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Introduction

In this option students explore the changing nature of the American presidency between
1901 and 2000. Students examine how, starting from a position of apparent weakness at
the beginning of the century, the institution was invigorated by the presidencies of the
two Roosevelts and Woodrow Wilson in the context of the two world wars and the Great
Depression. They also investigate how presidential power was greatly increased in the
nuclear age when the United States took on the role of leader of the Free World. Students
examine how this trend was halted, if not reversed, by the experiences of Vietnam and
Watergate, until the revival of presidential and indeed national prestige under Ronald
Reagan. Students then explore how his immediate successors benefited from Reagan’s
work of restoration.
This option is assessed in a one hour examination. Candidates answer a synoptic essay
question covering a period of approximately 100 years. They answer one question from
a choice of two. The synoptic essay tests the candidate’s ability to assess change and/or
development over a period of approximately 100 years. The question targets Assessment
Objective AO1: the candidate’s ability to demonstrate, organise and communicate
knowledge and understanding to analyse and evaluate the key features related to the
periods studied, making substantiated judgements and exploring concepts, as relevant, of
cause, consequence, change, continuity, similarity, difference and significance.
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The Office of President in 1900

© NiseriN_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

The presidency of the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century was not
the powerful institution that we know today. Indeed, it was arguably one of the weaker
branches of the Constitution. Why was this so? There are two principal reasons for
America having a weak presidency at this point in its history. First, the men who drafted
the Constitution of the United States in 1788 (the ‘Founding Fathers’, as they are known)
did not wish to have a particularly strong executive office in case this should be exploited
by an unscrupulous office-holder. Americans were wary of the threat of tyranny after their
experience of what they believed to have been the tyranny of King George III of Great
Britain, against whom the American War of Independence was waged (1775–1783). Hence
the powers within the Constitution were carefully separated and balanced between the
executive (the President), the legislature (Congress) and the judiciary (the Supreme Court).
The second reason that the presidency was a weak institution at the beginning of the
twentieth century relates to foreign policy. Much of the power of the modern presidency
derives from the president’s role in foreign affairs, beginning with the assumption of
leadership of the ‘Free World’ during the Cold War (which will be dealt with in more
detail below). However, for much of its history up to 1900, America did not really have
a foreign policy – it was instead consumed by its own westward expansion for most of
the nineteenth century and also had to deal with the controversial subject of slavery,
culminating in the Civil War of 1861–65. Another factor that worked against the country
having an active foreign policy was the tradition established by its first president,
George Washington. In his farewell address at the conclusion of his presidency in 1796,
Washington had cautioned America against involvement in foreign alliances, stating
that: ‘The great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign nations, is, in extending our
commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible’. This
counsel set the United States on an isolationist course and thereby focused the nation on
domestic affairs, in which Congress often took the leading role.

George Washington
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However, the potential existed for the constitutional balance to change if a president
decided to take a different approach to foreign affairs. The Founding Fathers had not
expected America to need a foreign policy, because their new country was so far away
from Europe – the ‘Old World’. In the eighteenth century, when the US Constitution
was drafted, 3,000 miles of ocean acted both as a protective barrier and reinforced the
sense that the United States inhabited its own world – the ‘New World’. Therefore, the US
Constitution had little to say about foreign policy, since it did not seem to be a priority in
a nation whose collective gaze was directed to the west and territorial expansion across
the North American continent. That left scope for a president who wished to abandon
isolationism to transform the presidential office, in effect to fill in the gaps in the
Constitution. Such a president was Theodore Roosevelt.
For ease of consultation, the following study is divided into seven sections:
1. An Emerging International Presence: Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson
1901–20
2. The Passive Presidents: Harding, Coolidge and Hoover 1921–32
3. The New Deal: FDR, the Great Depression and World War II 1933–45
4. The ‘Imperial Presidency’: Truman, Eisenhower and Kennedy 1945–63
5. The Limits of Presidential Power: Johnson and Nixon 1963–73
6. Watergate: The Presidency Weakened – Nixon, Ford and Carter 1972–80
7. ‘Morning in America’: Recovery under Reagan, Bush and Clinton 1981–2000
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1 An Emerging International
Presence: Theodore Roosevelt and
Woodrow Wilson 1901–20

© popovaphoto_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

(a) Theodore Roosevelt

THEODORE ROOSEVELT
Theodore Roosevelt, who succeeded to the presidency on 14 September 1901 when
President William McKinley was assassinated, brought a new vigour to the office of
president and was equally determined that America should make its mark as a world
power.
Unrestricted by the US Constitution, which allowed presidents pretty much a free rein in
foreign policy, Roosevelt demonstrated this new assertiveness by issuing his Corollary to
the Monroe Doctrine in 1904.
Web Article
For an explanation of the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine – and its
long-term significance – see:
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1899-1913/roosevelt-and-monroe-doctrine
Two years later, Roosevelt was in the headlines again when he became the first American
to win the Nobel Peace Prize (or indeed any Nobel prize) in recognition of his efforts in
mediating a conclusion to the Russo-Japanese War.
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Web Video
Find out about how Roosevelt won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906 at:
http://video.pbs.org/video/2365264192/
The rise of Japan as a power in the Pacific added some urgency to the plans Roosevelt
already had to enhance US naval capability across the globe. This was demonstrated by
two episodes in Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency. One was the construction of the Panama
Canal (1904–1913) – primarily to facilitate US fleet movements between the Atlantic and
the Pacific.
Web Article
Read about Roosevelt’s vision for the role of the US Navy in his plans for a new and more
assertive American foreign policy:
http://www.theodoreroosevelt.org/site/pp.aspx?c=elKSIdOWIiJ8H&b=8344389
Web Video
Find out why and how Roosevelt arranged for the construction of the Panama Canal:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=no9k3Qtwoy8
The other episode that demonstrated the key role the US Navy was to play in projecting
American power was the round-the-world cruise by what was dubbed the ‘Great White
Fleet’ between 1907 and 1909.
Web Article
Read about the Great White Fleet at:
http://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-listalphabetically/c/cruise-great-white-fleet-mckinley.html
Web Video
Watch a short video about the Great White Fleet’s visit to Australia:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X83cG0ryHto
Roosevelt also made his mark in American domestic politics, particularly in challenging
the great industrial monopolies – or ‘trusts’, as they were known – and by his establishing
of the national park system. Indeed, he is regarded by many as the first environmentalist
president, as well as the personification of the Progressive movement in American politics
at the beginning of the twentieth century. In all, by the time Teddy Roosevelt left the
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White House in 1909, he had transformed the US presidency into a dynamic office.
Web Video
Find out about Roosevelt the Progressive and his attitude to big business at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_ppPM03PuZM
Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: To what extent did Theodore Roosevelt transform the American presidency and
make further change to the institution possible?

(b) Woodrow Wilson
(i) Domestic Politics
Following the one-term and not particularly noteworthy presidency of William Howard
Taft (1909–1913), Woodrow Wilson in many ways developed the growth of presidential
power begun by Theodore Roosevelt. Although very different individuals and great
political rivals – Roosevelt a Republican, Wilson a Democrat – both had a progressive
approach to politics and were ready to take the initiative in both domestic and foreign
policy.
While Roosevelt focused at first on foreign affairs and then domestic policy, it was the
other way round with Wilson. Arguably, Woodrow Wilson was the most significant social
reformer in US history up to that point, promoting landmark legislation on taxation and
child labour.
Web Article
Read about Wilson’s ‘Domestic Policy Achievements’ at:
http://www.woodrowwilsonhouse.org/domestic-policy-achievements
(ii) Foreign Policy and World War I
Wilson is arguably better known – certainly outside America – for taking the United States
into World War I and then setting the agenda for the post-war peace settlement with his
14 Points. Initially, Wilson kept America out of the conflict, while at the same time trying
to mediate peace between the warring nations by sending his personal envoy, Colonel
Edward House, to Europe.
There were many who disagreed with Wilson’s neutral stance – most notably Theodore
Roosevelt – but as the war continued, Wilson considered that it would be prudent to build
up America’s armed forces.
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Web Article
Read about Wilson’s ‘preparedness’ programme at:
http://www.britannica.com/event/Preparedness-Movement
However, once Germany declared unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic in 1917,
it was only a matter of time before Wilson took America to war – even though he had just
been re-elected in 1916 as the president who had ‘kept us out of the war’.
Web Video
Watch a short film about Wilson’s policy of neutrality and then the decision to go to war in
1917 at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=11I4q9E_qM0
Wilson now embarked on a two-track policy in the war: one track was dedicated to
enhancing America’s fighting capability in the war, while the other – exemplified by the
14 Points – was directed towards influencing the post-war settlement.
Web Article
Read about the US effort in World War I at:
http://www.sparknotes.com/biography/wilson/section10.rhtml
Wilson personally attended the peace negotiations in Paris after the war, where he was
seen as one of the ‘Big Three’ along with the British Prime Minister David Lloyd George
and the French President Georges Clémenceau, and was instrumental in getting the
conference to agree to the establishment of the League of Nations as part of the Treaty
of Versailles. An awful lot of hope – particularly from the nations in Europe which had
suffered in the recent war – was invested in Wilson, giving him some claim to be the
first world leader, setting a precedent for future presidents, especially after World War II.
Ironically, the one nation that he ultimately failed to convince to take a multilateralist
approach to international affairs was his own.
Web Video
Learn about Wilson’s role in the peace negotiations and the creation of the
League of Nations at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGE53NnSwO8
Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: Why was Woodrow Wilson so popular abroad but so unpopular in the
United States by 1920?
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2 The Passive Presidents: Harding,
Coolidge and Hoover 1921–32

In the 1920s, the US presidency reverted to its customary role under three Republican
presidents. They were content to let the American business sector lead the way in
producing the ‘boom’ of the Roaring Twenties, as the decade was known. Unfortunately,
that boom was followed by the ‘bust’ of the stock market crash of 1929, which in turn led
to the Great Depression of the 1930s. The inability of Hoover to deal with this economic
crisis was the undoing of his presidency.
Web Article
For a good summary of the passive presidents, see:
http://www.shmoop.com/1920s/politics.html
Web Video
Find out about Hoover’s response to the Depression at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfylLnHjcu0
Teaching and Learning Activity
Debate: In groups, students act as advocates both for and against the motion: ‘The
presidencies of the 1920s prove that Roosevelt and Wilson had failed as presidents’.
pg 9
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3 The New Deal: FDR, the Great
Depression and World War II
1933–45

(a) Franklin Roosevelt
The presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) was arguably the most important of
the twentieth century. He inherited a country on its knees and an office that seemed
powerless in the face of economic catastrophe, but bequeathed to his successor a nation
on the brink of becoming a superpower and an office that had been revitalised. FDR set
the tone with his inaugural address of 1933.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Audio: Listen to FDR’s inaugural address and assess why it was so effective:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7nSgMWW-808
(i) The New Deal
The New Deal was FDR’s response to the Great Depression – the economic crisis that had
resulted from the stock market crash of 1929. Roosevelt’s ‘First Hundred Days’ became
the stuff of legend as moves were made to restore stability to the financial sector and
stimulate the failing economy.
Web Exhibition
Download a special exhibition about the First Hundred Days from the Franklin D. Roosevelt
Library and Museum at:
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http://www.fdrlibrary.marist.edu/museum/pdfs/actionguide.pdf
Certainly FDR’s New Deal was a contrast to the apparent lack of initiative shown by
Herbert Hoover. Government was now seen to be doing something but, while calm was
restored to the banking sector, the problem of unemployment persisted throughout the
1930s. Although the American people never lost faith in their president, FDR himself
became frustrated, especially with the opposition from the Supreme Court. This led
Roosevelt to take the controversial step of attempting to reform the Court. The results
of the New Deal might be considered mixed, but consider the following article and
accompanying video and then attempt the question that follows it.
Web article/video
http://www.history.com/topics/new-deal
Teaching and Learning Activity
How successful was Franklin Roosevelt in tackling the Depression?
One reason – perhaps the main one – why the American people retained confidence in
FDR was the special bond that he established with them, especially through the use of
regular radio broadcasts. The phrase ‘great communicator’ has been used to describe a
number of presidents, but without doubt Roosevelt’s ‘Fireside Chats’ helped to bring the
president closer to his people and gave him an advantage over his political opponents
when he successfully sought re-election in 1936, 1940 and 1944. Furthermore, the last
two election victories made him the longest-serving president in American history (no one
before or since served more than two terms in office).
(ii) World War II
If the Depression and the New Deal dominated the first half of FDR’s presidency, the
second half was consumed by World War II. Operating against the background of a
resolutely isolationist population and legislature, Roosevelt gave what practical support
he could to Britain and France and also sought to prepare America for the war he knew
was coming. When it did come – with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December
1941 – FDR proved himself to be as effective a leader in war as he had been in peace.
Some historians argue that it was in fact the war, and the need for US industry to provide
for the war effort, that banished the Great Depression. Roosevelt was to die just weeks
before victory was secured in Europe.
Web Video
Watch a video about FDR’s leadership in World War II:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i3xJXijOpQs
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Teaching and Learning Activity
Debate: In groups, students act as advocates both for and against the motion: ‘The
presidency of Franklin Roosevelt failed in peacetime but succeeded in war’.
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4 The ‘Imperial Presidency’: Truman,
Eisenhower and Kennedy 1945–63
(a) Harry Truman
The period of the so-called ‘imperial presidency’ – the phrase was coined by the Harvard
historian Arthur M. Schlesinger – was sparked by three events: the succession of Harry
Truman as president, the development of the atomic bomb and the beginning of the Cold
War. In the nuclear age – Russia successfully tested its first nuclear weapon in 1949, four
years after America – decisions had to be reached quickly and this led to the office of
president becoming more important. In addition, the perceived threat posed by the USSR,
especially to Western Europe, meant that the United States took on the role of defending
the West simply because no other state had the resources to do so after the Second World
War.

© Da_Ma_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

It fell to Harry Truman to meet the challenge of protecting Western Europe from the
potential threat of Stalin’s Russia, which already controlled Eastern Europe. Truman’s
response took many forms: the Truman Doctrine of containing communism, which
guided US foreign policy for the next 25 years; Marshall Aid to assist European economic
recovery; the establishment of NATO; and in the United States itself the passing of the
National Security Act.

Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: How did Harry Truman persuade America to abandon isolationism?
pg 13
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Web Articles
Read about the Truman Doctrine and the National Security Act at:
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/truman-doctrine
The Truman Doctrine was not confined to Europe, however, and America found itself
taking on the lion’s share of the fighting when communist North Korea invaded South
Korea in June 1950. Again, another landmark decision fell to Harry Truman, as did the
task of fighting a ‘limited war’ in order to prevent it escalating into a nuclear confrontation
between the superpowers.
Read about Truman’s stance in the Cold War at:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/truman_01.shtml
Truman is a very significant president, largely because during his term in office foreign
policy became more important than it ever had been, and, as explained earlier, the US
Constitution had always allowed presidents more scope in this area than in the sphere of
domestic policy. However, Truman also left his mark in the latter area with his ‘Fair Deal’
programme (an extension to some extent of the New Deal), but especially in Civil Rights,
where his actions included desegregation of the US armed forces.
Web Video
Find out about Harry Truman and Civil Rights at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jj-qOL-FcbU

(b) Dwight D. Eisenhower

© MattiaATH_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

Eisenhower continued the Truman Doctrine of containing communism, but was careful
not to allow tensions with China over Formosa (now Taiwan) to escalate into a major
confrontation. America’s nuclear arsenal was expanded during the 1950s and Eisenhower
also took the decision to develop the hydrogen (H-) bomb. He also made more use of the
CIA as a covert weapon of American foreign policy, especially in the Middle East.
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(c) John F. Kennedy
John F. Kennedy’s (JFK) presidency was the shortest of the twentieth century, ending
in the tragedy of his assassination in Dallas, but it was not insignificant in terms of the
power of the office of president. While JFK had no particular achievement to his credit
in terms of legislation passed or military victories, he instead offered something else –
symbolic leadership that was both expertly crafted and well marketed but also genuinely
inspiring.

© rimitrisk_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

Kennedy seemed to embody the youth and vigour of the American nation, emphasising
the point that he was the first US president of the twentieth century to have actually been
born in the twentieth century. Along with his beautiful wife and young family, Kennedy
projected an image of America as leader of the Free World that was both attractive and
uplifting.

It was not so much the case of what Kennedy did but what he said that mattered, starting
with his inaugural address of January 1961, which many historians consider the greatest
of all inaugural speeches.
Similarly, Kennedy’s speech in Berlin in June 1963 is considered a classic of the Cold War
era.
Video: watch the film The Kennedy Mystique and then discuss whether this
focus on image changed the American presidency and, if so, in what ways.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BsoIpQ34LCg
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5 The Limits of Presidential Power:
Johnson and Nixon 1963–73
(a) Lyndon Johnson
A few days after taking office, at a meeting of Lyndon Johnson’s senior advisers, the new
president was cautioned that in relation to the subject of Civil Rights, he should not waste
his time or the prestige of his office on lost causes. Johnson’s response was, ‘Well, what
the hell’s the presidency for?’ He was soon to demonstrate what the presidency was for
and what it could do.
Perhaps no other president has shown so dramatically the power of the modern US
presidency. Within a year of taking office, Lyndon Johnson had secured the passage of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 – which had been stalled in the legislative process during the
Kennedy years – and the following year secured the Voting Rights Act. These landmark
pieces of legislation – which laid the foundations for the building of an equal society –
were the result of Johnson’s skill as a master politician and his will to apply the power of
the presidency to achieve these ends.

© ELM6477_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

The Civil Rights Bill of 1963 appeared to be going nowhere, until Johnson utilised the
political experience he had gained as first a Congressman in the 1930s and then as a
Senator in the 1950s to cut the Gordian knot. Key legislators were subjected to what was
known as the ‘Johnson treatment’, where the president would argue his point in person,
using every inch and ounce of his 6ft-4in. frame to best effect.
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Web Video
Watch the video President Johnson and the Civil Rights Act of 1964:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ro3tO2G5uWg
Johnson had to be persuaded that further Civil Rights legislation was needed after the
historic Civil Rights Act was passed, but once he was persuaded – mainly by the likes of
Martin Luther King and others – he set out to put right another great social and political
wrong that had long plagued America.
Web Video
Find out why the Voting Rights Act was necessary and how Johnson made it a reality in
this extract from the documentary LBJ:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ro3tO2G5uWg
Johnson was an active president in domestic affairs, as shown by his programme of
progressive social and educational reform, known as the Great Society, and the War on
Poverty. He was determined to make his mark as president, but also continue the work
begun by FDR in the New Deal, when Johnson had first entered Congress.
Web Article
Read the verdict of the Washington Post on the Great Society:
http://www.washingtonpost.com/sf/national/2014/05/17/the-great-society-at-50/
But LBJ also discovered that there were limits to presidential power. While at the outset
of his presidency, Congress had more or less given Johnson a blank cheque in relation to
policy in Vietnam – in the form of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution of 1964 – the escalating
war in Southeast Asia was ultimately to cost him the White House.
Teaching and Learning Activity

© LarryLawHead_iStock_Thinkstock Photos

Debate: In groups, students act as advocates both for and against the motion: ‘Johnson’s
failure in Vietnam far outweighed his success with civil rights’.
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(b) Richard Nixon
Like Johnson, the presidency of Richard Nixon would show both the scope and the limits
of the office. Unlike Johnson, however, Nixon was not really interested in domestic policy
and focused instead on grand foreign policy goals: ending America’s war in Vietnam;
replacing the rigid policy of the Truman Doctrine with the more flexible approach of
détente in the Cold War with the USSR; and beginning a relationship with communist
China – which would also encourage the USSR to be more accommodating towards
America.
The fruits of Nixon’s labours were quite breathtaking: the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty
(SALT) of 1972 with the USSR and a summit meeting in Moscow, where Nixon became the
first serving president to visit the capital of the Soviet Union; a summit meeting in Beijing
with Mao Tse-Tung in 1972, paving the way for the establishment of full diplomatic
relations with China later; and the Paris Peace Accords of 1973, which ended the war in
Vietnam.
Web Video
Watch a discussion about Nixon’s China initiative hosted by the US Council on Foreign
Relations:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FcnCbVbtK5c
Just as interesting as what Nixon achieved in foreign affairs is how he achieved it.
This was not foreign policy conducted in the conventional manner through the State
Department and the Secretary of State, but instead planned and controlled directly from
the White House. By necessity, at least in Nixon’s opinion, it would also involve much
secret diplomacy – not so much directed against foreign powers but rather against other
branches of the American government – in order to ensure that the White House remained
in charge. It was policy conceived by the president himself and put into operation by
Nixon’s National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger. This was the ‘imperial presidency’ in
action – with Richard Nixon as emperor and Kissinger as his chief consul.
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Web Video

Watch Kissinger’s biographer, Niall Ferguson, consider the Nixon–Kissinger partnership:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fAD8VjYp8Yw
However, like Johnson, Nixon’s presidency was poisoned by the war in Vietnam. Although
Nixon managed to agree a peace settlement in January 1973, the fact that the war
had dragged on throughout his first term in office meant that he faced a hostile antiwar movement and an increasingly critical media and Congress – in the latter case
exemplified by the passing of the War Powers Act of 1973, after America’s military
involvement in Vietnam had ended. Ultimately, this would lead Nixon to overreact and
exceed his constitutional authority – the end result being Watergate.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: In what ways did the approach of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon to the war in
Vietnam differ?
Web Article
Read about the War Powers Act at:
http://www.britannica.com/topic/War-Powers-Act
Web Video
Watch a video that illustrates the pressure Nixon was under from the anti-war movement:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zq4Flu9eL98&list=PLBFE8558308DA3727&index=14
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6 Watergate: The Presidency
Weakened – Nixon, Ford and Carter
1972–80
(a) Richard Nixon
The debate about Watergate – its causes and consequences and what exactly it amounted
to – is ongoing and indeed may never be resolved, but broadly the various interpretations
can be grouped in two categories. One category is short-term factors – the particular
circumstances of Nixon’s presidency and/or the personality of Richard Nixon. The second
category is longer-term factors, seeing Watergate as the inevitable culmination of the
imperial presidency, which finally saw a president – it just happened to be Richard Nixon,
but could have been someone else – go too far, straying into illegality.
Nixon himself viewed Watergate as a purely political attack by his ‘enemies’ in Congress,
in the media and in the liberal establishment in general. It was this frame of mind that
prompted the decision to attempt to cover up the involvement of senior officials in the
Watergate break-in which ultimately led to Nixon’s downfall in 1974.
However, it is also worth considering the background of the Vietnam conflict in searching
for an explanation for Watergate. The team of burglars and their controllers who were
apprehended in 1972 for breaking into the headquarters of the Democratic National
Committee had been originally set up almost exactly a year earlier to find out who within
the government had been leaking classified information to the press. Specifically, the socalled ‘Plumbers’ unit had been established in response to the publication in the New York
Times of a top-secret Pentagon study (the ‘Pentagon papers’, as they came to be called) of
the reasons for America’s involvement in Vietnam. Nixon did not trust the FBI or CIA to do
this investigative work, and so the White House effectively created its own covert team.
Web Article
For a good overview of Watergate, consult the relevant entry in the Encyclopaedia
Britannica by Rick Perlstein:
http://www.britannica.com/event/Watergate-Scandal
Teaching and Learning Activity
Consider these contrasting views of Watergate: one from the Washington Post reporters
Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, the other from the website Politico. Which is the more
convincing and why?
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/woodward-and-bernstein-40-years-afterwatergate-nixon-was-far-worse-than-we-thought/2012/06/08/gJQAlsi0NV_story.html
http://www.politico.com/story/2012/06/exposing-myths-about-watergate-077437
pg 20
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Although Richard Nixon was re-elected as president with more than 60% of the popular
vote – a reflection of his creatively conceived and skilfully executed foreign policy and
restoration of stability at home – Watergate dominated his second term in office and
eroded his ability to govern effectively. On 9 August 1974, Richard Nixon became the first
– and to date, the only – president to resign from office.
Teaching and Learning Activity
Essay: To what extent did Richard Nixon destroy his own presidency?

(b) Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter
Whatever the causes and motives behind the Watergate crisis, the presidency appeared
to be a weakened institution, and Nixon’s successors struggled to reassert its authority.
Gerald Ford had the appearance of a caretaker president, having been appointed rather
than elected as Nixon’s vice-president after the resignation of Spiro Agnew from that
office in 1973. Nonetheless, he put up a creditable fight in the 1976 presidential election.
The victor was Jimmy Carter who, as a Democrat, was not tainted by Watergate, but who
increasingly cut a beleaguered figure as president as the country lurched from one crisis
to another. His last year in office was overshadowed by the Iran hostage affair and the
abject failure of the military rescue mission.
Carter became the fourth president in succession who had failed to serve out the full
two terms in office available, seeming to confirm that the presidency was a damaged
institution – beyond the ability of any of its holders to master. As it turned out – and to
paraphrase Mark Twain – rumours of America’s decline and a chronically ill presidency
were exaggerated.
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7 ‘Morning in America’: Recovery
under Reagan, Bush and Clinton
1981–2000
(a) Ronald Reagan
Ronald Reagan proved that the power of personality could still be a potent weapon in
politics. His optimism and general good cheer seemed to catch the mood of a nation
that had had only bad news over the previous two decades. Some might argue that the
American people, after the failed presidencies of Johnson, Nixon, Ford and Carter, were
desperate for a president to succeed and were therefore more tolerant of Reagan than
they had been of the others. This is to seriously underrate what Reagan actually achieved.
Having inherited a faltering economy from Jimmy Carter, Reagan’s reform programme
breathed new life into what been an industrial giant. As he remarked during the 1980
presidential election campaign: ‘A recession is when your neighbour loses his job. A
depression is when you lose yours. A recovery is when Jimmy Carter loses his’.
Web Article
For a balanced assessment of Reagan’s economic policy, consider this article by Robert A.
Niskanen:
http://www.econlib.org/library/Enc1/Reaganomics.html

Teaching and Learning Activity
Debate: In groups, students act as advocates both for and against the motion: ‘Ronald
Reagan succeeded as president only because Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter had failed’.
Reagan also made the bold decision to end the Cold War – by winning it. Under Reagan,
America experienced its biggest peacetime defence build-up, including research on a
space-based missile defence system (the Strategic Defence Initiative). Intermediate
nuclear weapons (Cruise and Pershing missiles) were placed in Western Europe to counter
the threat from the Soviet SS-20 missiles in the East. Only when America was sufficiently
strong – and the morale of its armed forces restored after the trauma of Vietnam – did
Reagan enter into negotiations with the USSR that ultimately produced the Intermediate
Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty of 1987 and paved the way for victory in a war that
many had believed for so long could not be won. This victory was underpinned by the
economic strength of the United States and Gorbachev’s recognition that the USSR could
no longer compete with America in the arms race.
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HISTORY

Web Article
Read the article by Dinesh D’Souza about Reagan and the Cold War on Historynet:
http://www.historynet.com/ronald-reagan
Reagan was also a very effective communicator, particularly in his use of humour. It was
another quality that endeared him to the American people – for the first time in quite a
few years they had a president they actually liked.
Web Video
Watch some of Reagan’s jokes about the USSR and communism:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mN3z3eSVG7A
Such was Reagan’s enduring popularity that the Iran-Contra affair did not prove fatal
to his presidency – yet many commentators at the time and since considered it a more
serious constitutional infringement than Watergate. Indeed, apart from winning two
landslide presidential election victories in his own right in 1980 and 1984, the success of
George H. W. Bush, who had been Reagan’s vice-president, in 1988 can be seen as a third
triumph for Reagan. Perhaps Reagan’s own presidential election campaign advert of 1984
captures the mood of patriotic optimism which he instilled in the country during the
1980s: It’s Morning Again in America.
Web Video
Watch the Reagan re-election campaign advert from 1984 and then make an
analysis of it:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EU-IBF8nwSY
http://www.history.com/topics/us-presidents/ronald-reagan/videos/morning-in-america

(b) George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton
The presidency which Reagan bequeathed to his successors was clearly much stronger
than the institution he had inherited from Jimmy Carter. It could also be argued that Bill
Clinton’s survival of the Monica Lewinsky scandal and the attempt to impeach him was
due to the fact that America did not want to have to endure another constitutional crisis.
On the whole, the American people seem to prefer strong and resolute leadership – Teddy
Roosevelt would have agreed.
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