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By 1960, the United States was on 
the verge of a major social change .  
American society had always been 
more open and fluid than that of 
the nations in most of the rest of the 
world .  Still, it had been dominated 
primarily by old-stock, white males .  
During the 1960s, groups that previ-
ously had been submerged or sub-
ordinate began more forcefully and 
successfully to assert themselves: Af-
rican Americans, Native Americans, 
women, the white ethnic offspring of 
the “new immigration,” and Latinos .  
Much of the support they received 
came from a young population larg-
er than ever, making its way through 
a college and university system that 
was expanding at an unprecedented 
pace . Frequently embracing “coun-
tercultural” lifestyles and radical 

politics, many of the offspring of the 
World War II generation emerged as 
advocates of a new America char-
acterized by a cultural and ethnic 
pluralism that their parents often 
viewed with unease .

THE CIVIL RIGHTS 
MOVEMENT 1960-1980

The struggle of African Americans 
for equality reached its peak in the 
mid-1960s . After progressive vic-
tories in the 1950s, African Ameri-
cans became even more committed 
to nonviolent direct action . Groups 
like the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference (SCLC), made up 
of African-American clergy, and 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-
ing Committee (SNCC), composed 
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of younger activists, sought reform 
through peaceful confrontation .

In 1960 African-American col-
lege students sat down at a segre-
gated Woolworth’s lunch counter in 
North Carolina and refused to leave . 
Their sit-in captured media atten-
tion and led to similar demonstra-
tions throughout the South . The next 
year, civil rights workers organized 
“freedom rides,” in which African 
Americans and whites boarded bus-
es heading south toward segregated 
terminals, where confrontations 
might capture media attention and 
lead to change . 

They also organized rallies, the 
largest of which was the “March on 
Washington” in 1963 . More than 
200,000 people gathered in the na-
tion’s capital to demonstrate their 
commitment to equality for all . The 
high point of a day of songs and 
speeches came with the address of 
Martin Luther King Jr ., who had 
emerged as the preeminent spokes-
man for civil rights . “I have a dream 
that one day on the red hills of Geor-
gia the sons of former slaves and the 
sons of former slave owners will be 
able to sit down together at the table 
of brotherhood,” King proclaimed . 
Each time he used the refrain “I have 
a dream,” the crowd roared . 

The level of progress initially 
achieved did not match the rhetoric 
of the civil rights movement . Presi-
dent Kennedy was initially reluc-
tant to press white Southerners for 
support on civil rights because he 
needed their votes on other issues .  
Events, driven by African Americans 

themselves, forced his hand . When 
James Meredith was denied admis-
sion to the University of Mississippi 
in 1962 because of his race, Kennedy 
sent federal troops to uphold the law . 
After protests aimed at the deseg-
regation of Birmingham, Alabama, 
prompted a violent response by the 
police, he sent Congress a new civil 
rights bill mandating the integration 
of public places . Not even the March 
on Washington, however, could ex-
tricate the measure from a congres-
sional committee, where it was still 
bottled up when Kennedy was assas-
sinated in 1963 . 

President Lyndon B . Johnson 
was more successful . Displaying 
negotiating skills he had so fre-
quently employed during his years 
as Senate majority leader, Johnson 
persuaded the Senate to limit delay-
ing tactics preventing a final vote 
on the sweeping Civil Rights Act of 
1964, which outlawed discrimina-
tion in all public accommodations . 
The next year’s Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 authorized the federal gov-
ernment to register voters where 
local officials had prevented Afri-
can Americans from doing so . By 
1968 a million African Americans 
were registered in the deep South . 
Nationwide, the number of African-
American elected officials increased 
substantially . In 1968, the Congress 
passed legislation banning discrimi-
nation in housing . 

Once unleashed, however, the 
civil rights revolution produced 
leaders impatient with both the pace 
of change and the goal of channel-
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ing African Americans into main-
stream white society . Malcolm X, 
an eloquent activist, was the most 
prominent figure arguing for Afri-
can-American separation from the 
white race . Stokely Carmichael, a 
student leader, became similarly dis-
illusioned by the notions of nonvio-
lence and interracial cooperation . 
He popularized the slogan “black 
power,” to be achieved by “whatever 
means necessary,” in the words of 
Malcolm X . 

Violence accompanied militant 
calls for reform . Riots broke out in 
several big cities in 1966 and 1967 . 
In the spring of 1968, Martin Lu-
ther King Jr . fell before an assassin’s 
bullet . Several months later, Senator 
Robert Kennedy, a spokesman for 
the disadvantaged, an opponent of 
the Vietnam War, and the brother 
of the slain president, met the same 
fate . To many these two assassina-
tions marked the end of an era of in-
nocence and idealism . The growing 
militancy on the left, coupled with 
an inevitable conservative backlash, 
opened a rift in the nation’s psyche 
that took years to heal .

By then, however, a civil rights 
movement supported by court de-
cisions, congressional enactments, 
and federal administrative regula-
tions was irreversibly woven into the 
fabric of American life . The major 
issues were about implementation 
of equality and access, not about the 
legality of segregation or disenfran-
chisement . The arguments of the 
1970s and thereafter were over mat-
ters such as busing children out of 

their neighborhoods to achieve ra-
cial balance in metropolitan schools 
or about the use of “affirmative ac-
tion .” These policies and programs 
were viewed by some as active mea-
sures to ensure equal opportunity, as 
in education and employment, and 
by others as reverse discrimination .

The courts worked their way 
through these problems with deci-
sions that were often inconsistent . In 
the meantime, the steady march of 
African Americans into the ranks 
of the middle class and once large-
ly white suburbs quietly reflected a 
profound demographic change .

THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT

During the 1950s and 1960s, in-
creasing numbers of married wom-
en entered the labor force, but in 
1963 the average working woman 
earned only 63 percent of what a 
man made . That year Betty Friedan 
published The Feminine Mystique, 
an explosive critique of middle-
class living patterns that articulated 
a pervasive sense of discontent that 
Friedan contended was felt by many 
women . Arguing that women often 
had no outlets for expression other 
than “finding a husband and bear-
ing children,” Friedan encouraged 
her readers to seek new roles and re-
sponsibilities and to find their own 
personal and professional identities, 
rather than have them defined by a 
male-dominated society .

The women’s movement of the 
1960s and 1970s drew inspiration 
from the civil rights movement . It 
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was made up mainly of members of 
the middle class, and thus partook 
of the spirit of rebellion that affected 
large segments of middle-class youth 
in the 1960s . 

Reform legislation also prompted 
change . During debate on the 1964 
Civil Rights bill, opponents hoped 
to defeat the entire measure by pro-
posing an amendment to outlaw dis-
crimination on the basis of gender as 
well as race . First the amendment, 
then the bill itself, passed, giving 
women a valuable legal tool . 

In 1966, 28 professional women, 
including Friedan, established the 
National Organization for Wom-
en (NOW) “to take action to bring 
American women into full partici-
pation in the mainstream of Ameri-
can society now .” While NOW and 
similar feminist organizations boast 
of substantial memberships today, 
arguably they attained their greatest 
influence in the early 1970s, a time 
that also saw the journalist Gloria 
Steinem and several other wom-
en found Ms . magazine . They also 
spurred the formation of counter-
feminist groups, often led by women, 
including most prominently the po-
litical activist Phyllis Schlafly . These 
groups typically argued for more 
“traditional” gender roles and op-
posed the proposed “Equal Rights” 
constitutional amendment . 

Passed by Congress in 1972, 
that amendment declared in part, 
“Equality of rights under the law 
shall not be denied or abridged by 
the United States or by any State on 
account of sex .” Over the next sever-

al years, 35 of the necessary 38 states 
ratified it . The courts also moved to 
expand women’s rights . In 1973 the 
Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade sanc-
tioned women’s right to obtain an 
abortion during the early months of 
pregnancy — seen as a significant 
victory for the women’s movement 
— but Roe also spurred the growth 
of an anti-abortion movement . 

In the mid- to late-1970s, how-
ever, the women’s movement seemed 
to stagnate . It failed to broaden its 
appeal beyond the middle class . 
Divisions arose between moderate 
and radical feminists . Conservative 
opponents mounted a campaign 
against the Equal Rights Amend-
ment, and it died in 1982 without 
gaining the approval of the 38 states 
needed for ratification . 

THE LATINO MOVEMENT

In post-World War II America, 
Americans of Mexican and Puerto 
Rican descent had faced discrimina-
tion . New immigrants, coming from 
Cuba, Mexico, and Central Ameri-
ca — often unskilled and unable to 
speak English — suffered from dis-
crimination as well . Some Hispanics 
worked as farm laborers and at times 
were cruelly exploited while harvest-
ing crops; others gravitated to the 
cities, where, like earlier immigrant 
groups, they encountered difficulties 
in their quest for a better life .

Chicanos, or Mexican-Ameri-
cans, mobilized in organizations 
like the radical Asociación Nacio-
nal Mexico-Americana, yet did 
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not become confrontational un-
til the 1960s . Hoping that Lyndon 
Johnson’s poverty program would 
expand opportunities for them, 
they found that bureaucrats failed 
to respond to less vocal groups . 
The example of black activism in  
particular taught Hispanics the im-
portance of pressure politics in a 
pluralistic society . 

The National Labor Relations Act 
of 1935 had excluded agricultural 
workers from its guarantee of the 
right to organize and bargain col-
lectively . But César Chávez, found-
er of the overwhelmingly Hispanic 
United Farm Workers, demonstrat-
ed that direct action could achieve 
employer recognition for his union . 
California grape growers agreed to 
bargain with the union after Chávez 
led a nationwide consumer boy-
cott . Similar boycotts of lettuce and 
other products were also successful . 
Though farm interests continued to 
try to obstruct Chávez’s organiza-
tion, the legal foundation had been 
laid for representation to secure 
higher wages and improved working 
conditions . 

Hispanics became political-
ly active as well . In 1961 Henry B . 
González won election to Congress 
from Texas . Three years later Eligio 
(“Kika”) de la Garza, another Texan, 
followed him, and Joseph Montoya 
of New Mexico went to the Sen-
ate . Both González and de la Garza 
later rose to positions of power as 
committee chairmen in the House . 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the pace of 
Hispanic political involvement in-

creased . Several prominent Hispan-
ics have served in the Bill Clinton 
and George W . Bush cabinets . 

THE NATIVE-AMERICAN 
MOVEMENT

In the 1950s, Native Americans 
struggled with the government’s pol-
icy of moving them off reservations 
and into cities where they might as-
similate into mainstream America . 
Many of the uprooted often had dif-
ficulties adjusting to urban life . In 
1961, when the policy was discontin-
ued, the U .S . Commission on Civil 
Rights noted that, for Native Ameri-
cans, “poverty and deprivation are 
common .” 

In the 1960s and 1970s, watch-
ing both the development of Third 
World nationalism and the progress 
of the civil rights movement, Native 
Americans became more aggressive 
in pressing for their own rights . A 
new generation of leaders went to 
court to protect what was left of tribal 
lands or to recover those which had 
been taken, often illegally, in previ-
ous times . In state after state, they 
challenged treaty violations, and in 
1967 won the first of many victories 
guaranteeing long-abused land and 
water rights . The American Indian 
Movement (AIM), founded in 1968, 
helped channel government funds to 
Native-American-controlled organi-
zations and assisted neglected Native 
Americans in the cities . 

Confrontations became more 
common . In 1969 a landing party 
of 78 Native Americans seized Alca-
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traz Island in San Francisco Bay and 
held it until federal officials removed 
them in 1971 . In 1973 AIM took over 
the South Dakota village of Wound-
ed Knee, where soldiers in the late 
19th century had massacred a Sioux 
encampment . Militants hoped to 
dramatize the poverty and alcohol-
ism in the reservation surrounding 
the town . The episode ended after 
one Native American was killed and 
another wounded, with a govern-
ment agreement to re-examine trea-
ty rights . 

Still, Native-American activ-
ism brought results . Other Amer-
icans became more aware of  
Native-American needs . Govern-
ment officials responded with 
measures including the Education  
Assistance Act of 1975 and the 1996 
Native-American Housing and Self-
Determination Act . The Senate’s 
first Native-American member, Ben 
Nighthorse Campbell of Colorado, 
was elected in 1992 .

THE COUNTERCULTURE

The agitation for equal opportuni-
ty sparked other forms of upheaval . 
Young people in particular rejected 
the stable patterns of middle-class 
life their parents had created in the 
decades after World War II . Some 
plunged into radical political activ-
ity; many more embraced new stan-
dards of dress and sexual behavior . 

The visible signs of the coun-
terculture spread through parts of 
American society in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s . Hair grew lon-

ger and beards became common . 
Blue jeans and tee shirts took the 
place of slacks, jackets, and ties . 
The use of illegal drugs increased . 
Rock and roll grew, proliferated, 
and transformed into many musi-
cal variations . The Beatles, the Roll-
ing Stones, and other British groups 
took the country by storm . “Hard 
rock” grew popular, and songs with 
a political or social commentary, 
such as those by singer-songwriter 
Bob Dylan, became common . The 
youth counterculture reached its 
apogee in August 1969 at Wood-
stock, a three-day music festival in 
rural New York State attended by 
almost half-a-million persons . The 
festival, mythologized in films and 
record albums, gave its name to the 
era, the Woodstock Generation .

A parallel manifestation of the 
new sensibility of the young was 
the rise of the New Left, a group of 
young, college-age radicals . The New 
Leftists, who had close counterparts 
in Western Europe, were in many in-
stances the children of the older gen-
eration of radicals . Nonetheless, they 
rejected old-style Marxist rhetoric . 
Instead, they depicted university 
students as themselves an oppressed 
class that possessed special insights 
into the struggle of other oppressed 
groups in American society .

New Leftists participated in the 
civil rights movement and the strug-
gle against poverty . Their greatest 
success — and the one instance in 
which they developed a mass follow-
ing — was in opposing the Vietnam 
War, an issue of emotional interest 
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to their draft-age contemporaries . 
By the late 1970s, the student New 
Left had disappeared, but many of its 
activists made their way into main-
stream politics .

ENVIRONMENTALISM

The energy and sensibility that fu-
eled the civil rights movement, the 
counterculture, and the New Left 
also stimulated an environmental 
movement in the mid-1960s . Many 
were aroused by the publication in 
1962 of Rachel Carson’s book Silent 
Spring, which alleged that chemical 
pesticides, particularly DDT, caused 
cancer, among other ills . Public 
concern about the environment 
continued to increase throughout 
the 1960s as many became aware of 
other pollutants surrounding them 
— automobile emissions, industrial 
wastes, oil spills — that threatened 
their health and the beauty of their 
surroundings . On April 22, 1970, 
schools and communities across the 
United States celebrated Earth Day 
for the first time . “Teach-ins” edu-
cated Americans about the dangers 
of environmental pollution . 

Few denied that pollution was a 
problem, but the proposed solutions 
involved expense and inconve-
nience . Many believed these would 
reduce the economic growth upon 
which many Americans’ standard 
of living depended . Nevertheless, in 
1970, Congress amended the Clean 
Air Act of 1967 to develop uniform 
national air-quality standards . It 
also passed the Water Quality Im-

provement Act, which assigned to 
the polluter the responsibility of 
cleaning up off-shore oil spills . Also, 
in 1970, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA) was created as 
an independent federal agency to 
spearhead the effort to bring abus-
es under control . During the next 
three decades, the EPA, bolstered by 
legislation that increased its author-
ity, became one of the most active 
agencies in the government, issuing 
strong regulations covering air and 
water quality .

KENNEDY AND THE 
RESURGENCE OF BIG 

GOVERNMENT LIBERALISM

By 1960 government had become 
an increasingly powerful force in 
people’s lives . During the Great De-
pression of the 1930s, new execu-
tive agencies were created to deal 
with many aspects of American life . 
During World War II, the number 
of civilians employed by the feder-
al government rose from one mil-
lion to 3 .8 million, then stabilized 
at 2 .5 million in the 1950s . Federal 
expenditures, which had stood at 
$3,100-million in 1929, increased to 
$75,000-million in 1953 and passed 
$150,000-million in the 1960s .

Most Americans accepted gov-
ernment’s expanded role, even 
as they disagreed about how far 
that expansion should continue . 
Democrats generally wanted the 
government to ensure growth and 
stability . They wanted to extend 
federal benefits for education, health, 
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and welfare . Many Republicans 
accepted a level of government 
responsibility, but hoped to cap 
spending and restore a larger 
measure of individual initiative . The 
presidential election of 1960 revealed 
a nation almost evenly divided 
between these visions .

John F . Kennedy, the Democratic 
victor by a narrow margin, was at 
43 the youngest man ever to win the 
presidency . On television, in a series 
of debates with opponent Richard 
Nixon, he appeared able, articulate, 
and energetic . In the campaign, he 
spoke of moving aggressively into 
the new decade, for “the New Fron-
tier is here whether we seek it or 
not .” In his first inaugural address, 
he concluded with an eloquent plea: 
“Ask not what your country can do 
for you — ask what you can do for 
your country .” Throughout his brief 
presidency, Kennedy’s special com-
bination of grace, wit, and style — 
far more than his specific legislative 
agenda — sustained his popularity 
and influenced generations of politi-
cians to come . 

Kennedy wanted to exert strong 
leadership to extend economic ben-
efits to all citizens, but a razor-thin 
margin of victory limited his man-
date . Even though the Democrat-
ic Party controlled both houses of 
Congress, conservative Southern 
Democrats often sided with the Re-
publicans on issues involving the 
scope of governmental intervention 
in the economy . They resisted plans 
to increase federal aid to education, 
provide health insurance for the el-

derly, and create a new Department 
of Urban Affairs . And so, despite 
his lofty rhetoric, Kennedy’s policies 
were often limited and restrained . 

One priority was to end the reces-
sion, in progress when Kennedy took 
office, and restore economic growth . 
But Kennedy lost the confidence of 
business leaders in 1962, when he 
succeeded in rolling back what the 
administration regarded as an exces-
sive price increase in the steel indus-
try . Though the president achieved 
his immediate goal, he alienated an 
important source of support . Per-
suaded by his economic advisers that 
a large tax cut would stimulate the 
economy, Kennedy backed a bill pro-
viding for one . Conservative opposi-
tion in Congress, however, appeared 
to destroy any hopes of passing a bill 
most congressmen thought would 
widen the budget deficit . 

The overall legislative record of the 
Kennedy administration was meager . 
The president made some gestures 
toward civil rights leaders but did not 
embrace the goals of the civil rights 
movement until demonstrations led 
by Martin Luther King Jr . forced 
his hand in 1963 . Like Truman 
before him, he could not secure 
congressional passage of federal aid 
to public education or for a medical 
care program limited to the elderly . 
He gained only a modest increase 
in the minimum wage . Still, he did 
secure funding for a space program, 
and established the Peace Corps to 
send men and women overseas to  
assist developing countries in meeting 
their own needs .
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KENNEDY AND THE  
COLD WAR

President Kennedy came into of-
fice pledging to carry on the Cold 
War vigorously, but he also hoped 
for accommodation and was reluc-
tant to commit American power . 
During his first year-and-a-half 
in office, he rejected American in-
tervention after the CIA-guided  
Cuban exile invasion at the Bay of 
Pigs failed, effectively ceded the 
landlocked Southeast Asian nation 
of Laos to Communist control, and 
acquiesced in the building of the 
Berlin Wall . Kennedy’s decisions 
reinforced impressions of weakness 
that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrush-
chev had formed in their only per-
sonal meeting, a summit meeting at 
Vienna in June 1961 .

It was against this backdrop that 
Kennedy faced the most serious 
event of the Cold War, the Cuban 
missile crisis . 

In the fall of 1962, the adminis-
tration learned that the Soviet Union 
was secretly installing offensive nu-
clear missiles in Cuba . After con-
sidering different options, Kennedy 
decided on a quarantine to prevent 
Soviet ships from bringing addition-
al supplies to Cuba . He demanded 
publicly that the Soviets remove the 
weapons and warned that an attack 
from that island would bring retali-
ation against the USSR . After sever-
al days of tension, during which the 
world was closer than ever before to 
nuclear war, the Soviets agreed to 
remove the missiles . Critics charged 

that Kennedy had risked nuclear di-
saster when quiet diplomacy might 
have been effective . But most Ameri-
cans and much of the non-Commu-
nist world applauded his decisiveness . 
The missile crisis made him for the 
first time the acknowledged leader of 
the democratic West .

In retrospect, the Cuban mis-
sile crisis marked a turning point 
in U .S .-Soviet relations . Both sides 
saw the need to defuse tensions that 
could lead to direct military con-
flict . The following year, the United 
States, the Soviet Union, and Great 
Britain signed a landmark Limited 
Test Ban Treaty prohibiting nuclear 
weapons tests in the atmosphere . 

Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, Cam-
bodia), a French possession before 
World War II, was still another Cold 
War battlefield . The French effort to 
reassert colonial control there was 
opposed by Ho Chi Minh, a Viet-
namese Communist, whose Viet 
Minh movement engaged in a guer-
rilla war with the French army .

Both Truman and Eisenhower, 
eager to maintain French support for 
the policy of containment in Europe, 
provided France with economic aid 
that freed resources for the struggle 
in Vietnam . But the French suffered 
a decisive defeat in Dien Bien Phu in 
May 1954 . At an international confer-
ence in Geneva, Laos and Cambodia 
were given their independence . Viet-
nam was divided, with Ho in power 
in the North and Ngo Dinh Diem, a 
Roman Catholic anti-Communist in 
a largely Buddhist population, head-
ing the government in the South . 
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Elections were to be held two years 
later to unify the country . Persuaded 
that the fall of Vietnam could lead to 
the fall of Burma, Thailand, and In-
donesia, Eisenhower backed Diem’s 
refusal to hold elections in 1956 and 
effectively established South Viet-
nam as an American client state .

Kennedy increased assistance, 
and sent small numbers of military 
advisers, but a new guerrilla strug-
gle between North and South con-
tinued . Diem’s unpopularity grew 
and the military situation wors-
ened . In late 1963, Kennedy secretly  
assented to a coup d’etat . To the 
president’s surprise, Diem and his 
powerful brother-in-law, Ngo Dien 
Nu, were killed . It was at this uncer-
tain juncture that Kennedy’s presi-
dency ended three weeks later .

THE SPACE PROGRAM

During Eisenhower’s second 
term, outer space had become an 
arena for U .S .-Soviet competition . 
In 1957, the Soviet Union launched 
Sputnik — an artificial satellite — 
thereby demonstrating it could 
build more powerful rockets than 
the United States . The United States 
launched its first satellite, Explorer I, 
in 1958 . But three months after Ken-
nedy became president, the USSR 
put the first man in orbit . Kennedy 
responded by committing the Unit-
ed States to land a man on the moon 
and bring him back “before this de-
cade is out .”  With Project Mercury 
in 1962, John Glenn became the first 
U .S . astronaut to orbit the Earth . 

After Kennedy’s death, President  
Lyndon Johnson enthusiastically 
supported the space program . In 
the mid-1960s, U .S . scientists devel-
oped the two-person Gemini space-
craft . Gemini achieved several firsts, 
including an eight-day mission in 
August 1965 — the longest space 
flight at that time — and in No-
vember 1966, the first automatically 
controlled reentry into the Earth’s 
atmosphere . Gemini also accom-
plished the first manned linkup of 
two spacecraft in flight as well as the 
first U .S . walks in space . 

 The three-person Apollo space-
craft achieved Kennedy’s goal and 
demonstrated to the world that the 
United States had surpassed Soviet 
capabilities in space . On July 20, 
1969, with hundreds of millions of 
television viewers watching around 
the world, Neil Armstrong became 
the first human to walk on the sur-
face of the moon . 

Other Apollo flights followed, but 
many Americans began to question 
the value of manned space flight . In 
the early 1970s, as other priorities 
became more pressing, the United 
States scaled down the space pro-
gram . Some Apollo missions were 
scrapped; only one of two proposed 
Skylab space stations was built . 

DEATH OF A PRESIDENT

John Kennedy had gained world 
prestige by his management of the 
Cuban missile crisis and had won 
great popularity at home . Many be-
lieved he would win re-election eas-
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ily in 1964 . But on November 22, 
1963, he was assassinated while rid-
ing in an open car during a visit to 
Dallas, Texas . His death, amplified 
by television coverage, was a trau-
matic event, just as Roosevelt’s had 
been 18 years earlier .

In retrospect, it is clear that Ken-
nedy’s reputation stems more from 
his style and eloquently stated ideals 
than from the implementation of his 
policies . He had laid out an impres-
sive agenda but at his death much re-
mained blocked in Congress . It was 
largely because of the political skill 
and legislative victories of his suc-
cessor that Kennedy would be seen 
as a force for progressive change .

LYNDON JOHNSON AND  
THE GREAT SOCIETY

Lyndon Johnson, a Texan who was 
majority leader in the Senate before 
becoming Kennedy’s vice president, 
was a masterful politician . He had 
been schooled in Congress, where 
he developed an extraordinary abil-
ity to get things done . He excelled 
at pleading, cajoling, or threatening 
as necessary to achieve his ends . His 
liberal idealism was probably deep-
er than Kennedy’s . As president, he 
wanted to use his power aggressively 
to eliminate poverty and spread the 
benefits of prosperity to all .

Johnson took office determined 
to secure the passage of Kennedy’s 
legislative agenda . His immediate 
priorities were his predecessor’s bills 
to reduce taxes and guarantee civil 
rights . Using his skills of persuasion 

and calling on the legislators’ respect 
for the slain president, Johnson suc-
ceeded in gaining passage of both 
during his first year in office . The 
tax cuts stimulated the economy . 
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was the 
most far-reaching such legislation 
since Reconstruction . 

Johnson addressed other issues as 
well . By the spring of 1964, he had 
begun to use the name “Great Soci-
ety” to describe his socio-economic 
program . That summer he secured 
passage of a federal jobs program for 
impoverished young people . It was 
the first step in what he called the 
“War on Poverty .”  In the presiden-
tial election that November, he won 
a landslide victory over conservative 
Republican Barry Goldwater . Signif-
icantly, the 1964 election gave liberal 
Democrats firm control of Congress 
for the first time since 1938 . This 
would enable them to pass legisla-
tion over the combined opposition 
of Republicans and conservative 
Southern Democrats .

The War on Poverty became the 
centerpiece of the administration’s 
Great Society program . The Office 
of Economic Opportunity, estab-
lished in 1964, provided training 
for the poor and established vari-
ous community-action agencies, 
guided by an ethic of “participatory 
democracy” that aimed to give the 
poor themselves a voice in housing, 
health, and education programs . 

Medical care came next . Under 
Johnson’s leadership, Congress en-
acted Medicare, a health insurance 
program for the elderly, and Med-
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icaid, a program providing health-
care assistance for the poor . 

Johnson succeeded in the effort 
to provide more federal aid for el-
ementary and secondary schooling, 
traditionally a state and local func-
tion . The measure that was enacted 
gave money to the states based on 
the number of their children from 
low-income families . Funds could 
be used to assist public- and private-
school children alike . 

Convinced the United States con-
fronted an “urban crisis” character-
ized by declining inner cities, the 
Great Society architects devised a 
new housing act that provided rent 
supplements for the poor and estab-
lished a Department of Housing and 
Urban Development . 

Other legislation had an im-
pact on many aspects of American 
life . Federal assistance went to art-
ists and scholars to encourage their 
work . In September 1966, Johnson 
signed into law two transportation 
bills . The first provided funds to 
state and local governments for de-
veloping safety programs, while the 
other set up federal safety standards 
for cars and tires . The latter program 
reflected the efforts of a crusading 
young radical, Ralph Nader . In his 
1965 book, Unsafe at Any Speed: The 
Designed-In Dangers of the Ameri-
can Automobile, Nader argued that 
automobile manufacturers were sac-
rificing safety features for style, and 
charged that faulty engineering con-
tributed to highway fatalities .

In 1965, Congress abolished the 
discriminatory 1924 national-origin 

immigration quotas . This triggered  
a new wave of immigration, much 
of it from South and East Asia and 
Latin America .

The Great Society was the larg-
est burst of legislative activity since 
the New Deal . But support weakened 
as early as 1966 . Some of Johnson’s 
programs did not live up to expecta-
tions; many went underfunded . The 
urban crisis seemed, if anything, to 
worsen . Still, whether because of the 
Great Society spending or because of 
a strong economic upsurge, poverty 
did decline at least marginally dur-
ing the Johnson administration .

THE WAR IN VIETNAM

Dissatisfaction with the Great So-
ciety came to be more than matched 
by unhappiness with the situation in 
Vietnam .  A series of South Viet-
namese strong men proved little 
more successful than Diem in mobi-
lizing their country . The Viet Cong, 
insurgents supplied and coordinated 
from North Vietnam, gained ground 
in the countryside . 

Determined to halt Communist 
advances in South Vietnam, Johnson 
made the Vietnam War his own . Af-
ter a North Vietnamese naval attack 
on two American destroyers, John-
son won from Congress on August 7, 
1964, passage of the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, which allowed the presi-
dent to “take all necessary measures 
to repel any armed attack against 
the forces of the United States and 
to prevent further aggression .” After 
his re-election in November 1964, he 
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embarked on a policy of escalation . 
From 25,000 troops at the start of 
1965, the number of soldiers — both 
volunteers and draftees — rose to 
500,000 by 1968 . A bombing cam-
paign wrought havoc in both North 
and South Vietnam . 

Grisly television coverage with a 
critical edge dampened support for 
the war . Some Americans thought it 
immoral; others watched in dismay 
as the massive military campaign 
seemed to be ineffective . Large pro-
tests, especially among the young, 
and a mounting general public dis-
satisfaction pressured Johnson to be-
gin negotiating for peace .

THE ELECTION OF 1968

By 1968 the country was in tur-
moil over both the Vietnam War 
and civil disorder, expressed in ur-
ban riots that reflected African-
American anger . On March 31, 1968, 
the president renounced any inten-
tion of seeking another term . Just 
a week later, Martin Luther King 
Jr . was shot and killed in Memphis, 
Tennessee . John Kennedy’s younger 
brother, Robert, made an emotional 
anti-war campaign for the Demo-
cratic nomination, only to be assas-
sinated in June . 

At the Democratic National Con-
vention in Chicago, Illinois, protest-
ers fought street battles with police . 
A divided Democratic Party nomi-
nated Vice President Hubert Hum-
phrey, once the hero of the liberals 
but now seen as a Johnson loyal-
ist . White opposition to the civil 

rights measures of the 1960s galva-
nized the third-party candidacy of 
Alabama Governor George Wal-
lace, a Democrat who captured his 
home state, Mississippi, and Arkan-
sas, Louisiana, and Georgia, states  
typically carried in that era by the 
Democratic nominee . Republican 
Richard Nixon, who ran on a plan to 
extricate the United States from the 
war and to increase “law and order” 
at home, scored a narrow victory .

NIXON, VIETNAM, AND THE 
COLD WAR

Determined to achieve “peace 
with honor,” Nixon slowly withdrew 
American troops while redoubling 
efforts to equip the South Vietnam-
ese army to carry on the fight . He 
also ordered strong American offen-
sive actions . The most important of 
these was an invasion of Cambodia 
in 1970 to cut off North Vietnam-
ese supply lines to South Vietnam . 
This led to another round of protests 
and demonstrations . Students in 
many universities took to the streets . 
At Kent State in Ohio, the National 
Guard troops who had been called in 
to restore order panicked and killed 
four students . 

By the fall of 1972, however, 
troop strength in Vietnam was be-
low 50,000 and the military draft, 
which had caused so much cam-
pus discontent, was all but dead . A 
cease-fire, negotiated for the United 
States by Nixon’s national security 
adviser, Henry Kissinger, was signed 
in 1973 . Although American troops 
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departed, the war lingered on into 
the spring of 1975, when Congress 
cut off assistance to South Vietnam 
and North Vietnam consolidated its 
control over the entire country .

The war left Vietnam devastated, 
with millions maimed or killed . It 
also left the United States trauma-
tized . The nation had spent over 
$150,000-million in a losing effort 
that cost more than 58,000 Ameri-
can lives . Americans were no longer 
united by a widely held Cold War 
consensus, and became wary of fur-
ther foreign entanglements . 

Yet as Vietnam wound down, 
the Nixon administration took his-
toric steps toward closer ties with 
the major Communist powers . The 
most dramatic move was a new rela-
tionship with the People’s Republic 
of China . In the two decades since 
Mao Zedong’s victory, the United 
States had argued that the Nation-
alist government on Taiwan rep-
resented all of China . In 1971 and 
1972, Nixon softened the American 
stance, eased trading restrictions, 
and became the first U .S . president 
ever to visit Beijing . The “Shanghai 
Communique” signed during that 
visit established a new U .S . policy:  
that there was one China, that Tai-
wan was a part of China, and that a 
peaceful settlement of the dispute of 
the question by the Chinese them-
selves was a U .S . interest . 

With the Soviet Union, Nixon was 
equally successful in pursuing the 
policy he and his Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger called détente . He 
held several cordial meetings with 

Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev in 
which they agreed to limit stockpiles 
of missiles, cooperate in space, and 
ease trading restrictions . The Stra-
tegic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) 
culminated in 1972 in an arms con-
trol agreement limiting the growth 
of nuclear arsenals and restricting 
anti-ballistic missile systems .

NIXON’S ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
AND DEFEATS

Vice president under Eisenhower 
before his unsuccessful run for the 
presidency in 1960, Nixon was seen 
as among the shrewdest of Ameri-
can politicians . Although Nixon 
subscribed to the Republican value 
of fiscal responsibility, he accepted 
a need for government’s expanded 
role and did not oppose the ba-
sic contours of the welfare state . 
He simply wanted to manage its  
programs better . Not opposed to 
African-American civil rights on 
principle, he was wary of large 
federal civil rights bureaucracies . 
Nonetheless, his administration 
vigorously enforced court orders 
on school desegregation even as it 
courted Southern white voters . 

Perhaps his biggest domestic 
problem was the economy . He in-
herited both a slowdown from its 
Vietnam peak under Johnson, and 
a continuing inflationary surge that 
had been a by-product of the war . He 
dealt with the first by becoming the 
first Republican president to endorse 
deficit spending as a way to stim-
ulate the economy; the second by 



290

imposing wage and price controls, 
a policy in which the Right had no 
long-term faith, in 1971 . In the short 
run, these decisions stabilized the 
economy and established favorable 
conditions for Nixon’s re-election in 
1972 . He won an overwhelming vic-
tory over peace-minded Democratic 
Senator George McGovern .

Things began to sour very quick-
ly into the president’s second term . 
Very early on, he faced charges that 
his re-election committee had man-
aged a break-in at the Watergate 
building headquarters of the Demo-
cratic National Committee and that 
he had participated in a cover-up . 
Special prosecutors and congressio-
nal committees dogged his presiden-
cy thereafter .

Factors beyond Nixon’s control 
undermined his economic policies . 
In 1973 the war between Israel and 
Egypt and Syria prompted Saudi 
Arabia to embargo oil shipments to 
Israel’s ally, the United States . Other 
member nations of the Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) quadrupled their pric-
es . Americans faced both shortages, 
exacerbated in the view of many by 
over-regulation of distribution, and 
rapidly rising prices . Even when the 
embargo ended the next year, prices 
remained high and affected all areas 
of American economic life: In 1974, 
inflation reached 12 percent, causing 
disruptions that led to even higher 
unemployment rates . The unprec-
edented economic boom America 
had enjoyed since 1948 was grinding 
to a halt . 

Nixon’s rhetoric about the need 
for “law and order” in the face of ris-
ing crime rates, increased drug use, 
and more permissive views about 
sex resonated with more Americans 
than not . But this concern was in-
sufficient to quell concerns about 
the Watergate break-in and the 
economy . Seeking to energize and 
enlarge his own political constituen-
cy, Nixon lashed out at demonstra-
tors, attacked the press for distorted 
coverage, and sought to silence his 
opponents . Instead, he left an unfa-
vorable impression with many who 
saw him on television and perceived 
him as unstable . Adding to Nix-
on’s troubles, Vice President Spiro 
Agnew, his outspoken point man 
against the media and liberals, was 
forced to resign in 1973, pleading 
“no contest” to a criminal charge of 
tax evasion . 

Nixon probably had not known 
in advance of the Watergate bur-
glary, but he had tried to cover it up, 
and had lied to the American people 
about it . Evidence of his involve-
ment mounted . On July 27, 1974, the 
House Judiciary Committee voted 
to recommend his impeachment . 
Facing certain ouster from office, he 
resigned on August 9, 1974 . 

THE FORD INTERLUDE

Nixon’s vice president, Gerald 
Ford (appointed to replace Agnew), 
was an unpretentious man who had 
spent most of his public life in Con-
gress . His first priority was to restore 
trust in the government . However, 
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feeling it necessary to head off the 
spectacle of a possible prosecution of 
Nixon, he issued a blanket pardon to 
his predecessor . Although it was per-
haps necessary, the move was none-
theless unpopular . 

In public policy, Ford followed 
the course Nixon had set . Economic 
problems remained serious, as infla-
tion and unemployment continued 
to rise . Ford first tried to reassure 
the public, much as Herbert Hoover 
had done in 1929 . When that failed, 
he imposed measures to curb in-
flation, which sent unemployment 
above 8 percent . A tax cut, coupled 
with higher unemployment ben-
efits, helped a bit but the economy 
remained weak . 

In foreign policy, Ford adopted 
Nixon’s strategy of détente . Perhaps 
its major manifestation was the  
Helsinki Accords of 1975, in which 
the United States and Western Euro-
pean nations effectively recognized 
Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe 
in return for Soviet affirmation  
of human rights . The agreement 
had little immediate significance, 
but over the long run may have 
made maintenance of the Sovi-
et empire more difficult . Western  
nations effectively used periodic 
“Helsinki review meetings” to call 
attention to various abuses of hu-
man rights by Communist regimes 
of the Eastern bloc .

THE CARTER YEARS

Jimmy Carter, former Democratic 
governor of Georgia, won the presi-

dency in 1976 . Portraying himself 
during the campaign as an outsider 
to Washington politics, he promised 
a fresh approach to governing, but 
his lack of experience at the national 
level complicated his tenure from the 
start . A naval officer and engineer by 
training, he often appeared to be a 
technocrat, when Americans want-
ed someone more visionary to lead 
them through troubled times . 

In economic affairs, Carter at 
first permitted a policy of defi-
cit spending . Inflation rose to  
10 percent a year when the Federal  
Reserve Board, responsible for set-
ting monetary policy, increased 
the money supply to cover deficits . 
Carter responded by cutting the 
budget, but cuts affected social pro-
grams at the heart of Democratic 
domestic policy . In mid-1979, anger 
in the financial community prac-
tically forced him to appoint Paul 
Volcker as chairman of the Federal 
Reserve . Volcker was an “inflation 
hawk” who increased interest rates 
in an attempt to halt price increases, 
at the cost of negative consequences 
for the economy .

Carter also faced criticism for his 
failure to secure passage of an ef-
fective energy policy . He presented  
a comprehensive program, aimed  
at reducing dependence on foreign 
oil, that he called the “moral equiv-
alent of war .” Opponents thwarted 
it in Congress . 

Though Carter called himself a 
populist, his political priorities were 
never wholly clear . He endorsed 
government’s protective role, but 



then began the process of dereg-
ulation, the removal of govern-
mental controls in economic life .  
Arguing that some restrictions over 
the course of the past century lim-
ited competition and increased con-
sumer costs, he favored decontrol in 
the oil, airline, railroad, and truck-
ing industries .

Carter’s political efforts failed to 
gain either public or congressional 
support . By the end of his term, his 
disapproval rating reached 77 per-
cent, and Americans began to look 
toward the Republican Party again . 

Carter’s greatest foreign policy 
accomplishment was the negotiation 
of a peace settlement between Egypt, 
under President Anwar al-Sadat, and 
Israel, under Prime Minister Men-
achem Begin . Acting as both medi-
ator and participant, he persuaded 
the two leaders to end a 30-year state 
of war . The subsequent peace treaty 
was signed at the White House in 
March 1979 .

After protracted and often emo-
tional debate, Carter also secured 
Senate ratification of treaties ced-
ing the Panama Canal to Panama by 
the year 2000 . Going a step farther 
than Nixon, he extended formal dip-
lomatic recognition to the People’s 
Republic of China . 

But Carter enjoyed less success 
with the Soviet Union . Though he 
assumed office with détente at high 
tide and declared that the United 
States had escaped its “inordinate 
fear of Communism,” his insistence 
that “our commitment to human 
rights must be absolute” antagonized 
the Soviet government . A SALT II 
agreement further limiting nuclear 
stockpiles was signed, but not rati-
fied by the U .S . Senate, many of 
whose members felt the treaty was 
unbalanced . The 1979 Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan killed the treaty 
and triggered a Carter defense build-
up that paved the way for the huge 
expenditures of the 1980s .

Carter’s most serious foreign pol-
icy challenge came in Iran . After an 
Islamic fundamentalist revolution 
led by Shiite Muslim leader Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini replaced a 
corrupt but friendly regime, Carter 
admitted the deposed shah to the 
United States for medical treatment . 
Angry Iranian militants, supported 
by the Islamic regime, seized the 
American embassy in Tehran and 
held 53 American hostages for more 
than a year .  The long-running hos-
tage crisis dominated the final year 
of his presidency and greatly dam-
aged his chances for re-election .  9
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