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The Iran Hostage Crisis
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The 1980 Election
Modest victories in Middle East mark high point of presidency, by 1979 it is clear that economic recovery program has failed, in speech to nation calls upon people to change attitude, have more faith in leaders
“Malaise speech” backfires, approval rating drops to 26%, many resent president for putting blame on public, Carter can’t hold public respect

Prospects for reelection balance on success in international affairs
Near end of term, numerous crises in foreign affairs and divisions in State Department make task of presidency very difficult
In 1979, overthrow of Nicaraguan dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza leaves Carter without moderate successor, new Sandinista gov’t pleads for help, Congress turns down Carter’s request for $75 million aid
Sandinistas assist revolution in El Salvador, Carter backs administration in San Salvador, peace activists plead Carter to withhold military aid, conservatives demand more funds to bolster anticommunist regime
Carter advises Americans to put fear of Communism behind them, eats own words after situations in Africa and Central America
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan produces stalemate, 30,000 troops enter Afghan territory in 1979, fearful of US alliance with right-wing gov’t
Civil war labeled “Russian Vietnam” by American press, after Soviet soldiers face moral hardships, US calls for withdrawal of all troops
Carter Doctrine asserts US determination to protect its interests in Persian Gulf, wary of Soviet desire for warm-water port on gulf
Halts grain exports, reinstitutes draft, massive US arms buildup
Cold war heats up again by 1980, calls for increase in military budget, signs Presidential Directive 59 guaranteeing production of weapons necessary to win a prolonged nuclear, prospect of détente disappears
On November 4, 1979, Iranian fundamentalists seize US embassy in Tehran, hold fifty-two embassy employees hostage for 444 days
For decades, US foreign policy in Middle East depends on friendly relations with Iran, by 1970s is most Westernized society in Arab world
Fundamentalist Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeini forces shah to flee country, after Carter allows shah to enter US to be treated for cancer a group of Khomeini followers retaliates by storming US embassy

Carter directs helicopter rescue mission, fails because of sand storm
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance resigns after Carter ignores his advice
By supporting brutal shah, Carter violates own human rights policy
During crisis, price of oil rises by 60%, inflation rises to over 13%
Carter begins campaign for reelection in worst possible light, has no significant accomplishments, Democratic rival calls him “washed up”
Cuban refugees land in Florida and create another problem for Carter
Bid for renomination depends on incumbency rather than popularity

Delegates unenthusiastically endorse Carter and Walter Mondale
Ronald Reagan has built campaign since 1976, oil executive and former CIA director George Bush becomes candidate for VP
Republican campaign makes most of Carter’s mismanagement of domestic/foreign affairs, Reagan spotlights many problems in country

Reagan wins 50.9% of popular vote, 489 votes in electoral college to Carter’s 41.2% of popular vote and measly 49 votes in electoral college
Republicans win control of Senate for first time since 1952, barely half of eligible voters turn out, Ronald Reagan has mandate of 25%
Carter is generally considered to have been a failure as a president.  What were the reasons he didn’t get reelected?  Could he have avoided the problems that brought him down?
Carter did not get reelected for a number of reasons. First off, during his four years of presidency he did not have one single large accomplishment. His minor successes took place in his foreign policy in the Middle East and were the high point of his presidency. In Iran, he failed to follow his own moral rights policy and supported a shah with brutal secret police. His choice to ignore Secretary of State Cyrus Vance’s advice to stick to negotiation in dealing with the Iranian Hostage Crisis cost him a failed helicopter rescue mission. Steps toward détente with the Soviet Union turned around completely by 1980 and the Cold War began to reemerge after problems in Africa and Latin America. Carter had to face a lot of difficult dilemmas during his presidency, but if he had stuck to his policies he might have been able to avoid the problems that brought him down.
