
The 1980s and The Age of 
Reagan  

“Government is not the solution to our problem, government is 
the problem.” 
- Ronald Reagan, Inaugural Address 1981 
 



 The 1980s and The Age of Reagan 

▪ The frustrations of the 1970’s – Vietnam, Watergate, 
and a declining economy – led many Americans to 
believe that a new “Age of Limits” had arrived.  
 

▪ However, by the 1980s, a new conservative vision of 
economic growth, international power, and 
American virtue replaced pessimism with optimism.  

 



Ford and Carter: The Later 1970s 

▪ Gerald Ford became president 
and granted Nixon “A full, free, 
and absolute pardon” for any 
crimes during his presidency, 
thus damaging Ford’s credibility. 

▪ Ford continued to deal with 
economic recession and soaring 
energy costs. 



Ford and Carter: The Later 1970s 

▪ Jimmy Carter, the former Governor 
of Georgia, offered America honesty, 
piety, and an outsider’s skepticism of 
Washington to win the presidential 
election of 1976.  

▪ Inflation and energy prices increased 
dramatically as did interest rates; in 
fact, the highest in the nation’s 
history 20% 

▪ Carter spoke often about “human 
rights” as opposed to American “self 
interests.” 



Ford and Carter: The Later 1970s 

▪ Carter’s Foreign Policy 
1. Give the Panama Canal back to Panama by 

the year 2000 

2. Helped mediate The Camp David Accords, 
a peace treaty between Egypt and Israel 

3. Negotiated a SALT II treaty with The Soviet 
Union 

4. In October of 1979, 59 American hostages 
were seized at the American Embassy in 
Teheran, Iran.  

5. The Ayatollah Khomeini demanded the 
return of The Shah of Iran in order to 
release the hostages.  



Ford and Carter: The Later 1970s 

▪ Carters Foreign Policy 
6. In December of 1979, The Soviet 

Union invaded Afghanistan to 
support the communist 
government against Islamic 
fundamentalists.  

7. Carter imposed economic 
sanctions on the Russians, 
withdrew from the 1980 Summer 
Olympic Games and withdrew 
from the SALT II treaty.  

8. As the Iranian Hostage Crisis 
dragged on for 444 days Carter’s 
popularity plummeted.  



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ The most important demographic phenomenon of the 1970s was the rise 
of the “sunbelt”. 

▪ The “sunbelt” included the southeast (Florida) and southwest (Texas) and 
California.  
1. By 1964, California was the most populated state in the country. 

2. By 1980, the sunbelt had a larger population than the older industrial regions of 
the north and east.  



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ The Sagebrush Rebellion 
emerged in the west in the 1970s, 
as a rebellion against 
environmental laws that 
restricted the development of 
government land in western 
states.  

▪ Suburbanization also fueled the 
rise of the right as the tranquil life 
of the suburbs reinforced 
conservative views.  

 



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ In the 1970s and into the 1990s, 
American experienced a major 
religious revival that was the most 
powerful since the second Great 
Awakening of the early 1800s. 

▪ Evangelical Christianity swept through 
the nation as more than 70 million 
people claim to be “born again” and 
have a direct personal relationship with 
God.  

▪ These evangelicals became very 
politically active for the Republican 
Party as they saw immorality and 
disorder in American life and culture.  

 



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ Groups such as The Moral Majority and 
the Christian Coalition: 
1. Denounced abortion, divorce, feminism, 

homosexuality, and government 
interference in local affairs. 

2. Defended unrestricted free enterprise. 
3. Supported a strong American foreign 

policy. 
4. Reject evolution and teach biblical 

creation. 
5. Censor TV, movies, music, books, 

magazines, and newspapers. 

 



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ Richard Viguerie helped to develop 
conservative communications and fundraising 
organizations that sponsored think tanks, 
consulting firms, lobbyists, foundations, and 
scholarly centers.  

▪ The new right found a popular issue Tax Revolt 

▪ In 1978, in California Proposition 13 was a 
referendum put on the ballot to roll back 
property tax rates in the state.  

▪ The new right found that attacking taxes 
rather than the programs they supported 
meant they would antagonize less voters who 
depended on specific government programs.  



The Rise of The New American Right 

▪ The new right found a leader in former movie actor and Governor of California Ronald 
Reagan. 

▪ Reagan won a landslide election over the unpopular Jimmy Carter in 1980 and was 
supported by corporate elites.  

▪ Reagan’s wealthy supporters, and Reagan himself, believed that unfettered capitalism 
free from government interference would lead to economic growth and therefore the 
corporate world was entitled to a special position of influence and privilege in society. 



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ Reagan was a master of television, a 
gifted public speaker, and despite 
being the oldest president ever, a 
vigorous and resilient man.  

▪ Supply Side Economics, also known 
as Reaganomics, called for massive 
tax cuts especially for the wealthy 
and corporations in order to 
encourage new investments and 
spending.  

▪ A second part of the economic 
program was dramatic cuts in the 
federal budget.  



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ “Deregulation” became the credo of the 
Reagan administration as economic revival 
depended on getting government “out of the 
way” according to Reaganists.  

▪ By 1983, the economy had substantially 
recovered as unemployment fell, the gross 
national product grew, and inflation remained 
low.  

▪ The economic recovery came at the cost of 
staggering budget deficits and national debt.  

▪ Reagan accumulated more debt in 8 years 
than the government had in its entire history. 

 



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ Causes of Deficits and Debt: 
1. The largest tax cuts in American history 
2. Massive increase in military spending 
3. Enormous increase in the costs of “entitlement” programs: Social 

Security and Medicare 
 



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ Reagan ordered cuts in “Discretionary 
Spending” that hurt the poorest 
Americans: Welfare, education, and 
assistance to state and therefore local 
governments. 

▪ Ronald Reagan was the “Cold Warrior” 
who once called the Soviet Union the 
“Evil Empire” 

▪ Embarked on a massive military build-
up to resist the threat of communism 
around the world, part of the build-up 
included the SDI (Strategic Defense 
Initiative) better known as “Star Wars”. 

 
 



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ Reagan’s aggressive foreign policy 
called for supporting the opponents 
of communism all around the 
world. 

1. Invaded island of Grenada to stop 
communist takeover 

2. Supported military government in El 
Salvador against communist rebels 

3. Support anti-communist rebels in 
Nicaragua called the contras 

4. Landed marines in Beirut, Lebanon, 
but 241 got blown up and America 
left (1983) 

5. Bombed Muammar al-Qaddafi in 
Libya (1986) 

 
 



The Reagan Years (1981-1989) 

▪ In the 1984 presidential election, Walter Mondale chose 
a congresswoman from New York named Geraldine 
Ferraro to be his running mate, but Mondale was 
crushed, and conservatism was triumphant.  

 

 



The End of the Cold War 

▪ In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev came to 
power in the Soviet Union and took 
that country in a new direction with 
his reforms of Glasnost and 
Perestroika which gave Russians 
more freedom in society and the 
economy.  

▪ Reagan and Gorbachev in 1986 
agreed to withdraw nuclear missiles 
from Europe with their INF Treaty.  

▪ By 1989, the eastern European 
communist countries tested the 
waters of Glasnost and threw off 
communism with rapid succession. 

 
 



The End of the Cold War 

▪ In 1989, Chinese students started a pro-democracy rally in Tiananmen Square, 
Beijing, but were massacred.  

▪ By 1991, communism had collapsed in the Soviet Union itself and the former 
republics became independent countries with Russia being the largest.  

 

 



The End of Reagan; Bush Sr. & Bill Clinton 

▪ The Reagan revolution faded as 
corruption and ethical lapses were 
revealed in many government 
agencies; and The Savings and Loan 
Industry almost collapsed after 
reckless investments since 
deregulation. 

▪ The Iran-Contra Scandal did serious 
damage to the Reagan legacy as 
many top government officials went 
to jail for illegally selling weapons to 
the contras in Nicaragua. 

 

 



The End of Reagan; Bush Sr. & Bill Clinton 

▪ George Bush Sr. won the 1988 
election over Michael Dukakis by 
labeling him a “liberal” and running 
the most negative campaign in 
history.  

▪ Bush inherited a huge deficit and debt 
and in 1990 he bowed to the 
democratic Congress and raised taxes, 
violating a campaign promise.  

▪ A national recession plagued the Bush 
presidency in his final years, and cost 
him a second term as president 

 
 



The End of Reagan; Bush Sr. & Bill Clinton 

▪ George H.W. Bush (Sr.) Foreign Policy 
1. In 1989, America invaded Panama to arrest 

its leader Manuel Noriega 
2. On August 2nd, 1990, Iraq under Saddam 

Hussein conquered Kuwait in 24 hours.  
3. Bush organized a world-wide coalition to 

drive Iraq out of Kuwait in what became 
known as The Persian Gulf War: Part I.  

4. The big mistake was that Saddam Hussein 
was left in power and will continue to be a 
thorn in our side.  

5. The quick and painless victory made 
American proud and perhaps overly 
ambitious and cocky.  

 
 



The End of Reagan; Bush Sr. & Bill Clinton 

▪ After the Persian Gulf War, the president’s popularity rating reached a record high, but the 
economic recession made people forget very quickly the glory of that victory.  

▪ After Texas billionaire Ross Perot entered the presidential race of 1992, Bill Clinton won 
with only 43% of the popular vote.  

▪ The little-known former Governor of Arkansas was now president of the United States. 

 
 


