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Abstract
The Watergate scandal looms over perceptions of all modern political disasters, 
contributing to conspiracy having become seen as typical political behaviour. 
It has also had an evolving impact on the United States, including its use in 
ongoing culture wars and place in fundamental changes in the culture of the 
Republican Party. Although academic historians have tended to minimise 
the personal and contingent causes of this scandal in favour of supposedly deeper 
historical origins, much of the best of Watergate’s rich historiography is to be 
found in biographical studies of Richard Nixon. This historiography also helps 
suggest the potential for using Watergate as a reference point for delineating the 
common characteristics of political disasters by constructing a tentative typology 
of their origins.

***
One of the few uplifting features of the Watergate scandal of 1972–74 
that so shook the United States and, indeed, the world, is that it generated 
an impressive legacy of memorable quotes: ‘I’m not a crook’, ‘a cancer on 
the presidency’ and ‘our long national nightmare is over’ are just the three 
best known. Consider how the following words capture the sense of awe 
generated by this famed, sprawling and thoroughly undignified saga: 

1	  Richard Nixon, speaking in 1988 to NBC TV’s John Chancellor. The full quote is ‘History will 
treat me fairly. Historians probably won’t, because most historians are on the left.’



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

52

It was as if this conversation was taking place at the time, perhaps in 
the next room … it enveloped you. We just stood there and stared at 
each other, incredulous.2

Such, readers may well realise, was the reaction of investigators listening 
for the first time to tapes of the private conversations of President of the 
United States Richard Nixon. The tapes were crucially important, not just 
for the aforementioned official eavesdroppers, but are also a major reason 
why historians probably know more about the inner machinations of the 
Nixon White House than that of any other presidency.

So much is known that Watergate can possibly be quite readily diced up, 
arrayed and examined in detail as a reference point for pondering the 
historiography and characteristics of political disasters. I define political 
disasters to be events not just fundamentally political in nature, but also 
largely self-inflicted, the result of dishonesty, misjudgement or negligence 
by those who bear the consequences—criteria that Watergate readily 
satisfies. This is in contrast to the political consequences of a natural disaster 
(Hurricane Katrina) or a humanly generated accident (Chernobyl) that is 
fundamentally physical in nature.

Importance
Amid the unhappy—and, one must admit, frequently entertaining—
pantheon of political disasters, Watergate stands out, absolutely looming 
over all modern such disasters. Uniquely, it has generated a suffix applied 
to almost any political imbroglio perceived to be scandalous or even 
merely embarrassing in nature. Suspicion of a cover-up is a common but 
not essential further characteristic. Hence ‘Contragate’, ‘Choppergate’, 
‘Koreagate’ and ‘Partygate’, all the way up (down?) to ‘Fartgate’ concerning 
an allegedly audibly flatulent US congressman.3 Ungated political disasters 
such as Clinton–Lewinski or, in Australia, Ben Chifley’s attempted bank 
nationalisation and the Australian Labor Party’s Iraqi Money affair of 1976 
somehow seem lessened by the absence of this elevating suffix.

2	  James Doyle, Not above the Law: The Battles of Watergate Prosecutors Cox and Jaworski: A behind-the-
Scenes Account (Morrow, 1977), 263.
3	  See: ‘List of -gate Scandals and Controversies’, Wikipedia, accessed 27 May 2025, en.wikipedia.org/​
wiki/List_of_-gate_scandals_and_controversies.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_-gate_scandals_and_controversies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_-gate_scandals_and_controversies
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Why has Watergate become so very iconic? The fundamental cause is its 
having brought down a US president, no less. But there are important 
contributing factors. One is the sheer oddity of Watergate, personified in 
the outlandishness of so many of the individuals it involved. Several of 
its key events, such as Nixon’s resignation, were televised and watched by 
millions. Other factors that took time to fully gestate have since helped give 
Watergate an ongoing life. In particular, it bequeathed to historians a vast 
body of primary sources that continues to be interrogated: 4,042 reels of 
tape that captured 2,719 hours of Nixon’s conversations, a small mountain 
of over 30 memoirs, forests of paper documents generated by multiple 
official investigations (most famously the Senate Watergate Committee) 
and the results of determined delvings by investigative journalists.

Popular portrayals have helped to keep Watergate alive also in popular 
culture, embedding it in the public mind like no other American scandal. 
Who now can readily describe such other cases of political malfeasance as 
Crédit Mobilier (under President Ulysses S. Grant), Teapot Dome (Harding) 
or even Iran-Contra (Reagan)? Screen renditions of Watergate began with 
the 1976 film of Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward’s book All the President’s 
Men, and continue to appear.

Watergate has also had an enduring cultural and political impact on US 
politics. It now seems almost touching that in President Kennedy’s time 
over 70 per cent of Americans polled thought that the federal government 
could be trusted to usually do what is right: more familiar to us today is 
that, by 1980, this figure had dropped to 27 per cent.4 So, given its import, 
fame and heterogeneity, how has it been variously interpreted historically, 
and how might it give us a starting point for pondering the typology of 
political disasters?

Events
Watergate is that rare thing—a genuine conspiracy. While some important 
points of its detail remain unclear, there is a consensus on its background 
and main course of events. Your author will refrain from providing a 
detailed exposition of these: readers seeking an exceptionally clear summary 

4	  Pew Research Centre, ‘Views of the U.S. Political System, the Federal Government and Federal–
State Relations’, 19 September 2023, pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/views-of-the-u-s-political-
system-the-federal-government-and-federal-state-relations/.

http://pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/views-of-the-u-s-political-system-the-federal-government-and-federal-state-relations/
http://pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/views-of-the-u-s-political-system-the-federal-government-and-federal-state-relations/
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are advised to refer to James T. Patterson’s Grand Expectations, the postwar 
volume in The Oxford History of the United States.5 Patterson, incidentally, 
takes Watergate as helping to mark the end of the US’s postwar optimism. 
Garrett M. Graff’s more detailed 2022 Watergate: A New History successfully 
imposes narrative order on a sequence of near chaotic events, but his readily 
digestible narrative otherwise adds little beyond reminding us that Bernstein 
and Woodward represent far from the sum total of press efforts to penetrate 
veils of secrecy.6

But, for our present purposes, I trust that the following few points will 
suffice. Watergate originated in an incident after midnight on 17 June 
1972, when police were called to investigate a suspected break-in at 
Democratic Party Headquarters in the eponymous Washington DC office 
and residential complex. Imagine their surprise when their demand that 
the ill-concealed miscreants come out with their hands up produced not 
the expected teenagers wearing baseball caps but instead five middle-aged 
men in business suits. That they comprised a political espionage team was 
immediately obvious, having broken into the building to install listening 
devices and look for tactically useful documents.

The break-in itself was far exceeded in criminality by determined efforts to 
cover up the fact that the perpetrators hailed from a group strongly linked 
to the Nixon White House initially dubbed ‘the Plumbers’ (for plugging 
the leaking of secrets), some members of which later drifted into the orbit 
of the Committee for the Re-Election of the President (popularly known 
as CREEP). Offences arising included perjury, efforts to divert official 
investigations and the attempted bribery of witnesses and participants to 
keep quiet: The mounting evidence of the Nixon tapes, personal testimony 
and much else slowly eroded the president’s support base to the point that, 
in August 1974, he became the first US chief executive to resign from office.

Part of the fascination of Watergate is how something so outwardly trivial—
ridiculous, even—spiralled so totally out of control as to bring down 
a seemingly highly competent leader of the Western world. The simple 
explanation is the ‘win at all costs’ mentality of Nixon and his acolytes, and 
their consequent contempt for the law in favour of anything that would 
help win the 1972 presidential election. There was also an array of crimes 
and unethical conduct not directly linked to the break-in, concerning 

5	  James T. Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945–1974 (Oxford University Press, 
1996), 771–82, doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195117974.001.0001.
6	  Garratt M. Graff, Watergate: A New History (Avid Reader Press, 2022).

http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780195117974.001.0001
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campaign finances and sundry dirty tricks used to influence the course of 
the campaign. For example, the Internal Revenue Service was directed to 
harass Nixon’s designated political enemies, a long and eclectic list that 
included many members of Congress, numerous journalists and the actor 
Paul Newman. Perceptions of something rotten in Nixonland were further 
reinforced by the resignation of Vice-President Spiro Agnew in October 
1973 for having accepted bribes, and Nixon’s own tax issues, which elicited 
his ‘I’m not a crook’ declaration.

Historiography
Watergate unquestionably has the most extensive historiography of 
all political disasters. No other has been the subject of such evolving 
interpretations. Some universities have offered whole units in Nixon and 
Watergate, such as American University in Washington DC (conveniently 
sited for field trips) and New Brunswick in Canada.7 Few other political 
events have attracted such a diverse a group of authors, with no one category 
standing out as fully dominant. Ruth P. Morgan, in her 1996 overview article 
‘Nixon, Watergate and the Study of the Presidency’, categorises these as 
journalists, who invariably dislike Nixon; the accused, who in memoirs 
defend or at least favourably slant their role in the affair; investigators, who 
portray themselves as heroes; and (lastly) academics, who stress historical 
origins, and long-term policy and constitutional implications.8

Journalists were not only active players in the investigation but also 
generated most of Watergate’s early historiography (if this is the right term 
to apply to their output). And how well-suited Watergate is to the fine art 
of the journalist, with its cast of bizarre characters, its strong narrative and 
sequence of unexpected twists! The astonishing admission by Nixon’s deputy 
assistant Alexander Butterfield that the president’s private conversations had 
been taped since February 1971 was just one shock among many. Members 
of the press produced early full-length accounts while the saga was still 
unfolding, such as the London Sunday Times’ 1973 quickie Watergate.9 This 

7	  University of New Brunswick, ‘Watergate: Political Scandal in Contemporary America’, accessed 
27 May 2025, unb.ca/academics/calendar/undergraduate/current/frederictoncourses/history/honours​
seminars/​hist-5459.html.
8	  Ruth P. Morgan, ‘Nixon, Watergate, and the Study of the Presidency’, Presidential Studies Quarterly, 
26, no. 1 (1996): 217–38, jstor.org/stable/27551561.
9	  Lewis Chester, Cal McCrystal, Stephen Aris and William Shawcross, Watergate: The Full Inside Story 
(Ballentine Books, 1973).

http://unb.ca/academics/calendar/undergraduate/current/frederictoncourses/history/honoursseminars/hist-5459.html
http://unb.ca/academics/calendar/undergraduate/current/frederictoncourses/history/honoursseminars/hist-5459.html
http://jstor.org/stable/27551561
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was famously followed the next year by Bernstein and Woodward’s All the 
President’s Men, in which these two authors staked their claim to being 
central to exposing the cover-up.10

The latter book was a landmark in the rise of the instant political history, 
as well as the acceptance of the journalist as an active player in political 
events. The investigative journalist was consolidated as a folk hero, reflected 
in Bernstein and Woodward’s continuing fame. The press, with partial 
justification, acquired a lingering sense of triumphant ownership of the 
Watergate story. Journalistic engagement has since been sustained by the 
readiness with which the arcane and still disputed events of Watergate can 
be portrayed as tossing up some further revelation that justifies a new book: 
who really ordered what, who lied about this or that, and so on. It offers 
a seemingly endless labyrinth of rabbit holes down which journalists, 
conspiracy theorists and the occasional historian can venture with a fair 
chance of finding or at least perceiving something new.

The next wave of writings on Watergate, memoirs by the accused and their 
official investigators, vary in quality and reliability. Nixon’s feared but 
obedient chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, produced his ghosted The Ends 
of Power that a New York Times reviewer eviscerated as unintentionally 
affirming the author’s ordinariness and moral obtuseness.11 John Dean, 
senior White House legal counsel, in his more substantive and candid 
Blind Ambition, reflected on his own surge of self-importance when he 
joined Nixon’s staff, followed progressively by duplicity and ultimately 
cooperation with investigators in an effort to protect himself. Judge John 
J. Sirica (aka ‘Maximum John’), who presided over the trial of the burglars, 
with characteristic assertiveness titled his own memoir To Set the Record 
Straight. He recollected: ‘I was often described as an “obscure federal judge” 
and that was true, but I was not a damn fool.’12 The most anticipated of 
them all was Nixon’s autobiography, RN, published in 1978. Clive James 
in his guise as an eminent literary critic found it ‘of no small literary merit 
and considerable human dignity’, yet also so ‘full of half-truths and false 
conclusions’ that it made Nixon ‘perhaps even easier to distrust’.13

10	  Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, All the President’s Men (Simon & Schuster, 1974).
11	  Elizabeth Drewe, ‘Haldeman’, New York Times, 12 March 1978, section BR, 2.
12	  John J. Sirica, To Set the Record Straight (W. W. Norton, 1979), 91.
13	  New Statesman, ‘From Log Cabin to Log Cabin’, CliveJames.com, accessed 27 May 2025, archive.
clivejames.com/books/nixon.htm, originally published in 1978.

http://archive.clivejames.com/books/nixon.htm
http://archive.clivejames.com/books/nixon.htm
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Comedy
The rapidity with which Watergate came to be seen as comedy is one of 
its most distinctive features, even if far from unknown among political 
scandals. Oddly, this early reaction soon faded, but has undergone a recent 
resurgence that has contributed to the continued interest in Watergate.

Initial astonishment soon turned to laughter for many. Particularly amused 
were those of the political left, who had long hated Nixon for his aggressive 
campaigning, seeming insincerity and decided lack of charm. At first, 
this was simple schadenfreude mixed with the absurdity of men in suits 
as not very competent burglars. It gained an extra impetus in April 1974 
when the first edited transcripts of taped conversations were released by 
the Nixon White House in a failed attempt to appease investigators. These 
were at once seized upon for their seeming banality and Nixon’s private 
terminology (‘expletive deleted’). Reportedly, they were used for comedic 
role-playing at Washington parties. Muriel Spark’s 1974 novel The Abbess of 
Crewe14 attempted satire by recasting Watergate as a power play in a convent 
where the Abbess tapes her community of nuns. A filmed version was titled 
Nasty Habits.

Laughter has now been renewed and has given Watergate a new audience, 
the satirical having become almost the dominant expression of popular 
political commentary. Most of Watergate’s dramatis personae are ready 
material for satire—outlandish, sometimes intelligent, but invariably 
also foolishly fawning competitors for their master’s favour. The HBO 
series White House Plumbers focused on the misadventures of G. Gordon 
Liddy and Howard Hunt, organisers of the break-in. Liddy’s loyalty to the 
president extended to a stated offer to kill political enemies (not taken up) 
and designing political strategies that proposed kidnappings, sabotage and 
blackmail (ditto). Hence, White House Plumbers needed just a light touch to 
render comic its largely factual rendition of events. Woody Harrelson and 
Justin Theroux were aptly cast as Hunt and Liddy, respectively. Liddy was 
nonetheless a most entertaining raconteur, and readers trying to understand 
the internal culture of the Nixon White House could do worse than to 
consult his entertaining memoir, Will.15

14	  Muriel Spark, The Abbess of Crewe (Macmillan, 1974).
15	  G. Gordon Liddy, Will: The Autobiography of G. Gordon Liddy (St Martin’s Press, 1980).
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Historians and biography
Academic historians took time to start assessing Watergate, understandably 
enough. They were drawn to pondering its ultimate origins, tending to 
minimise the personal and the contingent in favour of seeking out deeper 
historical roots. Surely such an almighty political mess that drew in so many 
individuals and entities could not be attributable to one person, even a US 
president? Hence an emphasis on its having a more solid basis in government 
counter-reactions to challenges to civic order and secrecy during the Vietnam 
War years, notably the precedent created by the 1971 leaking of the secret 
Pentagon Papers that analysed the history of US intervention in Vietnam.

The first major scholarly study by a historian, Stanley I. Kutler’s The Wars 
of Watergate, appeared in 1990, a whole 16 years after Nixon’s resignation. 
It remains the most esteemed overview text. He demonstrated his conviction 
that ‘history is disciplined by context’ by providing a lengthy description 
of the political events that preceded Watergate, in doing so attaining 
the historian’s ideal of skilfully combining narrative with analysis. It was the 
determination of Nixon and other officialdom to deal with civic unrest 
and leaks that led to ‘abuses of power that preceded the burglary and the 
obstruction of justice that followed it’.16

Kutler ultimately saw Watergate as the result of this long brewing 
constitutional crisis, with the happy conclusion that it ended as ‘eloquent 
testimony that the nation had a serious commitment to the rule of law’.17 
He had less time for the ‘media fascination with personality rather than 
substance’ that kept Nixon, post-Watergate, ‘alive as a public figure’.18 
Patterson similarly stresses Watergate as emerging from the challenges of the 
Vietnam War protest combined with the rise of an imperial presidency that 
knew few restraints, which Arthur Schlesinger Jnr had warned of in his 
timely and eponymous 1973 book.19

Yet take one individual, Richard Nixon, out of the equation and would we 
have had Watergate at all? Certainly not in its details, and very probably not 
even in approximate outline. Watergate so overwhelmingly and ultimately 
derived from the workings of the president’s mind that it defies efforts to 

16	  Stanley I. Kutler, The Wars of Watergate: The Last Crisis of Richard Nixon (Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 9, 
614.
17	  Kutler, The Wars of Watergate, 618.
18	  Kutler, The Wars of Watergate, 616. 
19	  Arthur M. Schlesinger Jnr., The Imperial Presidency (Houghton Mifflin, 1973).
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portray it as predominantly structuralist in nature. Very few major and 
complex events are purely individually driven, but Nixon’s well-documented 
passion for control, political survival and desire for vengeance, combined 
with the misplaced loyalty of his acolytes, were the main animators of 
Watergate. The most that can be fairly said to the contrary is that the 
growing hubris of the imperial presidency combined with increasing 
cultural readiness to question authority probably would have eventually led 
to some sort of major presidential scandal. But whether an incumbent other 
than Nixon would have been so personally embroiled in scandal as to lead to 
forced resignation from the presidency remains harder to envisage.

Many observers at the time, some of whom admittedly were drawing on 
a longstanding personal distaste, considered Nixon himself as the decisive 
factor in Watergate. The economist and Kennedy family insider John 
Kenneth Galbraith wrote:

someone, I promise you, will say that the fault lies deeply within 
all of us. Well, the hell it does. It lies with Richard Nixon and the 
people who voted him onto office.20

Just as bluntly, Sirica, a Republican supporter, thought that ‘if Nixon had 
had the character of President Eisenhower, or any other honest president, 
this scandal would never have happened’.21 James David Barber, in his famed 
study The Presidential Character, also had few doubts: Vietnam and leaks 
may have formed the background, but ‘Nixon’s character style, and world 
view would produce certain lines of action’. Being ‘a President in perpetual 
anxiety about holding and advancing his power’, he eventually ‘froze up and 
ruined himself ’.22

Such judgements are supportive of Watergate strongly lending itself to the 
case for biography as history, challenging any assumption that it can be 
readily dismissed as insufficiently scholarly. As further details have emerged, 
such as the public identification in 2005 of Berstein and Woodward’s 
source ‘Deep Throat’ as being FBI Deputy Director Mark Felt, the focus 
on individuals and contingency seems reaffirmed. Appropriately, much of 

20	  John Kenneth Galbraith, ‘Richard Nixon’ (1974), reprinted in Galbraith, A View from the Stands: 
Of People, Politics, Military Power and the Arts (Hamish Hamilton, 1987), 395.
21	  Sirica, To Set the Record Straight, 239.
22	  James David Barber, The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White House, 3rd ed. 
(Pentice-Hall, 1985), 367, 371, 376.
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the best writing on Watergate is incorporated into biographies of Nixon. 
The more that is known about this singular US president, the more the 
value of biography seems apparent.

Indeed, he is so personally complex and improbable a president as to be 
a psychobiographer’s dream. How many remember the often-naïve efforts 
made in the name of psychobiography to help explain historical phenomena 
by identifying the personal drives and demons that determined the 
behaviour of important individuals? It has had various vogues, not least 
that emanating from the University of Melbourne’s Department of Political 
Science’s ‘Psycho-Social Group’ from the 1970s until well into the 1990s. 
The first truly outstanding study of Nixon, Garry Wills’s pre-Watergate 
account of the state of American liberalism Nixon Agonistes: The Crisis of 
the Self-Made Man, had a pronounced psychoanalytic slant.23 The field has 
been in the historiographical freezer for so long that it may be just about 
due for a revival.

Seen in any sort of psychoanalytical light, Nixon becomes the most 
fascinating of the presidents. He has been variously portrayed as villainous, 
brilliant and tragic, usually in combination. The great American novelist 
John Updike aptly opened his Memories of the Ford Administration, the 
fictional memoirs of a lecherous historian, by recalling Nixon’s oddly 
‘menacing, slipped cog manner’ as he announced his resignation. So complex 
a man attracts intense biographical scrutiny. A check of the sources used 
by his most recent biographer, John A. Farrell, lists over 50 book-length 
studies.24 The first major biography was a three-volume work by Stephen 
Ambrose, celebrity historian, who, like many writers on Nixon, claimed to 
have initially approached his subject with reluctance, but eventually found 
‘to my astonishment, that I had developed a liking for him’.25

Elucidations of Nixon’s unhappy early life indeed produce a tragedy of 
rare talent being distorted by an array of fatal flaws that not only produced 
Watergate but also would have impressed even Manning Clark. Fascination 
with this strange man is one of Watergate’s great drawcards. Nixon’s obvious 

23	  Garry Wills, Nixon Agonistes: The Crisis of the Self-Made Man (Houghton Mifflin Company, 1970).
24	  John A. Farrell, Richard Nixon: The Life (Scribe, 2017).
25	  Stephen E. Ambrose, Nixon: Ruin and Recovery (Simon and Schuster, 1991), 635–6. The other 
two volumes are Nixon: The Education of a Politician, 1913–1962 (1987) and Nixon: The Triumph of a 
Politician, 1962–1972 (1990).
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insecurity startled interlocutors who had hitherto known him by reputation 
only: Henry Kissinger was one of many baffled by why such an individual 
chose politics as a career.

Above all, he was no Trump. Nixon was a serious student of policy, 
especially international relations. By the standards of today’s Republican 
Party, he was more illiberal in personality and political tactics than in 
policy. His stature as a figure of substance, unlike most other actors in the 
Watergate drama, adds to its fascination: how did someone of such standing 
spawn the Plumbers and CREEP? Biographies detail how politics readily 
brought out in Nixon a tendency to personalise issues, leading to a spiteful 
determination to exact revenge on an entire class of hostile elites, mainly 
comprising Democrats, the media, and most categories of intellectuals. 
He was, as Farrell summed it up, ‘exorbitantly sensitive and continued to 
suffer from wounds he attributed to the press’, building ‘an enmity between 
Nixon and the institutions through which American leaders communicate 
[that] would have profound consequences’.26 In response, he valued personal 
loyalty above all. Underlings, even such formidable figures as Haldeman, 
accordingly pandered to his whims, including that of trying to cover up 
Watergate. He was psychologically inhibited from surrounding himself with 
individuals who would have served him far better by counselling caution 
whenever he started to go awry.

Consequences
Contemporaneous public reactions to Watergate were a sequence of initial 
scepticism, followed by shock and, eventually, pride in the American 
political system’s ability to resist and even learn from such misconduct. 
The latter reaction conveniently overlooks how very nearly Nixon et al. got 
away with it: the outcome of Watergate was far from inevitable. Had they 
done so, such as if Nixon had followed the advice of his cronies to make 
a bonfire of the tapes, Watergate and associated crimes and misdemeanours 
would have only emerged years later as his acolytes felt free to make late 
confessions. This would probably have been sufficiently long after the event 
to contain Watergate-based revisionism at the margins of both journalism 
and scholarship.

26	  Farrell, Richard Nixon, 203.
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A slightly less immediate consequence was a temporary pause in the 
progress of the imperial presidency. This was most evident in the increased 
assertiveness of the Congress, generating such legislation as the Ethics 
in Government Act of 1978 that provided for the disclosure of financial 
interests, among much else. Congressional inquiries ventured into such 
hitherto forbidden fields as imposing accountability on intelligence agencies. 
The great irony was that although Watergate contributed to the election of 
Jimmy Carter to the presidency in 1976, his rejection by voters four years 
later owed much to his administration’s weakened authority in the face of 
an emboldened Congress. The Carter presidency faded quickly from public 
and historical memory, while the artful Nixon used his credibility in foreign 
policy to partially restore his public reputation. A fear even emerged during 
the 1990s that Watergate was losing its cultural value as a warning from 
history. Morgan, writing in 1996, perceived a ‘diminishing importance’ 
of Watergate among scholars, and worried that ‘the scholarly literature on 
Watergate and Nixon remains scant’.27

Culture wars
A probable factor in the scholarly decline of Watergate was its use instead 
as a proxy weapon of choice in culture wars. Paul Johnson, independent 
historian and seasoned cultural warrior; Conrad Black, media magnate cum 
biographer; and onetime British Conservative MP Jonathan Aitken, each 
wrote of Nixon and Watergate in a way that the former president would have 
approved of—as a basis for criticism of cultural elites. The liberal press—and 
it is not disputed that that most Washington journalists loathed Nixon—was 
pictured as having gratuitously dragged down a highly capable president. 
Johnson incorporated this interpretation into his famed yet flawed 1983 
Modern Times, writing of a ‘Watergate witch hunt’ that was ‘run by liberals 
in the media’ who were outraged by Nixon ever having become president at 
all.28 Nixon played into their hands by resorting to skulduggery to protect 
himself: Franklin Roosevelt, Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, Democrats all, 
had done likewise and gotten away with it, thought Johnson.

27	  Morgan, ‘Nixon, Watergate’, 217, 235.
28	  Paul Johnson, Modern Times: The World from the Twenties to the Nineties, 2nd ed. (HarperPerennial, 
1992), 649.
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Johnson was probably the first historian of any note to assess Nixon so 
forgivingly, setting him in a broader context of the entire twentieth century 
being a saga of the West battling totalitarian regimes of the left and the 
right. Nixon’s resignation dangerously weakened US leadership of the 
Western world in the midst of the Cold War, making Watergate central 
to that benighted decade, the 1970s. It left a dangerously diminished 
presidency in the hands of Carter ‘who won the presidency by a tiny margin 
against the weakest incumbent in history [Gerald Ford] and became a still 
weaker one’.29

Johnson’s strident interpretation did not catch on among mainstream 
historians. Much of what respect they had for Nixon evaporated as more 
and more of his notorious tapes were transcribed and his presidency was 
increasingly anatomised. The scandal is currently seen as being of such 
proportions that majority historical opinion remains overwhelmingly 
critical, and consequently unimpressed by Nixon’s post-Watergate 
rehabilitation as a policy seer. Scholars are rightly respectful of his record 
on the opening to China, improved relations with the Soviet Union and 
comparatively liberal domestic program, but Watergate still predominates. 
Surveys continue to rank him lowly among the presidents, such as a mere 
35th out of 45, according to the 2024 Presidential Greatness Project.30 
With Nixon’s dishonesty seen as his defining characteristic, portrayals of 
Watergate as the work of a vindictive elite have receded. Significantly, one 
of the few to appear recently, The Nixon Conspiracy: Watergate and the Plot 
to Remove the President (2022), was penned by Geoff Shepard, a veteran of 
the Nixon White House.31

Interest in Watergate has recently been renewed by a shift towards 
understanding the role that it and Nixon’s legacy have played in recent 
changes in the support base and culture of the Republican Party. It has long 
been noted, as Patterson wrote in 1996, that ‘far from trying to muffle the 
resentments of many in the working and lower middle classes, Nixon fanned 
their anxieties’.32 This has come to be widely seen as foundational to the later 
shift of Republican conservatism away from its traditional Burkean respect 
for the conventions of government and social order. In this interpretation, 

29	  Johnson, Modern Times, 673.
30	  Brandon Rottinghaus and Justin Vaughn, ‘Presidential Greatness Project’, Presidential Greatness 
Project, accessed 27 May 2025, presidential​greatness​project.com/.
31	  Geoff Shepard, The Nixon Conspiracy: Watergate and the Plot to Remove the President (Post Hill Press, 
2022).
32	  Patterson, Grand Expectations, 735.

http://presidentialgreatnessproject.com/
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a combination of Nixon’s largely successful repositioning of the party’s 
electoral base, perceptions of the wanton destruction of his presidency by 
arrogant elites, and the wider loss of faith in government fuelled by Vietnam 
and Watergate were early steps towards the rise of strident ‘Washington 
Swamp’ populism.

Nixon is thus seen as ultimately contributing to Trumpism, giving him 
a new interpretive life as ‘a key transitional figure’ in ‘the realignment of 
American politics in the late twentieth century’.33 In Nicholas F. Jacobs 
and Sidney M. Milkis’s What Happened to the Vital Center? the ‘Watergate 
scandal that embroiled the entire party apparatus placed further pressure on 
the Republican Party to appear more transparent and less beholden to the 
establishment’.34 Yet Nixon himself, who died in 1994, would have almost 
certainly been dismayed by much of this. His famed appeals to the ‘silent 
majority’ were made in a limited sense of elevating the patriotic average 
voter over influential and decidedly unrepresentative elites. Iconoclastic 
Trumpism would have appalled such a dedicated policy geek.

A typology?
There has been much written analysis of natural and management disasters, 
but less on the general nature of political disasters. Can the forementioned 
rich body of historiography that has produced our detailed knowledge of 
Watergate and its nurturing environment of the Nixon White House help 
us assess the characteristics of these disasters, beginning by delineating 
their various causes? This is not just to produce a labelling system for its 
own sake, but also may provide a start point for understanding typical 
drivers, subsequent development and eventual consequences. Watergate 
has so many dimensions and such an abundant literature that it throws 
up multiple causal features that we can draw on, while identifying some 
others of our own. Its continued resonance in popular and more academic 
cultures may make it serviceable as a first reference point for a wider study 
of political disasters.

33	  Farrell, Richard Nixon, 334.
34	  Nicholas F. Jacobs and Sidney M. Milkis, What Happened to the Vital Center? Presidentialism, Populist 
Revolt, and the Fracturing of America (Oxford University Press, 2020), 214.
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So, for the origin and nature of political disasters, I put forward as a start 
point the following main causal factors, starting with some identifiable 
from Watergate. These are not mutually exclusive and can actually reinforce 
each other.

Foremost is poor judgement arising from the overconfidence and insouciance 
that typifies closed groups of decision-makers—as in the Nixon White House, 
with its perception of being surrounded by implacable and highly dangerous 
‘enemies’. Peer group conformity and a related fear of exclusion become 
especially powerful motivators within closed groups.

Loyalty to a flawed individual, as against an institution or a higher ideal, led to 
underlings unrestrainedly competing among themselves to please someone 
like Nixon who elevated compliance over questioning (‘troublesome priest’ 
syndrome, perhaps?). John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic affairs adviser, 
recalled that he and his colleagues’ gestures of loyalty extended to seemingly 
interminable time spent listening to the president’s monologues, the 
ramblings of a lonely man.

Nixon failed to impose clear limits on overenthusiastic and/or simply foolish 
subordinates, namely the White House Plumbers and CREEP operatives. 
Most contemporary observers and later historians doubt that the president 
personally ordered the break-in, but agree that he set dangerously ambitious 
goals that were then left to the likes of Liddy, Hunt and co. to judge how 
to implement.

Disregard for the law, leading to outright illegality is a category that Watergate 
also fits particularly well. This is perhaps the most interesting category, as it 
is a strong reflection of a wider political culture. Nixon, the Plumbers et al. 
are well documented as having elevated short-term political objectives over 
legality, ultimately leading to no less than 48 individuals being convicted in 
the courts.

Disregard for important but unwritten conventions of government that are at 
least as important as legal strictures in many governmental systems. Not 
least of these is appreciation that there is a distinction between party and 
state. The Nixon administration violated this by such acts as siccing the tax 
authorities onto its ‘enemies’. Like disregard for the law, it can be a telling 
reflection of a political culture that has been debased by partisanship.
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Many scandals do not immediately assume disastrous political dimensions, 
but instead grow as a result of failure to contain malfeasance by early and 
decisive corrective action. Instead, further misdeeds greatly compound the 
initial crime, again as happened with Watergate. The notorious ‘smoking 
gun’ tape of 23 June 1972 recorded Nixon and Haldeman plotting the 
diversion of the official FBI investigation by falsely asserting that national 
security was at stake.

But here are several other common causal characteristics we can add that 
are not obviously Watergateish. Perhaps the most common is the fear of 
facing obvious facts. Watergate does not fit this category well, as most of its 
participants recognised almost immediately after the arrest of the burglars 
that big trouble was looming; Liddy told his wife that very night that he 
was probably going to gaol (and he did). But many other political disasters 
originated in denial of the obvious, often by an entire group and sometimes 
driven by the aforementioned misplaced desire to reassure a leader. Historical 
examples are numerous, one of the more spectacularly consequential being 
military advice to Hitler that the Red Army would definitely be a pushover.

Administrative ‘oversights’ are hugely variable in nature, and so commonplace 
as to usually be less distinctively interesting. Such common causal factors, 
such as lack of individual skills, poor communications within an organisation 
and supervisory negligence, blur the distinction from management disasters.

Overly ready faith in information technology is another thing of which 
Watergate is largely innocent, unless one stretches the definition of IT to 
encompass Nixon’s choice of a voice-activated taping system. This led to a 
tendency to forget its existence, facilitating the recording of incriminating 
dialogue. Robodebt is perhaps a purer example of misplaced reliance on IT.

Ill-judged policy initiatives with disastrous political repercussions are also 
common, such as the budget-induced recession of 1961 that, at the 
Australian national election of that year, very nearly prematurely ended 
the second Menzies government. Or Arthur Calwell’s assurances that his 
rejigging of the electoral system in 1949 to increase the number of House 
of Representatives seats and apply proportional representation to the Senate 
would assist the Australian Labor Party, but which actually helped usher in 
the Menzies era in the first place.

Failure to introduce or to comply with timely reforms that reflect changing 
needs is another particularly interesting form of political disaster, especially 
as it casts light on wider historical developments under way. For example, 
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the reluctance of certain trade unions to accept the need to respond 
constructively on their own terms to irresistible forces of economic and 
social change left them open to the blunt imposition of reforms courtesy 
of such determined figures as Margaret Thatcher (the notorious ‘Winter of 
Discontent’ effectively destroyed the government of her predecessor, Jim 
Callaghan) and Jeff Kennett.

Turning, albeit briefly, to some general observations on consequences. 
Political disasters are usually multidimensional in effect—some individuals 
will benefit from them, while others lose. Such is the nature of politics. 
They can, for example, benefit wider society by subsequently enhancing 
accountability, as has often been claimed for Watergate. The proverbial 
‘unmitigated disaster’ is unusual in politics. They may also contribute to 
an understanding of what is going on by revealing rarely publicly seen 
inner workings of politics, something Watergate most certainly did, to the 
gratitude of historians.

Clearly, the difficulty of hiding a political disaster from public scrutiny is 
directly proportional to the number of individuals involved, especially, as 
in Watergate, when such individuals, under stress, become all too willing 
to inform on their peers if they judge this necessary to protect themselves. 
Some Watergate participants resorted to their own taping of conversations, 
with limited effectiveness. Finally, political disasters often come in 
sequence—one scandal leads to a burst of greater scrutiny by the media 
and officialdom, such as Watergate indirectly leading to the investigation of 
intelligence agencies.

Final thoughts
Watergate’s legacy seems set to continue to reverberate for many years to 
come. Kutler need not have feared that ‘we are, to some extent, in danger 
of forgetting’, along with being seduced by attempts to inflict ‘Nixon 
revisionism’ on ‘historians, the media, and our political leadership’.35 
It continues to attract dramatisations, anniversaries and interpretations of its 
contributions to the ongoing evolution of American politics. The media and 
public today in the United States and elsewhere uphold its legendary status 

35	  Kutler, The Wars of Watergate, 615, 616.
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by defaulting to seeking the conspiracy rather than the stuff up, the very 
opposite of what your author was once sagely advised to look for when he 
served in government himself (or was this part of the conspiracy?).

Perhaps the most redeeming feature of Watergate and other political 
disasters is that they are such wonderful reminders of the foibles and failures 
of human agency—certainly they are not primarily acts of God, as are most 
natural disasters. This is central to their fascination as we ponder the follies 
of flawed humanity. We enjoy the sense of drama they impart, but perhaps 
also they inspire in us a hopeful belief that ‘I would do better’—well, maybe 
we would.



This text is taken from ANU Historical Journal II: Number 5, published 2026 
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.05.2025.03

http://doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.05.2025.03

