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H gh Noon in Geneva: The Anerican Myth in An Anerican Life

An aut obi ography is like a concentric maze with nultiple entry points:
the route to the truth, even the truth itself, is different for each
reader dependi ng upon how it is approached. This nultiplicity creates
nunerous problens for the reader trying to discover (create) sone
nmeani ngf ul sense of the text, or, rather, trying to discover (create) sone
stabl e concept of the life it (re)presents. Further conplicating a
readi ng, autobi ography | acks the schol arshi p of biography because the
subject is witing about itself. It lacks the disinterest of objectivity
for the sane reason. It may | ack academ c, even journalistic, credulity
because it often does not rely on sources or experts. And, to nake the
genre all the nore obnoxi ous, autobiographers seem universally disposed to
telling us all howto live properly using the subject, thenselves, as
prime exanpl es.

Publ i shers are conpelled to publish presidential autobiography because
of the prestige in being known as a president’s publisher. The public
seens indifferent to them nobst are noney |osers for publishers (Korda
88). But | find the presidential autobiography worthy of study because
within the office and the nan we see enbodi ed one of the essenti al
conflicts of Anerica. In one person we enbody the head of governnent and
the head of state. These roles often conflict because we nmay di sagree with
the actions of the head of government while we support, even revere, the
synbol of president as head of state. This inherent conflict in our
political system makes presidential autobiography, such as Ronal d Reagan’'s

An Anerican Life, doubly upsetting. Readers expect these texts to display
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a high regard for facts because of the vast public record available to
check the veracity of the events as portrayed. But a presidentia
aut obi ography, like any such text, is far nore than a sorting out of
hi storical events and so by its very nature conplicates our notions of
facts and the public record. Further, autobiography is, as WIlliamBerry
clains, a “narcissistic enterprise” in which the subject gazes i nward and
“di scovers a | andscape of surpassing depth and beauty” (610). This is a
fanciful expression of the desire to make one’s inner |life and thoughts
known and the conconitant desire of the readers to tap into those inner
t houghts. | would argue that we | ook to presidential autobiography to
celebrate the public record of the head of state while at the sane tine we
hope it will reveal the inner person behind the public policy, the head of
governnment, thus illumnating and, possibly, unifying both. And, in the
process of this analysis, | would suggest we the people |earn sonething of
oursel ves--who we are as a nation

This illunmnation and unification only becones possible, | think, in an
ex- presi dent’s autobi ography because it is, or at least is thought to be,
unnedi ated by news organi zations, pundits, and political aides. In the
public record, the president is head of governnent--what policies he
supported, what victories he won, what results he achieved or failed to
achieve. But it is within the context of Anerica' s nyths, and the rel ated
stories a president tells about hinmself, that he reveals the nan who was
head of state. Perhaps we desire this revel ati on because our nationa
nyths are the narratives of our national synbols, and the president is a
nati onal synbol incarnate |inked to a history of famous man-synbols. Qur
head of state should be honest because George Washi ngton supposedly

chopped down a cherry tree and told the truth about the deed. Qur head of
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state should be a man of the peopl e because Andrew “A d Hi ckory” Jackson
was born in a log cabin. Qur head of state should be el oquent because

Li ncol n conposed the Gettysburg address on the back of an envel ope. The
nyt hs an ex-president creates, and/or taps into, are the narrative
vehicles that help blur the distinction between president as head of
government and president as head of state--allow ng the ex-president in
retirement to becone one person (at |east within the context of the
narrative, if not within the context of history or politics).

Depending on the critic, the critic’'s politics (as surmsed fromthe
politics of the publishing journal) and to sonme extent the critic’'s
academ c discipline, Reagan’s autobi ography is either a vacuous account of
an unreflective man who stunbled into the ultinmate American success, or it
is the portrait of one of the century’'s nost able politicians. For

exanpl e, Bert Rockman, reviewing the text for Political Science Quarterly,

concl udes that Reagan as president was “a man of exceedingly limted range

and curiosity” (717). But, John O Sullivan, witing in The Nationa

Revi ew, cones to a very different concl usion
M. Reagan, then, is a somewhat different political |eader
fromthe bunbling idiot of Iiberal nyth--in private a kind and
gentle nan, in politics a charm ng Machi avel | i an, econonica
in his use of power, manipulative in his use of people, and
nodest when it comes to sharing credit. In short, a naster
politician. (48)
On the surface this nerely tells us that, possibly for political reasons,
the scholar and the editorialist disagree. In either case, | would argue,
the text reveals truths about Reagan and our society. Instead of claimng

sonme polenical territory for nyself (while understanding | cannot escape
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the political), | will attenpt to denonstrate how we night better
under st and what happens when ex-presidents wite autobi ographi es by
consi dering how they create nmyths of thenselves that tap into |arger
Ameri can nmyt hs about who we are as a people, who gets included, who gets
left out. I will resist OSullivan's apparent definition of myth, by which
he seerms to nmean fabrication or fal sehood, and forward the idea that
nyths, while often not factual, are indeed truthful. They are truthful in
the sense that the lies, fabrications, anplifications, distortions, or
fantasies a president creates about hinself can be as revealing as the
facts. By | ooking at the myths Reagan creates and the myths he taps into,
and somewhat despite the troubl esone generic nature of autobiography, |
contend we can begin to discover (create) some neani ngful sense of the
text and to discover (create) sone stable concept of the life and nation
it (re)presents.

| say “begin to” in the previous sentence because, fromthe start, the
genre and the political position of the witer create a critical/politica

guagm re even before opening An Anerican Life. How mi ght we view this text

differently if the title had incorporated the definite article instead of
the indefinite article? This question highlights an inportant Anerican
nmyth, which is the foundation of Reagan’'s book. |If the topic of discussion
is “the” Anerican |ife, that suggests achi evenent of an ideal that stands
above all other achievenments in the Arerican context. The president is the
head of governnent and the head of state, and, because of Anmerica’'s

position as the world' s | one “superpower,” the president is popularly
called the |l eader of the free world. “The” would seemthe proper choice in
this context. But there is another nore powerful myth operating here, the

“power of the denocratic idea in Arerica--rags-to-riches--that ordinary
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peopl e...can achi eve extraordinary results” (Rocknan 717). The witer, |
thi nk, could have just as easily substituted “myth” for “idea.”

Thr oughout the book, Reagan highlights the nyth that ordinary people
can achi eve extraordinary results--an idea that plays well with American
audi ences used to such stories as Abraham Lincol n schooling hinself,
readi ng borrowed books by candl elight, and eventually becomnming not only
presi dent but savior of his country. Wiile the editors of Reagan’s book
hoped for an opening line simlar to NNxon's (“l was born in the house ny
father built.”) that taps into the log cabin nyth, follow ng a 5-page
prol ogue Reagan opened with the ordi nary nman-extraordi nary achi evenents
nmyth: “If 1'd gotten the job | wanted at Montgonery Ward, | suppose
woul d never have left Illinois” (19). Interestingly, he conplicates this
nmyth by ascribing his extraordinary results to two distinctly different
causes that in thenselves tap into other nmyths. First, he clains that “God

has a plan for everyone and that seemngly randomtw sts of fate are all a

” “

part of His plan.” Two pages later he clains that “all nmen and wonen,
regardl ess of their color or religion, are created equal and that
i ndividuals determine their own destiny; that is, it's largely their own
anbition and hard work that deternine their fate in life” (20-22). Critic
Hendri ck Hertzberg concluded that Reagan is “untroubled by the stark
i nconpatibility of these two conceptions of will and destiny” (n.pag.).
The body politic, however, should be troubled because this conflict in
Reagan’s mind had serious political repercussions.

The nmyth of individual achievenent is strong in the United States and,
to some extent for the lucky few, it is truth. Individuals with talent, or

noney, have risen to promi nence in business and politics from nodest

begi nni ngs. Many of the early presidents, including Jackson and Lincol n,
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grew to prom nence and power from hunble roots. Starting with Jackson, who

is largely responsible for the pluralist turn in Amrerican government in

the early 1800s, it becane fashionable for presidential candidates to

cl ai m having been born in a log cabin to prove they were nen of the conmon

peopl e. The log cabin myth was | ong established by the tine Lincoln, who

actually was born in a log cabin, ran for office in 1860.

Reagan's title plays into this nyth; indeed the title sells it before

t he reader ever cracks the cover. And the reader is not disappointed

because Reagan, |ike many earlier presidents, comes from a nodest

background and achi eved the American dream As Hertzberg expl ai ns:
On the surface is the golden personification of the American
dream the snall-town |ifeguard who saved seventy-seven people
fromdrowni ng, the novie star who saved the girl and the day
in many a B picture, the citizen-politician who saved the
conservative novenent fromsullen irrel evance, the triunphal
presi dent who saved his country fromdrift and decline.
(n.pag.)

Hertzberg qualifies his statement with “on the surface” because he

mai ntains there is another story in the text of “stunning narcissismand

unrefl ectiveness.”

For WIlliamBerry, the autobi ographer nmust display self-reflection and
cannot hel p but display the narcissism (610). In many of the reviews of An_

Anerican Life, critics both scholarly and popul ar agree with Hertzberg:

Reagan tells the story of his life but fails to reflect in any neaningfu
way about what it neans--his inmpact on the country and history, his
i nfl uence on policy, his effect on the people, or his relationship with

his famly. Many reviewers clained, quite accurately, that Reagan reveal s
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nothing in the text that is not otherwi se available in the public record.
One reviewer says the text reads like “a pile of yellowed press clippings”
(Adift 36). It is left for readers to pick through the clippings and do
the reflective thinking about what it means that Reagan did what he did
and that we elected himtwice to do it.

Susan Bal ee suggests that Anerican autobi ographers in general have had
a dual task: “constructing thenselves and building a national identity”
(40). And for an ex-president, this dual construction seens to require
fidelity to the yellow press clippings of the public record where we
popul arly assune is witten the first rough draft of history and the daily
record of our national identity. The nodel for the Anerican autobiography,
she argues, the one that clearly shows an Anerican constructing self and

nati onal identity, is The Autobiography of Benjanin Franklin precisely

because it creates the nyth of the self-nmade man in conjunction with an

energi ng (sel f-making) country. As she expl ains:
Frankl i n’s aut obi ography not only outlived him by hundreds of
years, it provided the tenplate of the Anerican dreamas it
woul d continue to be inmagi ned until mdway through the
twentieth century. The rags-to-riches tale of the self-made
man whi ch Franklin originated in his autobiography has becone
a staple of Anerican literature, both in fiction and
nonfiction. In fact, revealing the secret of his naterial
success is the reason Franklin gives for this book at all.
(55- 56)

It is certainly all right to have been born in a |log cabin (hunble

begi nnings), but it is certainly not all right to remain in that

condition. The American autobi ography, as Bal ee suggests, is the narrative
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of personal and national success told nostly in material ternms. For ex-
presidents, the material becomes the political but the novenent from
hunbl eness to notoriety (political success) remains the sanme. But Reagan
pl ays both sides of the coin, claimng that success cones through destiny
and will. WII the motto of the Reagan years becone “CGod hel ps those who
hel p t hensel ves” ?

Berry's thinking mirrors Balee's in that they both see within American
aut obi ography the dual idea of self and national construction. As Berry
cl ai s,

Ameri can aut obi ography has been political and didactic,
inextricably tied to and expressive of what the country neant
to the people who were nmaking it. That stemmed in part from
the very nature of autobiography. It presents in vivid,
i ndividual terns inages of particular comunities, ideal and
ot herwi se. (610)
Berry concludes that, since Franklin, Anerican autobiographers have nostly
identified with Arerica for sonme fundamental idea(s) conmonly thought to
be American. This identification “supplies the basic thene and narrative
shape of personal witing,” and so the autobi ography tends to cel ebrate
the ideal and rarely to “denunciate” it (616). Wth Franklin as a guide,
and the political, personal, and social investnent one would surely have
in the office of the President of the United States, it is no great |eap
of logic or faith to understand that presidential autobiographies fit
Bal ee’s and Berry’s paradi gns.
To sumari ze, as | begin to consider the opening nmyth in the Prol ogue

to An Anerican Life, the text should reveal Reagan’s attenpts to construct

hinself and a national identity in political ways within the context of
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what Anmerica neans personally to Reagan. Constructing this identity will
shape the narrative. The didactic purpose should be to denonstrate the
efficacy of following (m mcking) Reagan’s values in order the tap into a
concept (in this case political) of success. To this energing definition
of presidential autobiography, | would add that the narrative must include
the mythic; it nmust include nmyths of the author that tap into and bl end
with standard American nyths--the narratives that help blur the
di stinctions between president as head of governnent and president as head
of state.

The | ead editor of Reagan’s book for publisher Sinon & Schuster was

M chael Korda. In an article he wote for The New Yorker in 1997, Korda

descri bes working with Reagan, and ghostwiter Robert Lindsey, to prepare
the final text. Korda opens his article by claimng that “few categories
are so littered with expensive failures as that of the Presidential

menoir.” A notabl e exception, however, is Grant’s text which “renmains
anong the all-time Anerican bestsellers” (88). Korda attributes the

popul arity of Grant’s text to a content that deals far nore with the Gvil
War and far less with his presidency. In addition, Grant actually wote
his own book, pen in hand, sitting on his front porch, while in great pain
dying fromthroat cancer. And he had an extra incentive to nake his nmenoir
nmenor abl e: he was broke and needed the revenue fromhis book to keep his
famly financially stable. Korda clains that, with rare exception,
presidential nenoirs have been “largely ghostwitten” since Gant.

Ei senhower, Johnson, and Ni xon used staff researchers to gather
infornmation and wite portions of their books. N xon, however, would re-

wite nost of what his staff produced, and so he avoi ded the “unni stakabl e

flatness” of ghosted prose that Korda clains is a nmain reason why these
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texts do not sell well. Indeed, publishers “usually |ose noney on
Presidential nenpbirs, but the glanour of the Wite House and the prospect
of being a President’s publisher are apparently all it takes to nake book
publishers go weak in the knees.” Sinbn & Schuster believed Reagan’s

aut obi ography woul d be different and would sell well enough to justify the
$6 mllion advance, the largest given to any author at that tine (88).

Despite Reagan’s gl owi ng prai se of Robert Lindsey in the
Acknowl edgnents, Lindsey conplained to the editorial group that Reagan was
good- nat ured and pl easant, but difficult to work with because he is “not a
very introspective man and thus not an easy interview (qtd. in Korda 90).
Korda and Li ndsey quickly discovered that in editing and consultation
sessi on, Reagan handl ed the project like he governed the country: “He
woul d deal with the big problens, then go and play golf. W could settle
the rest” (92). But Reagan did have two requests for his book. First, he
wanted no nmention of his first wife, Jane Wman. The editors flatly
refused to allow this request, so a single paragraph in the book covers
the marri age.

Second, Reagan wanted to open the book with a prol ogue about his first
neeting with Soviet General Secretary M khail Gorbachev in which Reagan
achi eved the notabl e diplomatic goal of agreeing to two sumits--one in
Moscow and one in Washington D.C. The prol ogue deals with the Reagan-

Cor bachev sunmit at Lake Geneva in 1985. The openi ng scene shows Reagan
and wi fe Nancy | ooking out over the | ake on a cold, gray norning,
wonderi ng what the events of the day would | ead to. Reagan wote in his
diary that nmorning: “Lord, | hope |I'mready.”(11). A few sentences |ater,
Reagan tells his readers that nothing much was expected by Secretary of

State George Schultz who told the president “that if the only thing that
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[comes] out of this first neeting...[is] an agreenent to hold anot her
summit, it [will] be a success.” Reagan ends the paragraph sinply: “But |
wanted to acconplish nore than that” (12).

Reagan says he went to Geneva with a “plan” to “establish a persona
rel ati onship between the | eaders of the two nost powerful nations on
earth.” That plan was to speak to CGorbachev al one, nan-to-man. He told his
team he planned to ask CGorbachev to go for a walk to a nearby boat house
on the | ake and there speak to himdirectly without the interference of
prof essi onal diplonats and ai des. Wen Reagan first told the story to
Korda and Li ndsey, he said he nmet alone with Gorbachev in the boathouse--a
fabrication or, perhaps, a | apse of nenory because Reagan spoke no Russi an
and Gorbachev spoke no English. Translators had to be there, and the text
as published does reflect this.

At Reagan’s suggestion, the two nen wal ked to the boat house and did
have a personal conversation, which Reagan relates as two nmen doing the
honor abl e thi ng of speaking man-to-nman and speaking in realistic terns.
Reagan relates far nore of his words than Gorbachev’'s. The dial ogue
portrays an Anerican president speaking softly and carrying a big stick
as Reagan says to Gorbachev: “W have a choice....W can agree to reduce
arns--or we can continue the arns race, which | think you know you can’t
win. W won't stand by and | et you nmintain weapon superiority over us.
But together we can try to do sonething about ending the arns race” (15).
Reagan pointedly states that he has been an ardent opponent of conmuni sm
all his life and that he had “gone head to head with Conmuni sts who were
i ntent on taking over our country and destroyi ng denocracy” (14).

When the two nen cane back fromthe boat house, Reagan announces they

have agreed to two nore sunmits. OF the gathered diplomts and
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politicians, Reagan says they “hadn’t dreamed it was possible,” but “lI had
extended ny hand with warnth and a smle to its highest |eader” and this
nmade t he inpossible breakthrough possible. As Reagan concl udes: “Yet |
knew | hadn't changed. If anything, the world was changing, and it was
changi ng for the better” (15).
This story taps into a powerful American myth that Berry descri bes:
“Proud, inviolate stands the nythic Anerican: uncontam nated by
institutions and innocent of history” (613). Here we see the |lone Anerican
cowboy extending his hand to the eneny, able to do so because beneath his
qui et exterior is the threat of force. And while the world changes around
him he strides confidently into the sunset, sure of his actions, notives,
and results.
Korda descri bed Reagan’s telling of the tale, prior to Lindsey's
witing, this way:
Reagan told this story as if it were a scene froma novie,
with vivid detail and real feeling--indeed, his sincerity was
so obvious that all of us were touched. He was right: it was
the perfect way to start the book. It was indeed a ngjor
br eakt hrough, for which the President deserved (and has since
failed to get) full credit. There were only two
problens....The first was that | wasn't sure whether either
Reagan or Gorbachev was a grandfather at the tinme. The second
was that, since Reagan spoke no Russian and Gorbachev spoke no
English, they could not have been alone, ‘nman to nan,’ for a
di scussion. (92)

The published version corrects the notion that the two nmen were al one and

elimnates the inaccurate statenment about the nen bei ng grandfathers. A
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Reagan ai de confirned the two had not been alone, rather “[t]hat’s just
the way the president likes to remenber it” (qtd. in Korda 92). Korda
concl udes that Reagan “had a tendency to place hinself in the foreground
of events, and to confuse fiction and reality” (92). He even told stories
fromold novies he had been in as if they were true because “he was sinmply
one of those born raconteurs who tell the sanme stories over and over again
until they becone truth” (93).
What is the truth of the Prologue? |Indeed, the entire text? Reviewers
di sagree. Rockman, the political scientist, naintains that
Presidential nenpbirs typically produce self-serving pabul um
Ronal d Reagan’s are no exception....we learn little about the
ei ght years of his administration other than what Reagan and
his witers want us to know. Nor do we gain startlingly new
i nsi ghts about the person who occupied the presidency for the
| ongest stretch of time since Dwi ght Ei senhower....Anong U. S
presidents, Ronald Reagan is the |east nysterious on the
personal |evel. Wat he stood for and how he operated were not
in the real mof state secrets. He was a president with sinple,
but ardently held goals. These deep convictions, however,
refl ect thinking that skinms along the surface of first and
of t en unshakabl e i npressions.” (716).
Shoul d a presidential autobiography reveal “startlingly new insights?” |
woul d say not. To be startling is to nove outside the social nythos and
that is just not the purpose of presidential autobiography. To be
startling is to operate outside any unifying narrative that m ght

reconcil e the head of governnent with the head of state. “Self-serving
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pabulunf it may be, but it is mythic Arerican pabulumand telling of who
we are as a people at that particular nonent in history.

To review nmy earlier contentions, the text first should reveal Reagan’s
attenpts to construct hinmself and a national identity in political ways
within the context of what Anmerica neans personally to Reagan. Fromthe
nyth of the Prol ogue we see Reagan acting as guardi an and savi or of
Aneri can denocracy agai nst an enemy he believes is out to destroy it. And
he is only doing what any good Anerican in his position would do, going
head to head with the eneny and praying to the Lord that he is up to the
chal | enge. Constructing this identity shaped the narrative by pre-
posi tioni ng Reagan as Anerican hero before his stories about saving 77
peopl e as a youthful Iifeguard. The didactic purpose is to denonstrate the
efficacy of following (m mcking) Reagan’s values in order the tap into
concepts of success. In this case, the concepts conflict. Does Reagan
enj oy his success because it was destiny or because he worked hard to
achieve it. W never |earn because Reagan never questions this dichotony
in the same way Americans do not question it (and did not in the rough-
and-tunbl e 1980s). The narrative includes the nythic; it includes nyths of
the author that tap into and blend with standard American nyths--the
narratives that help blur the distinctions between president as head of
governnment and president as head of state.

M chael Dauner sensed this social portrait when he conplains, in his

review for Harvard International Review, that in nore than 700 pages

“Reagan has little to say about honel essness, poverty, AIDS, or hunger and
death in the Third World. Is this ignorance or negligence on Reagan’s
part?” The text “reflects the Anerican psyche of the 1980s. Fromthis

perspective Ronald Reagan is nore interesting as a phenonenon than as an
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i ndividual ... Wthout admtting it, we all envied himand his

si nmpl em ndedness, his ability to translate difficult issues into sinple
solutions” (58). And this, negatively stated, is exactly the nyth of the
Pr ol ogue.

Wil e the Prol ogue does tell the story of an inportant diplonmatic
br eakt hrough, its focus on Reagan as | one cowboy, its narginalization of
Cor bachev’s role, and its sinple, wondering conclusion, reveal the truth
about Reagan, Anerica, and Anericans in the 1980s. The 1980s have been
over-generalized, even stereotyped in the popul ar nedia as the decade of
greed, when the rich got richer and nore powerful. Lone-wolf investnent
bankers and arbitrageurs becanme both culture heroes and social villains in
much the sanme way the cowboy is a conflicted Anerican icon, alternately
savi or and savage dependi ng on the circunstances.

W el ected a cowboy-actor president in 1980. As head of governnent, he
stood al oof --the cowboy sil houetted on the nountai ntop--and wat ched
governi ng happen as he del egated power and responsibility. But as head of
state, he was the strong, self-assured cowboy riding into town to face the
enenmy man-to-nman, with strong, even-neasured words and a friendly smle if
possible and with the threat of force if necessary. This sane cowboy, |ike
his townspeopl e, could prosper in a w de-open west because success was

CGod's plan for the industrious--destiny and will in uneasy concert.
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