TEACHING AMERICAN HISTORY PROJECT

Lesson Title - Analyzing Nixon's Pardon
From Geri Dineen
Grade – 11
Length of class period – 45 mins
Inquiry – Was it right or wrong for President Gerald Ford to pardon former president Richard M. Nixon?
Objectives
1. Identify reasons that Ford gave for issuing pardon.
2. Identify arguments that could be made against issuing a pardon.
Materials - President Ford's remarks and text of pardon, September 1974.
Activities
1. Individual - read Ford's remarks and the text of the pardon; answer analysis questions.
3. Whole Class - discuss the pros and cons of Ford's choice and whether or not Ford achieved his stated
objective of facilitating the national healing process.

How will you assess what student learned during this lesson?
1. Completion of written responses to analysis questions.
2. Participation in class discussion.

Connecticut Framework Performance Standards –
2.4 Demonstrate an ability to participate in social studies discourse through informed discussion, debate,
and effective oral presentation.
2.4.10 Ask relevant questions related to social studies/history to initiate/extend or debate a point of view.
3.1.1. Use evidence to develop an interpretation of a historic event.
3.1.4 Predict how alternative actions by groups or individuals might have changed a historical outcome.

President Richard M. Nixon resigned from office on August 9, 1974. He did so because he knew that if he
remained, the House of Representatives would find him guilty of impeachable offenses and the Senate would
convict him of those charges. Though he resigned to avoid this "official" fate, he was still liable and subject to
indictment, trial, judgment, and punishment in federal courts for federal crimes he committed during his tenure
in office. On Sunday, September 8, 1974, Gerald R. Ford went before a television audience and pardoned former
President Richard M. Nixon "for offenses against the United States." The U.S. Constitution provides the
president the power to grant pardons:
... "he shall have power to grant reprieves and pardons for offenses against the United States, except in cases of
impeachment."
(Article II, Section 2)

President Gerald R. Ford's Remarks on Signing a Proclamation Granting
Pardon to Richard Nixon
September 8, 1974

Ladies and gentlemen:
I have come to a decision which I felt I should tell you and all of my fellow American citizens, as soon as I was
certain in my own mind and in my own conscience that it is the right thing to do.
I have learned already in this office that the difficult decisions always come to this desk. I must admit that many
of them do not look at all the same as the hypothetical questions that I have answered freely and perhaps too
fast on previous occasions.
My customary policy is to try and get all the facts and to consider the opinions of my countrymen and to take
counsel with my most valued friends. But these seldom agree, and in the end, the decision is mine.
To procrastinate, to agonize, and to wait for a more favorable turn of events that may never come or more
compelling external pressures that may as well be wrong as right, is itself a decision of sorts and a weak and
potentially dangerous course for a President to follow.
I have promised to uphold the Constitution, to do what is right as God gives me to see the right, and to do the
very best that I can for America.
I have asked your help and your prayers, not only when I became President but many times since. The
Constitution is the supreme law of our land and it governs our actions as citizens. Only the laws of God, which
govern our consciences, are superior to it.
As we are a nation under God, so I am sworn to uphold our laws with the help of God. And I have sought such
guidance and searched my own conscience with special diligence to determine the right thing for me to do with
respect to my predecessor in this place, Richard Nixon, and his loyal wife and family.

Theirs is an American tragedy in which we all have played a part. It could go on and on and on, or someone must
write the end to it. I have concluded that only I can do that, and if I can, I must.
There are no historic or legal precedents to which I can turn in this matter, none that precisely fit the
circumstances of a private citizen who has resigned the Presidency of the United States. But it is common
knowledge that serious allegations and accusations hang like a sword over our former President's head,
threatening his health as he tries to reshape his life, a great part of which was spent in the service of this country
and by the mandate of its people.
After years of bitter controversy and divisive national debate, I have been advised, and I am compelled to
conclude that many months and perhaps more years will have to pass before Richard Nixon could obtain a fair
trial by jury in any jurisdiction of the United States under governing decisions of the Supreme Court.
I deeply believe in equal justice for all Americans, whatever their station or former station. The law, whether
human or divine, is no respecter of persons; but the law is a respecter of reality.
The facts, as I see them, are that a former President of the United States, instead of enjoying equal treatment
with any other citizen accused of violating the law, would be cruelly and excessively penalized either in
preserving the presumption of his innocence or in obtaining a speedy determination of his guilt in order to repay
a legal debt to society.
During this long period of delay and potential litigation, ugly passions would again be aroused. And our people
would again be polarized in their opinions. And the credibility of our free institutions of government would again
be challenged at home and abroad.
In the end, the courts might well hold that Richard Nixon had been denied due process, and the verdict of
history would even more be inconclusive with respect to those charges arising out of the period of his
Presidency, of which I am presently aware.
But it is not the ultimate fate of Richard Nixon that most concerns me, though surely it deeply troubles every
decent and every compassionate person. My concern is the immediate future of this great country.
In this, I dare not depend upon my personal sympathy as a long‐time friend of the former President, nor my
professional judgment as a lawyer, and I do not.
As President, my primary concern must always be the greatest good of all the people of the United States whose
servant I am. As a man, my first consideration is to be true to my own convictions and my own conscience.
My conscience tells me clearly and certainly that I cannot prolong the bad dreams that continue to reopen a
chapter that is closed. My conscience tells me that only I, as President, have the constitutional power to firmly
shut and seal this book. My conscience tells me it is my duty, not merely to proclaim domestic tranquillity but to
use every means that I have to insure it.
I do believe that the buck stops here, that I cannot rely upon public opinion polls to tell me what is right.
I do believe that right makes might and that if I am wrong, 10 angels swearing I was right would make no
difference.

I do believe, with all my heart and mind and spirit, that I, not as President but as a humble servant of God, will
receive justice without mercy if I fail to show mercy.
Finally, I feel that Richard Nixon and his loved ones have suffered enough and will continue to suffer, no matter
what I do, no matter what we, as a great and good nation, can do together to make his goal of peace come true.
[At this point, the President began reading from the proclamation granting the pardon.]
"Now, therefore, I, Gerald R. Ford, President of the United States, pursuant to the pardon power conferred upon
me by Article II, Section 2, of the Constitution, have granted and by these presents do grant a full, free, and
absolute pardon unto Richard Nixon for all offenses against the United States which he, Richard Nixon, has
committed or may have committed or taken part in during the period from July (January) 20, 1969 through
August 9, 1974."
[The President signed the proclamation and then resumed reading.]
"In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand this eighth day of September, in the year of our Lord nineteen
hundred and seventy‐four, and of the Independence of the United States of America the one hundred and
ninety‐ninth."
NOTE: The President spoke at 11:05 a.m. in the Oval Office at the White House, where he signed Proclamation
4311 granting the pardon.
SOURCE: Gerald R. Ford Library
===========================================================================================
Full Text: President Gerald R. Ford's Proclamation 4311, Granting a Pardon to Richard Nixon
September 8, 1974
By the President of the United States of America a Proclamation
Richard Nixon became the thirty‐seventh President of the United States on January 20, 1969 and was reelected
in 1972 for a second term by the electors of forty‐nine of the fifty states. His term in office continued until his
resignation on August 9, 1974.
Pursuant to resolutions of the House of Representatives, its Committee on the Judiciary conducted an inquiry
and investigation on the impeachment of the President extending over more than eight months. The hearings of
the Committee and its deliberations, which received wide national publicity over television, radio, and in printed
media, resulted in votes adverse to Richard Nixon on recommended Articles of Impeachment.
As a result of certain acts or omissions occurring before his resignation from the Office of President, Richard
Nixon has become liable to possible indictment and trial for offenses against the United States. Whether or not
he shall be so prosecuted depends on findings of the appropriate grand jury and on the discretion of the
authorized prosecutor. Should an indictment ensue, the accused shall then be entitled to a fair trial by an
impartial jury, as guaranteed to every individual by the Constitution.

It is believed that a trial of Richard Nixon, if it became necessary, could not fairly begin until a year or more has
elapsed. In the meantime, the tranquility to which this nation has been restored by the events of recent weeks
could be irreparably lost by the prospects of bringing to trial a former President of the United States. The
prospects of such trial will cause prolonged and divisive debate over the propriety of exposing to further
punishment and degradation a man who has already paid the unprecedented penalty of relinquishing the
highest elective office of the United States.
Now, THEREFORE, I, GERALD R. FORD, President of the United States, pursuant to the pardon power conferred
upon me by Article II, Section 2, of the Constitution, have granted and by these presents do grant a full, free, and
absolute pardon unto Richard Nixon for all offenses against the United States which he, Richard Nixon, has
committed or may have committed or taken part in during the period from January 20, 1969 through August
9,1974.
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I have hereunto set my hand this eighth day of September, in the year of our Lord
nineteen hundred and seventy‐four, and of the Independence of the United States of America the one hundred
and ninety‐ninth.
GERALD R. FORD
___________________________________________________________________________________________
1. What reasons did Ford give for pardoning Nixon?

2. What arguments could be made against the pardon?

3. President Ford announced the pardon around midday on a Sunday. Why do you think he chose this time
to make his announcement? Why not during the regular workweek at the White House?

