
1981-1989: A New World 
 
1982- Vietnam War Memorial dedicated in Washington D.C. 

 The memorial was very controversial- veterans who fought in the war were 
blamed for participating in it 

 It was proposed by veterans, and designed by Maya Lin (Yale Student) 

 Contains the names of all 58,000 Americans killed in the war- “Every 
name has a story” 

 
Anti-Americanism Spreads 

 Soviet Union invades Afghanistan 

 ***US trained and armed Osama Bin Laden and the Taliban to fight the 
Soviets*** 

 Hatred toward America grows in the Middle East, North Africa 
 
Jan 20, 1981- Reagan’s inauguration 

 Reagan was very popular- was optimistic, made people feel good and 
proud to be American 

 Made people fell they could overcome Vietnam 

 Was inspiring- “The Great Communicator” 
 
March 1981- Attempted Assassination of Reagan 

 John Hinckley was the assassin- wanted to get the attention of actress 
Jody Foster 

 James Brady was also shot- led to new gun control laws- “the Brady Bill” 
 
Reagan’s Policies  

 Tax cuts for citizens and business, increased defense spending (military, 
to fight the Soviets), decreased money for social programs 

 Country falls into a recession in 1981. But the country’s economy 
rebounded for the longest period of peacetime growth in American history 

 
Decline of the Inner City 

 Crack, a new form of rock cocaine, hits the streets in 1983 

 Had horrible effects on the urban inner city 

 Violent crime rises 33% in the 80’s, homelessness, drug dealing, 
addiction! 

 
Reganomics- The Roaring 80’s 

 Supply-Side Economics- theory that tax cuts would motivate people to 
work, save, and invest- creating more jobs and increasing revenue to the 
government. 

 Also known as “Trickle-down” economics- wealth would trickle down 
through the economic classes 

 
Greed is Good- the Yuppies 

 Businessmen looked to get rich quick through the stock market and buying 
up companies 

 Corporate raiders bought and sold companies 

 Called “Yuppies”- Young Urban Professionals 



1981- First flight of the space shuttle 

 Symbol of American confidence, pride, and ingenuity- “…we could do 
anything” 

 Launched new communication satellites 

 ***made the world smaller***- you could talk to anyone in the world 
instantly 

 
Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak- brought the computer to American homes 

 Computers were first developed by the military 

 Jobs wanted to make the personal computer affordable for everyone- 
made possible by cheap computer chips 

 Jan 24, 1984- Apple introduces the Macintosh computer 
 
Jan 28, 1986- Space Shuttle Challenger Disaster 

 The shuttle blew up shortly after take-off: all aboard were killed 

 Christa McAuliffe, a school teacher, would have been the first civilian in 
space 

 Reagan comforted the nation- “…slipped the surly bonds of earth, to touch 
the face of God.” 

 Americans were shocked- became weary of space travel 
 
TV in the 80’s 

 1981- MTV premiers 

 Televangelists- reached 90 million viewers per week 

 Appealed to conservative hopes for a renewal of traditional values 

 Many televangelists would be convicted of stealing money and other 
scandals 

 
June 1981- First report of AIDS 

 People didn’t understand  the disease- it affected mainly gay men and 
intravenous drug users…at first 

 Killed 6,000 in 1984, more than 12,000 by 1985 

 Movie star Rock Hudson’s death of AIDS  shocked the public 

 Young teenager, Ryan White, contracted the disease through a blood 
transfusion- the American blood supply was at risk- anyone could get 
AIDS 

 The AIDS quilt, 1987- memorial for the more than 40,000 who had been 
killed by AIDS 

 Nearly 100,000 dead by the end of the decade 
 
Reagan and the Cold War 

 Reagan believed the Cold War was a battle of Good vs. Evil 

 Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI)- also known as “Star Wars”- Reagan’s 
plan to defend against Soviet nukes by shooting them down with lasers 
from space 

 Reagan also fought Communists in Grenada, Nicaragua, Panama, and 
Afghanistan 

 
June 14, 1985: Radical Muslims unleash terror- TWA Flight 847 

 Flight hijacked by Muslim extremists tied to Iran 



 Flight landed in Beirut- terrorists started to kill passengers- demanded the 
release of political prisoners in return for release of passengers 

 Reagan abandoned “no negotiations with terrorists” policy to get hostages 
freed 

 
Summer 1987- Iran-Contra Scandal Investigation 

 Reagan had illegally sold weapons to Iran in order to free American 
hostages being held by terrorists in Lebanon 

 Reagan then used part of this money to help the Contras fight the 
communist Sandinistas in Nicaragua 

 This violated Congressional laws and went against his own policy not to 
negotiate with terrorists 

 Some of Reagan’s staff were convicted of crimes 
 
Ending the Cold War- Mikhail Gorbachev: last leader of the Soviet Union 

 Two of Gorbachev’s policies helped bring freedom to the Soviet Union and 
end the Cold War 

 Glasnost (openness)- allowed freedom of speech and political opposition 
in the Soviet Union 

 Perestroika- Gorbachev’s attempt to restructure the Soviet economy- 
forced to cut back on defense spending, he couldn’t keep up with Reagan 
and SDI 

 ***Once oppressed people get a taste of freedom, they ALWAYS want 
more!*** 

 
1987- Reagan/Gorbachev meet to discuss cutting back their nuclear arsenals 

 Gorbachev wanted Reagan to scrap SDI- Reagan refused 

 Dec 1987- Reagan and Gorbachev sign the INF Treaty (intermediate-
range nuclear forces treaty) 

 the weakness of the Soviet economy would lead to its collapse                 
in ’91-‘93- all the Soviet republics would become independent nations 

 
1989- China 

 Chinese students march into Tiananmen Square to protest for democratic 
reforms 

 June 4: Chinese military crushed the protests with soldiers and tanks 

 100’s of demonstrators were killed- people around the world were 
shocked! 

 ***The protests, and the Chinese response, inspired more pro-democracy 
movements around the world- Poland, Hungary, Austria 

 
Nov 9, 1989- The Berlin Wall comes down 

 Reagan’s famous request: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down that wall!” 

 The divide between communist East and democratic West Germany falls 

 East and West Germany would eventually reunite 

 Marks the beginning of the end of the Cold War 
 

 


