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CHAPTER 11—Reagonomics (1980-2008)

Although no one at the time realized how dramatic the change would be when Ronald Reagan first ran against Jimmy Carter and then won, making Carter the first one term president since Herbert Hoover, not counting Truman and LBJ who elected not to run for an additional terms, the country began a significant political shift
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Truly was a “Reagan revolution,” to reverse much of the legislation of the New Deal and, more importantly, changing the culture of the New Deal away from government-supported program to the “free market,” a faith that the economy, if left unregulated, would flourish and would correct any failings (like recessions) with any government action—if history repeats itself, then Reagan was Herbert Hoover resurrected but with a magnetic personality and charm and the ability to use the media not see since FDR—the economic thesis, championed by Milton Friedman and “the Chicago school of economists” of the “trickle down” theory rose to prominence—

At the same time, while Reagan denounced government as “the problem,” federal spending rose dramatically because on enormous increases in military spending—the military-industrial complex that Eisenhower warned about became a reality as many communities depended on “defense” spending for jobs and taxes


A cultural acceptance of inequality and the belief that people were poor because of their own individual failures or lack of ambition and not because of a social structure that was controlled by the wealthiest 2%

Reagan background—shaped by Ralph Cordiner, the President of GE from 1950-58, and by Lemuel Boulware--during the 1950's Cordiner reversed GE’s support, under Gerald Swope, for progressive government action, and took “the opposite stand and fought BIG Government and Big Labor and used the services of a future President, Ronald Reagan to fight the increasing power of the socialists and the potential nationalization of American industry.” 
http://www.larrydewitt.net/Essays/Reagan.htm 
DeWitt recalls:

When a welfare recipient in Chicago was publicly exposed in 1977 for having defrauded state welfare programs out of $8,000 by using two identities, Reagan transformed the news report into a story regarding a “welfare queen” who drove a Cadillac and who collected an annual tax-free income of $150,000 by using “eighty names, thirty addresses, twelve Social Security cards and . . . collecting veterans’ benefits on four nonexisting deceased husbands.”Reagan repeated this story of the Chicago welfare queen multiple times over the years, growing it like some kind of political fish-story with each re-telling. In the end, it seems clear that he could not distinguish his own mythical version from the historical one.

The campaign was a promotion of social class and of racism, an extension of Nixon’s southern strategy—Reagan made his first appearance (symbolically) in Philadelphia, MS and advocated “states rights,” which many took as a code word for segregation

Election issues were:

· Iran hostage crisis

· Inflation

· Unemployment

· High interest rates (as high as 15-17% for a mortgage)

· The shift of population from northern states to Sunbelt areas, 

The election of 1980 was a key turning point in American politics. It signaled the new electoral power of the suburbs and the Sun Belt. Reagan's success as a conservative would initiate a realigning of the parties, as liberal Republicans and conservative Democrats would either leave politics or change party affiliations through the 1980s and 1990s to leave the parties much more ideologically polarized—“the Reagan Democrats” became the description of white, male often unionized workers, living in the suburbs and in the south,  who switched to the Republican party—

Race became the “secret” campaign issue, as Reagan fed the white backlash--In August, after the Republican National Convention, Reagan gave his first campaign speech at an annual county fair on the outskirts of Philadelphia, Mississippi, where three civil rights workers were murdered in 1964. Reagan famously announced, "Programs like education and others should be turned back to the states and local communities with the tax sources to fund them. I believe in states’ rights. I believe in people doing as much as they can at the community level and the private level." Reagan also stated, "I believe we have distorted the balance of our government today by giving powers that were never intended to be given in the Constitution to that federal establishment." He went on to promise to "restore to states and local governments the power that properly belongs to them." President Carter attacked Reagan for injecting "hate and racism" by the "rebirth of code words like 'states' rights.'"
Lee Atwater expanded the “southern strategy” which avoided direct racial appeals and instead relied on “coded messages”—in 2000, Republican Chairman Ken Melman apologized for the “southern strategy”
In his campaign speeches, Reagan asked a simple yet “devastating” question that would resonate with voters in 1980 and beyond: "Are you better off now than you were four years ago? Is it easier for you to go and buy things in the stores than it was four years ago? Is there more or less unemployment in the country than there was four years ago? Is America as respected throughout the world as it was? Do you feel that our security is as safe, that we're as strong as we were four years ago? And if you answer all of those questions yes, why then, I think your choice is very obvious as to whom you will vote for. If you don't agree, if you don't think that this course that we've been on for the last four years is what you would like to see us follow for the next four, then I could suggest another choice that you have." According to President Carter's Press Secretary Jody Powell's memoirs, internal tracking polls showed the President's tiny lead turning into a major Reagan landslide over the final weekend.
“Are you better off now than you were four years ago?”—Jeff Immelt, the president of GE, stated in a speech at the Reagan Library in 2008: “In 1980, America was experiencing something Ronald Reagan knew was not natural to the American character: a crisis of self-doubt; shrouded in the lingering shadows of Vietnam and Watergate; suffering from stagflation, an energy crisis, the outrage of U.S. hostages in Iran; and worried as our Cold War enemies went on the offensive. The election of Ronald Reagan changed all that. His many accomplishments at home and abroad made his presidency one of the most successful of our time. But his most important presidential achievement cannot be attributed to the effect of his policies alone; but to the strength of his faith in his country and its ideals, the faith in which his policies were conceived; the faith which he communicated to his fellow Americans by word and deed and inspiration. Ronald Reagan’s greatest achievement was to encourage Americans to believe in ourselves again.”
1980 election made the US seems like a multi-party system:

1. Reagan/Bush--Republican
2. Carter/Mondale--Democrat
3. John Anderson/Patrick Lucey--Independent
4. Edward Clark/David H. Koch—Libertarian—in 2010, David Koch, and his brother, Charles G. Koch, became principal financial support for the Tea Party movement
5. Barry Commoner/LaDonna Harris—Consumer Party
6. Gus Hall/Angela Davis—Communist Party
7. David  McReynolds/Sister Diana Drufrenbrock (a Franciscan nun)—Socialist Party
8. Percy Greaves/Frank L. Varnum--American Party
In September 1980, former Watergate scandal prosecutor Leon Jaworski accepted a position as honorary chairman of Democrats for Reagan. Five months earlier, Jaworski had harshly criticized Reagan as an "extremist;" he said after accepting the chairmanship, "I would rather have a competent extremist than an incompetent moderate.” Former Democratic Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota (who in 1968 had challenged Lyndon Johnson from the left, causing the then-President to all but abdicate) endorsed Reagan; he would later call Carter "the worst president we've ever had." Three days before the November 4 voting in the election, the National Rifle Association endorsed a presidential candidate for the first time in its history.

In a landslide, Reagan won 44 states, in a 55-45% vote of the popular vote
November 21, 1980—a record audience of 83 million viewers watched the TV show Dallas to find out “who shot J.R.?”—a little more than 86 million people voted in the 1980 election
August 3, 1981—PATCO strike—a turning point in labor relations in the US, when almost 13,000 air traffic controllers struck (against federal law 5 U.S.C. (Supp. III 1956) that banned strikes by federal workers—assuming that the federal government would bargain, as it had in the 1970 post office worker strike, the PATCO members instead were ordered to return to work because Reagan said the strike was “a peril to national safety”—1,300 did and the remaining 11,345 were fired on August 5 and banned from federal employment for the rest of their lives (Clinton “commuted” the sentence in 1993)—Drew Lewis developed contingency plans—here is the transcript of the Reagan press conference on August 3, 1981, describing the decision to fire the PATCO members-- http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1981/80381a.htm   

In 2003, Alan Greenspan, speaking of Reagan’s legacy as president, stated:
Perhaps the most important, and then highly controversial, domestic initiative was the firing of the air traffic controllers in August 1981. The President invoked the law that striking government employees forfeit their jobs, an action that unsettled those who cynically believed no President would ever uphold that law. President Reagan prevailed, as you know, but far more importantly his action gave weight to the legal right of private employers, previously not fully exercised, to use their own discretion to both hire and discharge workers.

November, 1986—Iran-Contra scandal
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