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			Richard Milhous Nixon

			Key information 

			
					Born: 9 January 1913 in Yorba Linda, California.

					Died: 22 April 1994 in New York.

					Political party: Republican Party.

					Election dates: 	5 November 1968.

	7 November 1972.




					Time in office: Six years. 

					Main achievements: 	Ended American military involvement in Vietnam in 1973.

	Improved diplomatic relations with Maoist China and later with the Soviet Union.




			

			Introduction 

			Richard Milhous Nixon is undoubtedly one of the American politicians who provoked the most passion and hostility during the 20th century. He was brilliant and scheming, a paranoid liar: there is no shortage of adjectives and images to illustrate the complexity of this character. In collective memory, the name of the 37th President of the United States is of course still associated with the Watergate scandal that ended his political career.

			Nixon’s swift rise in the world of politics, after starting out with nothing, took place in a context of profound anti-communism. This anti-communism was closely linked to the Cold War (1945-1990), which he supported and which enabled him to stand out. When he became president, American society was suffering a serious crisis and was more divided than ever before. 

			His foreign policy as president was an undeniable success: he paved the way for détente (1962-1979) and, above all, he managed to put an end to American military intervention in Vietnam. Nevertheless, more questionable and unpopular situations tarnished his mandate, such as his involvement in the fall of Salvador Allende Gossens (Chilean president, 1908-1973) and, within domestic politics, the Watergate scandal. 

			Either way, his presidency marked a defining stage in American history and international relations. 

		


		
			Biography 

			Childhood, education and career path 

			Richard Milhous Nixon, the 37th President of the United States, was born on 9 January 1913 in Yorba Linda, California, to a modest family. Originally from Ohio, his father, Frank Nixon (1878-1956), began as a tram conductor before starting a career in agriculture. He then opened a service station and a grocery shop in Whittier, a suburb of Los Angeles, before marrying Hannah Milhous (1885-1967), a devout Quaker. Nixon was the second of the family’s five sons. 

			His education was marked by material deprivation and moral austerity. At school, he proved to be a bright and studious child, and an excellent speaker. He graduated from Whittier College (California) in 1934 and went on to Duke University (North Carolina, east coast), where he trained as a lawyer. He got his law degree in 1937. On returning to California, he was admitted to the bar and practiced law in Whittier for four years. It was during this time that he met Thelma Patricia Ryan (1912-1993), whom he married in 1940. They had two daughters, Tricia and Julie. 

			In 1942, the couple moved to Washington, where Nixon found a job in a federal organisation responsible for price control. Feeling unsatisfied by his professional situation, he joined the Marines that same year. Given the role of doing essentially administrative tasks, he did not have the chance to fight during the Second World War (1939-1945). He left the army, however, having reached the rank of lieutenant. 

			Entry onto the political scene

			His career then took an unexpected turn. After his discharge at the beginning of 1946, he was contacted by the Republicans of California to represent them and to fight their Democrat adversary in the 12th district. After an aggressive campaign, he won the election. Elected as representative of California (1947-1951), he stood out thanks to his fierce anti-communism. His participation in the enquiry led by the House Un-American Activities Committee to find a former diplomat, Alger Hiss (1904-1996), guilty of espionage to help the Soviet secret service, earned him a certain notoriety. 

			
				
					Good to know 

					The United States experienced a profoundly anti-communist period which gave rise to a witch hunt between 1950 and 1954. This witch hunt took its name from Joseph Raymond McCarthy (1908-1957), Senator of Wisconsin, who tracked down potential communist agents who had infiltrated the administration as well as intellectual and artistic circles. McCarthyism led to the execution of Julius (electrical engineer, 1918-1953) and Ethel Rosenberg (his wife, 1915-1953), who were accused of having given atomic secrets to the Soviet Union, despite an international campaign in their favour. 

				

			

			On 7 November 1950, Nixon was elected Senator of California, and was then appointed Vice-President of the United States the following year, alongside President Dwight David Eisenhower (1890-1969). Accused of embezzling electoral funds into his own pocket, he managed to justify himself and the matter was not pursued. Re-elected in 1956, he became the de facto leader of American politics following the president’s illness. In 1959, he went to Moscow, where he debated the respective virtues of capitalism and communism with the Soviet leader Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev (1894-1971). 

			He was the Republican presidential candidate in the 1960 elections, but was beaten by the Democrat John Fitzgerald Kennedy (1917-1963). Two years later, he suffered another defeat when he stood for Governor of California, and he decided to take a temporary break from politics. 
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			A televised debate between Nixon and his presidential opponent, John F. Kennedy. 

			Presidential elections and resignation 

			Having returned to being just a corporate lawyer on Wall Street, he managed to slowly rebuild his political foundations. After being chosen as the Republican candidate once again for the presidential election of November 1968, he defeated his opponent, Democrat Hubert Horatio Humphrey (1911-1978), by promising voters that he would quickly end the Vietnam War. Nevertheless, the United States’ involvement in the conflict continued until 1973. 
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			The campaign of 1968. 

			It was, above all, in international affairs where Nixon obtained good results, particularly with the signing of a treaty with the USSR in 1972 regarding nuclear weapons, and with the beginning of diplomatic relations with Communist China. 

			After being easily re-elected in 1972, he was shaken by the Watergate scandal. Revelations of the wrongdoing of his administration threatened his career. Forced into a corner, he resigned on 8 August 1974. He was replaced by his vice-president, Gerald Rudolph Ford, Jr. (1913-2006) who granted him immunity for all the crimes committed during his presidential terms. The Watergate scandal did not, however, dismiss Nixon from the American political scene entirely. In fact, at the end of the 1970s, he was still going on many trips, particularly to China and the USSR. He also wrote several works, including his memoirs, before dying from a heart attack on 22 April 1994 in New York. 

		


		
			Political, social and economic context 

			The significant social changes of the 1960s

			American politics in the 1960s was marked by the federal interventionism of Democratic presidents, who launched large social reform projects. In his inauguration speech following his election in 1960, John F. Kennedy told Americans that he would push back a ‘new frontier’ (which refers to the American myth of the frontier in the conquest of the West), a frontier of prejudices and poverty. It was only after JFK’s assassination in Dallas on 22 November 1963, however, that Lyndon Baines Johnson (1908-1973), who became president, expanded these social reforms. During his presidential term (1963-1969), he had Congress adopt the programme of equal rights and social justice started by his predecessor. This desire for change and progress was part of his ambition to establish a ‘Great Society’.

			Within this context of economic growth, Lyndon Baines Johnson’s Great Society consisted of a programme of particularly ambitious legislative and social reforms that led to: 

			
					The implementation of laws to protect civil rights, the Civil Rights Act (1964), which banned any type of discrimination in public places and services, and the Voting Rights Act (1965), which guaranteed black people access to the ballot box. 

					The start of the fight against poverty, notably in terms of health. The president created a public health system (July 1965) with Medicare aimed at older people and Medicaid to deal with the medical care of the poorest in society. 

					The rise of social expenditure between 1960 and 1965. The education system received government aid, as did housing and culture. 

			

			This welfare state policy saw significant results by firstly contributing to the reduction of poverty. Nonetheless, despite a positive economic situation, conservatives strongly criticised the State’s involvement by denouncing the exorbitant cost of these measures. Yet, from 1967, the Vietnam War dominated debates and hindered reforms. 

			American society in turmoil 

			Paradoxically, while these ambitious social changes were being drawn up, the American society of the 1960s was experiencing a serious identity crisis. The foundations of the American way of life were subjected to social, cultural and ethical criticisms. 

			
				
					Good to know

					The expression ‘American way of life’ refers to a model of society that was established and reached its peak during the 1950s, when the United States was experiencing a period of prosperity and unprecedented economic growth. Referring to both a lifestyle and the aspiration to be happy, the American way of life is characterised by an attachment to material success and to the consumer goods that come with this (cars, suburban houses, household goods, etc.). As a result, a certain consensus and ideological conformism associate individual success with unrestrained consumerism. 

				

			

			At the end of the 1950s, black people in America paved the way for protest by fighting against social segregation and for equal civil rights. The theme of Black Power became increasingly widespread, as did the exaltation of black culture (‘Black is beautiful’). Some movements, such as the Black Panther Party (an African-American revolutionary movement founded in California), which was created in 1966, broke away from non-violence. Against a backdrop of poverty and segregation, riots took place in the ghettos of large cities between 1964 and 1968:

			
					The Watts Riots in the suburb of Los Angeles in 1965, which occurred following an unremarkable incident between a black man and a white policeman, caused 34 deaths and over 1000 people were injured. The significant damage was estimated to have cost 40 million dollars. 

					In Nashville (Tennessee) and Houston (Texas) in May 1967, a revolt arose in over 110 towns and reached its peak in Newark and Detroit in July, where the riots killed 300 people. 

					After the death of Malcolm Little, known as Malcolm X (American politician, 1925-1965) in February 1965, leader Martin Luther King (American pastor, 1929-1968) was assassinated on 4 April 1968. The news provoked a wave of violence around the country. 

			

			The unrest, which was initiated by the struggle of black people, progressively spread to other ethnic minority groups. After many strikes and a national grape boycott, the Chicanos (Americans of Mexican origin), who were the main employees in the wine-making sector, forced large agricultural companies to negotiate with the Union of Farm Workers, the union of Californian agricultural workers and grape pickers. American Indians created the American Indian Movement in 1968 and carried out an increasing number of dramatic actions to gain recognition of their culture and their oppression. They thus symbolically occupied the island of Alcatraz for 19 months starting in November 1969. 

			The awareness of social injustice accompanied the politicisation of young people. With almost eight million students at the end of 1960s, universities became hotbeds for protest. One notable example of this is the appearance of the New Left movement at universities. Among its leaders was Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979), a philosopher who criticised American capitalist society as much as the Soviet communist regime. In 1962, this movement was replaced by groups such as the SDS (Students for a Democratic Society) whose ideology was composed of a mixture between anarchism and pacifism, socialism and Marxism, etc. The anti-establishment climate on campus was amplified in October 1964 with the Free Speech Movement, which originated at the University of California, Berkeley. 

			From 1965, the escalation of the Vietnam War and the introduction of conscription (military recruitment based on being called to a contingent) helped increase the number of people supporting the student protests. At the same time, young people developed an anti-conformist culture which helped in the movements’ success. 

			
				
					Good to know 

					Counterculture is characterised by the rejection of the conformism of American society in the 1960s. It was first embodied in literature by writers such as Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997) and Jack Kerouac (1922-1969) – who represent the Beat Generation – then moved towards celebrating drugs, sexual freedom and art. Hippies, who promoted, among other things, non-violence and community living, are the best symbol of this movement. 

				

			

			Finally, women’s protests also gradually emerged. In her work The Feminine Mystique, sociologist Betty Friedman (1921-2006) expressed the social alienation that women suffered. In 1966, she founded, along with other intellectuals, the NOW (National Organization of Women) in order to denounce sexual discrimination, campaign for contraception and gain the right to abortion. 

			From détente to stalemate in the Vietnam War

			The international context in the early 1960s was marked by major crises such as the construction of the Berlin Wall on 12 and 13 August 1961 and the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. The latter led the two superpowers, the USA and the USSR, to endeavour to avoid direct confrontation. While it did not put an end to the Cold War, it did mark the beginning of a period of relative pacific coexistence. 

			
				
					Good to know 

					On 14 October 1962, American spy planes announced that there were Soviet nuclear missiles and launch pads on the island of Cuba. Facing a serious threat on American territory, John F. Kennedy decreed an embargo on Cuba in order to stop Soviet cargo carrying nuclear missiles from docking. On 28 October, the Soviets gave up on installing the missiles. In return, the United States promised Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev that they would not invade Cuba and would remove their rockets from Turkey. A red telephone was installed at the time so that the two world superpowers could negotiate in case of a major crisis. 

				

			

			The Space Race that brought the two superpowers into conflict henceforth went in the United States’ favour. America, which had formerly been left behind by the Soviet Sputnik satellites, succeeded in getting the first manned space vehicle into orbit in 1962 and putting the first man on the moon – Neil Alden Armstrong (1930-2012) became the first man to walk on its surface on 21 July 1969. 

			But the situation in Vietnam became American society’s main concern. Due to their lack of foresight, the United States had become bogged down in a deadly and unpopular war, isolating the Americans on the international scene. Loyal to their doctrine of holding back communism, they supported the authoritarian regime of South Vietnam against communist North Vietnam. A national liberation front, which was created in 1960 and composed of Marxists and nationalists, then engaged in an armed battle. 

			American headquarters were unaware of the war which was playing out on a national level, did not boil down to a simple anti-communist fight, and would involve prolonged effort, with no territorial aim and with no clear way out. The Vietnam War attracted barely any attention from American public opinion before 1965:

			
					After helping the French during the First Indochina War (1946-1954), in 1955, the Americans promoted the rise to power of Ngo Dinh Diem (1901-1963), a profoundly anti-communist Catholic, in South Vietnam.

					In 1960, the situation in Vietnam declined with the progressive recapture of the south by North Vietnam, led by Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969), but the conflict remained marginal and was still little known by the majority of Americans. 

					Nevertheless, the number of American military advisers involved continued to increase. While there were only 700 advisers in 1961, this number reached 3 200 one year later and 12 000 at the end of 1962. At the time of John F. Kennedy’s death, South Vietnam had 16 000 advisers. 

			

			The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, voted by American Congress in August 1964, marked a true turning point in the war. In response to the North Vietnamese torpedo boat attacks that were launched against an American destroyer (the Maddox) on 2 and 4 August, President Lyndon Baines Johnson was granted the freedom to react with force by Congress, without voting for a declaration of war. The intervention was immediate: 

			
					Starting from March 1965, the Americans opted to launch operation ‘Rolling Thunder’, which consisted of an intensive bombing campaign against North Vietnam and aimed to destroy military infrastructures and to hinder the support given to communist forces in the South. 

					As the massive bombings did not yield the expected results, the number of young Americans involved began to rise, going from 23 000 men in 1964 to 536 000 in 1968. Nevertheless, American forces remained inferior in number to the South Vietnamese forces. 

			

			On the ground, they were involved in a war of attrition in which it was difficult to distinguish mere citizens from Viet Congs. Mixed within the local population or hiding in

			Rising opposition 
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