
 Bill of Rights Institute – American Portraits 1 

Barbara Jordan, Watergate, and Justice 
 

 Compelling Question 
o How can you seek justice to protect freedom? 

 Virtue: Justice 
 Definition – Justice is the capacity to determine and preserve our common rights. 
 Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn how Barbara Jordan sought justice in the Watergate scandal. They 
will also learn how they can protect justice in their lives. 

 Objectives 
o Students will analyze the efforts of Barbara Jordan to protect and promote justice during the 

Watergate scandal. 
o Students will apply their knowledge of justice to promoting and seeking justice in their own lives. 

 Background 
o Richard Nixon was elected president of the United States in 1968. He introduced a policy of 

Vietnamization, turning the war gradually over the South Vietnamese, proposed an Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), made a historic visit to China to open up diplomatic relations, oversaw 
the first moon landing, and signed the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) lowering the 
number of nuclear weapons in the world. When he ran for re-election in 1972, the incumbent Nixon 
had a significant lead over the very liberal Democratic challenger George McGovern. Still, Nixon was 
consumed by winning and decided he would do anything to ensure victory. He authorized the 
break-in of the Democratic National Headquarters at the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C. Five 
men were arrested on June 17, 1972 and led to a series of illegal activities. Members of the 
administration destroyed evidence, and Nixon sought to obstruct the FBI investigation. Hush 
money was paid out to keep people silent. Two reporters from the Washington Post, Bob 
Woodward and Carl Bernstein, reported the story and won the confidence of a source in the FBI 
who revealed the administration’s involvement. Nixon was re-elected by an overwhelming 
landslide, but Congress opened up investigations and hearing in the spring and summer of 1973.  

 
Members of the administration began resigning in disgrace, and Nixon had the new attorney 
general, Elliot Richardson, appoint a special prosecutor, Archibald Cox. When Congress and Cox 
learned of tape recording devices in the White House, Cox subpoenaed the tapes. Nixon refused to 
turn them over and ordered Richardson and then his deputy to fire Cox, but he resigned instead.  

 
Nixon told the American people on November 17, that he was “not a crook.” In March 1974 a grand 
jury was impaneled and indicted several members of the administration for perjury and 
obstructing justice.  In late July, the Supreme Court in United States v. Nixon (1974) order the 
president to turn over the White House tapes. The tapes revealed incriminating evidence about the 
Watergate scandal and that eighteen and a half minutes were erased. On August 9, 1974, Nixon 
resigned ignominiously as the House was preparing to impeach the president and the Senate was to 
hold a trial to attempt to remove him from office.   
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 Vocabulary 
o Vietnamization 
o Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
o Diplomatic  
o Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) 
o Nuclear 
o Incumbent 
o Obstruct 
o Confidence  
o Landslide 
o Resigning 
o Prosecutor  
o Subpoenaed  
o Grand jury 
o Empaneled 
o Incriminating 
o Ignominiously 
o House Judiciary Committee 
o Watergate 
o Catapulted  
o Prominence  
o Churchillian 
o Jim Crow 
o Segregation  
o Downtrodden  
o Revelations 
o Complicit 
o Bugs 
o Tip of the iceberg 
o Impeachment 
o Defer 
o Remedy 
o Usurpation 
o Somberly  
o Grave 
o Transparently 
o Interminable  
o Litany 
o Aplomb  
o Solemnly  
o Idle 
o Diminution 
o Subversion 
o Intoned 
o Rhetoric  
o Cogent  
o Obstruction 
o Contempt of Congress 
o Seminal 
o Pursuant 
o Rule of law 
o Orator  
o Unflinching 
o Quest 
o Grossest  
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 Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
 Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

 Observation Questions 
o Who was Barbara Jordan?  
o What was her role in the Watergate scandal?  
o What did she do to ensure justice was upheld in the United States?  
o How did Barbara Jordan seek to advance freedom for herself and others?  

 Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
 Additional Resources 

o “A Voice That Could Not Be Stilled: Barbara Jordan’s Legacy of Equality and Justice.” The University 
of Texas at Austin Feature Story. Web. 26 June 2015. 
http://www.utexas.edu/features/archive/2003/jordan.html  

o Brown, Ray B., et. al. Contemporary Heroes and Heroines. Detroit: Gale Research, 1980. 
o Clines, Francis X. “Barbara Jordan Dies at 59; Her Voice Stirred the Nation.” New York Times, 

January 18, 1996. http://www.nytimes.com/1996/01/18/us/barbara-jordan-dies-at-59-her-voice-
stirred-the-nation.html  

o Jordan, Barbara. “1976 Democratic National Convention Keynote Address.” Web. 26 June 2015. 
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barbarajordan1976dnc.html  

o  “Representative Barbara Jordan of Texas.” History, Art, and Archives of the United States House of 
Representatives. Web. 26 June 2015. http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-
1950/Representative-Barbara-Jordan-of-Texas/  

  

http://www.utexas.edu/features/archive/2003/jordan.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1996/01/18/us/barbara-jordan-dies-at-59-her-voice-stirred-the-nation.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1996/01/18/us/barbara-jordan-dies-at-59-her-voice-stirred-the-nation.html
http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/barbarajordan1976dnc.html
http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/Representative-Barbara-Jordan-of-Texas/
http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/Representative-Barbara-Jordan-of-Texas/
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Handout A: Barbara Jordan, Watergate, and Justice  
 
Background 
 
Richard Nixon was elected president of the United States in 1968. He introduced a policy of Vietnamization, 
turning the war gradually over the South Vietnamese, proposed an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), made 
a historic visit to China to open up diplomatic relations, oversaw the first moon landing, and signed the Strategic 
Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) lowering the number of nuclear weapons in the world. When he ran for re-election 
in 1972, the incumbent Nixon had a significant lead over the very liberal Democratic challenger George McGovern. 
Still, Nixon was consumed by winning and decided he would do anything to ensure victory. He authorized the 
break-in of the Democratic National Headquarters at the Watergate Hotel in Washington, D.C.  Five men were 
arrested on June 17, 1972 and led to a series of illegal activities. Members of the administration destroyed 
evidence, and Nixon sought to obstruct the FBI investigation. Hush money was paid out to keep people silent. Two 
reporters from the Washington Post, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, reported the story and won the 
confidence of a source in the FBI who revealed the administration’s involvement. Nixon was re-elected by an 
overwhelming landslide, but Congress opened up investigations and hearing in the spring and summer of 1973.  
 
Members of the administration began resigning in disgrace, and Nixon had the new attorney general, Elliot 
Richardson, appoint a special prosecutor, Archibald Cox. When Congress and Cox learned of tape recording devices 
in the White House, Cox subpoenaed the tapes. Nixon refused to turn them over and ordered Richardson and then 
his deputy to fire Cox, but he resigned instead.  
 
Nixon told the American people on November 17, that he was “not a crook.” In March 1974, a grand jury was 
impaneled and indicted several members of the administration for perjury and obstructing justice.  In late July, the 
Supreme Court in United States v. Nixon (1974) order the president to turn over the White House tapes. The tapes 
revealed incriminating evidence about the Watergate scandal and that eighteen and a half minutes were erased. On 
August 9, 1974, Nixon resigned ignominiously as the House was preparing to impeach the president and the Senate 
was to hold a trial to attempt to remove him from office.   
 
Narrative 
 
Barbara Jordan was born in Houston, Texas on February 21, 1936.  Her early desire to succeed in school could not 
be quenched, and she graduated from Phyllis Wheatley High School with honors. She attended Texas Southern 
University, an all-black college and graduated from Boston University School of Law in 1959. Moreover, Barbara 
Jordan achieved many successes as an African-American woman. She was the first African-American to be elected 
to the Texas Senate after Reconstruction; the first black, female southern member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives; the first African-American woman to address the Democrat National Convention in 1976 and then 
again in 1992, and finally, she was the first African-American woman to be buried in the Texas State cemetery. In 
her roles as state senator and U.S. Congresswoman, Jordan advocated for the poor as well as minority populations. 
Jordan catapulted to national prominence in 1974 because she was a member of House Judiciary Committee during 
the Watergate investigation. Barbara Jordan retired from Congress in 1979 and taught political ethics classes at the 
University of Texas—the university she was not allowed to attend in 1952. People characterized her oratory as 
Churchillian in nature, and it was said that she had a voice, “that could not be stilled.” Barbara Jordan survived Jim 
Crow segregation to become a lawyer, politician, civil rights activist and champion for the downtrodden.  
Barbara Jordan chose law as a career to fight injustice in the world. An opportunity to fight for justice presented 
itself when she was a freshman member of the House Judiciary Committee. The year was 1974, and there were 
almost constant revelations about the Watergate scandal being released every week. President Richard Millhouse 
Nixon was deeply involved in the shadowy break-in at the Watergate Hotel and even more complicit in the 
subsequent cover-up.   
 
President Nixon was accused of being involved in a plot in which several individuals broke into the Watergate 
Hotel and placed listening devices, or bugs, in the Democratic Party Headquarters. Nixon’s advisers had hired a 
group of men known as the “Plumbers” to plant these devices in order to stop “the leaks.” Nixon was convinced the 
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Democrat Party leaked top secret information about the Vietnam War to the newspapers, Congress and others at 
that time. This criminal activity was just the tip of the iceberg as the Nixon administration started an intricate 
campaign of cover-ups, hush money, and firing of several officials to keep them quiet.  
 
Jordan was a member of the House Judiciary committee that began to consider articles of impeachment against 
President Nixon. Normally, freshman members of Congress quietly receive their committee assignments and defer 
to the more experienced members of Congress, but Jordan believed Nixon acted unjustly and sought to remedy 
what she believed to be a usurpation of the Constitution. 
 
In the summer of 1974, the House Judiciary Committee somberly confronted the grave task of considering 
significant presidential violations of the Constitution. The country was tense. Was President Nixon guilty of high 
crimes and misdemeanors against the United States? 
 
In July, the thirty-five committee members transparently opened the hearings to the public. The proceedings 
seemed interminable with the recounting of a litany of misdeeds by the administration.  But, then Barbara Jordon 
took to the congressional stage. Jordan, with much aplomb, solemnly “shook the committee room and the large 
television audience tuned into the proceedings.” With deep resonance she said, “My faith in the Constitution is 
whole, it is complete, it is total. I am not going to sit here and be an idle spectator to the diminution, the subversion, 
the destruction of the Constitution.” She also intoned that if the Committee did not find the five articles of 
impeachment against Nixon, “compelling enough…then perhaps the eighteenth century Constitution should be 
abandoned to a twentieth century paper shredder.”    
 
Jordan’s stirring rhetoric, along with her skilled reasoning, elicited a frenzy of support for the impeachment of 
Richard M. Nixon. The House shook and then stood still. Citizens across the United States respected Barbara Jordan 
and what they believed to be her cogent defense of constitutional principles and, most importantly, justice. 
Ultimately, the House Judiciary Committee agreed to three counts of impeachment: obstruction of justice, abuse of 
power, and contempt of Congress. The members also subpoenaed the suspicious Watergate tapes, which were 
secret recordings of Oval Office conversations that had a key section mysteriously missing. It was suspected that 
the section was erased to hide illegal wrongdoing.   
 
Barbara was a Democrat, a politician, and a seminal leader in the civil rights movement. Pursuant to her never-
ending quest for justice in the United States, Barbara Jordan continued to be an avid civil rights activist and 
teacher. Jordan believed her calling was to defend one of the core principles of America—justice within the 
constitutional rule of law. In the wake of Watergate, she expressed her vision of a just America: “We only want, we 
only ask that when we stand up and talk about one nation under God, liberty, justice for everybody, we only want 
to be able to look at the flag, put our right hands over our hearts, repeat those words and know that they are true.” 
Barbara Jordan was a “first lady” in many ways: congresswoman, state senator, politician, professor, civil rights 
activist, author, and orator. She dedicated herself to a career characterized by an unflinching quest for justice as a 
fundamental principle of America. She demonstrated her commitment to justice especially during one of its 
grossest violations in the twentieth century during the Watergate scandals. She sought to preserve 
constitutionalism, checks and balances, and a government limited by law rather than a president who considered 
himself above the law.   
 


