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The 1970s,1980s, & 1990s 
Nixon & Ford & Carter & 
 Reagan & Bush... Oh my! 

Nixon's Men 
❖ H. R. Haldeman - chief of staff 
❖ John Ehrlichman - advisor 
❖ John Mitchell - Atty. General 
❖ Henry Kissinger - Natl. Security Advisor & Sec. Of State 
❖ All of these men were vital to Nixon both personally and professionally. 

Nixon domestic policy & economic policy 
❖ Law & Order - Nixon promised to restore it 
❖ Inflation soared as Nixon began a program of deficit spending 
❖ Nixon imposed and then lifted controls on wages, prices and rents. 
❖ Domestic Oil production began to decline in 1972. U.S. Depended on imported oil for 1/3 of our energy needs. 
❖ An OPEC embargo on oil sales to the U.S. Led to higher oil prices and even worse inflation 
❖

Domestic policy and economic policy 
❖ Nixon wanted to reign in social programs, but wanted votes from democratic voters. 
❖ New Federalism - greater state controls of social programs. Federal money to states to use as they saw fit. 
❖ Southern Strategy - Nixon's plans to slow desegregation and appeal to white southern voters alienated by 

Democratic Party civil rights proposals. 
❖ Attempted to prevent voting rights extensions, tried to end bussing for desegregation 

The Supreme Court 
❖ 4 Justices left the court in Nixon’s first term. Thus he was able to shape the court. 

❖ Warren Burger - Chief Justice - more moderate than Earl Warren. 
❖ Harry Blackmun 
❖ Lewis F. Powell, Jr. 
❖ William Rehnquist 

Moon Landing 
❖ July 20, 1969: Nixon oversaw the culmination of Kennedy’s dream 
❖ Apollo 11 - Neil Armstrong, stepped onto the moon at 10:56 PM Eastern Time. 
❖ “Buzz” Aldrin also walked on the moon with Armstrong 
❖ “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” 

Nixon’s Foreign Policy 
❖ Shaped by Henry Kissenger - National Security Advisor and Secretary of State 

❖ Realpolitik - practical politics. Nations make decisions based on their interests, rather than moral 
decisions. 

❖ Kissenger was the primary negotiator to end the Vietnam War. He also dealt with the Chinese and the Soviets. 
❖ Détente - relaxation of tensions between the U.S. & the U.S.S.R. And China. 
❖ Nixon and Kissenger conducted foreign policy largely alone, without consulting Congress or other advisors. 

Nixon’s Foreign Policy 
❖ China trip: 1972, Nixon became the first U.S. President to visit the People’s Republic of China. 

❖ This was culmination of many steps by Nixon to improve relations, including lifting travel and trade 
restrictions, and sending the U.S. Ping Pong team to play in China. 

❖ Nixon could use an alliance with China as a tool for better relations with the Soviet Union as well 

Foreign Policy 
❖ Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) - limited ICBMs and SLBMs to 1972 levels.  

❖ Restricted development of ABM Systems. 
❖ Agreements like SALT I showed the two sides could come together. 
❖
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Watergate Scandal 

❖ Enemies List - Nixon Administration kept a list of those who they felt were not friendly to Nixon or his policies. 
❖ Included politicians, performers, members of the press and others. 
❖ Nixon aides sought to harass those on the list, using the IRS and other government agencies to do so. 

❖ Wiretaps - Nixon wire tapped the White House and other Administration offices, as well as members of the press. 
These began as National Security but were soon used politically. 

❖

Watergate 
❖ The Plumbers - group charged with stopping leaks of information from the White House and the Administration. 

❖ After the Pentagon papers were leaked, the Plumbers, including E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy, 
broke into a psychiatrists office looking for damaging information about the leaker. 

❖ There were attempts to smear Nixon’s political opponents. 
❖ The Plumbers also engineered a break-in at the Democratic National Committee offices at the Watergate Hotel. 

Watergate 
❖ Nixon’s campaign raised secret funds that did not have to be reported and could be used in any way. They used 

them for legal and illegal activities. 
❖ The plumbers and others who were part of the break-in tried twice to place taps on the phones. The second time 

they were arrested. 
❖ Nixon tried to stop the FBI investigation on National Security grounds. FBI had traced money from defendants to 

the campaign. 
❖ Haldeman, Ehrlichman and Mitchell distributed hundreds of thousands of dollars to the defendants to buy their 

silence.  
❖ Nixon won re-election in 1972 by a huge margin. 
❖

Watergate 
❖ The scandal would not go away. The defendants were sentenced to 40 years in prison, but did not talk.  
❖ Nixon personally approved of hush money given to Howard Hunt. 
❖ Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein were close on the story, and had figured out the 

connection to the White House. 
❖ February 1973, a senate committee is convened to investigate. James McCord, one of the burglars, testified. 
❖

Watergate 
❖ April, 1973 - Nixon, in an effort to save himself, forced Haldeman and Ehrlichman to resign. 
❖ John Dean, Nixon’s legal counsel, told the committee that Nixon knew about the coverup. Other staffers testified 

to illegal activities in the White House. 
❖ Nixon had set up a secret taping system. This could tell the committee if the President knew about the coverup. 
❖ Nixon agreed to the appointment of a special prosecutor, who sought Nixon’s tapes 

Watergate 
❖ Nixon refused to hand over the tapes and ordered the Attorney General to fire the special prosecutor. 
❖ After refusing, Nixon fired the A.G. And also fired his deputy when he refused to fire the prosecutor. Finally acting 

A.G. Robert Bork fired Archibald Cox. Saturday Night Massacre 
❖ Vice President Spirow Agnew resigned because he was facing charges of income tax evasion. 
❖ Public cries came for Nixon to resign as he continued to evade the new special prosecutor and the Senate hearings. 

Watergate 
❖ July 1974, hearings begin in the House of Representatives to explore the possibility of impeachment. 
❖ The committee voted to authorize articles of impeachment including obstruction of justice, abuse of power and 

refusing to obey a congressional order. The charges would move to the House before a trial in the senate. 
❖ August 5, Nixon releases the tapes, but there is an 18.5 minute gap in the most crucial tape, they still lay out 

Nixon’s involvement. 
❖

Nixon resigns 
❖ August 8, 1974 - Nixon announces he will leave office the next day.  
❖ Vice President Ford, who ahd been appointed to replace Agnew, will become President at noon, August 9. 
❖ “Our long national nightmare is over” -- Ford 
❖ Ford would later pardon Nixon in an effort to move past Watergate. 
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President Ford 
❖ Quiet and unassuming 
❖ Had been a football star and war hero in World War II 
❖ House minority leader before becoming Vice President 
❖ Ford pardoned Richard Nixon, in an effort to move past the Watergate scandal. 
❖ Negative reaction was overwhelming. Republicans lost heavily in the mid-term congressional elections. 

Gerald R. Ford 
Problems and policies 

❖ Watergate had kept Nixon from dealing with the economy 
❖ Unemployment went from 5 to 7 percent in 1974. 
❖ Home building slowed, interest rates rose and the stock market fell. 
❖ Stagflation - high unemployment combined with high inflation. 
❖ Ford tried to improve public morale and encouraged saving and growth of gardens as part of his Whip Inflation 

Now campaign (WIN). This was largely ineffective. 

Foreign Policy 
❖ Continued Nixon’s policy of détente. 
❖ War Powers Act - passed in 1973 over Nixon’s veto. Limited Presidential authority to wage undeclared war. 

❖ Within 48 hours of committing troops, had to tell Congress why 
❖ Troops could not be deployed more than 60 days without Congressional ok. 
❖ Congress could demand the troops be brought home 

❖ Helsinki Accords - signed with Europe, USSR, Canada and U.S. Agreement to respect current boundaries, cooperate 
economically and work for human rights. 

Carter 
❖ Ford decided to run for election. His decisions, and the leftover feelings from Watergate, lost him the election to 

former Georgia Governor, Jimmy Carter 
❖ Carter had no national experience. Had been a naval officer and a peanut farmer. Came from Plains, Georgia. 
❖ Carter was less formal than his predecessors, getting rid of ceremony and addressing the nation in a cardigan 

instead of a suit. 
❖ Carter appointed more women and minorities than his predecessors had. 12% women, 12% black, 4% Hispanic. 

Issues 
❖ Carter inherited the economic problems of Nixon and Ford. Carter tried to stimulate the economy through Gov. 

Spending. As the Federal Reserve increased the $$ supply, inflation soared to 10% 
❖ Carter then cut spending, hurting social programs. Also increased unemployment. Americans lost confidence in 

Carter’s policies 
❖ Carter also deregulated several industries. 

Energy 
❖ Carter’s biggest challenge came in the issue of energy 
❖ US was getting 40% of its oil from OPEC. OPEC had been raising prices since 1973. 
❖ Carter encouraged americans to drive less, and use less heat.  
❖ National Energy Act: Tax on “gas guzzler” cars, convert new utilities into non-oil/gas, deregulate prices for 

domestic oil and natural gas, tax credits for solar energy and insulation of homes, research alternative energy 
(including nuclear) 

Other domestic issues 
❖ Three Mile Island nuclear accident - Carter reorganized Nuclear regulation. 
❖ Amnesty for Vietnam draft evaders. 
❖
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Foreign policy 

❖ Carter successfully brought Egypt and Israel to an agreement. The Camp David Accords. Israel would give up the 
Sinai Peninsula, and Egypt would recognize Israel’s right to exist. 

❖ Carter’s insistence on human rights hurt US/Soviet relations. But Carter did sign SALT II with the Soviets. Soviets 
invaded Afghanistan, Carter protested. Olympic Boycott. 

❖ Iran Hostage Crisis - Iranian students, supportive of an Islamic state, took control of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, 
taking 52 hostages for 444 days. Carter worked for their release but was unsuccessful. Carter’s popularity 
diminished after a failed rescue attempt. 

Election of 1980 
❖ Carter faced primary opposition from Senator Ted Kennedy, but won re-nomination from the Democrats. 
❖ The republicans nominated former actor and former California governor, Ronald Reagan 
❖ Reagan’s optimism and personal charisma won over America. 
❖ Carter was still working to free the Iranian hostages, but  they would not be released until the day of Reagan’s 

inauguration. 
❖

Reagan 
❖ Reagan was a former actor who had entered politics as Governor of California. 
❖ Reagan was a conservative, one who believes in less government spending, and reliance on private industry. 
❖ The conservative movement started with opposition to the New Deal. It continued to grow as Kennedy and 

Johnson launched their programs 
❖ Reagan attracted many blue-collar workers alientated by affirmative action and other programs - Reagan 

Democrats 

The New Right Coalition 
❖ Economic Conservatives - Wanted to reduce government social programs and the size of government. 
❖ Moral Majority - led by Reverend Jerry Falwell - wanted to restore Christian values to society. 

❖ Televangelism - Falwell and other Christian leaders used TV to reach followers. These preachers asked 
for money from those who watched to further their campaigns. 

❖ Reagan helped bind the New Right together, soundly defeating Jimmy Carter. 
Economics - Supply-Side 

❖ Reagan’s economic policies were based on the theory of “Supply-Side Economics” 
❖ Cutting taxes on businesses and wealthy people would put more money in their hands 
❖ In turn these businesses and wealthy individuals would hire more workers and re-invest that wealth to 

help the economy grow. 
❖ During Reagan’s term, the tax rate on wealth individuals was cut more than in half. 

Foreign Policy 
❖ Military Build-up: In an effort to end the cold war, Reagan began increasing the military budget. In 5 years the 

U.S. Spent $1.1 Trillion dollars on defense. 
❖ Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) - aka. Star Wars - Space based missle shield to protect US from oncoming 

soviet missiles. 
❖ Relations with the Soviets did not improve until Reagan’s second term, and the ascention of Mikail Gorbachev 

in the Soviet Union. 

Economy 
❖ America experienced a severe economic downturn in Reagan’s first two years. 
❖ Fighting inflation increased unemployment and made it more difficult to borrow money. 
❖ Reagan had promised to balance the federal budget, but military increases and tax cuts ballooned the budget 

deficit. From $80 billion in 1980 to $221 billion in 1986. 
❖ The national debt increased from $909 billion in 1980 to $3.2 Trillion in 1990. 
❖

Social Issues 
❖ Reagan’s presidency saw the beginning of the AIDS crisis at home and abroad. 
❖ A backlash began against the women’s rights movement, culminating in the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment. 
❖ Reagan tried, like Nixon, to block the extension of the Voting Rights Act, but did declare Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 

birthday a national holiday. 
❖ Reagan also named conservatives to the Supreme Court, including Antonin Scalia, William Rehnquist (Chief) and 

Sandra Day O’Connor, the first female justice. 
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Economic issues 
❖ Prices for agricultural goods fell, hurting American farmers who had gone into debt to buy new machinery when 

prices were high. 
❖ The federal government stepped in to subsidize agriculture in America; spending $20 billion and supplying 

30% of America’s farm income. 
❖ American manufacturing jobs were being lost to cheaper overseas labor and to a rough economy at home. This hit 

the midwest especially hard.  
❖ Under Reagan the wealthiest Americans became wealthier, and the poorest Americans became poorer. Income for 

the wealthy increased 23%, for the poor - 4% (did not cover increase in inflation). 
❖ Reagan’s budgets also slashed mental health care and social safety net programs, leading to increased homelessness. 
❖

Scandals 
❖ Savings and Loan Scandal - Reagan and congress deregulated “Savings and Loan” institutions, and many of the 

bosses of these places invested money in risky ways, many had to be bailed out by the government. Lost $2.6 
billion 

❖ Iran-Contra: Reagan wanted to undermine Nicaragua’s communist government. Supported the opposition 
“Contras”. CIA trained and armed them, this was illegal. U.S. Secretly sold arms to Iran and the money was used 
to support the Contras. Lt. Col. Oliver North took the blame, Reagan denied any knowledge of the plans. 

Soviet Relations 
❖ Despite his fierce anti-communist rhetoric, Reagan had a warm relationship with the new Soviet leader, 

Mikhail Gorbachev. 
❖ Gorbachev’s policies of perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (political openness) helped to tear down 

restrictions in the Soviet Union and its satellite nations.  
❖ The two men signed the INF (Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces) treaty, eliminating thousands of missiles in 

Europe. 
❖

Election of 1988 
❖ Reagan term-limited. 
❖ Democrats ran Massachusetts Governor, Michael Dukakis. Republicans ran Vice President George H.W. Bush. 
❖ Bush lacked solid support from conservatives, who thought he was too moderate. 
❖ Bush won, but did not have the mandate Reagan enjoyed. 

Cold War Ends 
❖ Events in Eastern Europe would bring about the end of the Cold War. 
❖ Gorbachev’s extension of perestroika and glasnost to Soviet Satellites gave hope to opposition in those nations. 
❖ Poland’s communist government fell after severe economic problems and public strikes from a large union 

called “Solidarity” led by Lech Walesa 
❖

Cold War Ends 
❖ Throughout 1989 & 1990, communist regimes fell in Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania. 
❖ East German tourists began to take advantage of newly opened borders in other countries to flee to the west. 
❖ East Germany opened the border to West Germany and West Berlin. Germans gathered at the Berlin Walla nd 

began demolishing it. East and West Germany would re-unify a year later, in 1990. 
❖

Cold War Ends 
❖ In 1991, hard line communists in the Soviet Union forced Gorbachev from power in a coup, holding him hostage. 
❖ The people, led by Boris Yeltsin, rallied against the new government, and Gorbachev was freed. 
❖ USSR’s 15 republics moved toward independence, sensing weakness in the Central government. 
❖ Gorbachev resigned in 1991 after the USSR had splintered apart. He had also just signed the Strategic Arms 

Reduction Treaty (START I) with President Bush. 
❖
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International Role 

❖ China 1989 - demonstrators marched on Tiananmen Square in Bejing, demanding democratic reforms. 
❖ The Chinese communists sent tanks to the square to quash the rebellion. 
❖ Bush did not speak out publicly against the Chinese actions, and China gained “Most Favored Nation” trading 

status with the U.S. Soon after the incident. 
❖ The U.S. Also invaded Panama in December 1989 to remove dictator Manuel Noriaga for drug trafficking.  
❖

Gulf War 
❖ August 1990 - Iraq under Saddam Hussein invades Kuwait 
❖ US was concerned over oil from Kuwait as well as the safety of Saudi Arabia, another oil producing nation 

friendly to us. 
❖ Americans went along with the war after oil prices rose and reports of Iraqi atrocities in Kuwait surfaced. 
❖ The U.S. Used air strikes and an occupation of Kuwait to free Kuwait. We did not send troops to remove Saddam. 
❖

Economics 
❖ Bush’s approval rating after the war was at 89% 
❖ The economy soon began to flounder. To cut deficits Bush agreed to a tax increase, breaking a 1988 campaign 

pledge. 
❖ Increased oil prices combined with decreased spending on defense led to a recession in the 1990s.  
❖ By 1991, companies were “downsizing: and unemployment stood at 7%.


