S.  They were supported by 
Democratic presidents, and also, perhaps surprisingly, by Richard Nixon.  But with the election 
of Ronald Reagan, the Republican party did its best to destroy what existed of a welfare 
state.  This course will study how and why that story unfolded as it did.   
 
Our Zoom classes will be compromised of me lecturing, lots of video (from YouTube), and at 
least some chat via Zoom.  I suggest that each of you secure a copy of my colleague Sean 
Wilentz’s fine book THE AGE OF REAGAN: A HISTORY, 1974-2008 (published 2008) for a well-
written and (perhaps surprisingly positive) history of the Reagan presidency. 
 

 
Leader: Stanley Katz recently retired as a Princeton University professor of public policy 
(Princeton School of Public and International Affairs), trained in history and law.  
 

Mondays: 10:00 a.m. to noon, 6 weeks: September 21 through November 2 (no class on 
September 28)  
 

Maximum: unlimited  
 
 


