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Early Life and Rise to Power of the 37th President of the United
States

The 37th President of the United States, Richard Milhous Nixon, remains one of the most complex
and consequential figures in American political history. Born on January 9, 1913, in Yorba Linda,
California, Nixon grew up in a modest Quaker household. His early years were marked by hard
work, discipline, and a fierce determination to succeed. After attending Whittier College and later
Duke University School of Law, Nixon embarked on a legal career that quickly transitioned into
public service. His service in the U.S. Navy during World War Il further shaped his worldview and
leadership style.

Nixon’'s political career began in 1946 when he defeated incumbent Congressman Jerry Voorhis. He
gained national attention through his work on the House Un-American Activities Committee,
particularly in the Alger Hiss case. This exposure propelled him to the U.S. Senate in 1950 and then
to the vice presidency under Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952. As vice president, Nixon was an active
and visible figure, even taking on significant diplomatic roles. However, his narrow loss to John F.
Kennedy in the 1960 presidential election seemed to mark the end of his political ambitions. Yet
Nixon staged one of the most remarkable comebacks in American politics, winning the presidency
in 1968 against Hubert Humphrey.

Domestic Policies and Achievements of the Nixon Administration

When the 37th President of the United States took office in January 1969, the nation was deeply
divided over the Vietham War and struggling with social unrest. Nixon’s domestic agenda, often
labeled "New Federalism," aimed to shift power from the federal government back to state and
local authorities. He created the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 1970, a landmark action
that reflected growing public concern about pollution and ecological conservation. The Clean Air
Act of 1970 and the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) also passed during his tenure,
demonstrating a pragmatic approach to governance that sometimes crossed party lines.

In the realm of civil rights, Nixon's record is mixed but not insignificant. He implemented the
Philadelphia Plan, which required affirmative action in federal construction contracts—one of the
earliest efforts to integrate the workplace. Additionally, his administration supported the 26th
Amendment, lowering the voting age to 18, a direct response to the argument that those old
enough to fight in Vietnam should be able to vote. Yet Nixon’s "Southern Strategy" also aimed to
appeal to white voters in the South, a political calculation that complicated his legacy. On
economic policy, Nixon faced stagflation—a combination of stagnant growth and rising
inflation—and responded with wage and price controls in 1971, a controversial move that
temporarily stabilized the economy but created long-term distortions.

The War on Drugs and Law Enforcement

Another significant domestic initiative was the declaration of a "War on Drugs." The 37th President
of the United States called drug abuse "public enemy number one" and signed the Comprehensive
Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970. This legislation established the foundation for
modern federal drug policy, including the creation of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in
1973. While the war on drugs had bipartisan support at the time, its long-term
consequences—including mass incarceration and racial disparities—have been heavily criticized by
later generations. Nonetheless, Nixon’s focus on law and order resonated with many Americans
who were alarmed by rising crime rates and urban unrest.

Foreign Policy: The Nixon Doctrine and Realpolitik

Perhaps the most lasting impact of the 37th President of the United States lies in his foreign policy.
Nixon, along with his National Security Advisor (and later Secretary of State) Henry Kissinger,
pursued a strategy of realpolitik—pragmatic diplomacy based on national interests rather than
ideology. This approach led to several groundbreaking achievements. The most dramatic was the
opening of relations with the People's Republic of China. Nixon’s historic visit to Beijing in February
1972 ended two decades of isolation between the two nations. The Shanghai Communiqué, signed
during that trip, established a framework for mutual cooperation and laid the groundwork for
China’s eventual integration into the global economy.

Simultaneously, Nixon pursued détente with the Soviet Union. He became the first U.S. president to
visit Moscow, where he signed the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) and the Anti-Ballistic
Missile (ABM) Treaty. These agreements slowed the nuclear arms race and reduced tensions during
the Cold War. Nixon also initiated a policy known as the Nixon Doctrine, which stated that the
United States would provide military and economic aid to allies but would expect them to take
primary responsibility for their own defense. This doctrine was a direct reaction to the costly
Vietnam War and influenced American foreign policy for decades.

Vietnamization and the End of the War

Vietnam remained the most pressing foreign policy challenge. Nixon implemented a strategy of
"Vietnamization"—gradually withdrawing U.S. troops while strengthening the South Vietnamese
military to fight the war on their own. He also ordered secret bombing campaigns in Cambodia and
Laos, actions that later came under intense scrutiny. The Paris Peace Accords were signed in
January 1973, effectively ending direct U.S. military involvement. However, the war continued until
the fall of Saigon in 1975, and Nixon's heavy-handed tactics in Southeast Asia—including the
expansion of the conflict—remain a controversial aspect of his presidency.
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No discussion of the 37th President of the United States can avoid the Watergate scandal, which
ultimately forced Nixon to resign. The scandal began with a break-in at the Democratic National
Committee headquarters in the Watergate office complex on June 17, 1972. While Nixon won a
landslide re-election in November 1972, investigations by journalists Bob Woodward and Carl
Bernstein, along with Senate hearings led by Senator Sam Ervin, revealed a web of political
espionage, sabotage, and cover-up that reached the Oval Office.

The pivotal moment came when it was discovered that Nixon had installed a secret taping system
in the White House. A series of legal battles ensued over release of the tapes. In July 1974, the
Supreme Court unanimously ruled that Nixon must turn over the tapes. One recording, the
"smoking gun" tape, proved that Nixon had ordered the FBI to halt its investigation of the break-
in—an act of obstruction of justice. Facing almost certain impeachment by the House of
Representatives and conviction by the Senate, the 37th President of the United States announced
his resignation on August 8, 1974, effective the next day. He was the only U.S. president ever to
resign.

Legacy and Lessons from Watergate

Watergate profoundly changed American politics. It fostered deep public skepticism toward
government institutions and the presidency. The post-Watergate reforms included new campaign
finance laws, the creation of independent counsels, and greater transparency requirements. For
Nixon personally, the scandal overshadowed his many achievements. He spent the remaining two
decades of his life in semi-exile, writing books and offering advice, but never fully rehabilitating his
reputation. Yet historians continue to reassess his presidency, often pointing to his foreign policy
triumphs as evidence of a complex and capable leader whose flaws led to his tragic downfall.

Historians rank Richard Nixon as a below-average president overall, largely due to Watergate, but
they also acknowledge his substantial foreign policy successes. The opening to China, détente with
the Soviet Union, and the creation of the EPA are often cited as positive legacies. Domestically, his
southern strategy and law-and-order policies reshaped the Republican Party and American political
coalitions for a generation. The 37th President of the United States also advanced the cause of
Native American self-determination by signing legislation that returned control of tribal lands and
programs to Indigenous communities.

Nixon’s personality was marked by deep insecurities, a combative nature, and a tendency toward
secrecy. These traits contributed both to his successes—such as his relentless pursuit of foreign
policy breakthroughs—and to his failures, most notably the paranoia that fueled the Watergate
cover-up. He was a man of contradictions: a conservative who created the EPA, a Cold Warrior who
shook hands with Mao Zedong, a champion of law and order who broke the law himself.
Understanding Nixon requires grappling with these dualities.

In the final analysis, the 37th President of the United States left an indelible mark on the nation
and the world. His tenure saw both historic accomplishments and historic disgrace. The phrase
"Nixonian" has entered the political lexicon to describe cynical, manipulative behavior, yet his
diplomatic openings reshaped international relations for decades. For students of history and
politics, Richard Nixon serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of unchecked executive
power, but also as a reminder that remarkable achievements can coexist with deep moral failures.
His presidency remains a rich subject of study, debate, and reflection—a testament to the
complexity of leadership in a divided world.



