Lecture The 1980’s: The Reagan Era 

The Reagan Era (1981 – 1989)
The years ahead will be great ones for our country, for the cause of freedom and the spread of civilization. The West will not contain Communism, it will transcend Communism. We will not bother to denounce it, we'll dismiss it as a sad, bizarre chapter in human history whose last pages are even now being written.

-- Ronald Reagan
Government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.... We've been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and of the people. Well, if no one among us is capable of government himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern someone else? All of us together, in and out of government, must bear the burden. The solutions we seek must be equitable, with no one group singled out to pay a higher price.

-- Ronald Reagan
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I) The Rise of Conservatism- a reaction to the social changes of the 1960’s 
A) Opposed “big government”, New Deal liberalism, gun control, feminism, gay rights, welfare, affirmative action, sexual permissiveness (abortion, birth control, AIDS education), and drug use

1) Barry Goldwater, who lost to Lyndon Johnson in the 1964 presidential election is considered the father of the modern conservative movement, Ronald Reagan is it’s champion
2) Influenced by the policies of Nixon and Ford, the writings of William F. Buckley, the economic theories of Milton Freedman 

3) Religious Fundamentalists like Jerry Faldwell’s Moral Majority, and televangelist Pat Roberts used church membership to organize opposition

II) Reagan and the Cold War 
A) Reagan’s early rhetoric vis-à-vis Soviet Union harsh. 
1) U.S. concerned about Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 
2) Sought to deal with Soviets from a position of strength by embarking on a massive new round to the arms race. 
(a)  -- American’s could better bear the burden of the expense while the Soviets couldn’t. 
3) October 1981, Reagan seemed to endorse the concept that the U.S. might fight the Soviets in a "limited" nuclear war on European soil. 
(a)  -- Western Europeans horrified 
B) Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) -- "Star Wars" 
1) March 1983, Reagan announced his intention to pursue a high-technology missile-defense system. 
(a) Plan called for orbiting battle stations in space that could fire laser beams or other forms of concentrated energy to vaporize intercontinental missiles on lift-off. 
(b)  Reagan claimed SDI offered a nuclear umbrella over American cities. 
(c) Most scientists viewed SDI as impossible and it became the cause of much ridicule in the scientific community. 
2) Diplomatically, Reagan sought to use SDI to scare the Soviets. NUTS vs. MAD 
(a) SDI upset four decades of strategic thinking about nuclear weapons. 
(b) Nuclear Utilization Theory (NUTs) advocated the winning of a nuclear war. 
(i)  -- Reagan’s staff drew up estimates of so-called reasonable losses in the event of a nuclear war -- some as high as 40%. 
(c) Up until the 1980’s, Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD), had assured a "balance of terror" for 4 decades. 
3) Reagan’s dramatic increase in defense spending placed enormous pressures on the Soviet economy. 
(a) When Gorbachev came to power in 1985, he would try to reform the Soviet system rather than outcompete the U.S. 
(b) Some historians today credit Reagan's aggressive policies as winning the Cold War and forcing the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991. 
C) "Solidarity" movement in Poland (1982) sought reforms but was ultimately stopped by Polish military that was intimidated by Soviets to restore order. 
1) Reagan imposed economic sanctions on Poland and Russia. 
2) U.S. grain sales not cut off since it would hurt U.S. farmers. 
D) KAL 007, September 1983 
1) Soviets blew from the sky a Korean airliner carrying hundreds of civilians including many Americans. 
(a)  --Plane had accidently veered into Soviet airspace. 
2) By end of 1983, all arms-control negotiations with Russians were broken off. 
3) "Evil Empire" speech -- Reagan called the USSR "the evil empire" and the "focus of evil in the modern world." 
(a)  -- Justified his military build-up as necessary to thwart aggressive Soviets. 
E) Middle East foreign policy challenges 
1) Lebanon 
(a) Reagan sent Marines to Lebanon in 1983 as part of an international peacekeeping force after Israeli attacks against Palestinian strongholds in Lebanon caused chaos. 
(b) October 23, 1983, a suicide bomber crashed his truck into a U.S. Marine barracks killing 241 Marines. 
(i) Reagan soon pulled remaining American troops while suffering no political damage from the attack. 
(ii) Opponents called him a "Teflon president" to whom nothing hurtful could stick. 
2) Bombing of Libya 
(a) Reagan ordered the bombing of Libya in 1986 in retaliation for an alleged Libyan-sponsored bombing of a West Berlin discotheque that killed a U.S. serviceman. 
(b)  Colonel Mommar Qaddafi had long been a sponsor for terrorism against the West. 
3) Iran-Iraq War 
(a)  -- U.S. backed Iraq and its leader Saddam Hussein as Iran and the U.S. had become bitter enemies since 1979 Iranian Revolution. 
F) Western Hemisphere foreign policy challenges 
1) Nicaragua 
(a) "Sandanistas" were socialist revolutionaries who made practice condemning capitalism and U.S. policies in Latin America; supported by Cuba. 
(b) Reagan accused Sandanistas of turning their country into a forward base for Soviet and Cuban military penetration of all of Central America. 
(c) Reagan sent covert aid including CIA-led mining of harbors to the "contra" rebels ("freedom fighters") opposing the anti-U.S.  government in Nicaragua. 
(i)  -- Resulted in the Iran-Contra Scandal 
2) El Salvador 
(a) Reagan sent military "advisors" to prop up pro-U.S. (anti-communist)  government of El Salvador as well as gaining congressional approval for $5 billion in aid. 
(b) Public opinion soured after news of  government "death squads" eliminating hundreds, perhaps thousands of opposition. 
3) Grenada 
(a) In 1983, Reagan sends 6,000 troops to tiny Grenada in the Caribbean where a military coup had killed the prime minister and brought a Marxist regime to power. 
(b) U.S. forces successfully overran the island 

III) The End of the Cold War 
A) Mikhail Gorbachev 
1) 1985, Gorbachev became a reform-minded leader of the Soviet Union. 
(a)  -- Allowed for free-speech, capitalist economic reforms, and some democracy. 
2) Gorbachev courts the West 
(a)  -- Stated Soviets would cease deployment of intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) targeted on Western Europe if the U.S. agreed to their elimination. 
3) INF Treaty signed in Washington, D.C. in December 1987 (after 2 years of negotiations) 
(a) All intermediate-range nuclear missiles from Europe banned. 
(b) Significant break through in the Cold War. 
(c) Reagan & Gorbachev: "Nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought" 
B) "Iron Curtain" fell in 1989 
1) Costs of maintaining satellite countries, both politically and economically, were too much of a burden for the Soviets too handle. 
(a)  -- Gorbachev's political reforms opened the floodgates for the democratization of Eastern  Europe and the decline of Soviet influence. 
2) Solidarity prevails in Poland in August 1989 
(a)  -- Wave of freedom spread through eastern Europe. 
3) Hungary in October 
4) Berlin Wall torn down in November; Germany reunited in October 1990 
5) Bulgaria in November 
6) Czechoslovakia ("the velvet revolution") in December 
7) Romania in December (most violent of the 1989 European revolutions) 
C) Reduction of nuclear weapons 
1) President George Bush & Gorbachev agree to dramatic cutbacks in ICBMs in 1990s. 
2) START -- strategic arms reduction treaty. 
(a) Would cut 10% of U.S. nuclear weapons and 25% of Soviet nukes and limit ICBM warheads to 1,100 each. 
(b) Later treaty called for 50% reductions within a few years. 
3) American analysts began discussing possible "peace dividend" which could be used for social programs, rebuilding infrastructure, and reduction of national debt. 
D) Fall of the Soviet Union (December 25, 1991) resulted in end of Cold War 

IV) Reagan’s domestic policy -- 1st term 
A) Assassination attempt in March 1981 nearly killed Reagan 
(a)  -- White House Press Sec. James Brady shot in the head and debilitated for years after. 
B) Reaganomics -- Supply-side economics 
1) Reagan cut taxes on the "trickle down" idea that if the people had more money, they would invest rather then spend the excess on consumer goods. 
(a) Results would be greater production, more jobs, and greater prosperity 
(b) government revenues would increase despite lower taxes. 
2) Economic Recovery Tax Act, 1981 
(a)  -- Congress granted Reagan a 25% cut, spread over three years. 
3) Reagan enacted large budget cuts in domestic programs inc. education, food stamps, public housing, and National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities. 
(a)  -- Reagan said he would maintain a "safety net" for the "truly needy" focusing on those unable to work because of disability or need for child care. 
4) Defense budget increased by $12 billion. 
5) Result: huge budget deficits that resulted in rise in national debt from $1 trillion in 1980 to $3 trillion in 1988 
(a) Taxes had to be implemented in 1984 in order to make up for budget deficit. 
(b) In mid-1980s, U.S. became a debtor nation for 1st time since WWI. 
C) Recession 
1) By Dec. 1982, economy in recession due to Federal Reserve’s "tight money" policy. 
(a) 10% unemployment. 
(b) Deficit of $59 billion in 1980 reached $159 billion by 1983. 
2) Yet, inflation fell from 12% in 1979 to 4% in 1984. 
(a)  -- Helped by lower demand for goods and oversupply of oil. 
3) Federal Reserve Board began to lower interest rates which together with lower inflation and more spendable income due to lower taxes, resulted in an increase in business. 
(a)  -- Unemployment fell to less than 8%. 
D) Deregulation (begun under Carter) 
1)  Reagan and Congress deregulated AT&T, airline, and trucking industries. 
(a)  -- Consolidation resulted with many smaller companies going under. 
2) Savings and Loan  bailout 
(a) In 1982, many savings and loan institutions were threatened with insolvency. 

(b)  Reagan pushed for deregulation of the savings and loan industries paved the way for banks to make riskier loans and for shady administrators to bilk millions. 

(i) Third World countries unable to repay risky loans. 

(ii)  Wave of mergers, acquisitions, and leveraged buyouts (LBOs) left companies saddled with heavy debt. 

(i)  -- Bankruptcy became a convenient way to escape debt and became a hefty tax write-off. 

(c) Starting in 1989, the  government was forced to bail out over $500 million worth of bank failures; the taxpayers who had to pay the bill. 
E) Air Traffic Controllers strike 
1)  August 1981, federally employed air traffic controllers entered an illegal strike. 
2) Reagan fired 11,400 of them after they refused to follow his order to return to work. 
(a)  -- Began training replacements and used military controllers during the interim. 
3)  Air traffic controllers’ union destroyed 
F)  Women and minorities 
1) Reagan appointed Sandra Day O’Connor as the first female associate justice to the Supreme Court in U.S. history. 
2) Yet, Reagan gave fewer appointments to women and minorities than the Carter administration. 
3)  3. Reagan opposed "equal pay for equal work" and renewal of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 
G) AIDS crisis

1) 1981 first medical journal reports of a new epidemic hitting gays, Haitian immigrants, and iv drug users

2) 1983 the HIV virus that causes AIDS is discovered; means of transmission identified in 1984

3) A great deal of fear and discrimination against people with AIDS. People lost jobs, evicted from apartments, etc.
(a) Ryan White, a 13 year old hemophiliac, became a poster-child 

(i) His school tried to prevent him from attending, required that he use a separate bathroom and use disposable silverware in the cafeteria. Kids wrote “fag” on his locker

(ii) His case brought national attention and gradually, more understanding about the disease

4) Protest groups like Act Up tried to get the Reagan administration to give more money to AIDS research

(a) President Reagan didn’t even say the word “AIDS” until 1987
H) Election of 1984 
1) Democrats nominated Walter Mondale, former vice presidentu nder Carter and former senator 
(a) Geraldine Ferraro nominated as first female vice president nominee in U.S. history. 
(b) Mondale criticized Reagan for his budget deficits, high unemployment and interest rates, and reduction of spending on social services. 
2) Ronald Reagan and George Bush re-nominated by the Republican party. 
3) Reagan d. Mondale 525 to 13 and gained 60% of popular vote. 
(a) Democratic coalition from the days of FDR consisting of industrial workers, farmers, and the poor broken apart. 
(i)  -- Only African Americans remained as a Democratic voting block. 

V) Reagan’s Domestic Policy -- 2nd Term 
A) Tax Reform Act of 1986 
1) Lowered tax rates, changing the highest rate on personal income from 50% to 28% and corporate taxes from 46% to 34%. 
2) Removed many tax shelters and tax credits. 
B) Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 
1) Attempted to deal with problem of illegal immigration 
(a) Escalated penalties on employers hiring undocumented workers 
(b)  Increased resources of Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to enforce the law. 
2) Offered resident alien status to any individual who proved they had been living in the U.S. continually since 1982. 
3) Result: Reduced flow of immigration until global recession of early 1990s. 
C) Iran-Contra Scandal (see "Imperial Presidency" in the Nixon lecture) 
D) Mergers 
1) Encouraging by deregulation under Carter and Reagan as well as emerging intational economy, and fueled by funds released by new tax breaks, mergers became a widespread phenomenon in the 1980. 
2) Multinational corporations began to dominate the international economy. 
E) Black Monday, October 19, 1987 
1) Stock prices had soared in the early 80s due in part to Reagan’s easing of controls on the stock market, brokerage houses, banks, and savings and loan institutions. 
2) October 19, 1987, Dow Jones stock market average dropped over 500 points. 
3) Fearing recession, Congress reduced 1988 taxes by $30 billion. 
4) By the mid-1990s, stock market indexes doubled in light of a more stable economy. 
F) Challenger explosion, February 1986 killed 7 astronauts (including 1st teacher in space) 
1)  -- Damaged NASA’s credibility and reinforced doubts about the complex technology required for the SDI program. 
G) Supreme Court -- Culture War? 
1) Reagan sought to demolish two liberal cultural strongholds: affirmative action and abortion. 
2) Effectively ended affirmative action in  government 
3) Overturned desegregation laws 
4) Ended voting districts based on race (North Carolina gerrymandering case) 
H) Reagan’s economic legacy 
1) Tax cuts and increased military spending created lost revenue of $200 billion per year. 
2) National debt tripled from about 1 billion in 1980 to about 3 billion in 1988. 
3) Deficts did not begin to diminish until Clinton's presidency in mid-1990s 
4) Debt serendipitous for conservatives 
(a)  -- Reduced growth of  government and led to cuts in social spending since less money available for  government to spend. 
VI) Reagan’s Economic Legacy

A) Reagan entered office promising to improve the American economy by cutting taxes and reducing government regulation

B) He did ease many regulatory rules and pushed through two major tax reform bills in 1981 and 1986

C) Tripled the National Debt increased from $1 trillion in 1980 to $3 trillion in 1988

1) Increased military spending created $200 billion per year deficits
2) Supply side economics (“trickle down” theory) said that if taxes were cut, the economy would grow

(a) It didn’t grow fast enough to cover the increased spending
VII) The Election of 1988

A) Nominations 

1) 7 Democrats vied for their party’s nomination (called the “seven dwarfs” by the Republicans)
(a)  frontrunner, Senator Gary Hart of Colorado, was knocked out of the race by a sex scandal

(b) Civil Rights activist, Jesse Jackson, gathered an energetic following of minorities and the disadvantaged he called “The Rainbow Coalition”

(c) In the end, Democrats nominated the reserved, cerebral governor of Massachusetts – Michael Dukakis
2) Republicans nominated George Bush, Ronald Reagan’s Vice President
B) Campaign 
1) Dukakis tried to exploit the economic and ethical weaknesses of the Reagan administration
2) Bush ran on Reagan’s record of tax cuts, strong defense, toughness on crime, opposition to abortion, but declared that he wanted to build a “Kinder, Gentler, Nation”

(a) Willie Horton ad: Republicans ran a TV ad the month before the election. 

(i) An inmate, Willie Horton, convicted of 1st degree murder in Massachusetts was released from prison on a work furlough program. While out, he brutally raped a woman and terrorized her husband.

(ii) The ad insinuated that Governor Dukakis, who had refused to veto the work furlough program, was “soft on crime”

C) Results: Bush defeated Dukakis 426 to 111
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