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WHO WAS THE
37TH PRESIDENT
OF UNITED
STATES? A DEEP
DIVE INTO
RICHARD NIXON'’S
COMPLEX LEGACY

When the question
who was the 37th
President of United
States is asked, the
immediate answer is
Richard Milhous Nixon.
Yet, behind the simple
response lies one of
the most
consequential,

controversial, and

transformative

presidencies in
American history.
Nixon, who served
from January 20, 1969,
until his resignation on

August 9, 1974,
remains a figure of
profound

contradictions—a
brilliant strategist and
diplomatic pioneer who
also brought the
country to the brink of
constitutional crisis. To
understand the man
behind the answer, we
must explore his
journey from a modest
California upbringing to
the pinnacle of power,
his landmark
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achievements, and the
scandal that defined
his downfall.

THE EARLY RISE:
FROM WHITTIER
TO THE WHITE
HOUSE

Richard Nixon was born
on January 9, 1913, in
Yorba Linda, California,
into a Quaker family
that valued hard work
and frugality. The
Nixon family faced
several hardships,
including the death of
two of Richard’s
brothers and the
failure of the family
lemon ranch. These
early struggles forged
a resolute and often
combative personality
that would define his
political career.

A

Promising
Academic
and Legal
Career

Nixon attended
Whittier College, a
small Quaker

institution, where he
excelled in debate and
was known for his
tenacious arguments.
He later earned a
scholarship to Duke
University School of
Law. After graduating,
he returned to
California to practice
law and soon married
Pat Ryan, a teacher.
His life changed
dramatically when he
joined the U.S. Navy
during World War II,
serving in the South
Pacific. Upon returning,
he was recruited by
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local Republicans to
run for Congress in
1946. His campaign
against incumbent
Democrat Jerry Voorhis
was aggressive, setting
the tone for Nixon’s
reputation as a fierce
political combatant.

The Cold
War
Congress
man and
Senator

Nixon quickly rose to
national prominence as
a member of the House
Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC),
where he played a key
role in the Alger Hiss
case. Hiss, a former
State Department
official, was accused of
being a Soviet spy.

Nixon’s dogged pursuit
of the case helped
convict Hiss for
perjury, making Nixon
a hero to anti-
communists and a
villain to many liberals.
In 1950, he won a
Senate seat by
defeating
Congresswoman Helen
Gahagan Douglas,
famously labeling her
“the Pink Lady” for her
alleged ties to
communism. This “red-
baiting” tactic was
effective but left
lasting stains on his
reputation.

The Vice
Presidenc
y Under
Eisenhow



er

In 1952, at just 39
years old, Nixon was
selected as General
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s
running mate.
However, a scandal
erupted over a secret
slush fund. Nixon
saved his political
future with the famous
“Checkers speech,”
delivered on live
television, in which he
defended his family’s
integrity and even
mentioned a dog
named Checkers that
his daughters had
received as a gift. The
public responded
favorably, and he
remained on the ticket.
As Vice President for
eight years, Nixon took
on diplomatic missions,
famously debating
Soviet Premier Nikita

1959, showcasing his
tough, anti-communist
stance.

THE ROAD TO THE
PRESIDENCY:
TRIUMPH AND
DEFEAT

Nixon ran for president
in 1960 against John F.
Kennedy. The
campaign was
famously fought on
new media; the first
televised presidential
debates saw a sweaty,
pale Nixon contrast
poorly with a tanned,
calm Kennedy. Nixon
narrowly lost the
election, a defeat that
haunted him. Two
years later, he lost a
race for Governor of
California and
delivered a bitter “last
press conference” to
reporters, telling them
they “won’t have Nixon

Khrushchev in the tO kiCk" around
“Kitchen Debate” in anymore.
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Yet, Nixon engineered
one of the greatest
political comebacks. He
spent the mid-1960s
rebuilding his image,
writing articles, and
traveling the world. By
1968, with a country
fractured by the
Vietnam War, civil
rights struggles, and
urban riots, Nixon
positioned himself as
the candidate of the
“Silent Majority”—the
mainstream Americans
who wanted law and
order, and an
honorable end to the
war in Vietnam. He
won a tight three-way
race against Hubert
Humphrey and George
Wallace, finally
achieving his lifelong
dream.

THE PRESIDENCY:
VISION AND
CONTRADICTION

Upon taking office as
the 37th President of

the United States,
Nixon faced a nation in
crisis. Understanding
Nixon’'s presidency
requires separating his
bold foreign policy
achievements from his
rockier domestic
record and his
increasingly paranoid
and lawless behavior
behind the scenes.

-oreign
Policy:

Détente
and the
Opening
of China

Nixon’s greatest legacy
lies in international
relations. He and his
National Security
Advisor, Henry




Kissinger, pursued a
policy of
“détente”—the easing
of Cold War tensions.
The most dramatic
move was the 1972
visit to the People’s
Republic of China, a
historic meeting with
Chairman Mao Zedong
that ended decades of
U.S. isolation of China.
This initiative,
combined with the
Strategic Arms
Limitation Talks (SALT
) with the Soviet
Union, reshaped the
global order. Nixon
also pursued
“Vietnamization”—grad
ually withdrawing U.S.
troops while bolstering
the South Vietnamese
military—and finally
negotiated a peace
agreement in 1973
that ended direct
American combat
involvement in the
Vietham War, though
the ceasefire collapsed

shortly after.

Domestic
Policies:
A
Visionary
on
Environm
ent and
Welfare

Domestically, Nixon’s
record is surprisingly
progressive by today’s
standards. He signed
the National
Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA), created the
Environmental

Protection Agency
(EPA), and pushed for
the Clean Air Act and
the Clean Water Act.
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He also advanced the
Occupational Safety
and Health
Administration (OSHA)
and expanded Social
Security. He proposed
the Family Assistance
Plan, a guaranteed
minimum income for
poor families, which
was ultimately rejected
by Congress. However,
Nixon also pursued a
“Southern Strategy” to
win over white voters
disillusioned with the
Democratic Party’s pro-
civil rights stance,
slowing the pace of
school desegregation
and investing heavily
in “law and order”
rhetoric.

The
Troubled

Economy
and
Escalatin
g War

Despite foreign policy
successes, Nixon’s
domestic legacy was
marred by economic
difficulty.
Stagflation—a
combination of high
inflation ~ and  high
unemployment—plagu
ed the nation. In 1971,
Nixon imposed wage
and price controls, a
move that temporarily
stabilized prices but
created shortages.
Meanwhile, the
Vietham War, which he
had promised to end,
actually expanded in
secret into Cambodia
and Laos, sparking
massive protests



including the tragic
shooting of students at
Kent State University in
1970.

WATERGATE AND
THE FALL OF A
PRESIDENT

Perhaps the most
defining aspect of the
answer to who was
the 37th President
of United States is
his downfall. Nixon’s
political paranoia and
willingness to cross
ethical and legal lines
culminated in the
Watergate scandal. On
June 17, 1972, five
men were arrested for
breaking into the
Democratic National
Committee
headquarters at the
Watergate complex in
Washington, D.C. It
was later revealed that
these men were
connected to Nixon’'s
re-election campaign.

The
Cover-Up
and the
Tapes

Nixon and his aides
orchestrated a massive
cover-up, attempting
to obstruct the FBI
investigation by paying
hush money and using
the CIA to interfere.
The scandal might
have remained a minor
incident if not for the
discovery of a White
House taping system
that recorded every
conversation in the
Oval Office.
Congressional

investigators

demanded the tapes;
Nixon refused, citing
executive privilege.
The battle went all the
way to the Supreme
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Court, which in a
unanimous decision
(U.S. v. Nixon) forced
him to release the
recordings.

The “smoking gun”
tape, released in
August 1974, revealed
Nixon ordering a cover-
up just days after the
break-in. Facing near-
certain impeachment
and conviction by the
House and Senate,
Nixon became the only
U.S. president to resign
from office. He
delivered a televised
farewell to his staff,
famously saying,
“Those who hate you
don’t win unless you
hate them, and then
you destroy yourself.”
Vice President Gerald
Ford was sworn in,
later issuing a
controversial pardon of
Nixon for any crimes
he may have
committed.

What
Nixon

Meant for
the Office

The Watergate scandal
profoundly altered the
American presidency. It
led to deep distrust of
the executive branch
and gave rise to a new
era of investigative
journalism (embodied
by Bob Woodward and
Carl Bernstein of The
Washington Post). It
also resulted in
sweeping government
ethics reforms,
including the creation
of the Office of the
Independent Counsel
and campaign finance
laws. The scandal
permanently tainted
Nixon’s reputation,
despite his



considerable foreign
policy achievements.

LEGACY AND
LATER YEARS: THE
SCHOLAR IN EXILE

After resigning, Nixon
retreated to his home
in San Clemente,
California, suffering
from deep depression
and physical ailments.
However, he eventually
rehabilitated his public
image by becoming an
elder statesman on
foreign policy. He
wrote several
successful books on
international affairs
and was frequently
consulted by
subsequent presidents
on China and Russia.
When President Bill
Clinton took office,
Nixon wrote him a
letter urging
engagement with
Russia. By the time of
his death in 1994, he
had regained a degree

10

of respect as a
strategic thinker,
though the “shadow of
Watergate” never fully
vanished.

Reassessi
ng the
37th
President

Historians today offer a
mixed verdict. On one
hand, Nixon is praised
for opening China,
advancing détente,
and championing
environmental
protection. On the
other hand, he is
condemned for
escalating the Vietnam
War, creating a culture
of executive secrecy
and lawlessness, and
undermining
democratic institutions.
This duality makes the
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answer to who was
the 37th President
of United States far
more complex than a
simple name. He was a
brilliant, tragic, and
deeply flawed figure
whose presidency
demonstrates both the
potential greatness
and the extreme peril
of executive power.

CONCLUSION: THE
MAN WHO COULD
HAVE BEEN GREAT

To summarize, Richard
Milhous Nixon, the
37th President of the
United States, left a
legacy as multifaceted
as the office of the
presidency itself. He
fundamentally

reshaped U.S. foreign
policy, pioneered new
strategies of
environmental

governance, and yet,

11

11
through his own
insecurities and

obsession with control,
perpetrated the largest
political scandal in
American history. His
story is a cautionary
tale about the
corruption of power,
the importance of
constitutional checks
and balances, and the
enduring human
capacity for both
brilliant statesmanship
and profound error.
While the simple
answer to who was
the 37th President
of United States is
Richard Nixon, the full

answer remains a
subject of deep and
ongoing study—a

reminder that leaders
are never merely the
sum of their titles, but
of their choices, their
ideals, and their
failures.



