




C HAPTER 32 

Making New Choices, 

1992-1999 

An Anxious Society Grows 
More Confident 

•What changes were taking place in the American 
economy during the 1990s, and how did they affect 
people's expectations? 

The Politics of Morality 



•What expectations surrounded the introduction of 
issues of morality and values into American politics? 

Calls for Change 
• Given the outcomes occurring during the Clinton 
presidency, what policy issues seemed most important 
to Americans in the mid- to late 1990s? 

•What was the outcome of the Clinton 
impeachment trial? 



 INTRODUCTION  

Before the election of 1992, many people expected the 
central issue of the campaign and perhaps of the 1990s 
would be the social and cultural divisions within 
American society. Liberals and conservatives were 
bitterly at odds over the values that should guide 
American society. Liberals believed that government 
should work to ensure that women, homosexuals, racial 
and ethnic minorities, and the disadvantaged generally 
have equal rights and economic opportunities. They 
supported the Equal Rights Amendment, affirmative 
action, and bans on antigay legislation. Conservatives, 
led by the New Right, argued that liberal policies were 
destroying the basic value system of the country and 
resulting in crime, violence, immoral behavior, and the 
breakdown of family life. They campaigned for a return 
to the traditional values of the two-parent family. 

Contrary to expectations, the 1992 election seemed to 
hinge more on economic issues than on social or cultural 
ones. Since the 1970s, economic growth had slowed. 
Middle- and lower-class Americans had grown 
increasingly anxious as their economic circumstances 
either stagnated or deteriorated. Faced with a lingering 
recession, voters in 1992 chose Bill Clinton, the 
Democratic governor of Arkansas, over Republican 
incumbent George Bush and third-party candidate H. 
Ross Perot. Whereas Bush offered no answers to 
troubling economic issues, Clinton promised to support 
social needs while making the choices necessary to 
control the federal budget and reduce the national debt. 

Clinton's efforts to enact major domestic legislation 
ran into major constraints. Faced with strong opposition, 
he had to abandon his proposed national healthcare plan 
and modify his goals for other social issues. In addition, 
the Republicans gained control of Congress in 1994. 
Clinton proved adept, however, at establishing himself 
as a centrist while making his Republican opponents 
appear to be too far to the right. For example, Clinton 
made the issue of welfare reform his own. He also was 
successful in foreign policy, helping to bring stability, 
peace, and democracy to 
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Bosnia and Haiti. These successes and a healthy 
economy translated into an easy victory for Clinton over 
Robert Dole and H. Ross Perot in the 1996 elections. 
The Republicans retained control of Congress. 

As Clinton's second term began, both parties promised 
to cooperate with each other. Expectations of cooperation 
vanished in January 1998 when revelations that Clinton 
had had a sexual affair with a former White House 
intern, Monica Lewinsky, surfaced. By a largely partisan 
vote, the House approved two articles of impeachment 
charging that Clinton had perjured himself and ob-
structed justice in dealing with the Lewinsky affair. 
Although the Senate voted not to remove Clinton from 
office in February 1999, the outcome of the Lewinsky 
affair was that Clinton's presidency was permanently 
tainted. 



 

New Expectations, New Directions 

1969 Stonewall Riot 

1972 Equal Rights Amendment begins ratification process 

1973 Roe v. Wade 

1974 Busing confrontation in Boston 

1976 Hyde Amendment restricts federally funded abortions 

1978 Regents of the University of California v. Bakke 

1981 Beginning of AIDS epidemic in the United States 
Sandra Day O'Connor appointed to 

Supreme Court 

1982 Equal Rights Amendment fails to win 
ratification 

1986 William Rehnquist appointed chief justice of 
Supreme Court 

Antonin Scalia appointed to Supreme Court 

1987 Anthony Kennedy appointed to Supreme Court 

1988 Bush elected president 

1990 Recession begins 
David Souter appointed to Supreme Court 

1991 Clarence Thomas appointed to Supreme Court 

1992 Riots in South Central Los Angeles 
U.S. troops sent to Somalia 

Clinton elected president 
Planned Parenthood of Southeastern 

Pennsylvania v. Casey 

1993 North American Free Trade Agreement 
passed 

Clinton introduces national health package Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg appointed to Supreme Court 

1994 Withdrawal of U.S. troops from Somalia Nelson 
Mandela elected president of South Africa 

Violence Against Women Act 
Contract with America 

1995 Dayton Agreement 

1996 Welfare reform passed 
Clinton reelected 

1997 Madeleine Albright confirmed as secretary of 
state 

Reno v. ACLU 

1998 Clinton projects balanced budget 
Monica Lewinsky scandal surfaces House 
impeaches Clinton 

1999 Senate votes motto remove Clinton from 
office 

 

An Anxious Society Grows More 
Confident 

When Bill Clinton became president in 1993, Americans 
were worried about their economic fu- 
ture. The largely stagnant economy of the previous two 
decades made it difficult to maintain their standard of 
living. Those entering the work force worried that they 
would not be able to achieve their parents' level of 
affluence. 

Clinton's presidency, however, coincided with the 
resurgence of the American economy. Sustained 



economic growth during the 1990s once again made the 
American economy the envy of the world. By the end of 
the decade, the unemployment rate had dropped to its 
lowest level in thirty years, median family income had 
risen significantly, and the Dow Jones industrial average 
had soared past 11,000. 

The Revitalized Economy 
During the 1970s, the American economy entered a 
prolonged period of stagnation. The economy grew at 
slightly more than 1 percent annually, in contrast to the 
robust 2.5 percent annual growth rate it enjoyed from the 
end of World War II through 1970. Although the causes 
of this slowdown were not clear at the time, what stands 
out in retrospect is that the basic activity of the economy 
was shifting from industrial production to providing 
information and services. 

The painful effects of this transition were felt 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Regions that relied on 
industry saw the closing or moving of plants, the loss of 
jobs, and economic decline. The Rust Belt continued to 
decay as steel and coal companies cut back production 
or closed (see page 691). In addition, for the first time 
since the Great Depression, white-collar workers felt the 
effects of downsizing—companies cutting back on their 
work forces. 

Since the early 1990s, American workers however, 
have been the beneficiaries of a largely successful 
transition to an information and service economy. 
American leadership in the computer software, 
microprocessing, and telecommunications industries, as 
well as the structure of the country's highly competitive 
retail markets, has produced a long and sustained 
economic boom. Between 1992 and 1998, the economy 
grew at an annual rate of about 3 percent, half a 
percentage point higher than in the decades after World 
War II. 

During the 1990s, the American economy became the 
envy of the world, combining low interest, 
unemployment, and inflation rates. As one after another 
of the Asian "miracles" such as Japan went bust, the 
American economy surged forward. Meanwhile, many 
European countries experienced high unemployment. 

The 1990s, like the 1980s, rewarded those at the top 
very handsomely. In addition, the decade saw a reversal 
of the long trend of falling real wages for the average 
American. Whereas the average real wage for men fell 
about 11 percent between 1979 and 1993, it rose 4 
percent between 1997 and 1998. Real wages for the 
lowest-paid workers rose 6 percent between 1993 and 
1998. By the mid-1990s, fast-food restaurants were 
advertising starting hourly wages that were well above 
the minimum wage and were offering fringe benefits in 
an effort to attract workers in the suddenly tight labor 
market. 

Rising wages reflected the trend toward full em-
ployment during the decade. The unemployment rate fell 
from 7.5 percent in 1992 to 4.1 percent in the fall of 
1999—the lowest rate since 1968. Minority 
unemployment rates fell in 1998 to the lowest levels 
ever recorded-8.9 percent for African Americans and 7.2 
percent for Latinos. Even the unemployment rate for 
blacks ages 16 to 24 fell to a historic low in 1998, 
although nearly 21 percent of these workers remained 
unemployed. 

During the 1990s, the stock market brought un-
precedented returns to investors. The S&P 500, an index 
of the five hundred largest American companies, 
averaged unprecedented increases of 33 percent per year 
between 1994 and 1998, about three times the historical 
average. Americans who bought shares in the initial 
offerings of America Online, Amazon.com, or any of a 
number of Internet and high-technology companies saw 
even greater returns. The boom market of the Nineties 
made that of the Twenties pale by comparison. 

Moreover, a broad spectrum of the American public 
benefited from this upsurge in the stock market. The 
percentage of adult Americans who owned stock rose 
from 10 percent in 1965 to 43 percent in 1999. This 
increasing stock ownership reflected the wider 
participation of Americans in pension and 401(k) funds 
that invest in securities. 

The buoyant stock market indicated the fundamental 
confidence of investors in the American 

Dow Jones industrial average New York Stock 
Exchange index representing stock prices of the 
thirty largest industrial corporations. 



economy. With a few notable exceptions, virtually every 
economic indicator looked good. Inflation remained 
under control, averaging less than 3 percent annually. 
The inflation rate of 1.6 percent for 1998 was the second 
lowest in thirty years. Low interest rates that had not 
been seen since the 1960s spurred a construction and 
building boom. Even the federal budget, which seemed 
to have been careening out of control in the early 1990s, 
showed a surplus in 1998 and promised more surpluses 
in succeeding years. 

Most observers were willing to overlook or minimize 
the few deficiencies of this generally robust economy. 
One of those deficiencies was that American consumers 
found many things to buy but had little inclination to 
save. As a result, the national savings rate fell to its 
lowest ever, less than 2 percent, and consumer debt rose 
to record highs. Another problem was the widening trade 
gap. Whereas in 1980 the United States had a modest 
trade surplus of $3.7 billion, by 1997 it had a trade 
deficit of $166 billion. 

The Familiar Face of Poverty 
For those at the bottom of the economic ladder, even a 
strong economy did little to ease existing problems. 
Although the poverty rate fell from 15 percent in 1992 to 
13.3 percent in 1997, an estimated 36 million Americans 
remained mired in poverty. For minorities, the economic 
picture was worse. Both African Americans and Latinos 
experienced poverty rates of 27 percent in 1997. 
Households headed by women also figured prominently 
in the statistics on poverty. Some 30 percent of women 
heads of households lived in poverty. 

Contributing to what some have called the 
"feminization of poverty" was the continuing gap 
between men's and women's income. Women continued 
to earn roughly 75 percent of the wages earned by men. 
Alimony was awarded less frequently in the 1990s, and 
child-support payments, when ordered, were likely to be 
too small to be of much help. Enforcement of child-
support payments was frequently lax. In 1990, for 
example, more than one-quarter of those who owed child 
support paid nothing. 

The Urban Crisis and Racial Tensions 
During the 1980s, the problems of urban Americans 
seemed beyond solution. Businesses continued to leave 
the inner cities, taking many well-paying, full-time jobs 
with them. More and more urban areas came to be 
peopled by "the underclass," mostly nonwhite, 
unemployed or underemployed people with little 
education and even less hope. The only thriving 
enterprises were gangs and drug sales, especially those 
of crack cocaine. 

Violence was a way of life in the inner city. Sections 
of many cities took on the appearance of war zones. By 
1991, one-fourth of all urban school districts had 
installed metal detectors to prevent students from 
bringing weapons to school. Murder had become the 
leading cause of death for black males under the age of 
35. 

The Rodney King affair in Los Angeles illustrates the 
deeply embedded racism in many urban police 
departments and the seething racial tensions in many 
inner cities. A videotape made during the 1991 arrest of 
King, an African American, showed that four white 
policemen had clubbed, kicked, and beaten him after he 
had apparently been subdued. When an all-white jury 
acquitted three of the policemen (one was found guilty) 
in April 1992, South Central Los Angeles erupted in 
violence. For African Americans, the trial was further 
proof of white racism. The ensuing five-day riot resulted 
in 53 deaths, 2,300 injuries, 16,000 arrests, and more 
than $750 million in property damage. 

The most famous trial during the 1990s was that of 
former professional football player 0. J. Simpson. The 
issue of race pervaded the lengthy, televised trial of 
Simpson, who was accused of murdering his wife, 
Nicole Brown Simpson, and her friend, Ronald 
Goldman, on June 12, 1994. Although the prosecution 
presented the findings 

crack cocaine Highly potent form of cocaine that is 
smoked through a glass pipe and is extremely 
addictive. 

Rodney King African American whose beating by Los 
Angeles police officers was captured on videotape; the 
acquittal of the officers in 1992 triggered riots in which 
fifty-three people were killed. 



 ♦ The April 1992 rioting in Los Angeles 
that followed the acquittal of three 
policemen for the beating of motorist 
Rodney King lasted five days and 
destroyed much of South Central Los 
Angeles. Fifty-three people were 
killed, and property damage exceeded 
$750 million. Many stores were 
looted before being set on fire, 
especially in what was called 
Koreatown. Scott 
Weersing/Enterprise/Gamma Liaison. 

of DNA tests that placed Simpson's blood at the murder 
scene and his ex-wife's at his residence, Simpson's 
"Dream Team" of defense attorneys cast doubts on the 
integrity of police procedures. They scored many points 
when they showed that Detective Mark Fuhrman, who 
claimed to have found a bloody glove used in the 
murders on Simpson's property, had planted evidence in 
other cases and was a racist. The jury deliberated for less 
than four hours before proclaiming Simpson innocent in 
October 1995. The verdict sharply divided Americans 
along racial lines. Polls showed that more than two-
thirds of white Americans believed that Simpson was 
guilty, whereas a similar proportion of African 
Americans believed him innocent. 

Although Americans remained polarized over racial 
issues, urban environments improved substantially in the 
1990s. Perhaps the most telling statistics concerned 
violent crimes such as murder, rape, and robbery. 
Beginning in 1992, the number of violent crimes 
dropped every year. The homicide rate, which doubled 
between the mid-1960s and 1980, also declined 
dramatically. In 1998, the murder rate fell to its lowest 
level since 1968. Drug use also fell off considerably. 
Cocaine use, for ex-ample, declined by about two-thirds 
from its peak in 1985. 

Safer cities probably reflected a number of factors. 
First, an expanding economy provided some additional 
opportunities in the inner cities. Second, more police on 

the beat served as a deterrent to crime. Third, the 
enactment of tough "three strikes and you're out" 
legislation removed many offenders from the streets and 
swelled prison populations. And finally, aggressive 
campaigns such as that waged by New York City Mayor 
Rudolph Giuliani to rid the Times Square area of 
prostitutes and porn shops led many more urban 
residents to come out at night. 

The Politics 

of Morality 

While liberals continued to espouse government 
activism as a means to promote social equality and 
cultural pluralism, conservatives argued that America 
had become a nation of interest groups clamoring for 
rights and power and that a sense of 



national purpose was rapidly fading. They charged that 
liberal programs and attitudes had made victims of 
hardworking, thrifty middle-class Americans. 

Changing Values 
Many conservatives believed that there had been a moral 
breakdown in American society. They argued that the 
women's movement, the counterculture, and the sexual 
revolution had caused this breakdown. These 
movements, they claimed, had undermined the values of 
work and family by stressing personal fulfillment and 
advocating "fun, display, and pleasure." 

The sexual revolution began with the youth movement 
of the 1960s (see pages 656-658). By 1970, more than 
half of those surveyed said that they approved of 
premarital sex and cohabitation outside marriage. 
Though still the norm, marriage had lost some of its 
importance. 

By the 1970s, divorce rates were climbing as both men 
and women became less willing to stay in unsatisfactory 
marriages. As attitudes toward marriage and divorce 
changed, divorce laws also changed. No-fault divorce 
allowed spouses to dissolve their marriage because of 
so-called irreconcilable differences. By the 1990s, half 
of all those who married eventually divorced. 

Divorce, the women's movement, and the sexual 
revolution also interacted with economic factors to affect 
the structure of American families. No longer was the 
American family the image of the typical 1950s 
family—white, suburban, mother as housewife. Instead, 
there were increasing numbers of single-parent families 
and families in which both spouses worked. Television 
reflected the changing views of American society. By 
the 1970s, there were few television shows showing 
families similar to Beaver Cleaver's (see page 622). 
Some nonwhite families appeared, and many of the 
situation comedies featured groups of single and 
divorced people living and working in an urban 
environment. A week of television in 1997 featured 
several programs about white and African-American 
"traditional" households—"Cosby," "Mad About You," 
"In the House," "The Simpsons"—and severalsingle-
parent households—"The Gregory Hines Show" and 
"Grace Under Fire." But there were also many programs 
that featured divorced and never been-married singles—
"Seinfeld," "Friends" and "Ellen." The title character in 
"Ellen" revealed in one episode that she was a lesbian. 

A new openness about sex began to pervade society 
after the 1960s. By the 1980s, sexual content had 
become standard fare in movies and on television. In 
1987, an estimated sixty-five thousand sexual references 

were broadcast each year in prime-tine television 
programs. During the day, sex and sex-related issues 
became more daring and numerous on the soaps. 
Violence, too, became standard. A 1997 study indicated 
that 44 percent of all network programming had violent 
content. Sexual and violent content was featured even 
more on cable and satellite television. One study found 
that on the premier cable channels, 85 percent of the 
programming had violent content. Sexually explicit 
material also could be found in magazines and books, on 
the Internet, and in X-rated films. Many people called 
for censorship and ways to limit the amount of sex and 
violence seen by children. By the 1990s, records, 
movies, and television all offered rating systems 
indicating the level of sex and violence in their content. 
In 1997, however, the Supreme Court ruled in Reno v. 
ACLU that efforts to ban sexually offensive material from 
the Internet were unconstitutional. 
Women and Changing Values 

Related to the sexual revolution's effects on American 
society were demands by women for more personal and 
economic choices. As the women's movement continued 
into the 1980s and 1990s, it began, like other social 
movements, to divide and encounter more opposition. At 
the center of the 

sexual 
revolution Dramatic change in attitudes toward sex; it 
began in the 1960s as more and more Americans 
considered premarital sex acceptable. 

no-fault divorce Divorce granted without the need to 
establish wrongdoing by either party. 



divisions and at the heart of the opposition were 
differences about the meaning and importance of the 
sexual revolution, home, family, and children. 

By the late 1960s, a growing number of women had 
begun to attack sexism in American society and culture. 
As unprecedented numbers of women began working, 
many became angered by the gap between their abilities 
and their earnings. In August 1970, over fifty thousand 
women marched in New York to demand better pay and 
equal access to jobs. 

The women's movement began to call for other 
changes as well. These included abortion rights, the right 
to reject unwanted sex, and freedom from sexual 
harassment. To help achieve these goals, the National 
Organization for Women (NOW) and other women's 
groups in 1967 called for an Equal Rights Amendment 
(ERA). 

Many states responded to the changing social values 
and to pressure from women's groups. They modified 
laws to reduce or eliminate gender discrimination. Some 
states legalized abortions. In 1972, Congress drafted the 
Equal Rights Amendment and sent it to the states for 
ratification. ERA advocates argued that it was needed to 
eliminate laws at the state and local levels that blocked 
women's equality. They pointed out that the ERA also 
would transfer the responsibility of ensuring equality 
from individuals and state governments to the federal 
government. 

At first, ratification of the ERA appeared almost 
certain. Thirty-three of the thirty-eight states needed for 
ratification had approved it by 1974. But opposition 
stiffened, and only two more states voted approval 
before the 1978 deadline. Congress granted an extension 
of the deadline until 1982, but it did no good. 

Conservative forces from more than 130 organizations 
made the ERA an effective symbol of what they said 
threatened the traditional family. Phyllis Schlafly and 
other STOP-ERA leaders charged that the ERA would 
alter the "role of the American woman as wife and 
mother" and destroy the American family. Their 
emphasis on the ERA's threat to the traditional family 
prevented it from being ratified. 

The STOP-ERA movement also benefited from the 
Supreme Court's controversial 1973 decision in the case 
of Roe v. Wade. The Court invalidated a Texas law that 
prevented abortions. Justice Harry 

Blackmun, writing for the majority, held that "the right 
to privacy" gave women the freedom to choose to have 
an abortion during the first three months of pregnancy. 
The controversial ruling struck down abortion laws in 
forty-six states that had made it nearly impossible for 
women to have an abortion. As the number of legal 
abortions rose from about 750,000 in 1973 to nearly a 
million and half by 1980, so too did opposition. 

Although public opinion polls indicated that a majority 
of Americans favored giving women the right to choose 
an abortion, Catholics, Mormons, some Orthodox Jews, 
and many Protestant churches organized a "Right to 
Life" campaign to oppose abortion rights. The Right to 
Life movement easily merged with the conservative ele-
ments of American society. Responding to conservative 
and anti-abortion pressure, Congress in 1976 passed the 
Hyde Amendment, which prohibited the use of federal 
Medicaid funds to pay for abortions. As President 
Reagan appointed Sandra Day O'Connor and other 
conservative justices to the Supreme Court, many people 
expected the Court eventually to overturn Roe v. Wade. 
But in 1992, in 

Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. 
Casey, the Court confirmed a woman's right to have an 
abortion. The Court did assert that in some cases the 
state could modify that right. 

sexual harassment Unwanted and offensive sexual 
advances or sexually derogatory or discriminatory 
remarks. 

Equal Rights Amendment Proposed constitutional 
amendment giving women equal rights under the law; 
Congress approved it in 1972, but it failed to achieve 
ratification by the required thirty-eight states. 

Phyllis Schlafly Leader of the movement to defeat the 
Equal Rights Amendment; Schlafly believed that the 
amendment threatened the domestic role of women. 

Roe v. Wade Supreme Court ruling in 1973 that women 
have an unrestricted right to abort a fetus during the 
first three months of pregnancy. 

Right to Life movement Anti-abortion movement that 
favors a constitutional amendment to prohibit abortion; 
it grew increasingly militant during the I980s and 
1990s. 



Sexual harassment became a national issue in 1991 
during Clarence Thomas's Senate confirmation hearings 
for the Supreme Court. Those hearings turned stormy 
after Anita Hill, a University of Oklahoma law 
professor, accused Thomas of sexual harassment. Hill 
testified that a decade earlier, while she was working for 
Thomas, he had pressured her for dates and told her 
pornographic stories. Thomas denied her allegations, 
angrily calling the hearing "a high-tech lynching for 
uppity blacks." The Senate hearings became a national 
television spectacle. The predominantly male Senate 
confirmed Thomas in a close vote, but the hearings 
focused national attention on the issue of sexual 
harassment. In response to growing concerns about 
sexual abuse, Congress passed the Violence Against 
Women Act in 1994. 

Gay Rights: Progress and Resistance 
Women were not the only group asking society to 
reconsider America's traditional views of gender. 
Homosexuals too were demanding equality. In the late 
1960s, groups promoting gay and lesbian rights openly 
demanded an end to laws that discriminated against 
homosexuals. 

The spark for the movement was a police .raid in June 
1969 on the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in the Greenwich 
Village section of New York City. Gays and other 
members of the community fought back in what came to 
be called the Stonewall Riot. After the riot, gays and 
lesbians borrowed tactics from the women's and civil 
rights movements, formed activist groups, and 
demanded equality. Because visibility was a major tool 
and goal of the movement, gays and lesbians 
demonstrated in support of their lifestyles. 

Throughout the 1970s, the gay liberation movement 
pressured government at all levels to end restrictions 
against homosexuals in employment, housing, and the 
military. Success came slowly. One victory came in 
1973 when the American Psychiatric Association ended 
its classification of homosexuality as a mental disorder. 
Polls indicated that the "straight" public held confusing 
views. By the mid-1970s the majority of Americans con-
sidered homosexuality wrong, but a slight majority 
opposed job discrimination based on sexual 

orientation and seemed more tolerant of gay lifestyles. 
The growing toleration of gays did not end legal or 

social discrimination. The Reagan administration 
equated homosexuality with a disease and denied 
homosexuals entry into the United States. The New 
Right and Moral Majority campaigned actively against 
the rights of homosexuals. Evangelical minister Jerry 
Falwell called on his followers to "stop gays dead in 
their perverted tracks." Although 26 states had 
decriminalized sexual relationships between consenting 
adults by 1986, only 7 states and about 110 communities 
had prohibited social and economic discrimination 
against homosexuals by 1993. In the remaining 43 states 
and under federal law, no legal recourse existed for those 
fired from their jobs because of their sexual preference. 
The AIDS Controversy 
Antigay opposition was strengthened by a growing fear 
of acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), a 
disease that was at first regarded primarily as a "gay 
disease." AIDS was first discovered in the United States 
in 1981. Within ten years, over 195,700 cases had been 
reported, and over 97,000 Americans had died of it. 
Another 1.5 million were estimated to be infected by 
HIV (human immunodeficiency virus), the virus that 
causes AIDS. Initially, because most AIDS victims were 
either homosexuals or intravenous drug users, official 
and public response to the disease was restrained. But as 
more and more non-drugusing heterosexuals contracted 
AIDS, research and educational efforts expanded. 

As public fear of AIDS increased, controversy flared 
about the best means to prevent the spread 

Violence Against Women Act Law passed in 1994 
that provided federal funds to prevent violence against 
women, to aid victims, and to punish those convicted 
of attacks on women. 
acquired immune deficiency syndrome Gradual 

and eventually fatal breakdown of the immune system 
caused by HIV; AIDS is transmitted by exchanging 
body fluids through means such as sex or blood 
transfusions. 



of the disease. Claiming to be "realists," many rec-
ommended "safe sex," emphasizing the use of condoms 
as a means to reduce the possibility of getting the 
disease. Television ads used prominent movie and sports 
figures to advocate the use of condoms. Some advocated 
that high schools provide students with free condoms 
and information about AIDS. Others disagreed. Arguing 
that free condoms would encourage sexual activity, they 
promoted abstinence. 

Contributing to the public's awareness of AIDS were 
revelations that Earvin "Magic" Johnson and Arthur 
Ashe had tested positive for the HIV virus. Ashe, the 
onetime U.S. Open tennis champion, contracted the 
disease from HIV-infected blood during a heart bypass 
operation. Johnson, star of the Los Angeles Lakers 
basketball team, caught the disease through heterosexual 
activity. Johnson admitted to being "naive" about AIDS 
and told the public, "Here I am saying it can happen to 
anybody." Both became spokesmen for AIDS research 
and prevention. Ashe died of AIDS in 1993. 

By the mid-1990s, some advances had been made in 
research toward controlling AIDS. Combinations of 
drugs seemed to have a positive effect in slowing the 
advance of and death rate from the disease. But there 
remained no cure for the disease, which by 1996 had 
claimed more than 280,000 American lives and had 
infected 20 million people around the world. 

Federal Intervention and the Courts 
By the 1980s, many Americans who had initially 
supported civil rights for African Americans and other 
minorities were rejecting calls for continuing programs 
to help equalize social and economic relationships. 
Multiculturalism and federal intervention in support of 
minority rights, conservatives argued, were weakening 
American society and undermining traditional values. 
Among the most disastrous examples of federal 
intervention, many conservatives held, were 
requirements for forced busing and affirmative action. 
Both had been largely supported and influenced by the 
federal court system. 

Busing for integration had become a national issue in 
the early 1970s, when state and federal 

courts began to order non-Southern school districts to 
adopt busing to achieve more equally balanced schools. 
Boston experienced violent protests in 1974 following a 
busing order, and twenty thousand white students 
eventually left the school system. In the 1980s, the 
Reagan and Bush administrations backed away from 
court-ordered busing. "We aren't going to compel 
children who don't want to have an integrated education 
to have one," said one Reagan official. Federal courts 
also began to take a less favorable view of affirmative 
action. In part, their rulings reflected the judicial 
appointments of the Reagan and Bush administrations. 
By 1992, Reagan and Bush had appointed nearly half of 
all sitting federal district and appeals court judges. In 
selecting candidates, they sought individuals who 
practiced judicial restraint, deferring to the views of 
Congress, the president, and the states on legislation and 
policy. 

Reagan and Bush reshaped the Supreme Court in a 
conservative bent by appointing six justices. In 1986, 
five years after appointing Sandra Day O'Connor, 
Reagan named Justice William Rehnquist to be chief 
justice and appointed conservative Antonin Scalia to the 
Court. Anthony M. Kennedy joined the Court in 1987, 
adding to the conservative majority. The conservative 
direction of the Court was further reinforced by 
President Bush's two appointments, David Souter (1990) 
and Clarence Thomas (1991). In a case involving 
DeKalb County, Georgia, the Rehnquist Court declared 
in 1992 that busing should not be used to integrate 
schools segregated by de facto housing patterns. 

Affirmative action was already under increasing attack 
by the time Reagan took office. As the economy slowed, 
a growing number of middle-class and blue-collar whites 
had come to believe that affirmative action programs 
limited their job and ed- 

affirmative action Policy that seeks to redress past 
discrimination through active measures to ensure equal 
opportunity, especially in education and employment. 

judicial restraint Refraining from using the judiciary 
as a forum for implementing social change but 
instead deferring to Congress, the president, and the 
consensus of the people. 



ucational opportunities. Believing himself a victim of 
reverse discrimination, Allan Bakke sued the 
University of California system. Bakke claimed that the 
School of Medicine at the University of California at 
Davis had accepted black students less qualified than he 
and had denied him admission because he was white. In 
1978, in Regents of the 
University of California v. Bakke, the Supreme Court 
ruled that the university should admit him to the medical 
school. The Court did not totally reject color and gender 
as considerations for hiring, but the Bakke decision 
weakened many affirmative action programs. 

During the Reagan administration, racial and gender 
preference systems were effectively limited by the 
Rehnquist Court's 1989 Croson decision, which declared 
state and local government efforts to set aside jobs and 
contracts for minorities to be illegal. The city of Atlanta 
and many other municipalities subsequently abolished 
set-aside programs. In 1997, California voters approved 
a measure forbidding any consideration of racial or 
gender preferences in hiring, college admissions, or 
contracting. Governor Pete Wilson announced that it 
"began a new chapter in the journey toward a color-blind 
society." 

Calls for Change 

In mid-1991, Republicans believed that they had 
established a new alignment of conservative voters that 
would continue the shift away from liberalism and big 
government. President Bush was basking in the glow of 
Operation Desert Storm and the fall of communism. 
Most prominent Democrats expected that the president 
would easily win reelection, so they chose not to 
compete. As a result, the door was opened for less well-
known Democratic candidates. Arkansas governor Bill 
Clinton emerged as the front-runner and easily won the 
party's nomination. He selected Senator Albert Gore of 
Tennessee as his running mate. 

Bush campaigned on his presidential experience, his 
knowledge of world affairs, and Vice President Dan 
Quayle's call for family values. He blamed the 
Democratic Congress for the political gridlock. Calling 
Clinton a "tax-and-spend Demo 

crat," Bush warned that the Arkansas governor's lack of 
experience, especially in foreign and military affairs, 
would ruin the country. 

Clinton insisted that he was a new kind of Democrat. 
He called for increased taxes on the wealthy, programs 
to rebuild the nation's transportation and industrial base, 
and a strong commitment to a national healthcare 
program. Unlike Bush, Clinton embraced government 
activism. Surviving Bush's ads attacking his character, 
personal life, and avoidance of the draft during the 
Vietnam War. Clinton steadily emphasized the economy, 
which was languishing in a recession. 

The 1992 campaign also saw the emergence of a 
third-party candidate. H. Ross Perot offered to use $100 
million of his own money if supporters could get his 
name on the presidential ballot in all fifty states. Perot's 
announcement in February 1992 drew immediate 
support from many Americans who were disenchanted 
with both political parties. Perot had a simple message: 
the politicians had messed up the nation, and control 
needed to be returned to the people. "It's time to take out 
the trash and clean up the barn," he told listeners. The 
deficit was the foremost problem, he said, and he 
promised to shrink it. By June, one opinion poll showed 
the feisty Texan leading with 39 percent of the vote. 
Then, without warning, he withdrew from the race in 
July. Although Perot later reentered the race, he never 
regained the momentum he had had in June. 

The 1992 campaign culminated in three televised 
debates between Bush, Perot, and Clinton in September 
and October. Although both Bush and Perot gained in 
the public opinion polls following the debates, neither 
could overtake Clinton, who won the election with 43 
percent of the popular vote. Bush received 37.4 percent 
and Perot 18.9 

reverse discrimination Discrimination against members 
of a dominant group; it results from policies 
established to correct discrimination against members 
of minority groups. 

H. Ross Perot Texas billionaire who used large 
amounts of his own money to run as an independent 
candidate for president in 1992. 



percent. Clinton received 370 electoral votes, 100 more 
than he needed to win. 

Political observers wondered if Clinton's success and 
the success of women and minorities in elections across 
the nation indicated that the conservative shift in 
American politics that had begun with Reagan was at its 
end. Setting a liberal tone, Clinton stated that he wanted 
a "government that looks like America," and he 
appointed minorities and women to several posts in the 
judiciary, the cabinet, and other federal offices. Janet 
Reno became the first women attorney general, and in 
1993 Ruth Bader Ginsburg became the second woman 
on the Supreme Court. In 1997, Madeleine K. Albright 
became the first women secretary of state. Clinton's most 
controversial appointment was his wife, Hillary Rodham 
Clinton, whom he named to chair the committee to draft 
a national healthcare p Lan. 

Clinton, Congress, and Change 
Clinton's presidency got off to a slow and shaky start. 
One of his first actions was to attempt to fulfill a 
campaign pledge to end discrimination against 
homosexuals in the military. Faced with substantial 
opposition in Congress and in the military, Clinton 
retreated and compromised. The compromise required 
the armed forces to stop asking about sexual preference 
as long as gays and lesbians in the service refrained from 
homosexual activities. The new policy pleased no one. It 
left even the president's supporters distressed about his 
willingness to sacrifice principles. 

Clinton fared no better with his promise to provide 
national health insurance for the estimated 35 million 
Americans who were uninsured. Chaired by his wife, the 
Task Force on National Health Care Reform in 1993 
proposed providing universal insurance primarily by 
mandating that employers offer health insurance to their 
employees. A barrage of criticism greeted the task 
force's report. Businesses objected to providing 
mandated health insurance. The American Medical 
Association complained that adopting the 
recommendations would mean that government would 
decide how much healthcare an individual could receive 
and deny an individual's choice of doctors. Such com-
plaints found their mark in a public leery of big 

 
♦ Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the issue of gun control 

sharply divided the nation. This ad strongly asserts the need 
for control. Opponents argue that the right to bear arms is 
guaranteed by the Constitution. Advocates for control won a 
small victory in 1993 when Congress passed the Brady bill, 
which requires a five-day waiting period and a background 
check before someone can buy a handgun. Handgun Control, 
Inc. 

changes in medical care. By mid-1994, it was apparent 
that healthcare reform was a dead issue. 

Success did not elude Clinton entirely during his first 
two years in office. Going against considerable 
opposition within his own party, he gained congressional 
approval of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), which gradually re- 

North American Free Trade Agreement Agreement 
approved in 1993 that eliminated most tariffs and other 
trade barriers among the United States, Canada, and 
Mexico. 



duced trade barriers between the United States, Canada, 
and Mexico over a fifteen-year-period. In 1993, 
Congress also approved the Brady bill, which mandated 
a five-day waiting period before an individual could 
purchase a handgun. Additionally, Clinton was able in 
1993 to secure passage of a budget that he believed 
would reduce the budget deficit and promote economic 
growth. Denounced by Republicans as typical liberal 
"tax and spend" measures, these laws raised taxes on 
wealthy Americans while making major spending cuts. 
The failure to achieve significant social reform and 
Clinton's many compromises, however, more than 
overshadowed the president's small victories. 

As Clinton sank ever lower in public opinion polls in 
1994, the Republicans rallied around Newt Gingrich, a 
conservative member of Congress from Georgia. Some 
three hundred Republican aspirants to the House of 
Representatives pledged on September 27, 1994, to 
support the Contract with America that Gingrich 
promised to enact if Republicans were victorious at the 
polls. Reflecting Gingrich's philosophy of a minimal 
federal government, the contract called for various tax 
cuts and a balanced federal budget by 2002. Apart from 
specifying cuts in welfare, the contract was vague on 
how the budget was to be balanced. 

Voters responded to Gingrich's call for a political 
revolution. In the 1994 elections, Republicans picked up 
nine Senate seats and fifty-two House seats, thereby 
gaining control of the Senate for the first time since 1987 
and of the House for the first time in forty years. In 
addition, Republicans added fourteen governorships to 
their total. Democratic mainstays such as Governor 
Mario Cuomo of New York and Governor Ann Richards 
of Texas went down to defeat. A conservative revolution 
even more profound than the one that had elected 
Ronald Reagan president appeared to be taking shape. 

True to his word, Gingrich, the new Speaker of the 
House, steered virtually all of the Contract with America 
through the House during its first hundred days in 
session in 1995. Republicans passed large tax cuts, 
strong anticrime legislation, and increases in military 
spending. (Ironically, the only part of the contract that 
was not fulfilled was the provision calling for term limits 
for members of Congress.) Euphoria ran high in the 
Republican ranks. 

The contract's pledge to balance the budget by 2002 
led to a confrontation between Clinton and Gingrich 
after the beginning of the new federal fiscal year in 
October 1995. Since no budget had been agreed on for 
fiscal year 1995-1996, a continuing resolution was 
needed to allow the federal government to function and 
to pay its bills. Gingrich attached specified reductions in 
Medicare, Medicaid, and welfare spending to the 
continuing resolution. If Clinton vetoed the resolution 
because he did not like these reductions, all nonessential 

services of the federal government would be forced to 
shut down. 

Clinton called Gingrich's bluff and vetoed the 
resolution. Some 800,000 federal workers were sent 
home briefly in November and for more than a month 
beginning in mid-December. National museums, parks, 
passport offices, and a host of other government offices 
closed. As the shutdown continued into January 1996, 
the public increasingly pointed the finger at Gingrich 
and the Republicans for the budgetary impasse. "It 
seems like the Republicans have this my-way-or-no-way 
attitude, and I'm tired of it," a 37-year-old Kansan ob-
served. Senate Majority Leader Robert Dole of Kansas, 
sensing the damage that the shutdown was doing to his 
party, finally called for a Republican retreat on the 
continuing resolution. Government employees went back 
to work in mid-January, and the leaders of the two 
parties sat down again to negotiate a budget. 

Clinton emerged from the government shutdown with 
enhanced stature and a new political lease on life. The 
budgetary battles made him seem a moderate, whereas 
Gingrich and his supporters came off as extremists. 

Following the government shutdowns of 1995-1996, 
Clinton and the Republican Congress were able to reach 
substantial agreement on only one major issue, welfare 
reform. The Republican 

Brady bill Law passed in 1993 that established a five-
day waiting period for handgun purchases. 

Contract with America Pledge taken in September 1994 
by some three hundred Republican candidates for the 
House that promised to reduce the size and scope of the 
federal government and to balance the federal budget by 
2002. 



welfare reform bill that Clinton signed late in the 
summer of 1996 marked a dramatic departure from the 
federal welfare program that had existed since the New 
Deal—Aid to Families with Dependent Children. 
Charging that AFDC payments had created a culture of 
poverty and dependence because the program did not 
require recipients to work, Republicans replaced AFDC 
with block grants to the states. The legislation allowed 
the states to experiment with a variety of approaches to 
handling welfare and required adults to work in order to 
receive welfare. Critics of the measure contended that 
the end of federal welfare entitlements amounted to a 
betrayal of the poor. 

The 1996 Campaign 
Perceiving Clinton as a vulnerable president, a host of 
Republican candidates emerged in 1995 to compete for 
the right to carry the party's standard. Despite sharp 
initial challenges from Steven Forbes, heir to a 
publishing fortune, and Patrick Buchanan, a conservative 
columnist, veteran politician Robert Dole secured the 
nomination easily. 

Dole emerged as the Republican nominee only to find 
himself trailing in the polls by twenty points in June 
1996. In an effort to narrow the gap, he resigned his 
Senate seat. Several factors operated as constraints on 
his ambitions. First, the economy had grown steadily 
though not spectacularly during Clinton's presidency. 
Second, Dole was a moderate Republican who failed to 
inspire the conservative activists who had energized 
Reagan's campaigns. Finally, Clinton's handling of the 
budgetary impasse gave him some credentials as a 
presidential leader. 

Dole's best hopes appeared to rest on further 
developments in the Whitewater scandal. The 
complicated scandal got its name from the failed 
Whitewater real-estate development in Arkansas in 
which the Clintons had invested. On May 28, 1996, a 
jury convicted Arkansas Governor Jim Guy Tucker and 
two of the Clintons' other former business partners in 
Whitewater, James and Susan McDougal, of fraud. The 
three were found guilty of arranging nearly $3 million in 
loans from federally 

backed banks on the basis of falsified appraisals and of 
using the loans for improper purposes, including the 
Whitewater development, while Clinton was governor of 
Arkansas. 

Although none of the evidence introduced in the trial 
implicated the president, that did not absolve him and his 
wife of suspected wrongdoing in many people's eyes. 
Hillary Clinton had been a partner in the Rose Law Firm 
that handled the affairs of the McDougals' failed bank. 
Vincent Foster, an attorney who followed the Clintons 
from. Arkansas to the White House, committed suicide 
when the scandal broke in 1993, leading some to 
speculate that the Clintons had something to hide. 

Neither Dole's attempt to question Clinton's character 
nor the former senator's call for a 15 percent across-the-
board cut in income taxes made much of an impression 
on the electorate. Clinton rolled to an easy victory on 
November 5, becoming the first Democrat to be re-
elected president since Franklin D. Roosevelt. He 
captured 379 electoral votes and 49 percent of the 
popular vote. Dole won the remainder of the electoral 
votes and 41 percent of the popular vote, while Reform 
party candidate Ross Perot captured 9 percent of the 
popular vote. Expecting an easy Clinton victory, less 
than half of all eligible voters cast their ballots. The 
percentage turnout was the lowest since 1924. Clinton 
proved to have very short coattails. The Republicans 
retained control of the Senate and the House. 
Clinton's Foreign Policy 
When Clinton assumed control of foreign policy, it still 
was not clear what general policy would replace that of 
the Cold War. Americans wanted to maintain their 
power and influence as a super- 

Whitewater scandal A scandal involving a failed real-
estate development in Arkansas in which President 
Clinton invested; several of the president's business 
partners in the Whitewater development were 
convicted of fraud. 



power but were divided over what situations would 
warrant American intervention. Inexperienced in foreign 
affairs, Clinton proceeded cautiously and followed the 
general outline set by President Bush. In economic 
foreign policy, Clinton completed Bush's effort to pass 
the NAFTA and General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT) agreements, to improve trade with China, 
and to encourage Japan to buy more American goods. 
Clinton continued to support Russian leader Boris 
Yeltsin and to work toward agreements with former 
Soviet countries to destroy nuclear warheads. 

Clinton inherited two highly controversial com-
mitments from the Bush administration—in Somalia and 
in Bosnia. U.S. troops intervened in Somalia in 1992 as 
part of a United Nations effort to keep the peace between 
marauding factions in a civil war. But in the absence of 
any direct U.S. interest in the country, pressure to 
withdraw the troops grew. By April 1994, Clinton had 
done so. 

Clinton inched forward on the issue of Bosnia amid 
considerable controversy over whether UN 
peacekeeping efforts would have any effect. As the 
carnage increased, however, the Clinton administration 
agreed to allow American forces to participate in a UN 
campaign to establish and protect "safe areas" for 
refugees. In the fall of 1995, the United States sponsored 
talks between the warring elements—the Serbs, the 
Muslim Bosnians, and the Croats. The resulting Dayton 
Agreement partitioned the country into a Bosnian-
Croatian federation and Serbia and called for UN forces, 
including 20,000 Americans, to police the peace. By the 
summer of 1996, when most American forces were 
withdrawn, much had been accomplished to rebuild the 
shattered region. In December 1997, Clinton announced, 
however, that a continued American presence in that 
nation was necessary to oversee the task of nation 
building. 

The Balkans continued to remain a hot spot during 
Clinton's second term. The conflict that erupted in 1998 
again involved ancient hostilities between Orthodox 
Christians and Muslims, this time in the Serbian 
province of Kosovo. Kosovo, 90 percent of whose 
population consisted of ethnic Albanians, who also were 
Muslims, had enjoyed considerable autonomy until the 
breakup of 

the former Yugoslavia in 1989, when Serbian president 
Slobodan Milosevic took control of the province. 
Milosevic ordered a crackdown in Kosovo in 1998 after 
the emergence of the Kosovo Liberation Army, which 
sought full independence for the province. 

Milosevic's efforts to drive ethnic Albanians from their 
villages in Kosovo prompted NATO intervention in 
March 1999 after negotiations to end the conflict failed. 
NATO launched bombing raids against Serbian targets 
in Kosovo and Serbia to force a Serb withdrawal from 
the province. NATO's reluctance to commit troops to the 
conflict, however, allowed Milosevic to conduct a 
campaign of ethnic cleansing against the Albanians, who 
began a mass exodus from the province. Milosevic 
finally capitulated and agreed to sign a UN-approved 
peace agreement on June 9. British officials sent to 
investigate mass graves after the conflict ended es-
timated that some ten thousand ethnic Albanian civilians 
had been deliberately shot by Milosevic's forces between 
June 1998 and June 1999. 

Iraq remained a problem area as well. Fearful that 
Saddam Hussein would replenish his chemical and 
biological weapons after the Gulf War, the United 
Nations required Iraq to allow UN inspectors access to 
sites suspected of storing or producing such weapons. 
From the beginning of these forced inspections, Saddam 
obstructed the UN efforts. In January 1998, he flatly 
refused to allow inspectors to visit some sites, including 
many presidential palaces. 

Clinton responded by threatening military action 
against Iraq. Although Saddam appeared to agree to 
unrestricted inspections in February 1998, he soon began 
imposing restrictions on the UN inspections again. Tired 
of Saddam's delaying tactics, Clinton ordered American 
warplanes to bomb 

Dayton Agreement Agreement signed in Dayton, Ohio, in 
November 1995 by the three rival ethnic groups in 
Bosnia, which pledged to end the four-year civil war 
there. 

ethnic cleansing An effort to eradicate an ethnic or 
religious group from a country or region, often through 
mass killings. 



 
♦ Following his impeachment by the House of Representatives in December 1998, a determined 

President Clinton announced that he would not resign his office and vowed to serve out his 
term to "the last hour." House Minority Leader Richard Gephart (left), Vice President Al Gore, 
and Hillary Clinton lend support. 

Baghdad in December 1998. Saddam soon relented, 
promising once more to allow inspectors to visit all 
suspected sites. Few observers, however, expected 
Saddam's cooperation. 

Bridge to the Twenty-first Century 

As Clinton began his second term, most Americans were 
generally pleased with society and the economy and 
gave the president a high approval rating. The country 
was at peace, and the economy was growing, providing 
more jobs while inflation remained low. The previous 
years of economic growth were broad based, helping to 
reduce income gaps between men and women and 
African Americans and whites. 

In his State of the Union address in 1998, Clinton 
focused on the economy's strength as he projected the 
first balanced budget in thirty years. The budget marked, 
he stated, "an end to decades of deficits that have 
shackled our economy, paralyzed ourpolicies, and held 
our people back." He also suggested that any surplus 
should be set aside to ensure the future viability of 
Social Security. "Before we do anything with that 
surplus," he told Congress, "let's save Social Security 

first." Stressing "smart government," Clinton called for 
increased spending on education, daycare, Medicare, and 
Medicaid, as well as for medical and other scientific 
research. Republican critics argued that the budget had 
been balanced through the use of "smoke and mirrors" 
and represented the Democratic position as a 
continuation of "big government." 

At the time Clinton gave his State of the Union 
Address, the emerging Monica Lewinsky scandal was 
rocking the White House and prompting some people to 
suggest that the president should resign or be impeached. 
Did the president have a sexual relationship with the 
former White House intern? Did he ask her to lie about it 
under oath? Although willing to believe the accusations, 
most Americans did not seem to care. As the 
investigation and stories of a cover-up and presidential 
sexual miscon- 



duct continued, Clinton's public approval rose to a 
record high of 79 percent. Polls suggested that a majority 
of the public was pleased with Clinton's performance as 
president and the overall state of the nation and thought 
that Clinton's private life should be his own business. 

The Republican majority in the House of Repre-
sentatives, however, did not agree with that assessment. 
On October 8, 1998, for only the third time in American 
history, the House launched impeachment proceedings 
against a president. In December, the House approved 
two articles of impeachment against Clinton. The first 
article charged that Clinton had perjured himself in his 
January 1998 testimony in the Paula Jones case. (Jones 
had filed a sexual harassment suit claiming that Clinton 
had asked her to perform oral sex on him in 1991 while 
he was governor of Arkansas. Clinton settled the case in 
November 1998 by paying Jones $850,000 while 
admitting nothing.) The second article charged that 
Clinton had abused the powers of his office and 
obstructed justice in attempting to cover up the 
Lewinsky affair. 

Although public opinion polls clearly were against 
Clinton's impeachment, the Senate nevertheless agreed 
to proceed with the case. After a six-week trial, the 
Senate acquitted Clinton on both counts on February 12, 
1999. Forty-five senators voted in favor of convicting 
the president of perjury, while fifty voted in favor of the 
obstruction of justice charge. Since a two-thirds majority 
was required to remove Clinton from office, he remained 
president, but with a badly stained reputation. 

As Americans neared the new millennium, they 
appeared to have all but forgotten the high drama and 
low tragedy of Clinton's impeachment trial. Although 
some feared computer problems and stocked up on 
portable generators, canned goods, and extra cash, most 
awaited the arrival of the year 2000 with quiet 
confidence and assurance. The American economy was 
strong and showed no signs of stopping its extraordinary 
expansion. No great foreign threats loomed on the 
horizon for the world's remaining superpower. Only time 
would tell whether those confident expectations would 
be borne out. But one thing was certain: the making of 
America would continue. 

SUM M AR Y 
Expectations  
Constraints  
Choices 
Outcomes 

 

Americans entered and left the 1990s badly divided over 
many cultural and social expectations. Conservatives and 
liberals argued heatedly about the morality of the 
country. From both sides of the political spectrum, 
activists promoted their point of view. Racial and ethnic 
minorities, gays, and women were among those insisting 
that government remove constraints in the form of 
discriminatory laws and practices. Conservatives 
countered that government programs were already 
providing too many special programs for minorities and 
the disadvantaged. Opposed to homosexuality, abortion, 
and what they considered destructive values, 
conservatives claimed that American society was too 
permissive, too preoccupied with sex and violence, and 
too tolerant of immortality and "alternative lifestyles." 
They advocated less government interference in eco-
nomic and social matters and argued for policy choices 
that stressed "traditional values." 

The key issue in the 1992 presidential election proved 
to be not social issues but economic ones. Reminding 
voters of the economic recession then facing the country, 
Bill Clinton was able to outdistance incumbent president 
George Bush and third-party candidate Ross Perot. The 
outcome of Clinton's efforts to expand the welfare state 
by proposing national healthcare legislation failed 
abysmally and encouraged Republican expectations of a 
new era of conservatism. Those expectations appeared 
quite realistic in 1994, when Republicans captured both 
houses of Congress by proposing the conservative 
Contract with America. 

Clinton chose to steal much of the Republican thunder 
by successfully proposing budgetary and welfare 
reforms. The outcome of his shift to the 



political center and of a growing economy was his 
reelection over Bob Dole in 1996. 

The Monica Lewinsky scandal operated as a severe 
constraint on Clinton's political effectiveness during his 
second term. Although he survived a Senate trial on two 
impeachment charges, his presidential leadership 
virtually ended on the day Lewinsky became a 
household name in January 1998. 

As America entered the new millennium, there 
appeared to be no clear political mandate. During 

the 1990s, Americans had resoundingly voted against a 
further expansion of "big government"—at least in the 
form of national healthcare. But they also had chosen to 
reject conservatives' calls for a thorough dismantling of 
the welfare state and to retain Social Security and 
Medicare. Radical choices seemed unnecessary in a 
country that had enjoyed nearly a decade of prosperity 
and that had resumed its place as the world's leading 
economic power. 
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