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Keeping the Kings in the Back: Richard Nixon and the “Checkers” Speech


Harry Truman is quoted as saying, “[Richard] Nixon is one of the few in the history of this country to run for high office talking out of both sides of his mouth at the same time and lying out of both sides.” One of the most important attributes American citizens place on their political leaders is integrity. Without political integrity, how can we as citizens know what we are getting into when we step up to the voting box on Election Day? Prior to the Watergate scandal that ended his presidency two years early, Richard Nixon and his honesty were called into question one other time, as he had been accused of accepting thousands of dollars in illegal campaign contributions. He addressed this inquiry with the so-called “Checkers” speech, which he gave from the El Capitan Theatre in Hollywood, California on September 23, 1952. This speech was effective in its purpose, and enabled him to stay on the Republican ticket as vice-president.


As a child, Nixon had been raised as a Quaker; one of the core beliefs of Quakerism is to be honest and to not mince words as to appear dishonest. He alludes to this upbringing and moral structure when he says that he is not going to ignore or deny the charges brought against him, but instead be honest and straightforward, and lay out the facts (Nixon). He admits, though through a series of misleading statements and unnecessary explanations of the inner workings of a Senate office, that he did in fact accept contributions from his constituents. However, he also claims that he never once used any campaign funds for any personal reason or benefit, and backs it up with the findings of the audit. This is necessary for the general public to believe that he was being honest, having an independent company, not associated with Nixon or any of his associates, look over his financial statements. Whether or not he was being honest is a matter of opinion, the facts cannot be denied, however, with his track record both past and future, there was almost certainly some form of dishonesty here. This would go against what he was professed to believe and against his moral system.


It is very easy to deify government officials and other people of stature to a level beyond what they actually are. On a daily basis, celebrities and other famous people do things to make themselves appear larger than life, but even then, they are still human beings and Nixon acknowledges that in this speech. He lowers himself to the level of the common American by outlining his background from birth. This allows the listener to hear that he is just like the rest of America and is not someone who deserves special treatment. He recounts how he was one of five sons and how he had to work at his parents’ grocery store growing up in order to enable his family to survive (Nixon). This allows for the listener to understand that he didn’t have everything handed to him on a silver platter through life, and to perhaps take a degree of pity on him for having to work his way through college and most of law school. Most 


One way to ensure that your speech will be considered relevant and important is if you converse about issues that matter to the average listener and their experiences. Nixon talks about how he enlisted in World War II as a serviceman in the South Pacific. As this speech took place less than ten years after World War II had ended, he was striking a particularly sensitive nerve with the public. Most everyone who was old enough to understand what Nixon was saying had memories of the war, be it from the war front as a soldier or from the home front as a civilian worker. In almost any society, veterans of war, no matter what their war record is, are treated as somewhat superior citizens for putting their life on the line for their country. This is no exception with Nixon, although by his own admission, his war record is nothing out of the ordinary. Once he admits that he was, at one time, willing to sacrifice his life for the continuing freedom in the United States, that is enough for some people and they do not need to hear any more to be convinced that what he is saying is genuine. He treats it as if it was nothing and shrugs it off as another biographical detail, using such phrases as “I guess I’m entitled” (Nixon) and “I was just there” (Nixon). In other words, Nixon is attempting to be somewhat humble, as though he is the boy next door, and not the Republican candidate for vice-president. Excellent paragraph!!!

In America, after World War II, we were trying to pick up the pieces of our lives and move forward into a new future. Most of the Nixons’ money was tied up in thousands of dollars worth of government bonds. Though I grant that many Americans at the time probably were in a similar situation with their life savings, making specific mention of their money being in government bonds reinforces the apparent patriotism that he introduced in the previous statements regarding his war record. He knows that by mentioning areas where he is no different than the milkman or the paperboy, people will relate to him easier.


Almost anything is fine in small doses, however once that fine line between indulgence and overindulgence is crossed, it becomes tiresome and repetitive to listen to, as Nixon evidently had not learned by this point in his speech. There is mention made of debts that he and his wife owe, to various institutions and on assorted common expenses. For example, they owe thousands of dollars on two houses, one in Washington and one back home in California in which his parents resided. Neither his wife nor his two young daughters have life insurance, and he has very limited life insurance coverage himself, which is a plea to emotion. If something was to happen to any of the three of them, they would not be insured, and by showing that he feels emotion over them not being insured, he shows that he is a family man at heart and does not want that for his young family. By giving the detailed breakdown of what he makes in salary, owns in possessions and owes in debt he is showing that he is no more than a common American trying to make it day by day. He even goes so far as to point out, somewhat unnecessarily, that his wife does not even own a mink coat, but instead makes do with a “respectable Republican cloth coat” (Nixon). How many American women in 1952 owned a mink coat, and why was this necessary to put in? He was beginning to go overboard with his zeal to appear as an every day American citizen, and it was not about to stop there.


Dog is said to be man’s best friend. This is fairly common knowledge and what better way to appear sincere and honest than to reference the family dog? Dogs are loyal, they will stand by their master through thick and thin, regardless of if the master is in the right or not. A man from Texas heard that the Nixon daughters wanted a family dog, and so he mailed them a black and white cocker spaniel puppy. The older of the two daughters named the dog Checkers, and Nixon says, point blank, that they will keep the dog no matter what the public says. (Nixon) What kind of heartless person could deny a man and his family a dog? While the focus of the speech was not intended to be on this one small anecdote and rather on the issue of campaign finances, it was this emotional plea that tugged on the heartstrings of America and shifted the public’s perception of him to a more positive image.


At this point, it could be said that Nixon was apparently taking the moral high ground. He insists that Adlai Stevenson, his opponent, account for where his finances came from and went to. He paints Stevenson as the opposite of him in many ways; where Nixon had not had his wife on the payroll, Stevenson had. Nixon was a man of modest means, while Stevenson had been the recipient of a fairly large inheritance from his father (Nixon). Nixon made a gray issue, the difference between two men, very black and white and overly defined. Nothing can be defined by absolutes, there is always a middle ground to examine, which he conveniently overlooked. 


As 1952 was an election year and this was an election-related issue, the speech could not end without some mention of the upcoming Presidential election. Nixon campaigns for Dwight Eisenhower, a former World War II general, to defeat Stevenson. He preaches about how the country is suffering under the Harry Truman administration and how Stevenson, if elected President, will continue the broken policies that Truman has enforced. To Nixon, Eisenhower is change, he owes nothing to the President or to the big city bosses (Nixon). One major issue of the times is Communism, and according to Nixon, Stevenson has “pooh-poohed and ridiculed the Communist threat in the United States” (Nixon). This made Stevenson look anti-American, because to be patriotic at that time in history, it was necessary to believe in the Communist threat in the United States and want to search out every last Communist there was. It would be much like the recent events in Iraq, where George W. Bush said that if you were not for searching out every last terrorist and exterminating their cells, that you were anti-American and not patriotic. It is much the same there. 


Nixon is moving into the home stretch at this point. He closes off with an excerpt of a letter from a military wife whose husband is in Korea. She cannot vote as she is under the legal voting age, however she says that if she could vote, she would vote for the Eisenhower/Nixon ticket. He uses this letter to represent the common American who supports him. If the military families support him, and they are the patriotic ones since they are sacrificing so much of their lives for the country, then that must make him in the right. 


He finally reaches the conclusion of his speech. He refuses to be known as the man who quit the Republican ticket, because his wife is Irish and the Irish do not quit. On what logic is this based? People of all nationalities and orientations quit things on a daily basis, Irish or no Irish. Maybe they do not leave the Presidential ticket, however, they may leave a job or a spouse, or almost anything! He leaves it in the hands of the Republican National Committee to make the decision on whether or not he should continue on to face the Election Day rush. I do not know about him, but I know that I, myself, would rather make my own decisions and decide my own fate, rather than let other people decide it for me. He seems to be content with whatever they decide and will roll over to acquiesce to what they say. Is that the kind of man we want to elect as Vice-President?


In conclusion, Nixon’s “Checkers” speech was effective for its purpose. The speech was broadcast on radio and on television, and reached millions of Americans. They adored the speech with its many pleas to emotion and people felt as though Richard Nixon was really one of them. Like a good checkers player, he kept his kings in the back row and hid his true intentions from the public, keeping his cards close to his face. He used anecdotes, especially the one about Checkers the dog, as a security blanket as to appear more genuine and open than he really was. It was effective and managed to repair his possibly damaged public image to the point the Eisenhower/Nixon ticket won the 1952 election, were re-elected in 1956, and won the presidency in 1968 and in 1972. 

Works Cited

Nixon, Richard M. “Checkers Speech.” Hollywood, California. 23 September 1952. 19 February 2007 <http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/richardnixoncheckers.html>.

