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APUSH time period 1: 1491-1607 
Why 1491?  

The course begins with the year prior to the arrival of Columbus and the European explorers 

that followed. This periodization is significant as it recognizes that there were peoples, tribes 

and cultures already present in the Western Hemisphere. The history of the Americas does not 

begin with the arrival of the Europeans. 

 

Pre-Columbian Civilizations 
Asiatic peoples who had migrated from Asia by various methods including a land bridge over the 

Artic had populated the Western Hemisphere. Several significant civilizations had developed in 

the Americas such as the Aztecs, Mayans, and the Incas. The approximately 40 million 

inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere were mostly nomadic and semi-agricultural civilizations 

organized around tribal relationships. Native peoples such as the Iroquois, Algonquin, and 

smaller tribes such as the Caddo, Karankawa, and the Comanche were examples of the dozens of 

unique tribal peoples who had inhabited the continents in the Western Hemisphere. 

 

Age of Exploration 
Motivated by a desire for the trade goods of India, and blocked from direct access to Asia by the 

Ottoman Empire, European nations set out to find an effective route to India. The resulting 

contact between Europeans and the natives of America touched off a trans-Atlantic trade in 

animals, plants, people and microbes known historically as the Columbian Exchange. This trade 

altered the way people around the globe lived and thought. Within a hundred years, Spanish and 

Portuguese explorers and settlers developed colonies using natives and enslaved Africans for 

labor in agriculture and in mining precious metals. Natives and Africans resisted oppression by 

maintaining elements of their own culture. Not wanting to miss out on the spoils of the new 

world the Spanish and the Portuguese were followed to the Americas by the French, the Dutch, 

and later by the English. 

 

 

APUSH time period 2: 1607-1754 
Why 1607? 

This year is chosen as the time period break because it specifically represents the arrival of the 

English settlers. The Spanish, Portuguese, and the French had sent explorers to the Western 

Hemisphere but 1607 is when the English colonial effort begins at Jamestown. It is the English 

system of thought and belief that shaped the culture that would eventually become the United 

States of America. 

 

English colonial development 
From the establishment of the first permanent English settlement in North America to the start of 

a decisive war for European control of the continent, a new European enterprise evolved. At first, 

explorers and colonists struggled for survival, but over time they became a society of permanent 

farms, plantations, towns, and cities. European settlers brought various cultures, economic plans, 

and ideas for governing to the Americas. The early seeds of democratic thought were revealed in 

many of the original documents such as the Mayflower Compact and in new colonial governing 
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institutions like the Virginia Hose of Burgesses. From the very first settlers of Jamestown and the 

Massachusetts Pilgrims, colonists faced encounters with the existing tribes of Native America. 

Each settlement ultimately saw the Native Americans as an obstacle to growth and worked to 

dominate native inhabitants and gain control of the resources of the continent. The British 

colonials took pride in their tradition of free farmers working the land, but distinctions emerged 

which saw the development of three distinct regions divided by geography, natural resources, 

climate, and the background of the settlers. With the emphasis on agriculture and cash crops in 

the southern region came a demand for labor, which led to growing dependence on slavery and 

the Atlantic slave trade to power the colonial economy. After a long period of salutary neglect, 

independent governing institutions emerged in the colonies.  The era ends with a uniquely 

American religious experience in the First Great Awakening as the seeds of independence were 

rooted and a new nation was about to sprout. 

 

 

APUSH time period 3: 1754-1800 
Why 1754? 

The French and Indian War represents the event that facilitates the change in the relationship 

between the colonists and the mother country England. As a result of the French and Indian War 

the English moved away from salutary neglect and moved towrd more direct control of the 

colonial enterprises. 

 

Colonial separation and independence (1754-1776) 
After an expensive global war with the French and having fought part of that war in the 

American colonies, the British desired more revenue to pay for protecting their empire. The 

French and Indian War renewed the British Crowns interest in the colonies as a potential revenue 

source and led the Crown to begin a new series of taxes on the colonials, effectively ending the 

era of salutary neglect. The Crown’s desire to strengthen its control over its colonial possessions 

led to an increasing discontent in the colonies with British rule. The series of British taxes were 

met with colonial resistance and a demand for representation in Parliament, which went 

unheeded. The colonials reacted both overtly and covertly toward a confrontation with the 

Crown that would either cement the colonial positions as recognized citizens of England or push 

them into a war for independence. War it would be. 

 

American Revolutionary War (1775-1782) 
Infamously ignited with the “Shot Heard Around the World” hostilities broke into the open when 

the minutemen attacked a patrol of British soldiers who were looking to capture colonial supplies 

of gunpowder and weapons. War became official when Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration 

of Independent and established in writing the reasons that the colonials sought to become free of 

British rule. Several long hard years of fighting saw the colonials on the edge of defeat, but 

under the leadership and resolve of George Washington the colonials were able to extend the 

conflict over 8 long years against the world’s most powerful military machine. Battles such as 

the one at Saratoga proved to be a turning point in the war by convincing the French to provide 

recognition and military assistance. The end of British resolve happens at Yorktown in 1782, 

when British General Cornwallis is surrounded by colonial forces and then blockaded by the 

French navy from escaping. The United States was now in existence.  
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Constitutional and Foundational principles (1782-1800) 
With victory came the new challenge of building a new country. Democratic principles had been 

established in the colonial era, though the main beneficiaries were the white land owning classes 

and people of wealth. The founding generation believed in democratic principles and were by 

virtue of the previous relationship with the King of England leery of entrusting too much power 

into the hands of a potential tyrant. Fearing the potential abuse of authority, the founding 

generation created a governmental system in which the states would share equal power among 

each other. The resulting experiment produced the Articles of Confederation. After about a 

decade of ineffective federal governance the framers led by George Washington called 

themselves together in a Constitutional convention to work out a new plan of government. 

Meeting in the city of Philadelphia, delegates from all thirteen states wrestled with the proper 

balance between the larger population states and the smaller population states. The Great 

Compromise created a bi-cameral legislature with a distinct separation of powers invested in 3 

governing bodies. The executive, bi-cameral legislature, and the judiciary branch provided a 

system of checks and balances between the three. Significant political disagreements emerged 

and two clear lines of thinking about the concentration of Federal power took shape in the form 

of “Federalist” and “anti-Federalists” political parties. In order to get enough delegates to ratify 

the new constitution the constitutional convention agreed to the inclusion of a “Bill of Rights” 

which was for the purpose of protecting individual freedom from the potential abuse of the 

government. Further checks on Federal power were established as each of the state governments 

were given constitutional authority to make law within their own boundaries. Lastly, the people 

had a say in the process as the leaders of the nation had to be chosen by vote of the people. The 

unanimous selection of George Washington as the first president set the new constitutional 

Republic into motion. At the end of Washington’s second term he voluntarily stepped aside from 

the presidency and his farewell address left some parting advise for future generations. The next 

election brought the selection of John Adams as the second president. Adams, like Washington 

before him, watched the unfolding events of the French Revolution which challenged American 

loyalties and threatened to bring the new nation in a foreign conflict. Adams administration 

passed the Aliens and Seditions Acts, which anti-Federalists viewed as an abuse of power, and 

American diplomatic efforts were challenged in the XYZ Affair. In 1800 Adams sought a second 

term as president. 

 

 

APUSH time period 4: 1800-1848 
Why 1800? 

The election of Thomas Jefferson was a milestone as many feared that the new country would not 

survive the transition of presidential power from one political party to another. This election 

more than any other set the model for how the losing party would relinquish power and 

transition in minority political status. 

 

Age of Jefferson: 1800-1808 
After a ground-breaking election in which the first successful transition of power from one 

political party to the other had taken place, the United States led by Thomas Jefferson, proceeded 

to double the size of its territory, embark on the first use of American troops on foreign soil, and 
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placed an embargo on trade with France and England. Additionally, a cabinet member was killed 

in a duel with a former vice-president who then fled and tried to foment a revolution on the 

frontier.  

 

War of 1812: (1812-1814) 
President Madison was confronted by two major problems both of which concerned the 

America’s relationship with Britain. The British were constantly harassing American ships and 

violating U.S. neutral rights at sea, and they also continued to stir up trouble on the western 

American frontier. Pushed by a group of young Democratic-Republican Congressman War 

Hawks who saw war with England as the only resolution to the continuing British harassment. 

Additionally, many believed that the U.S. could acquire possession of Canada and destroy Indian 

resistance on the frontier. Madison called on Congress to make a declaration of war on England 

and hostilities between the two nations began. The conflict brought an unsuccessful invasion of 

Canada, witnesses the burning of the nation’s capital building, inspired the national anthem, and 

created new military hero’s for the future. While technically ending in a draw the war left a 

number of significant lasting legacies. After surviving two wars with Britain, the gained the 

respect of other nations, Canada remained firmly in British hands, the federalist party ceased to 

exist because of its threat to secede from the nation if the country went to war, Native Americans 

lost a powerful ally on the frontier and continued to lose territory to white settlers, hero’s like 

Andrew Jackson and William Henry Harrison moved to the forefront of a new generation of 

Americans, and a strong feeling of nationalism swept through the country. 

 

Era of Good Feeling:  1816-1820 
After defeating the British in a war for the second time in less than 30 years, the new nation was 

filled with a sense of patriotism and nationalism. Arguably for the first time there was a true 

American identity that unified all of the regions of the nation. Despite sectional distinctions there 

was a cultural sense of American oneness. New heroes emerged from the war and the 

revolutionary generation passed the mantle of leadership onto the next generation. A single party 

dominated the political landscape and America’s future seemed secure. Additionally, a new 

foreign policy doctrine was established which declared the western hemisphere off limits to 

European interference. Divisive issues like slavery were pushed to the back burner with the 

passage of the Missouri Compromise and the creation of the 36’ 30’ line which separated future 

territorial expansion into areas for slave state and free state growth. Economically, the nation 

began in earnest the push toward an industrial economy with Henry Clay’s American System and 

in the southern states Cotton was becoming King. 

 

The Age of Jacksonian Democracy: 1824-1832 
Led by the hero of the Battle of New Orleans in the War of 1812, this administration was 

propelled into office on a wave of populist support. After being denied the Presidency because of 

the “Corrupt Bargain” of 1828, Andrew Jackson solidified an alliance of western farmers, 

frontiersmen, and southern planters to secure the election of 1828. Jackson’s exerted the power 

of the presidency in a way not done by his predecessors as he worked to eliminate the national 

bank, defied the Supreme Court to remove the Native Americans of Georgia west of the 

Mississippi River, revived the two-party system, and pushed for an economic shift to a system of 

hard currency. 
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Society, Culture, and Reform: 1820-1860 
Although difficult to assign a specific starting point, America’s religious impulse is rekindled in 

the early 1800’s as the nation experienced The Second Great Awakening. Preachers such as 

Charles G. Finney preached to mass audiences about the personal nature of salvation and stirred 

up fear regarding people’s eternal standing in heaven or hell. Denominations such as the Baptists 

and the Methodists encountered significant growth in church membership. Other new 

movements such as the Seventh Day Adventists and Mormons also made their mark on 

America’s religious landscape. Connected to the new religious fervor and combined with anxiety 

associated with the changing economic developments associated with an industrializing 

economy, utopian minded people found expression in a number communal experiments such as 

the shakers, the Amana Colonies, New Harmony, Oneida Community and the Fourier phalanxes. 

Additionally, American literature found its own voice as the Transcendentalists Ralph Waldo 

Emerson and Henry David Thoreau expressed an individualistic and nationalistic spirit of 

America. Other movements pushed for reform in the mental health, schools for the blind and 

deaf, prison reform and public education. Women in the era pushed an agenda of women’s 

equality, which saw the first major women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls NY. The 

temperance movement also found synergy with the women’s movement and the spiritual climate 

of the times. As the calendar moved closer to 1860, however, the single dominant issue of the 

times drown out all the other reform minded movements as the abolitionist push to eliminate 

slavery grew louder and louder and overshadowed every other significant social issue. 

 
 

APUSH time period 5: 1844 – 1877 
Why 1844? 

The election of James Polk was notable for the change in policy specifically toward the 

annexation of Texas but in a wider sense Polk was a much more aggressive expansionist. Polk 

would broker the deal bringing Texas into the union and then provoke a war with Mexico in 

order to gain the American southwest and a clear path for Manifest Destiny. 

 

Manifest Destiny – Western Expansion 1845 - 1860 
Although part of the American experience since the arrival of the first English settlers in the 17th 

century, America continued the push westward across the North American continent. As the first 

half of the nineteenth century progressed many believed that there was a divine impulse driving 

the eventual settlement of the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans. Paintings such 

John Gast’s “America Progress” solidified this sentiment into art. Notable to this end was the 

election of John Polk to the Presidency in 1844 who called for the annexation of Texas into the 

U.S. and pushed for a war with Mexico in order to claim what is now the America Southwest. 

The discovery of gold in California caused a rush of people to the soon to be name Golden state. 

Expansion accentuated the sectional divide, which intensified the differences over politics, 

economics, and slavery. Opposition to slavery ranged from free-soilers to abolitionists and an 

underground railroad grew in spite of fugitive slave laws and the Dred Scott decision. These 

expansionist impulses only heightened the nations tension as the new territories and the nation 

had to come to grips with the institution of slavery and whether or not it would be allowed to 

expand west along with the rest of the country. 
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Civil War (1860-1865) 
The issue of slavery had long been a dichotomy of the American experiment in democracy. For 

close to 80 years, the issue of slavery had been resolved through a continual process of 

negotiation and compromise. As the southern states became increasingly dependent on the 

growing of cotton, the region entrenched itself in the economic necessity of the slave labor force 

and in the cultural distinction of the plantation lifestyle. The rising abolitionist voices in the 

northern parts of the country caused a growing divide between the north and the south as the 

south felt that their economic well-being and way of life were being threatened. The nation 

eventually reached a point at which compromise could no longer resolve the growing division 

over the issue. With the election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, southern slave owing states began 

the process of seceding from the union and joined together to form the Confederate States of 

America. For the next five years the nations fought a brutal military campaign against each other 

as the north fought to end slavery and preserve the union, while the south fought to maintain 

state supremacy over federal power and to preserve the slave culture. The ultimate northern 

victory, while not a certainty, was in large part attributed to the significant advantage the north 

had in man power and industrial capacity. 

 

Reconstruction (1865-1877) 
After the most violent conflict fought on American soil, the U.S. looked to rebuild and reunite 

the nation. Lincoln’s plan to reunite the nation was thwarted by an assassin’s bullet leaving the 

reins of power to the untrusted vice-President Andrew Johnson. Johnson sought to follow the 

Lincoln 10 percent plan for southern readmission but was checked by the radical republicans 

who favored harsher terms for the re-admittance for the seceded southern states. The republican 

congress pushed through a series of amendments to the constitution that forbade slavery (13th), 

granted citizenship to those born in the U.S. (14th), and granted the right to vote to citizens (15th). 

Despite the radical republican call for harsher standards of admittance, the new Presidential 

administration of U.S. Grant, the former commanding general of the Union Army, settled on 

what was essentially Lincoln’s plan of a 10 percent loyalty oath along with required changes to 

the states constitutions to forbid slavery and protect the rights of blacks in Southern states. 

Initially numerous former slaves were elected into state legislatures and it appeared that the war 

had achieved its objective of ending slavery and incorporating its black citizens fully into equal 

participation in politics and society. Over time, however, as Northern will weakened, the 

antebellum elites regained control of Southern organizations and aided by new groups such as 

the Ku Klux Klan reasserted white control over the region and re-subjected blacks back into the 

labor force with the advent of the new system of sharecropping. New laws such as the black 

codes placed literacy tests on blacks in order to vote and in many cases required black citizens to 

pay a fee to vote. In the absence of a standing army to enforce equality, former slaves were again 

segregated into a life of second class status. 
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APUSH time period 6: 1865-1898 
Why 1865? 

Note that the sixth time period overlaps with the fifth time period because time period six focuses 

on the second industrial revolution. It is in the aftermath of the Civil War’s end that the 

industrial capacity of the United States is unleashed and the era of the Titans of Industry begins 

in earnest. 

 

Post-Civil War Western Expansion: 1865-1890 
Though a continuous process in the first century of the American experience, the United States 

continued the ideal of Manifest Destiny by encouraging people to move into acquired territories 

of the American west. Driven by farming, ranching and mining interests, settlers followed paths 

such as the Oregon Trail in quest of the opportunity for independence and prosperity. The push 

west continued even during the Civil War as President Lincoln authorized the Homestead Act, 

which encouraged continued settlement of the western territories even after the war’s 

completion. The resources of the west proved to be boon to the industrializing nation both 

because of the access to the raw material needed to power industrialization but also because the 

ranching and farming frontiers provided the food necessary to feed the growing urban 

populations. The period saw continued clashes with Native Americans who despite some 

military success such as at the Battle of Little Big Horn were slowly forced onto a system of 

reservations out of the way of the white settlers. The western frontier was finally considered 

settled by 1890. 

 

Gilded Age – Industrialization 1865-1900 
As the United States emerged from the aftermath of the Civil War, the process of 

industrialization intensified and went to a new level. Driven by the Titans of industry such as 

Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, and John D. Rockefeller, the nation grew tremendously 

in industrial capacity. The railroads provided the necessary transportation networks, steel 

allowed for the construction of bridges and skyscrapers, and oil provided a reliable source of 

energy to power the growth. The Titans built vast corporate empires, rewrote the rules of 

business and generated fabulous amounts of wealth. The Titans were unencumbered by any 

government interference or regulations as the U.S. government took a laissez-faire approach and 

allowed the Titans room to build their empires. Industrial growth also proved to be a boon to the 

government’s budget as the 1889 Congress was the first Congress to pass a billion-dollar budget. 

Though the nation prospered in ways unseen in human history, it belied the fact that most people 

lived at a subsistence level toiling long hours for little pay and little input in the industrial 

process. Many argued that the Titans of Industry were no better than Robber Barons. 

 

Urbanization: 1865-1900 
Spurred by the growth of industry and pushed by massive numbers of immigrants, American 

cities in the second half of the 19th century expanded greatly. With a federal government guided 

by the ideal of laissez-faire, local political machines took control of the cities, promising to solve 

problems such as over-crowding and pollution in exchange for votes to remain in power. None 

characterized the problems and corruption in urban governments more than Boss Tweed in New 

York City 
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APUSH period 7 1890-1945 
Why 1890? 

The key in the transition to the seventh time period is the closing of the American frontier. 

Frederick Jackson Turner had officially declared the western half of the United States settled 

even as America still maintained an expansionist impulse. Reactions to industrialization were 

coming to fruition as Populism gave way to the Progressive Era and the U.S. would engage the 

rest of the world in a way that they had not done previously. 

 

Progressivism: 1890-1920 
Growing as a reaction to the inequities of an economy controlled by huge corporations, reform 

minded movements emerged from Populist uprising which called for changes in the way political 

decisions were made, changes in the working conditions of laborers, equality for women and 

improvements in the living conditions within the urban centers. Additionally, writer’s known as 

muckrakers exposed problems in various industries which prompted calls for change and 

government intervention in the form of laws and new amendments to the constitution. 

 

Imperialism 1898-1917 
With the figurative closing of the western frontier, Americans turned their attention beyond the 

North American continent. Following in the footsteps of European nations, the United States 

sought to exert political, economic, and social control of territory in other parts of the world. 

Spurred by victory in the Spanish-American War the United States acquired control of Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, the Philippines, Guam and Hawaii. Under President Teddy Roosevelt the U.S. 

helped foment a revolution in Panama so that they could build a canal and cut the travel time 

from the east coast to the west coast. The U.S. helped to create the Open Door Policy in China 

and protected its influence in the western hemisphere with policies that were extensions of the 

Monroe Doctrine. 

 

World War I 1914-1918 
By 1914, European competition driven by [M] militarism, [A] alliances, [N] nationalism, [I] 

imperialism was sparked into a full-scale war with the [A] assassination of the Archduke Franz 

Ferdinand. This military conflict became the bloodiest in human history up to that time as the 

allied powers of Britain, France and Russia battled the Central powers of Germany, Austria-

Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire. Characterized by trench warfare on the western front, 

millions died in battles fought over yards of territory. Though committed to neutrality the United 

States eventually entered the war on the side of the allies by sending the American Expeditionary 

Force, which proved to be the deciding factor in the outcome of this destructive European 

conflict. 

 

Roaring 20’s/Jazz Age: 1920-1929 
After the internal struggle for reform of the Progressive era, and then having “made the world 

safe for democracy” by intervening in the European conflict of the previous decade, America 

looked for a “return to normalcy.” Under the Presidential administrations of Harding, Coolidge, 

and Hoover, the United States returned to a laissez-faire governmental philosophy and another 

incredible period of economic prosperity.  The words of President Coolidge “The business of 

America is business” rang true in this decade. Progressive reforms came to fruition in this decade 
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with the prohibition of alcohol and women gaining the right to vote. African-Americans who 

migrated from the south to northern cities found jobs and a cultural voice in the Harlem 

Renaissance, and the new technological innovation of electricity spurred growth in consumer 

demand, as well as increased productivity industrially. While the decade was a prosperous one, 

much of the prosperity was inflated by the over use of consumer credit and over speculation in 

the stock market. The decade of abundance came to a cataclysmic conclusion. 

 

The Great Depression: 1929-1941 
Beginning on October 31, 1929 on a day known as “Black Tuesday” the prosperity of the 

preceding decade came to an abrupt end. With the crash of the stock market, the United States 

and the rest of the world plunged into the most challenging economic period of the modern era. 

With a virtual national industrial shut down, unemployment rose to unprecedented heights 

calling for an adjustment in the relationship between the federal government and the economy. 

Under the leadership of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the federal government began to attack the 

problem of a depressed economy by creating massive works projects, designed to accomplish 

three objectives: bring Relief to the unemployed, stimulate the economy to Recovery, and fix the 

issues that created the problem: Reform. Though historians debate the effectiveness of these 

programs, few differ on the fact that the relationship of the federal government in relation to the 

people and the economy was permanently altered. 

 

World War II: 1939-1945 
In the midst of a global economic depression, totalitarian leaders in Europe and Asia emerged by 

promising to bring their nations back to greatness. Fascist leaders such as Benito Mussolini in 

Italy, Adolph Hitler in Germany and Hidekie Tojo in Japan inspired an intense sense of 

nationalism within those nations. In 1931 Japanese aggression spilled into Manchuria and then 

into China in 1936. Following an expansionist policy in Europe, Germany reclaimed territory in 

the Rhine region, in the former regions of Austria, and then finally Czechoslovakia.  In 1939 

Adolph Hitler was ready to challenge the supremacy of the rest of the world. With his invasion 

of Poland in 1939 the world became embroiled in the second great global conflict of the 20th 

century. The United States while still trying to recover from the Great Depression symbolically 

remained a neutral observer until December 7, 1941 when the Japanese Empire attacked it at 

Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. The U.S. then plunged head first into the greatest global conflict in 

history, having to simultaneously fight two differing types of warfare, on two sides of the globe. 

The U.S. marshalled its manpower and industrial capacity to help defeat the Axis powers. 

Included in this wartime industrial outpouring was the development of a new type of weapon 

which would end the war and open a new chapter in human history. The war’s conclusion also 

left the U.S. in a significant position of global leadership and influence. 
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APUSH time period 8: 1945-1980 
Why 1945? 

The end of the second world war ushered the world into the atomic age and into an international 

competition with the Soviet Union that would last through nine presidential administrations 

known as the Cold War. 

 

The Cold War and Post War 1950’s America: 1952-1960 
Immediately following the conclusion of history’s greatest military conflict, the world was 

divided along political, ideological, and economic boundaries as a metaphorical “iron curtain” 

descended across Europe and the world in which the Western nations led by the United States 

and representing freedom, democracy and capitalism squared off against the Soviet Union who 

represented Communism, totalitarian state control and government controlled economies. This 

bi-polarization of the world was intensified by the presence of thousands of devastating nuclear 

weapons and a defense strategy that was M.A.D. (mutually assured destruction). On the home 

front the United States saw yet another great period of enormous economic growth as soldiers 

returning home from war went to work, made babies, moved to the suburbs and built massive 

interstate highway systems to promote defense and the automobile culture. Popular culture also 

took another step as musicians such as Elvis Presley flooded the radio airwaves and broke the 

conservative boundaries into the arena of Television where shows such as “Father Knows Best” 

reinforced traditional nuclear family values. Additionally, African-Americans began to organize 

under the leadership of Martin Luther King Jr. and demand that their civil rights and equal status 

as citizens within society be once and for all granted.  

 

The 1960’s New Frontier, The Great Society, Civil Rights and Vietnam: 1960-

1969 
This decade started with the election of one of the youngest men to become president. JFK took 

office in the backdrop of the Cold War, and in his first inaugural address challenged Americans 

to put a man on the moon by the end of the decade. Kennedy was at the helm when the world 

reached the brink of nuclear annihilation when the Soviets attempted to station medium range 

nuclear weapons in Cuba. Later in the same year Americans were stunned when the young 

president was assassinated and the trajectory of the nation was changed with the swearing in of 

LBJ. On the home front, the decade saw the culmination of a decades long struggle over the civil 

rights of African-Americans with the passage of both Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act 

bringing long awaited legal recognition of the equality of all citizens regardless of race or 

ethnicity. As the decade progressed Americans reacted strongly to the nations involvement in the 

South East Asian country of Vietnam. As part of the Cold War strategy of containment, 

President Johnson, with the approval of Congress sent the military to quell the attempted 

communist takeover of Vietnam. Victory over the communists proved to be allusive and an 

increasing “credibility gap” grew as large sections of the population and the media grew 

skeptical of what governing officials were reporting about the war effort. A rising counter culture 

movement spurred by popular protest music was symbolically represented in events such as 

Woodstock where new attitudes about sex, drugs, and morality challenged the prevailing 

traditional views of the “silent majority.” Despite the turmoil at home the U.S. managed to 

complete the Kennedy challenge by landing a man on the moon in the last year of the decade. 

The generational conflict combined with cultural tension over the Vietnam War, the constant 
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pressure of the potential for nuclear destruction, great achievements in the space program and the 

assassination of a series of influential Americans were the defining characteristic of what is 

perhaps America’s most tumultuous yet accomplished decade. 

 

1970’s - Protest, Politics, and Economy: 1970-1979 
In the aftermath of one of America’s most tumultuous decade, Americans again pined for a 

return to some sense of normalcy only to be disappointed by events that could not be foreseen. 

Tensions associated with the Cold War were relaxed as President Nixon made diplomatic 

missions to China and the Soviet Union where the SALT agreement agreed to reduce the overall 

stockpile of each country’s nuclear arsenal. The war in Vietnam dragged on despite promises to 

conclude American military activity in the region. On the home front, scandal brought President 

Nixon to resignation as he lied and tried to cover up a covert break in of the Democratic Party 

headquarters. Replaced by the only person to never be elected to the vice-presidency or the 

presidency, Gerald Ford did what most Americans did not want him to do: he pardoned Richard 

Nixon. It was during the Ford administration that American involvement in Vietnam reached its 

conclusion with the fall of Saigon and the loss of Vietnam to communism. Ford also faced an 

economy that was hit by an Arab oil embargo, which spiked the rate of inflation at the same time 

unemployment was also increasing: a condition known as stagflation. Ford lost the election of 

1976 to a peanut farmer from Georgia named Jimmy Carter. Carter, though a kind hearted and 

generous man could fair no better with the economic conditions of the country. Carter’s 

Presidency was further marred when an Islamic Revolution overtook the nation of Iran throwing 

out the U.S. backed Shah and taking more than 60 Americans hostage for 444 days. 

 

 

APUSH time period 9: 1980-present 
Why 1980? 

After a series of troubled presidential administrations, the election of 1980 brought a former 

actor into the White House who had promised to bring “Morning to America.” Ronald Reagan 

brought with him a return to more conservative ideals and a new sense of optimism that 

America’s best days were ahead. 

 

The 1980’s - Resurgence of Conservatism: 1980-1989 
After several presidential administrations where death, mistrust, scandal and ineffective 

governance seemed to indicate a new norm for American politics, the election of 1980 brought a 

promise of “Morning in America” and a move away from change and turmoil to a more 

traditionally rooted America. Buoyed by groups such as the Moral Majority, Ronald Reagan 

made his way onto the national scene. Tops on the Reagan agenda was a military build-up 

targeted primarily at the Soviet Union with the idea of “peace through strength” highlighted by a 

plan to build a missile defense system that could stop a nuclear strike from the Soviet Union. 

Reagan called the Soviets the “evil empire” and continued the American commitment to resist 

communism around the world. On the economic front Reagan got a series of tax cuts passed 

through Congress with the idea that if people and businesses get to keep more of their money 

they will reinvest that money in the economy and the economy will grow. This plan is known by 

several names: Reaganomics, supply-side economics, or the trickle-down theory. Though it did 

cause the national debt to increase, the economy did grow and America returned to a period of 
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prosperity. Reagan easily won a second term but he also ran into problems with scandal with the 

Iran-Contra Affair. His second term was, however, highlighted by a series of meetings with the 

Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev in which serious discussions about nuclear disarmament 

occurred. Though no formal agreement was reached with the Soviets, a new understanding 

between the nations was key to the end of the threat of communism globally and the economic 

downfall of the Soviet Union.  Reagan’s Vice-President won the election of 1988 to finish the 

decade with a note of consistency. H.W. Bush’s administration was highlighted first by seeing 

the official end of the Cold War as the Berlin Wall was torn down and the Soviet Union 

collapsed. Second by the United States leading a United Nations coalition to drive Iraqi forces 

out of Kuwait in the Persian Gulf War. 

 

The New Millennium – Time of Change, Challenges of the new century: 1990 to 

present 
The End of the Cold War saw America emerge symbolically victorious in the decades long 

struggle against communism. The United States was the lone Superpower in the world. With that 

came a change in leadership as H.W. Bush lost the election of 1992 to Arkansas Governor Bill 

Clinton. Clinton’s victory was in large part due to the third party candidacy of Ross Perot who 

took away a sizeable number of votes from President H.W. Bush. Clinton’s term was marked by 

the need for compromise as he faced strong opposition by a republican controlled Congress who 

gained a majority in the mid-term election with their “Contract with America” program. Clinton 

proved to be a skilled politician and was able to claim credit for successes that were initiated in 

the Contract with America. Clinton’s second term was beset with controversy due to an affair he 

had with an intern named Monica Lewinski. Clinton faced an impeachment proceeding for 

perjury because when confronted about the affair he lied under oath about it. The 2000 election 

was one of the closest elections in American history. George W Bush, the Governor of Texas and 

the son of HW Bush ran against the Vice-President Al Gore. Gore actually won the popular vote 

count but the electoral college count went in favor of Bush.  The contested Florida election 

results were eventually settled by the Supreme Court and W Bush was sworn in. W. Bush’s 

presidency was changed irrevocably on Sept 11, 2001 when a terrorist attack destroyed the 

World Trade Towers and damaged the Pentagon. The invasion of Afghanistan where the terror 

training bases were located became the military focus in the aftermath of 9/11. In 2003 the W 

Bush administration made the claim to the United Nations that the nation of Iraq possessed 

“weapons of mass destruction” and won tacit support for the invasion of Iraq. The War on Terror 

consumed most of the W. Bush administration, but in the last months of his presidency the U.S. 

faced its most troubling economic situation since the Great Depression. In 2008, history was 

made when Barak Obama was elected President becoming the first African-American to serve as 

the leader of the nation. Obama’s immediate concern when taking office was the economic crisis 

left over from W. Bush’s term. President Obama’s signature moments were the passage of the 

Affordable Care Act, known as Obamacare, the ending of “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” policy in 

military which allowed openly gay people to serve in uniform. The appointment of two women, 

one of whom was Hispanic to the Supreme Court and lastly the Supreme Court’s ruling in 

regards to gay marriage which was seen by many as the removal of another discriminatory 

obstacle in society. 

 


