
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

      

             

        

               

         

      

   

     

       

          

           

    

 

       

           

 

         

         

 

  
 

   
   

 

MAGALAND: Reagan, Trump, and The MAGA Slogan 

Anthony Coussens 

On September 1, 1980, standing before a crowd at the Statue of Liberty, Republican presidential 

candidate Ronald Reagan delivered a speech in commemoration of Labor Day. In this speech, Reagan 

would include a line that would become an iconic slogan in the American Right, “This country needs a new 

administration, with a renewed dedication to the dream of America—an administration that will give that 

dream new life and make America great again!”1 Those four words at the end “Make America Great Again” 

would be placed on pins and posters throughout the country and be a rallying cry for Republicans 

throughout the campaign. Ronald Reagan would win the presidency defeating the incumbent Jimmy Carter 

with the slogan “Make America Great Again” again at his back. 

On November 19, 2012, a filing was made with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office in the wake 

of Barack Obama’s victory for his second term. Presidential candidate Donald Trump and his lawyers 

trademarked the slogan “Make America Great Again.”2 Once again over thirty years later MAGA (short 

for Make America Great Again) would make its grand return to the political stage. MAGA would be shouted 

by crowds, embroidered on hats, and displayed on yard signs across the nation. Like Reagan, Trump would 

win the presidency of the U.S. 

Running for the presidency more than three decades apart from each other, both Trump and Reagan 

would win the presidency with the use of the MAGA slogan. This paper seeks to gain an in-depth view of 

the usage and evolution of the MAGA slogan and ideology for both the Reagan and Trump campaigns and 

administrations. Specifically, this paper focuses on three aspects of the usage of MAGA. First, I examine 

the context for these campaigns to help explain why the slogan Make America Great Again was used to 

1 Ronald Reagan, “Labor Day Speech at Liberty State Park, Jersey City, New Jersey,” September 1, 1980, New 
Jersey, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/labor-day-speech-liberty-state-park-jersey-city-new-jersey. 
2 Karen Tumulty, “How Donald Trump Came up with ‘Make America Great Again,’” The Washington Post January 
18, 2017); “TSDR Help,” Trademark Status & Document Retrieval 
https://tsdr.uspto.gov/#caseNumber=85783371&caseType=SERIAL_NO&searchType=statusSearch. 
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draw support. Second, I consider the movements and groups that flocked to the call to Make America Great 

Again. Finally, I will examine how both Reagan and Trump attempted to Make America Great Again in 

their respective administrations. 

In the recent unprecedented attack on the United States capital, a violent and armed group of 

insurrectionists rallied around the MAGA slogan. They sought to seize control of the capital, prevent the 

election certification of President-elect Joe Biden, and keep President Donald Trump in power.3 The battle 

for the capital raged for hours and lead to the deaths of several of the insurrections and officers present. 

This mob had sought to kill and or capture members of Congress and other government officials that they 

had deemed as traitors, among them Vice President Mike Pence. Rioters chanted “Hang Mike Pence!” and 

demanded the overturn of the 2020 presidential election.4 The insurrection was finally dispersed after the 

D.C. National Guard arrived to reinforce the police and President Donald Trump told the mob in a video 

posted on Twitter, “So go home. We love you. You’re very special.”5 

How does this insurrection connect to the history of MAGA and the movements surrounding it?6 

MAGA, like any ideology, slogan, or movement, is not static. It changes with the times, adapts to new 

trends and situations, changes its orientation to the people who use it and incorporates new information. It 

is with this understanding that this paper is written - as an effort to know our past, understand our present, 

and possibly grasp our future. In the next section, I turn to the context of Ronald Reagan’s campaign for 

President and the legacy of the 60s and 70s. In addition, an assortment of recent crises had appeared that 

challenged America’s strength and prestige at home and abroad. 

3 Nicholas Fandos and Emily Cochrane, “After Pro-Trump Mob Storms Capitol, Congress Confirms Biden’s Win,” 
The New York Times January 6, 2021. 
4 Shaila Dewan, “Police Officer’s Suicide After Jan. 6 Riot Is Ruled a Line-of-Duty Death,” The New York Times 
March 10, 2022; Maggie Haberman, Confidence Man: The Making of Donald Trump and the Breaking of America 
(New York: Penguin Press, 2022), 6, 482-484; Joseph L. Locke and Ben Wright, The American Yawp: A Massively 
Collaborative Open U.S. History Textbook (Stanford, CA, CA: Stanford University Press, 2019) Chapter 30, Section 
8. 
5 Kevin Breuninger, “Trump Tells Capitol Rioters to ‘Go Home’ but Repeatedly Pushes False Claim that Election 
Was Stolen,” CNBC January 6, 2021. 
6 Meg Anderson, “Antifa Didn’t Storm The Capital. Just Ask The Rioters,” NPR March 2, 2021. 
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The legacy of the civil rights movement, the humiliation from the withdrawal from Vietnam, and 

a distrust of government post-Watergate scandal all were elements that would play a role in Reagan's 

campaign’s call to Make America Great Again.7 The Civil Rights movement had up-ended the long-

standing racial hierarchy that had presided over America for a great deal of its history and caused racial 

resentment throughout the nation, particularly among some white Americans who resented the civil and 

political rights granted to black Americans.8 This would leave those people feeling left behind, that their 

America was in the past. Along with increased racial tensions and resentments, the withdrawal and defeat 

of the United States in Vietnam had wounded the prestige and image of the nation as well as injured the 

government’s credibility.9 This newfound distrust was compounded by Nixon’s Watergate scandal.10 

The oil crisis of the late 70s, the Iran hostage crisis, the ongoing deindustrialization, and continuing 

fears from the Cold War added a new sense of destabilization to American politics. The oil crisis of the late 

70s resulted in high gas prices that affected citizen's ability to afford fuel, and the fuel shortages created 

general disruption in the daily life of Americans.11 The rising cost of living helped Reagan sell his belief to 

the American public - that he could Make America Great Again and return them to their previous standard 

of living. The Iran hostage crisis revealed America's weakness, as one of the two world superpowers had 

its embassy stormed by a mob and its people were taken hostage for over a year. 12 Another issue facing the 

U.S. at the time of Reagan’s campaign was the loss of industrial and manufacturing jobs that had been the 

7 “Looking Back: Ronald Reagan, a Master of Racial Polorization,” The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, no. 
58 (2007): 33-36; Carol Anderson, White Rage the Unspoken Truth of Our Racial Divide (New York: Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2017); Sean Wilentz, The Age of Reagan: A History, 1974-2008 (Harper Perennial, 2009), 180-187; 
Locke and Wright, The American Yawp, Ch 28, Sec 2; Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States (New 
York: Harper, 2015), 618. 
8 Jill Lepore, These Truths: A History of the United States (New York: W. W. Norton & company, 2018), 614, 621, 
622; Anderson, White Rage. 
9 The American Yawp, Chapter 28. 
10 Wilentz, The Age of Reagan, 125. 
11 Lepore, These Truths, 680; Locke and Wright, The American Yawp, Ch 28, Sec 8. 
12 Zinn, A People's History of the United States 573; Lepore, These Truths, 680. 
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backbone of the economy for decades.13 Finally, Cold War anxiety would go on to play a part in the 

sentiments among the American people. This resulted in Americans heeding Reagan’s call to Make 

America Great Again.14 

MAGA for Reagan’s time was an attempt to provide an answer to these events and reclaim a 

perceived greatness that had existed before. It drew upon the nostalgia of the American public to garner 

support by promising the public a future that had the glory and prosperity of the past. 

Important for understanding Donald Trump’s calls to Make America Great Again are several events 

in America’s recent past. 9/11 and the subsequent war on terror, the Presidency of Barack Obama, the 

increased influx of migrants from Latin America along with a myriad of other factors contributed to 

Trump’s calls to Make America Great Again. 

Post-September 11, it is safe to say that the mindset of the American people had been shocked and 

altered. As historian Sean Wilentz puts it, “Now, the feeling was somber and frightened—a common bond 

caused by trauma, by fury, and also by fear, not just fear that terrorist might strike again at any moment but 

fear that the world had changed forever and nobody was prepared.”15 In the views of many, Muslim 

Americans were now considered at large to be possible terrorists and enemies of America.16 Donald Trump 

used these sentiments as one of his axes to Make America Great Again. For example, during his campaign, 

Trump argued that America needed “a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United 

States.”17 He would also go on to call for the U.S. to double down on its war on terror in the Middle East.18 

Zinn, A People's History of the United States, 568, 569; Locke and Wright, The American Yawp, Ch 28, Sec 6. 
14 Lepore, These), 680; Zinn, A People's History of the United States, 572. 
15 Wilentz, The Age of Reagan, 433. 
16 Elaine Tyler May, Fortress America: How We Embraced Fear and Abandoned Democracy (New York: Basic 
Books, 2017), 183, 184. 
17 Jessica Taylor, “Trump Calls For ‘Total and Complete Shutdown Of Muslims Entering’ U.S.,” NPR December 7, 
2015. 
18 Janet Hook and Beth Reinhard, “Donald Trump Calls for a New War on Terror,” The Wall Street Journal August 
15, 2015. 
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In general this rendition of MAGA viewed Muslims and Muslim Americans in opposition to America; thus 

to Make America Great Again one needed to oppose Muslims. 

The monumental Presidency of Barack Obama also forms a key reason Trump would revive the 

use of MAGA in a presidential campaign. As it was shortly after Obama’s victory over Mitt Romney in 

2012 that Trump would trademark the slogan Make America Great Again.19 But what was it about President 

Obama that warranted the use of this slogan? President Obama was the first black president of the United 

States. At this time, a growing number of racist remarks and provocations were made against then-President 

Obama.20 Trump would further add to this by spreading the Birtherism conspiracy theory that held Obama 

was not born in America, was a secret Muslim, and was anti-American.21 As journalist Adam Serwer would 

state in his article in “To Make America Great Again, to turn back the clock to an era where white political 

and cultural hegemony was unthreatened by black people, by immigrants, by people of a different faith. By 

people like Barack Obama. The calls to disavow birtherism missed the point: Trump’s entire campaign was 

birtherism”22 

Trump used anti-immigrant rhetoric in his calls to Make America Great Again. He called the alarm 

about the influx of migrants from Latin American crossing the southern border. In fact, during his rally 

announcing his campaign for President Trump announced before the crowd, “When Mexico sends its 

people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending 

people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. 

They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”23 This attack on migrants 

from Mexico from the Trump campaign would continue with the claim of the criminality of those seeking 

19 Karen Tumulty, “How Donald Trump Came up with ‘Make America Great Again,’” The Washington Post 
January 18, 2017; “TSDR Help,” Trademark Status & Document Retrieval 
20 Anderson, White Rage, 158, 159. 
21 Haberman, Confidence Man, 183. 
22 Adam Serwer, “Birtherism of a Nation,” The Atlantic May 13, 2020. 
23 Michelle Lee, “Donald Trump’s False Comments Connecting Mexican Immigrants and Crime,” The Washington 
Post July 8, 2015. 
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to enter the U.S. With the otherizing language such as “They’re not sending you,” Trump was able to then 

place the blame on these groups as reasons America had stopped being great, making the opposition to them 

a way for the people in the MAGA movement to feels as though they could Make America Great Again. 

Thus, the issue of the southern border and the migrants who would enter the United States illegally remained 

one of the key points for those in the MAGA movement. The lack of control over the border was a perceived 

humiliation and weakness that Trump could use garner support and call for a return to a time in which law 

was respected and, in this way, Make America Great Again. 

For Trump and his call to Make America Great Again these aforementioned factors played a crucial 

role. From the post-9/11 fear and hatred that had swept America, to the racial resentment of the first black 

president, to the influx of Hispanic migrants, along with other reasons all played a part in the Trump call 

for MAGA. The role of racial and ethnic resentment does seem to contrast with Reagan’s version of MAGA 

which still held to people’s fears and prejudices but still had an economic message to rally the people. These 

differences beg the question: Which groups and movements were most attracted to the messaging of 

MAGA? 

In fact, many of the same groups that rallied in support of Ronald Reagan also would go on to rally 

for Trump. Two that stand out are evangelical protestant Christians and white supremacists or nationalists 

as some of the most staunch and loyal supporters of the call to Make America Great Again. While 

evangelical Christian support of conservative candidates was and still is a given, the level of reverent 

support given to Reagan and Trump was exceptional. In the case of Reagan, his support from the 

evangelicals came from the alliance between the conservatives and evangelical churches. Reagan courted 

evangelicals and received a solid and continuous base of support for his campaign and administration in 

return. As he famously said to a group of evangelical ministers, “I know you can’t endorse me. But I endorse 

you, and what you are doing.”24 In the case of Trump, this alliance would hold as Trump received massive 

24 Daniel Hummel, “Revivalist Nationalism since World War II: From ‘Wake up, America!’ to ‘Make America 
Great Again,’” Religions 7, no. 11 (November 1, 2016): 128. 
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evangelical support.25 Exit polls from 2016 indicated 81 percent of white evangelical protestants voted for 

Trump.26 

White nationalists and supremacists would also heed the calls to Make America Great Again. For 

Reagan, this can be seen in one of his campaign rallies at the Neshoba County Fair in Philadelphia 

Mississippi on August 3, 1980. Three key points of this speech related to white supremacy. First, the speech 

took place only a few miles from where civil rights workers had been lynched and murdered in 1964.27 His 

speech also contained a call for “states’ rights” a commonly used dog whistle for white supremacy, as it 

calls for more power to be given to the states regarding matters like civil rights.28 Finally, the crowd 

responded to the speech by waving confederate flags and chanting support for Reagan.29 

Trump also had ties to white supremacists. One such connection was the endorsement of former 

Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke.30 In addition, Trump only partially condemned a deadly neo-Nazi rally 

in Charlottesville.31 In the days leading up to the attack on the capital, instead of condemning far-right and 

white supremacist groups, Trump called on one of those groups, the Proud Boys, to “Stand back, and stand 

by.”32 These incidents reveal the appeal of the phrase Make America Great Again to white supremacists. 

In the final part of this paper, I will consider the ways Reagan and Trump tried to Make America 

Great Again while in office. One might first analyze why they ran for the presidency in the first place. 

25 Haberman, Confidence Man, 219. 
26 Robert P. Jones, White Too Long: The Legacy of White Supremacy in American Christianity (New York: Simon & 
Schuster Paperbacks, 2021), 15. 
27 Peniel E Joseph, “From Ronald Reagan in Philadelphia, Miss., to Donald Trump in Tulsa, a Pattern of Racially 
Divisive Politics,” The Washington Post June 19, 2020; Daniel S Luck, “Op-Ed: Donald Trump, a True Reagan 
Republican,” Los Angeles Times July 19, 2020. 
28 Peniel E Joseph, “From Ronald Reagan in Philadelphia, Miss., to Donald Trump in Tulsa, a Pattern of Racially 
Divisive Politics,” The Washington Post June 19, 2020. 
29 Daniel S Luck, “Op-Ed: Donald Trump, a True Reagan Republican,” Los Angeles Times July 19, 2020. 
30 Haberman, Confidence Man, 1. 
31 Haberman, Confidence Man, 316. 
32 Kathleen Ronayne and Micheal Kunzelman, “Trump to Far-Right Extremists: ‘Stand Back and Stand by,’” AP 
September 30, 2020. 
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Reagan wanted to move beyond the events of the 60s and 70s and to address current and ongoing issues 

facing America. In contrast, Trump opposed changes that he saw as un-American. 

Reagan’s approach to making America great again comes down to two major initiatives: increasing 

spending on the military and reviving the economy. Over his two terms as president, he would go on to 

increase military spending massively.33 In addition to increasing the size of the armed forces, he oversaw 

the modernizing of the equipment and investment in multiple projects. Additional military spending, 

Reagan believed, helped calm the fears the populace had during the Cold War, as well as allowed him to 

regain the support and confidence of the people after the humiliations in the Vietnam war. In addition, 

Reagan implemented economic policies called Reaganomics that involved tax cuts across the board, 

especially to corporations and the wealthy, along with the loosening of business regulation.34 The aim of 

this policy was economic growth that would increase the wealth of all Americans and strengthen the 

economy. 

Trump focused on two policy efforts that can be seen as trying to Make America Great Again. In 

the Muslim travel ban, President Trump issued an executive order that barred or made travel very difficult 

for residents of several Muslim-majority countries.35 It sought to work as a bulwark to halt immigration 

from these countries and stop Muslims from coming into the U.S. In addition, Trump called for increased 

border spending and sought to build a wall to stop migrants from entering the U.S. via the southern border.36 

In the cases of Trump and Reagan, fear, perceived weakness, and humiliation along with bigotry 

helped fuel the calls of MAGA. Those who attended MAGA rallies tended to be religiously conservative 

and predominantly white. Under Trump policies enacted under the slogan of MAGA included extensive 

33 Frances Fitzgerald, Way out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2001), 148, 149. 
34 Wilentz, The Age of Reagan, 145, 168, 203-208, 276. 
35 Khaled A. Beydoun, American Islamophobia: Understanding the Roots and Rise of Fear (Oakland, California: 
University of California Press, 2019), 8-9, 174-177. 
36 Jessica Bolter, Emma Israel, and Sarah Pierce, “Four Years of Profound Change: Immigration Policy during the 
Trump Presidency,” migrationpolicy.org February 17, 2022. 
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corporate deregulation, vast increases in military spending, and the exclusion of those who are perceived to 

not fit in with the idea of a real American. With further research and comparison to other right-wing populist 

groups, it may become possible to examine the future of the MAGA movement going forward. Analyzing 

groups and movements that preceded or were contemporary to the MAGA movement, such as Margret 

Thatcher’s conservatism or the Brexit movement may help in determining the future paths and aspirations 

of those in the MAGA movement. 

28 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

     

         

  

  

            

       

           

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Acknowledgments 

I would like to give special acknowledgments to those who were a great help to me in writing this 

research paper. I would like to thank my family for being supportive of me particularly thanks to my mom 

for buying me books used in this paper for research To my good friends and classmates Maddie and Kevin, 

thanks for being awesome and supportive friends who would lend me great support and advice in the 

construction of this paper. To Dr. Nashel for giving me many important resources and avenues of research 

as well as for driving me to do better and go further with this paper, thanks. I appreciate Mr. Opasik of the 

IUSB library for helping me with his assistance in research as well for the excellent source he found for me 

as well as Mr. Kelly Barton of the Reagan library for assisting me in my research on Reagan. Thanks to Dr. 

Zwicker and Kayla Green for assistance in the editing of this paper. Finally, last but most certainly not least, 

thank you to the rest of my classmates from H217 Sarah, Zoe, Adam, Chris, Riley, Sam, and Joe for all the 

support and great critique on my paper in helping to shape it into what it is now. Thank you all. 

29 



 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

      

   

         

   

    

    

  

 

         

    

   

  

       

 

    

  

       

 

     

 

 

Bibliography 

Primary Sources 

Breuninger, Kevin. “Trump Tells Capitol Rioters to ‘Go Home’ but Repeatedly Pushes False Claim That 

Election Was Stolen.” CNBC January 6, 2021. 

Dewan, Shaila. “Police Officer’s Suicide After January 6 Riot Is Ruled a Line-of-Duty Death.” The New 

York Times March 10, 2022. 

Fandos, Nicholas and Emily Cochrane. “After Pro-Trump Mob Storms Capitol, Congress Confirms Biden’s 

Win.” The New York Times January 6, 2021. 

Hook, Janet and Beth Reinhard. “Donald Trump Calls for a New War on Terror.” The Wall Street Journal 

August 15, 2015. 

Hummel, Daniel. “Revivalist Nationalism since World War II: From ‘Wake up, America!’ to ‘Make 

America Great Again.’” Religions 7, no. 11 (November 1, 2016): 128. 

Lee, Michelle. “Donald Trump’s False Comments Connecting Mexican Immigrants and Crime.” The 

Washington Post July 8, 2015. 

Reagan, Ronald. “Labor Day Speech at Liberty State Park, Jersey City, New Jersey.” September 1, 1980. 

https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/labor-day-speech-liberty-state-park-jersey-city-

new-jersey 

Ronayne, Kathleen and Micheal Kunzelman. “Trump to Far-Right Extremists: ‘Stand Back and Stand by.’” 

AP September 30, 2020. 

Taylor, Jessica. “Trump Calls For ‘Total and Complete Shutdown Of Muslims Entering’ U.S.” NPR 

December 7, 2015. 

“TSDR Help.” Trademark Status & Document Retrieval. 

https://tsdr.uspto.gov/#caseNumber=85783371&caseType=SERIAL_NO&searchType=statusSearc 

h. 

30 

https://tsdr.uspto.gov/#caseNumber=85783371&caseType=SERIAL_NO&searchType=statusSearch
https://tsdr.uspto.gov/#caseNumber=85783371&caseType=SERIAL_NO&searchType=statusSearch
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/labor-day-speech-liberty-state-park-jersey-city


 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

     

     

 

     

 

            

 

        

 

          

 

     

   

   

          

 

  

     

 

   

          

 

Secondary Sources 

Anderson, Carol. White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of our Racial Divide. New York: Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2017. 

Anderson, Meg. “Antifa Didn’t Storm the Capital. Just Ask the Rioters.” NPR March 2, 2021. 

Beydoun, Khaled A. American Islamophobia: Understanding the Roots and Rise of Fear. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2019. 

Bolter, Jessica, Emma Israel, and Sarah Pierce. “Four Years of Profound Change: Immigration Policy 

during the Trump Presidency.” migrationpolicy.org, February 17, 2022. 

FitzGerald, Frances. Way out there in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War. New 

York: Simon & Schuster, 2001. 

Haberman, Maggie. Confidence Man: The Making of Donald Trump and the Breaking of America. New 

York: Penguin Press, 2022. 

Jones, Robert P. White Too Long: The Legacy of White Supremacy in American Christianity. New York: 

Simon & Schuster Paperbacks, 2021. 

Joseph, Peniel E. “From Ronald Reagan in Philadelphia, Miss., to Donald Trump in Tulsa, a Pattern of 

Racially Divisive Politics.” The Washington Post June 19, 2020. 

Serwer, Adam. “Birtherism of a Nation.” The Atlantic May 13, 2020. 

“Looking Back: Ronald Reagan, a Master of Racial Polarization.” The Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, no. 58 (2007): 33–36. 

Lepore, Jill. These Truths: A History of the United States. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2018. 

Locke, Joseph L., and Ben Wright. The American Yawp: A Massively Collaborative Open U.S. History 

Textbook. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019. 

Luck, Daniel S. “Op-Ed: Donald Trump, a True Reagan Republican.” Los Angeles Times July 19, 2020. 

May, Elaine Tyler. Fortress America: How We Embraced Fear and Abandoned Democracy. New York: 

Basic Books, 2017. 

31 

https://migrationpolicy.org


 

 

 

 

 

      

 

  

  

Tumulty, Karen. “How Donald Trump Came up with ‘Make America Great Again.’” The Washington Post. 

January 18, 2017. 

Wilentz, Sean. The Age of Reagan: A History, 1974-2008. New York: Harper Perennial, 2009. 

Wills, Garry. Reagan's America: Innocents at Home. London: Heinemann, 1988. 

Zinn, Howard. A People's History of the United States. New York: Harper, 2015. 

32 




