
The Nixon, Ford, and 

Carter Presidencies



New Federalism 

- Nixon wanted to decrease the size of the Federal government 

- New Federalism - distributing federal money to states and local 

governments.

- The federal government stopped telling states and local 

governments how to spend their money (revenue sharing)



The Two Faces of Federalism

- Increased Social Security 

benefits 

- Increased Medicare and 

Medicaid benefits 

- Increased Food Stamps 

benefits 

- Tried to eliminate Job Corps 

- Promoted Impoundment -

withholding money from social 

programs (by 1973, $15 billion 

dollars were withheld from 100 social 

programs)

- The courts found impoundment 

unconstitutional because only 

Congress can withhold funds. 

- Eliminated the Office of Economic 

Opportunity. 



Nixon’s Law and Order Politics 

- Wanted to restore order because the country was reeling from 

urban riots and antiwar demonstrations. 

- Nixon ordered the FBI to wiretap left-wing liberals and the 

Democratic Party Offices. 

- Nixon ordered the CIA to investigate American dissidents.

- IRS was used to audit tax returns of antiwar and civil rights 

activists.

- Nixon created an enemy list.

- Vice President Agnew criticized the liberal media. 



Nixon’s Southern Strategy 

- In 1968, Nixon won with a lead of less than 1% of the popular vote. 

- His Southern Strategy was Nixon’s attempt to get the political 

support from the South by opposing desegregation and appointing 

conservative southerners to the Supreme Court. 

- Nixon called for delaying desegregation in school districts in the South 

even though this went against Brown v. Board of Education (1954)

- Nixon did not want to extend the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

- Nixon was also opposed to busing in order to desegregate schools. 

- Nixon got to appoint 4 justices during his time in office including the 

new Chief Justice - Warren Burger 



Nixon and the Economy 

- The nation faced stagflation which is high inflation and high unemployment.

- Causes - high deficit spending, increased competition from international 

trade, a flood of new workers (baby boomers and women,) and dependency on 

foreign oil. 

- OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries - Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, 

Saudi Arabia and Venezuela) organized an oil embargo against the US 

because the US helped Israel during the 1973 Yom Kippur War between 

Israel vs. Egypt and Syria.

- OPEC began selling oil to the US in 1974 but quadrupled its prices.

- Nixon’s solution was to freeze wages and prices for 90 days. 

- Recession continued (slow economic growth) 



Nixon’s Foreign Policy 

- Nixon’s policy was based on Realpolitik - the idea that foreign policy 

should be based on power not ideals and moral principles (encouraged 

confrontation with powerful counties) 

- Also supported Detente which called for easing Cold War tensions.

- In February of 1972, Nixon visited China and open economic and 

diplomatic relations. Both countries agreed not to dominate the Pacific 

and settle disputes peacefully.

- In May of 1972, Nixon visited the USSR and signed the Strategic Arms 

and Limitations Talks (SALT I) - a 5-year agreement to limit the number 

of Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMS)  

- Nixon’s plan was to play both countries off of each other. 



The Imperial Presidency 

- By the time Nixon had taken office the executive branch had 

become the most important branch. 

- Nixon surrounded himself with a small group of advisors. 

- H.R. Haldeman - White House Chief of Staff 

- John Ehrlichman - Chief Domestic Advisor 

- John Mitchell - his former Attorney General 

- All these men supported secrecy and consolidation of power - they 

thought they were above the law. 



The Watergate Breakin 

- On June 17, 1972 at 2:30 am, 5 men broke into the Democratic National 

Committee Offices at the Watergate complex in Washington D.C. 

- The men were there to steal documents and bug the telephones. 

- The leader was James McCord a former CIA agent and the security 

coordinator for the Committee to Reelect the President.

- The cover up of the breakin included shredding documents, the White 

House asking the CIA and FBI to stop the investigation, and giving 

$450,000 to the burglars to secure their silence. 

- Initially, the breakin generated little interests only Bob Woodward and 

Carl Bernstein from the Washington Post kept the story alive 

- Nixon won the 1972 election by a landslide.



The Coverup Unravels 

- In 1973 the trial against the burglars began.

- McCord told the judge that he had lied under oath and indicated that the WH 

had been involved in the breakin.

- The Senate began an investigation.

- In April of 1973, Nixon fired key advisors. 

- Nixon’s new Attorney General Richardson appointed a special prosecutor -

Archibald Cox. 

- Former WH Council Dean testified that Nixon was deeply involved in the 

Watergate Scandal.

- Presidential Aide Butterfield testified that Nixon had taped all his conversations 

in the oval office. 



The Saturday Night Massacre 

- Special prosecutor Cox demanded the tapes.

- Nixon responded by ordering his Attorney General to fire Cox. 

- AG Richardson refused to fire Cox and resigned and so did the Deputy Attorney 

General. 

- This became known as the Saturday Night Massacre. 

- The new special prosecutor also demanded the tapes.

- While all of this is happening Vice President Agnew resigned because it was 

revealed that he had taken bribes as governor of Maryland. 

- Under the 25th Amendment Nixon nominated the House Minority Leader to 

become president - Gerald R. Ford. 



The Fall of the President 

- In March of 1974, 7 WH aides were indicted on charges of conspiracy, 

obstruction of justice, and perjury.

- In July of 1974, the Supreme Court ruled that Nixon had to turn over the tapes. 

- The House Judiciary Committee decided that even without the tapes there was 

enough evidence to impeach Nixon under articles of obstruction of justice, 

abuse of power, and contempt for refusing to turn over the tapes. 

- On August 5, Nixon released the tapes but 18.5 minutes were missing. 

- The tapes revealed that Nixon knew about the breaking and planned the 

coverup. 

- On August 8, Nixon resigned. 

- Ford became the 38th president (only president not elected)



The Effects of the Watergate Scandal 

- 25 members of the Nixon Administration were convicted.

- Americans became disillusioned with politics. 

- Most importantly it showed that the President is not above the law. 

David Frost: Are you really saying the President can do something    illegal?

Richard Nixon: I'm saying that when the President does it, it's not illegal!

David Frost: ...I'm sorry? (1977)



Ford and the Economy 

- President Ford pardoned Nixon in order to get the country beyond 

the Watergate Scandal.

- Inflation and unemployment was high.

- Ford came up with “Whip Inflation Now” which called for Americans 

to cut back on the use of oil and gas. NOW failed.

- Ford also cut government spending and called for higher interests 

rates. 

- These policies caused the worst recession in 40 years. 



Ford’s Foreign Policy 

- In 1974, Ford meet with Soviet Premier Brezhnev

- The US signed the Helsinki Accords with 35 nations including the 

USSR promising more cooperation in Eastern and Western Europe.

- In 1975 Vietnam became communist.

- In 1975, the communist government of Cambodia seized a US 

merchant ship the Mayaguez (39 crew) in the Gulf of Siam. Ford 

responded with a huge military force - 41 troops died. 

- Ford criticized for this.  



President Carter 

- In 1976 the Democratic nominee was Jimmy Carter. 

- Carter defeated Ford in the presidential election of 1976.

- Carter was a soft-spoken, peanut farmer from Georgia. 

- Carter promised not to tell a lie. 

- Carter connected with Americans through radio and television but 

had a difficult time connecting with members of Congress. 



Carter’s Domestic Agenda 

- Carter asked Americans to consume less oil and gas.

- Carter created 100 proposals for energy conservation and development.

- National Energy Act (1978) placed taxes on gas-guzzling cars, removed 

controls on oil and natural gas produced in the US, and extended credit for the 

development of alternative energy.

- OPEC enacted a price hike.

- In 1979 inflation went up to 11.3%.

- None of Carter’s measures worked. 

- By 1980 inflation was up to 14%.

- The economy was also bad because manufacturing jobs had gone down with 

automation and foreign competition.



Carter and Civil Rights 

- Carter’s administration included more African-Americans and women 
than any before.

- In 1977, Carter appointed civil rights leader Andrew Young as a US 
Ambassador to the UN.

- He appointed 28 African-Americans to the judicial branch, 29 women, and 
14 Latinos. 

- But courts turned against affirmative action in Regents of the University of 
California v. Bakke (1978) which ruled that public universities could not 
use race as the sole factor for admissions. 



Carter’s Approach to Foreign Policy 

- Carter focused on human rights.

- Carter cut military aid to Argentina and Brazil because of human 

rights violations. 

- Carter created the Bureau of Human Rights in the State Department. 

- Carter gave back to Panama the Panama Canal in 1977. 

- Carter had a hard time building up relationship with the USSR 

because of human rights violations. 

- The US was about to sign the SALT II agreement but then the USSR 

invaded Afghanistan in 1979.



Triumphs and Crisis in the Middle East

- Camp David Accords (1978) - Carter invited Egyptian President Sadat and Israeli Prime 

Minister Begin to Maryland and convinced both countries to sign a peace agreement. 

- Egypt recognized Israel and in return Israel agreed to give back land they captured 

during the 1967 Six-Day War. 

- In 1979, there was a revolution in Iran. The religious leader, Ayatollah Khomeini 

overthrew the secular Shah Pahlavi.

- In late 1979, the US allowed the Shah to enter the US to receive cancer treatment. 

- On November 4, 1979 Iranian students took over the US Embassy in Tehran and took 52 

American hostages hostages. 

- They demanded that the Shah be returned to the Iran. 

- The hostages were released after 444 days, right before Carter left office.  


