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INTRODUCTION

While popularly associated with the Watergate scandal,
President Richard M. Nixon has also been regarded as one of
the United States' most brilliant foreign policy
strategists. Among his achievements, Nixon re-opened
diplomatic relations with China and created an atmosphere
and a policy of detente with the Soviet Uhion. While
historians have concentrated on the domestic scandals and
on the foreign policy breakthroughs, few writers have
focused upon his civil-rights policy and the resulting
school desegregation controversy which occurred during his
presidency. In order to understand the path of Richard
Nixon's civil-rights policy, his ability to implement it
and the results which followed, four historical periods are
important. r

The first period spans the 1952 presidentiﬁl election,
when Nixon became the vice presideqt{ and cohcludes with
the 1968 Republican national convention, when he became the
Republican candidate for president. Much civil-rights
legislation was enacted during these years.

Interpretations of the Supreme Court motivated the
executive branch to develop a policy concerning
desegregation enforcement. Important not only as
historical and legal background to the policies of the

Nixon administration, the period marks a beginning of
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Nixon's national political career as a front-runner.

As vice president, Nixon had aided civil-rights
advocates by stopéing attempted filibusters in Congress.
What motivated Nixon to help the civil-rights movement?
How did his actions influence future administration
appointees? What happened to his image? Was he merely
trying to enlarge his constituency or did he actually want
to help the less fortunate? Most scholars agree that
Nixon's Quaker upbringing influenced his later thinking.
However, Francis Rourke believes that Nixon was motivated
partly by political pressure and partly by his personality.
(Osgood, p.80)

The second period lasted from the 1968 Republican
convention in August until the 1968 presidentialielection.
Through these few months, Nixon, on the campaigh trail,
made speeches, attended rallies and met with advisors. In
the South, Nixon stressed the need for law and order.
Moreover, he established himself as a conservative who
oppossed forced desegregation. In other areas, Nixon spoke
about law and order and how rights for minorities had been
granted but not implemented. Though he maintained a close
relationship with conservatives who opposed the

civil-rights movement, he also appeared friendly to

civil-rights supporters.

To many, Nixon established an image suggesting that,
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as president, he would help blacks. Through his speeches,
liberal Republicans solidified support for Nixon while
hoping he would follow through with civil-rights activism.
Did Nixon's campaign strategy reinforce a false image? Was
Nixon solely trying to become elected or did he want to
help the blacks achieve equality? dJonathan Schell believes
that Nixon intended to fool critics with rhetoric and later
deceive supporters with actions. (Schell, p.43)

The third period began with Nixon's election to the
presidency in November, 1968 and lasted until February,
197@0. After he entered the White House, Nixon appointed
his cabinet, which in turn appointed under-secretaries and
staff members. Departments were composed mainly of staunch
Republicans who believed enough civilfrights legislation
had been passed, and did not want to change implementation
strategies. These individuals believed that they had
precedent for inaction through the words and by the actions
of the President. An example of such inaction can be found
within the Justice Department, headed by Secretary John F.
Mitchell.

On the other hand, Robert Finch, Secretary of The
Department of Health, Education and Welfare (H.E.W.),
aligned himself with the progressive Nixon, basing his
understanding on Mr. Nixon's actions as a congressman, as

vice president and as a presidential candidate. Finch
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appointed people dedicated to helping the underprivileged.
Appointees such as Leon Panetta and Jack Veneman developed
policy which greatly contrasted with thinking and actions

being taken elsewhere in the government. The liberal

proponents became characterized by conservatives, who

desired little or no change, as carrying policy too far and

too fast.

Nixon made changes within the government. First, he

replaced the retiring Chief Justice of the United States.

Then, the crusaders, such as Leon Panetta, were replaced by

people who would implement the law more slowly. Why did
Nixon pursue the course he did? Why did he alloW two
departments to develop so differently and why did he
reorganize the department whose policy he eventually
followed? Why did he replace the people who suggested the
policy? According to Garry Wills, Nixon enjoyed his
privacy and made decisions based on "his temperament and
conditioning." (Wills, p.l19¢3) Apparently, Nixon did not
believe the people in H.E.W. could implement his policies
properly.

The fourth and final period of President Nixon's
civil-rights program began in February, 1978 when Nixon
announced a change in the administration's desegregation
policy and lasted until President Nixon resigned from

office on August 9, 1974. During these four years, Nixon,
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following the pronouncements of the Supreme Court and many
lower courts, took action to end de jure segregation. At
the same time, however, he attempted to preserve the

distinction between de jure and de facto segregation. De

Jure segregation, more prominent in the South, resulted

from deliberate discriminatory laws or acts while de facto

segregation resulted from more subtle forms of
discrimination such as found in housing patterns.

In March, 1978, Nixon addressed Congress and formally
declared his position concerning desegregation and the

course desegregation should follow in the future. Why did

©

Nixon shift positions? What caused him to guide the South
through desegregation while opposing efforts to desegregate
the North? Was he motivated by good will or by political
fortune? According to Reichley, Nixon pursued what he
perceived as a middle road mainly for political gain.

(Reichley, p.204)

Two months later, Nixon replaced another retiring

Supreme Court justice. When the Supreme Court ruled in

favor of forced busing in April, 1971, President Nixon
attempted to have congressional allies pass anti-busing
legislation. When this attempt stalled in Congress,
President Nixon drafted two anti-busing bills and sent them
to Congress. Again, Nixon's attempt to end mandatory

busing failed as both bills died in committee. In the
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midst of losing the busing battle, Nixon replaced two more

retiring Supreme Court justices. Two years later, the

Supreme Court again addressed the{%ngiﬁﬁjﬂgguef ‘The

»

Supreme Court, ruling five to fo ‘dfagéiﬁgé busing

Nixdn' { fiéwgrs ﬁon.

Thereafter, Nixon became embroi

as a form of integration.

controversies leading eventual
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FROM VICE PRESIDENT TO PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE

In his quest to become President of the United States,
the speeches of Richard M. Nixon presented a qontradictory
path concerning civil-rights issues. ‘Although he had
promised to do more for black people than any former
President, Nixon also committed himself,ﬁq reverse the
trend toward forced busing as a method of school
desegregation. Once elected,'PresidehtvNixon formulated

policies which attempted to serve one group without

breaking promises to any of his various other’

constituencies. The legal background, the nature of

various lobby groups and the theoretiéal persuasions that
would influence botﬁ Nixon and his advisors solidified from
November, 1952 to August, 1968.

Between 1952 and 1960 Vice Presidént'Nixdn had
supported liberal positions regarding'civil-rights issues.
As presiding officer of the Senate, he was instrumental in
limiting numerous filibusters created to block enactment of
civil-rights legislation. Harry Dent; a member of Nixon's
White House staff, wrote that Mf.vNixon éid his homework,
listened to the wishes of leaders, saw how people in power
dealt with the populace and kneﬁ whom and Qhat to support.
Dent suggested that Nixon's "antennae never missed a single

beat of common sense political rhﬁthm until he became
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engulfed in Watergate." (Dent, p.77)

In 1954, the Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of

Education of Topeka recognized, but did not enforce, equal

rights for blacks in the field of public education.

In that historic ruling, the Court gave
sanction to two fundamental truths--t.
separation by law establishes scho
inherently unequal, and that a promi
equality before the law cannot be sq
use of the law to establish two cl
people, one black and one white.
Setting Forth Administration Poli
in Weekly Compilation of President
(WCPD) March 24, 197¢, p.425)

|

Although the Supreme Court concerned it:

A
pupil assignments, the decree also applie

e

assignments and school facilities as é
following further argument about.gzéﬁg.
addressed questions regarding the tim;
the Brown II decision. The Court rui"u
achieved "with all deliberate speed“ 
prompt and reasonable start" in achi:
"at the earliest practicable date;“ (.
294) The Brown II decision was-signi

CHROLE

created a timetable for desegregati

(L
significant in that the Court began

institution which would bring blac
society on an equal level with w

gl
Southern white leaders used



all pupils to choose their own public schools. Though
legally ending segregation, they had the effect of
maintaining the status quo. (Schwartz, p.58) In many
southern school districts, blacks and whites enrolled in
all-black or all-white schools. By giving the families of
these children the freedom to choose which school to
attend, district superintendents achieved the goal of
keeping most students in their original school. White
students remained at neighborhood schools because parents
did not want to send their children to institutions
regarded as inferior. Because black parents feared sending
their children away from the neighborhood, and thereby into
a hostile environment, they prevented their children from
attending white majority schools. Inequality:.still existed
though it appeared that a simple solution for change was
available.

Such inequality took two forms which have been
referred to as de jure and de facto. Mainly in the South,
de jure, or deliberate inequality, resulted from
state-imposed laws or acts by school officials. In other
areas of the country, de facto systems, those resulting
from subtle forms of discrimination such as housing
patterns, were more prominent. Inequality was especially
visible in the South, where existing "Jim Crow" laws

inhibited blacks from gaining both equal education and a
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power foothold in the political system. Supporters of the
equality movement had to deal with laws preventing change,
with people who are afraid to change and with people who
defiantly fought their demands. In communities with black
majorities, some whites worried about a backlash effect

while others feared that change would be the end not only
for the South, but for America. |

In the late 195@'s, blacks wanted to
freedom that was won during the American R
later specifically granted by the Thirte
Blacks believed slavery had ended, and t

rights had been extended to them. Blacks

with the status quo, four black organiz
Association for the Advancement of Colo
(N.A.A.C.P.), the Urban League, the Sout
Leadership Conference (S.C.L.C.) and th
Equality (C.O.R.E.)], organized for chan
as Martin Luther King Jr., lobbied pe_'ﬁ

President Eisenhower proposed le:
desegregation efforts, yet oppositi
policies. "Congress had balked at &
1959 to have it authorize technica

desegregating school districts." (



p.29) During the late 1950's and the early 1960's, Nixon
listened to the various voices speaking about civil-rights
issues. He attempted to use the information to attract
more members of the American electorate into the Republican
Party by selective commentaries, including speeches
regarding civil rights. Looking to the future, however,

black leaders hoped that John F. Kennedy would f

promise and swiftly help blacks with one stro
pen. Although Kennedy received thousands O:
mail from across the country, he proposedd..
and southern whites neared crisis.
The lack of tangible progress, howe
that an alternative to peaceful demonstr
confrontation. It became clear to leade
community that a black had to sit in the Fr
take the first step into a restaurant,
segregated public school. Whites thro
especially in the South, simply would
without a fight.
In the early 1968s, news circulat
States about black people challenging
service, challenging local governmen!
vote and vocalizing demands to the £

the same opportunities afforded whi
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civil-rights demonstration in Washington, D.C. numbered a

quarter million people. The demonstrators demands for

justice and equality sounded simple and correct to

supporters, yet the ideas, and the changes themselves,

found resistance nationwide.

Over time, the perceived lack of progress, acceptance
and/or implementation of the legislation and court
requirements allowed more radical individuals such as

Stokely Carmichael and Malcolm X to rise to power and

obtain a willing support group. These new leaders brought
the history of non-change to their constituents. They
noted that during the 1958's and early 1964's the -

civil-rights movement progressed slowly and allowed

politicians to skirt civil-rights issues. Government

officials had made promises that became lost in the rush of
other issues including the cold war and the military
involvement in Korea.

The next period of U.S. history saw greater change.
The presidential years of Lyndon Johnson have been recorded
as the most productive ones for civil-rights legislation.
As President, Johnson skillfully guided some of Kennedy's
bills through Congress. He also lobbied hard for other
civil-rights legislation. Oné southern senator remarked
“'We put up a tough fight, but we were going to lose

because President Johnson was just putting too much
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