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Reagan’s America: Ford, Carter, Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush
Gerald Ford

Domestic Policy
Gerald Ford inherited a presidency presiding over a much-troubled nation. The wounds of the Vietnam War had not yet begun to heal, President Nixon's Watergate scandal had made a mockery of once-respected institutions, and the American standard of living was being steadily eroded by runaway inflation. Ford's task was made all the more difficult by a combative Congress elected in 1974. The Watergate Class, almost exclusively Democratic, fought Ford on nearly every matter. The president was reduced to governing by veto: sixty-six times he exercised his veto power. Only twelve were overridden. His Whip Inflation Now (WIN) crusade failed badly.
Foreign Affairs
The debacle of Vietnam inspired Congress to severely curtail the powers of the president in matters of foreign policy. Within this context, Gerald Ford attempted to assert America's leadership role in the world. Congress thwarted his request to issue emergency funds for South Vietnam just before it fell to Communist forces. He was similarly denied when he sought aid for anti-Marxist guerrillas in Angola. Ford saw such limitations of his authority in international matters as "raising the possibility of a dangerous erosion of the president's ability to govern."
Presidential Politics
Gerald Ford received some public goodwill in the initial days of his administration. Americans were weary from the scandal of Watergate, and, like the new president, were eager to put the "long national nightmare" behind them. Public affection vanished quickly, though, when Ford granted former President Nixon "a full, free and absolute pardon" for any crimes he may have committed. Testifying before a congressional committee, Ford asserted that Nixon had suffered enough and that the nation would be torn apart if he were to stand trial. Critics immediately charged that a deal had been made with the disgraced chief executive. Almost overnight, Ford was perceived differently by the press and the public. No longer was he an accessible alternative, but rather an inept puppet. So eroded was his support that he barely fought off a challenge by Ronald Reagan for the 1976 Republican nomination.

Jimmy Carter

Domestic Policy
Jimmy Carter, despite his victory over Republican Gerald Ford, sensed that the nation had lost a degree of affection for some of the policies of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal and Lyndon Johnson's Great Society. With this in mind, Carter expressed his desire to move the Democratic Party closer to the political middle ground. His administration began a process of deregulation and bureaucratic streamlining in the hopes of courting moderate factions. Yet, many of his appointees held fast to liberal notions of how the government should operate. Carter increasingly found himself having to fend off charges that he was too eager to please all factions, while lacking a unifying vision for the nation.

Foreign Affairs
International events played a significant role in defining the Carter administration. At the cornerstone of his foreign affairs achievements was the peace accord Carter brokered between Prime Minister Menachem Begin of Israel and President Anwar Sadat of Egypt at Camp David in 1979, and the signing of the Panama Canal treaty in 1978. Events that seemed beyond Carter's control, such as the taking of American hostages in Iran in 1979 and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, seemed to overwhelm him during the last two years of his administration and conveyed, for some, an impression of American weakness.

Presidential Politics
Boldly presenting himself as a Washington outsider during the 1976 presidential campaign, Jimmy Carter appealed directly to the public, and not party leaders, in order to win primary after primary. Upon arrival in the White House, Carter chose to maintain his outsider status and failed to establish close ties with Congress. Despite the fact that Congress was controlled by members of his own party, Carter discovered that his violation of Washington protocol would severely limit his legislative success. In his memoirs he wrote, "there was no party loyalty... Each legislator had to be wooed and won individually. It was every member for himself." Carter's failure to control economic conditions at home and to resolve the Iranian hostage crisis weakened him politically and made him vulnerable to a Republican challenge.

Ronald Reagan

Background

Ronald Reagan burst onto the national political scene in 1964 with a televised address on behalf of conservative Republican candidate Barry Goldwater. This was not a good time for conservative Republicans. Polls showed Goldwater trailing incumbent Lyndon Johnson by a huge margin. The nation was awash in nostalgia for Kennedy's New Frontier and enthusiasm for Johnson's Great Society. When the election was over the Republican party was in shambles. Johnson won by a landslide. Ronald Reagan, however, not only survived the debacle, but emerged as an established, conservative leader. Time magazine called Reagan's televised address on behalf of Goldwater "the one bright spot in a dismal campaign."

The youngest of John and Nelle Reagan's two sons, Ronald Reagan was born on February 6, 1911 in Tampico, Illinois. When Ronald -- his family called him "Dutch" -- was nine, the Reagans moved to nearby Dixon. 
Reagan's mother, Nelle, instilled in her son her belief in the essential goodness of all people and the importance of religious devotion. She encouraged Ron to participate in Disciples of Christ church activities and doctrine

From an early age, it was clear that Ronald Reagan loved to perform. As a young boy he participated in church skits. In high school he studied drama (along with playing football) and starred in several well-received school plays. His love of the stage developed further at nearby Eureka College

During his teenage years, Reagan's summer months were spent as a lifeguard on the banks of the Rock River

Following college graduation, Reagan landed a job as a radio announcer at WOC in Davenport, Iowa and later at WHO in Des Moines. An often repeated tale of Reagan's radio days recounts how he delivered "play-by-play broadcasts" of Chicago Cubs baseball games he had never seen. His flawless recitations were based solely on telegraph accounts of games in progress.

On a 1937 trip to California to cover baseball spring training, Reagan took a screen test for Warner Brothers film studios. It led to his first part in a Hollywood movie. The role seemed tailor-made for Reagan; he played a radio announcer in Love Is on the Air. From then on, Reagan carved a niche for himself in grade-B movies. The characters he played tended to be upstanding, wholesome Americans, much like himself.
Of the more than 50 films Reagan appeared in, two stand apart. In Knute Rockne -- All American, he was cast as George Gipp, who implored Knute Rockne to "win just one for the Gipper." Reagan delivered what he considered to be his finest performance as Drake McHugh in the 1941 film, King's Row. Shocked to discover he has had his legs amputated by a vengeful surgeon, Reagan, as McHugh, exclaims, "Where's the rest of me?" Reagan later used that line as the title of his autobiography, perhaps indicating ambitions beyond the silver screen.

Raised on the doctrines of the New Deal, Ronald Reagan underwent a political metamorphosis during the 1940s and 50s. Spurred on by his fear of "communist infiltration in American society," Reagan began to adopt a conservative outlook. Appearing before the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1947, Reagan cited factions within Hollywood that were "more or less following the tactics we associate with the Communist Party." Elected that year as president of the Screen Actors Guild, Reagan successfully negotiated union contracts and endeavored to keep communists from gaining influence in the film industry. As he gained prominence for his skillful execution of the S.G.A. presidency, his personal life suffered. His nine-year marriage to actress Jane Wyman came to an end over her reported displeasure with his increased political activism.

The divorce greatly disturbed Reagan, and ushered in a period of professional and personal searching. Disappointed with the caliber of roles Hollywood was offering him, Reagan looked outside of show business for opportunities. His second wife, Nancy Davis, whom he married in 1952, encouraged him to speak out in defense of the American values dear to him.

In 1954, the General Electric Corporation asked Reagan to host their weekly television series. In addition to his hosting duties, Reagan traveled to GE plants across the country seeking out the opinions of workers and boosting their morale. He grew increasingly sympathetic toward "overburdened" taxpayers and innovative corporations hamstrung by excessive government regulation. Reagan's extensive travel on behalf of G.E. gave him ample opportunity to hone his skills as a public speaker and conservative spokesperson.

With his 1964 speech in support of Barry Goldwater, Reagan minced no words in portraying "big government" as an impediment to individual freedom:

Reagan's rallying cry grabbed the attention of middle-class voters in California who saw costly Great Society programs as a threat to their standard of living. Reagan's genial demeanor helped make voters more comfortable with what he was saying. In 1966, political novice Reagan beat out five experienced candidates to win the Republican nomination for governor with sixty-five percent of the vote. Months later, he unseated incumbent Edmund "Pat" Brown to become governor of California. Reagan won by more than one million votes.

Reagan's tenure as governor got off to a rocky start. He and his staff of admitted "novice amateurs" knew little about the intricacies of state government. In an effort to reign in state spending, Reagan instituted an across-the-board ten percent budget cut. When it failed to produce the desired results, Reagan was actually forced to raise taxes by $1 billion. Claiming his hand was forced by exploding welfare costs and mistakes made by his predecessor, Reagan remained popular with voters who re-elected him in 1970.

Reagan impressed voters who had grown impatient with the protests and demonstrations that marked the late '60s and early '70s. Early in his first term as governor, he stood up to protesters within the "free speech movement" at the University of California at Berkeley with the slogan, "Observe the rules or get out." During his second term as governor, Reagan increased his national stature by pursuing an aggressive policy of welfare reform. Although California state spending had increased -- from $4.6 billion to $10.2 billion annually on his watch -- more than 300,000 names were removed from the welfare rolls.

In 1976, Reagan challenged President Gerald Ford for the Republican presidential nomination. Beaten soundly in the early primaries, Reagan was determined to take his message, touting a return to "American values" and a reduced federal government, to the people. His effort to gain the nomination fell short by only sixty delegates. But 1976 would prove to be just a dress rehearsal for Reagan's impressive performance in 1980 when he soundly defeated Jimmy Carter to capture the White House.

Domestic Policy

The recession of 1981-82 resulted in record unemployment, bank failures, and farm foreclosures. Critics charged that such dire circumstances were the result of "Reaganomics" -- substantial reductions in government assistance and services, coupled with tax cuts. For his part, Reagan maintained that the faltering economy was the legacy of excessive government growth and spending on the part of his predecessors. He urged the nation to "stay the course," and promised that better days were just around the corner.

Ronald Reagan was a firm believer in the "wisdom of the marketplace." In Reagan's estimation, the less involved the government was in the affairs of businesses and individuals, the more prosperous the nation as a whole would become. Reagan lobbied Congress to enact significant tax cuts, while he drastically scaled back government spending. As federal funding for many social services programs were cut, responsibility for efforts such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children and school lunches was shifted to individual states. Reagan called this the "new federalism." His critics called it cold-hearted Hooverism.

Midway through his first term, economic conditions did improve. Reagan's stimulus package resulted in decreased inflation and increased employment. Beginning in late 1982, the nation enjoyed the longest economic peacetime expansion since World War II. By 1984, a majority of Americans were feeling better about their economic situation, and credited Reagan for making it possible. Few gave serious consideration to an exploding federal deficit, fueled by tax cuts and record spending for defense, and an increasing disparity between the rich and poor.

The economic exuberance of the mid-1980s came to an abrupt halt on October 19, 1987 when the stock market fell more than 500 points. The tumble was seen, in some quarters, as a result of fiscal recklessness encouraged by the Reagan administration. As the national deficit approached $3 trillion, the wisdom of Reaganomics was very much put into question.

Foreign policy

Like many of his contemporaries, Ronald Reagan formed his opinions about America's role in the world based on the experiences and outcome of World War II. As the United States and the Soviet Union emerged as dominant, and opposing, forces, Reagan shared the view that communism posed a legitimate threat to free people everywhere. His anti-Communist outlook had not softened any by the time he was elected president. Less than ten days into his first term, Reagan characterized the Kremlin as being committed to "the promotion of world revolution and a one-world Socialist or Communist state..."

While he lacked a sophisticated understanding of Soviet history or ideology, Reagan believed the one thing the USSR respected was strength. Early on, Reagan made no overtures to thaw Cold War tensions between the two superpowers. His strategy was to wait and see how the Soviets would react to a drastic increase in U.S. defense spending. He was confident that the Soviet economic system would not allow them to keep pace with the U.S. in an arms race.

Conversely, Reagan abhorred the idea of ever using the nuclear weapons his administration was building. Attacked by his detractors as a warmonger, Reagan repeatedly voiced his hope to one day rid the world of nuclear weapons. He refused to accept treaties that eliminated one type of weapon, only to allow for the deployment of a new and improved version. On this matter he angered both conservatives and members of the anti-nukes community. For while he professed to deplore the existence of nuclear weapons, and may have believed they foretold a biblical Armageddon, he simultaneously deployed medium-range missiles in Europe.

Reagan's zeal to defeat communism was not limited to direct U.S.-Soviet relations. He was willing to lend U.S. support to any faction, any where, fending off communist control. Such was the case in Angola, Afghanistan, and most especially in Central America. Within days of taking office, Reagan suspended U.S. aid to Nicaragua and declared his support for contra rebels fighting to overthrow the newly installed Marxist-led Sandinista regime. With memories of Vietnam still fresh, Reagan knew the public would not abide direct U.S. military intervention in the affairs of another nation. Consequently, the CIA was employed to indirectly support the contras militarily. When word surfaced in 1984 that the CIA had mined Nicaraguan harbors, Congress passed the Boland Amendment outlawing further U.S. military assistance to the contras. Reagan viewed the amendment as short-sighted and politically motivated. He made clear his determination to continue supporting the contras, whom he called "the moral equivalent of our founding fathers," through alternative means. This decision would eventually lead to a foreign policy embarrassment and a constitutional crisis known as the Iran-Contra affair.

Among the most pressing foreign affairs problems facing the U.S. during Reagan's tenure was the activity of various rogue terrorist organizations. In 1980, Reagan campaigned on a pledge to take a firm stand on terrorism. Under his watch, he promised, the U.S. would never negotiate with terrorists. During Reagan's eight years in office hundreds of Americans, including 241 Marines stationed in Beirut, were killed by terrorist acts. Particularly troubling to Reagan was the plight of several U.S. citizens who had been kidnapped and tortured by Muslim extremists in Lebanon. In an effort to win release of the hostages, Marine Lt. Col. Oliver North, along with members of the National Security Council and the CIA, sold weapons to Iran. Iran, at the time engaged in a war with Iraq and considered a terrorist nation by the U.S., was believed to have influence with the hostage-takers. The Iranians were overcharged for the weapons, and North then funneled the extra proceeds from the arms sale to the contras in Nicaragua. The operation resulted in several direct violations of stated U.S. policy and congressional mandate.

Investigations during the Iran-contra affair revealed a "shadow government," operating without public knowledge or congressional approval, being run out of the White House. For months, Reagan refused to admit that arms were traded for hostages -- that he had, indeed, negotiated with terrorists. Meanwhile, congressional hearings were convened to investigate the illegal diversion of funds to the contras. The all-too-familiar question of "what did the president know, and when did he know it," summoned up the ghosts of Watergate.

Reagan administration operatives testified that the president had no direct knowledge of the diversion of funds. Still, a portrait emerged of a chief executive who had little knowledge of, and less control over, the actions of his subordinates. The congressional committee's final report asserted that Reagan had failed to "take care that the laws be faithfully executed." To Reagan's detractors, the Iran-Contra scandal confirmed that he was little more than an "amiable dunce," while his supporters applauded his circumvention of pesky congressional oversight.

By the end of his second term, Reagan's hard-line foreign policy had produced significant results. His summit meetings with reform-minded Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev yielded the first treaties in history reducing the nuclear arsenals of both nations. Such breakthroughs did not come without stumbling blocks, however. Gorbachev was eager to salvage the Soviet economy by ending the arms race, but was fearful of U.S. development of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). SDI was Reagan's pet project. As he envisioned it, SDI would allow the construction of a "peace shield" that would protect the U.S. from incoming nuclear missiles. Though derided by some in the U.S. as a "star wars" fantasy, SDI was taken seriously by the Soviets. Reagan held tough in insisting that its development continue. Eventually, Gorbachev relented. By the time Reagan visited Moscow -- the capital of what he once called "an evil empire" -- late in 1988, the Cold War was coming to an end.

Presidential Politics

Polls indicated that Reagan's appeal transcended traditional boundaries of class, age, and even political party. "Reagan Democrats" consisted largely of blue-collar voters who had turned away from the party of Franklin Roosevelt and Big Government. Additionally, young voters, historically pro-Democrat, now populated Reagan rallies with cries of "Four more years!" Democratic presidential nominee Walter Mondale further eroded his standings in the polls when he brazenly admitted that he would raise taxes if elected. (His contention was that Reagan would do likewise, he just wouldn't admit it.) For their part, Reagan's team all but ignored Mondale. Their campaign ads never even mentioned his name. Instead, Reagan's television spots presented idyllic images of "Morning in America": weddings, flag-raisings, home buying, and peaceful, scenic vistas. Ronald Reagan, the ads implied, had made all this possible.

While all signs pointed to a re-election victory of historic proportions, Reagan's campaign managers still had one big worry. That worry was Ronald Reagan himself. Despite presenting a portrait of their boss as a decisive and involved leader, Reagan's inner circle feared that image would dissolve under the scrutiny of careful investigation. As a result, Reagan's campaign appearances were as carefully stage-managed as a Hollywood production. Reagan, the star, was handed his lines and coaxed not to wander "off-script." To guard against unexpected questions from the press, Reagan did not participate in a formal news conference from July to November. Reporters were reduced to shouting questions at the hard-of-hearing president above the orchestrated roar of helicopter engines.

Reagan's handlers knew their candidate would face his harshest test during two live debates with Mondale. Known as an "issues man," Mondale was eager to impress voters with his mastery of detail. In preparation for a Louisville, Kentucky, debate on domestic issues, Reagan's team inundated him with notebooks and position papers, taxing both his memory and attention span. By the night of the debate, the always telegenic Reagan appeared off-balance and a bit befuddled. Post-debate polls showed that "the age factor" (Reagan was 73 years old) was becoming an election issue. With another debate looming, Reagan's team re-thought their strategy.

Those closest to Reagan, his wife Nancy, in particular, were angry at his campaign managers for over-loading him with information. They prescribed letting "Reagan be Reagan." Despite delivering a rambling closing statement, Reagan held up much better in the second debate. Deftly brushing aside the issue of age, Reagan jokingly promised not to "exploit for political purposes my opponent's youth and inexperience." This was the Reagan that voters recognized: witty, confident, presidential.

Soon after Reagan's overwhelming victory -- he bested Mondale with 59% of the popular vote and the largest electoral landslide in history -- reports of an out-of-touch chief executive began to emerge with regularity. As the members of his inner circle moved on, Reagan was left vulnerable by a staff that had little appreciation of the special handling the president required.

George H.W. Bush

Domestic Policy
Many of the domestic initiatives launched by the Bush administration pitted the president against a Congress under Democratic control. As the economy soured and the federal deficit soared, Bush was forced to renege on his "no new taxes" pledge of 1988. This action resulted in his losing support of hard-core conservatives and paved the way for a challenge from within his party during the 1992 election. Bush did enjoy some successes on the domestic front, particularly in his appointing of two justices to the Supreme Court, something the far more popular Reagan had been unable to do. In the end, Bush's domestic agenda was judged, by many, to lack vision and purpose. Indeed, as early as 1990, Bush's chief-of-staff John Sununu declared, "...there's not a single piece of legislation that needs to be passed in the next two years." With the economy growing at a meager 1% annually, and unemployment steadily rising, the public wanted to see more assertive action from the White House.

Foreign Affairs
It was in the area of foreign affairs that George Bush was most comfortable and most effective. His career up to the time of his election as president had allowed him to cultivate relationships with heads of state the world over. As commander-in-chief, Bush orchestrated military operations in Panama, Somalia, and most notably in the Persian Gulf. Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm found Bush successfully marshaling an international coalition against Iraq. Elsewhere, it was on Bush's watch that the Soviet Union collapsed along with its satellite countries. In the aftermath, the Bush administration struggled to define what he had proclaimed to be a New World Order.

Presidential Politics
During the presidential elections of 1988 and 1992, George Bush sought to portray his opponents as being out of touch with the concerns of mainstream America. In 1988, sidebar issues such as flag-burning and the pledge of allegiance were used by the Bush camp to paint his Democratic opponent, Michael Dukakis, as too liberal. In 1992, Bush, facing an uphill battle due to a failing economy, questioned Bill Clinton's patriotism based on his actions during the Vietnam War. As the Republican party split off into various factions representing increasingly polarized opinions, candidates fought vigorously to capture the vote of "middle America."

Bill Clinton

Domestic Policy
Bill Clinton's efforts to forge a constructive and unique domestic agenda met with some early obstacles. Clinton pointedly avoided embracing economic policies that would cast him as a tax-and-spend liberal, yet was indebted to many groups who did not fare well during the conservative reigns of Ronald Reagan and George Bush. Among his first term victories was the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), for which he garnered more Republican than Democratic support. A significant disappointment of his first term, however, was the failure to gain congressional approval for health care reform. 

Foreign Affairs
Newly-elected Bill Clinton was subjected to heavy scrutiny in the area of foreign affairs. During the presidential campaign of 1992, Republican George Bush made much of Clinton's lack of military experience and questioned his ability to effectively command the nation's armed forces. Shortly after entering office, Clinton ordered air strikes against Iraq in retaliation for an assassination plot against Bush. Clinton also dispatched additional troops to Somalia in October 1993 despite public and congressional uproar over the killing of American soldiers who were part of a United Nations relief effort there. A planned invasion of Haiti was called off at the last minute when rebel leaders agreed to reinstate exiled president Jean-Bertrand Aristide. 

Presidential Politics
During the 1992 presidential campaign, television played an increased and unconventional role in presenting candidates to the public. Previously, television appearances by candidates came in the form of carefully crafted advertisements and formal interactions with members of the press. By 1992 the rise of the talk-show format and the proliferation of satellite and cable access channels allowed candidates to bypass the traditional press and speak directly to the people. Bill Clinton took advantage of this approach to exploit his skills as an empathic listener who could "feel the pain" of everyday citizens. Gaining exposure on MTV and late-night talk shows, candidate Clinton reached out to young audiences and baby boomers like himself. A crucial moment in the campaign came in a town-meeting style debate between Clinton, Bush, and Perot. As Clinton engaged questioners and moved about freely, Bush was seen looking at his watch, appearing uncomfortable in such an informal setting.

George W. Bush
Domestic Policy

Foreign Affairs

Presidential Politics
