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Preface

“History,” a great scholar once declared, “is what the present wants to know
about the past.” We have written this book to make sense of a period that
continues to stir both hot debate and poignant reminiscence in the United
States and around the world. The meaning of the 60s depends, ultimately,
upon which aspects of that time seem most significant to the retrospective
observer. We have chosen to tell a story about the intertwined conflicts—
over ideology and race, gender and war, popular culture and faith—that trans-
formed the U.S. in irrevocable ways. The narrative does not remain within
the borders of a single decade; like most historians, we view “the 60s” as de-
fined by movements and issues that arose soon after the end of World War
Il and were only partially resolved by the time Richard Nixon resigned from
the presidency.

Our own friendship is a creation of the long 1960s and its continuing af-
termath. We met in 1970 in Portland, Oregon—two young radicals of col-
lege age who cared a great deal more about changing history than studying
it. For a while, we lived in the same “revolutionary youth collective” and
wrote for the same underground paper—signing only our first names to ar-
ticles as an emblem of informality. We then left to attend graduate school on
different coasts and found teaching jobs at different schools. But a passion
for understanding and telling the story of the 60s brought us together as
writers. In the late 80s, we coauthored an article on the failure and success
of the New Left and began to consider writing a study of the period as a
whole.

That shared past animates our story but does not determine how weve
told it. While still clinging to the vision of a democratic Left, we certainly do
not endorse all that radicals like ourselves were doing in the 1960s. And, un-
like some earlier scholars and memoirists, we no longer view the narrative
of the Left—old, new, or liberal—as the pivot of the 1960s, around which
other events inevitably revolve. What occurred during those years was too
important and too provocative to be reduced to the rise and fall of a politi-
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X America Divided

cal persuasion. We intend this to be a book for people who were not alive in
the B0s as well as for those who may remember more than they can explain
about that time in their life and in world history.

A variety of people were indispensable to the making of this book. At
Oxford University Press, Nancy Lane convinced us to embark on it, and Gioia
Stevens inherited the assignment and handled both the developing manu-
script and its authors with intelligence and grace. Stacie Caminos and Karen
Shapiro, artisans of the book trade, prodded and instructed. And&8Griff-
ing copyedited splendidly.

We got essential aid on the illustrations from Lisa Kirchner and a few
good shots from David Onkst, Todd Gitlin, Jefferson Morley, Pamela Nadell,
David Weintraub, Paul Buhle, and Paula Marolis.

Two of America’s finest historians helped us avoid at least the most ob-
vious errors. Leo Ribuffo critiqued a draft of the religion chapter, ldaH
son Lichtenstein gave the entire book a perceptive and encouraging read.

We thank our families for continuing to persevere through yet another
60s story. Beth Horowitz, as always, was a demon on bad prose and sloppy
thinking. Marcia Williams took time off from her law school education to re-
mind her husband of the importance of the Warren Court. We dedimate t
book to our children. Now, it’s their turn.



Introduction

WE HAVE NOT YET ACHIEVED JSTICE. WE HAVE NOT YET CREATED A UNION
WHICH 1S, IN THE DEEPEST SENSE, A COMMUNITY. WE HAVE NOT YET RESOLVED
OUR DEEP DUBIETIES OR SELF-DECEPTIONS. IN OTHER WORDS, WE ARE SADLY HU-
MAN, AND IN OUR CONTEMPLATION OF THE CiviL WAR WE SEE A DRAMATIZA-
TION OF OUR HUMANITY; ONE APPEAL OF THE WAR IS THAT IT HOLDS IN US
PENSON, BEYOND ALL SCHEMATIC READINGS AND CLAIMS TO TOTAL
INTERPRETATION, SO MANY OF THE ISSUES AND TRAGIC IRONIES—SOMEHOW ES-
SENTIAL YET INCOMMENSURABLE—WHICH WE YET LIVE

—Robert Penn Warren, The Legacy of the Civil War, 19611

As the 1950s drew to a close, the organizers of the official centennial obser-
vances for the Civil War were determined not to allow their project, sched-
uled to begin in the spring of 1961 and to run through the spring of 1965,
to become bogged down in any outmoded animosities. Among other con-
siderations, much was at stake in a successful centennial for the tourism,
publishing, and souvenir industries; as Karl S. Betts of the federal Civil War
Centennial Commission predicted expansively on the eve of the celebration,
“It will be a shot in the arm for the whole American economaturally,

the shot-in-the-arm would work better if other kinds of shots, those dispensed
from musketry and artillery that caused the death and dismemberment of
hundreds of thousands of Americans between 1861 and 1865, were not ex-
cessively dwelt upon. The Centennial Commission preferred to present the
Civil War as, in essence, a kind of colorful and good-natured regional ath-
letic rivalry between two groups of freedom-loving white Americans. Thus,
the commission’s brochure “Facts About the Civil War” described the re-
spective military forces of the Union and the Confederacy in 1861 as “the
Starting Line-ups?

Nor did it seem necessary to remind Americans in the 1960s of the messy
political issues that had divided their ancestors into warring camps a century
earlier. “Facts About the Civil War” included neither the word “Negro” nor
the word “slavery.” When a journalist inquired in 1959 if any special obser-
vances were planned for the anniversary of Lincoln's Emancipation Procla-
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2 America Divided

mation three years hence, Centennial Commission director Betts hastened to
respond, “Were not emphasizing Emancipation.” There was, he insisted “a
bigger theme” involved in the four-year celebration than the parochial inter-
ests of this or that group, and that was “the beginning of a new America”
ushered in by the Civil War. While memories of emancipation—the forced
confiscation by the federal government of southern property in tine &6

4 million freed slaves—were divisive, other memories of the era, properly se-
lected and packaged, could help bring Americans together in a sense of com-
mon cause and identity. As Betts explained:

The story of the devotion and loyalty of Southern Negroes is otfeeodutstand-
ing things of the Civil War. A lot of fine Negro people loved life as it washe
old South. There's a wonderful story there—a story of great devokianis in-
spiring to all people, white, black or yelldW.

But contemporary history sometimes has an inconvenient way of in-
truding upon historical memory. As things turned out, at the fiestyof the
scheduled observances, the commemoration of the Confederate attack on Fort
Sumter, the well-laid plans of the publicists began to go awry. The Centen-
nial Commission had called a national assembly of delegates from partici-
pating state civil war centennial commissions to meet in Charleston. When
a black delegate from New Jersey complained that she was denied a room at
the headquarters hotel because of South Carolina’s segregationist laws, four
northern states announced they would boycott the Charleston affalire In t
interests of restoring harmony, newly inaugurated President John F. Kenned
suggested that the state commissions’business meetings be shifted to the non-
segregated precincts of the Charleston Naval Yard. But that, in tuovgked
the South Carolina Centennial Commission to secede from the federal com-
mission. In the end, two separate observances were held, an integrated one
on federal property, and a segregated one in downtown Charleston. The cen-
tennial observancedlewsweeknagazine commented, “seemed to be headed
into as much shellfire as was hurled in the bombardment of Fort Sutnter.”

In the dozen or so years that followed, Americans of all regions and po-
litical persuasions were to invoke imagery of the Civil War—to illustrate what
divided rather than united the nation. “Today | have stood, where once Jef
ferson Davis stood, and took an oath to my people,” Alabama goveewge
Wallace declared from the steps of the statehouse in Montgomery in his in-
augural address in January 1963. From “this Cradle of the Confederacy.
| draw the line in the dust and toss the gauntlet before the feet ohfyran
...and | say ... segregation now . .. segregation tomorrow . . . seégregat
forever!®

Six months later, in response to civil rights demonstrations in Birming-
ham, Alabama, President Kennedy declared in a nationally televised address:
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Mock confederates fire on mock Union soldiers during the centennial
tle of Bull Run, July 1961Source:Associated Press

reenactment of the Bat-

“One hundred years of delay have passed since President Lincoln freed the
slaves . . . [T]his Nation, for all its hopes and all its boasts, will not be fully
free until all its citizens are freé."Two years later, in May 1965, Martin
Luther King, Jr. stood on the same statehouse steps in Montgomerg wher
Governor Wallace had thrown down the gauntlet of segregation. There, be-
fore an audience of 25,000 supporters of voting rights, King ehidespeech

with the exaltedly defiant words of the Battle Hymn of the Republic:

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord, tramplinthewintage
where the grapes of wrath are stored. He has loosed the fateful lightnirsgtef-h
rible swift sword. His truth is marching on. . ..

Glory, glory hallelujah!

Glory, glory hallelujah!

Glory, glory hallelujah?

To its northern and southern supporters, the civil rights movement was
a “second Civil War,” or a “second Reconstruction.” To its southern oppo-
nents, it was a second “war of northern aggression.” Civil rights demonstra-
tors in the South carried the stars and stripes on their marches; counter-
demonstrators waved the Confederate stars and bars.
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The resurrection of the battle cries of 1861-1865 was not restricted to
those who fought on one or another side of the civil rights strubygléne
course of the 1960s, many Americans came to regard groups of fellow coun-
trymen as enemies with whom they were engaged in a struggle for the na-
tion’s very soul. Whites versus blacks, liberals versus conservatives (as well
as liberals versus radicals), young versus old, men versus women, hawks ver-
sus doves, rich versus poor, taxpayers versus welfare recipients, the religious
versus the secular, the hip versus the straight, the gay versus the straight—
everywhere one looked, new battalions took to the field, in a spirit ranging
from that of redemptive sacrifice to vengeful defiance. When liberal delegates
to the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago lost an impassioned floor de-
bate over a proposed antiwar plank in the party platform, they left sbais
to march around the convention hall singing the Battle Hymn of thelRepu
lic. Out in the streets meanwhile, watching the battle between Chicago po-
lice and young antiwar demonstrators, the middle-aged novelist Norman
Mailer admired the emergence of “a generation with an appetite for the
heroic.” It pleased him to think that “if it came to civil war, there was a side
he could join.? New York Timegolitical columnist James Reston would muse
in the early 1970s that over the past decade the United States had witnessed
“the longest and most divisive conflict since the War Between the Stdtes.”

Contemporary history continues to influence historical memory. And al-
though as the authors Afmerica Dividedve have tried to avoid political and
generational partisanship in our interpretation of the 1960s, we realize how
unlikely it is that any single history of the decade will satisfy every reader.
Perhaps by the time centennial observances roll around for John Kennedy's
inauguration, the Selma voting rights march, the Tet Offensive, an®&& 1
Chicago Democratic convention, Americans will have achieved consensus in
their interpretation of the causes, events, and legacies of the 1960s. But at
the start of the twenty-first century, there seems little likelihood of suaeagr
ment emerging anytime in the near future. For better than three detegles,
United States has been in the midst an ongoing “culture war,” fougit ov
issues of political philosophy, race relations, gender roles, and personal moral-
ity left unresolved since the end of the 1960s.

We make no claim to be offering a “total interpretation” of the 1960s in
America Divided We do, however, wish to suggest some larger interpretive
guidelines for understanding the decade. We believe the 1960s are best un-
derstood not as an aberration, but as an integral part of American history
was a time of intense conflict and millennial expectations, similar in many
respects to the one Americans endured a century earlier—with results as
mixed, ambiguous, and frustrating as those produced by the Civil \idar. L
eralism was not as powerful in the 1960s as is often assumed; nor, equally,
was conservatism as much on the defensive. The insurgent political and so-
cial movements of the decade—including civil rights and black power, the
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New Left, environmentalism and feminism—drew upon even as they sought
to transform values and beliefs deeply rooted in American political culture.
The youthful adherents of the counterculture shared more in common with
the loyalists of the dominant culture than either would have acknowledged
at the time. And the most profound and lasting effects of the 18&0® be
found in the realm of “the personal” rather than “the political.”

Living through a period of intense historical change has its costs, as the
distinguished essayist, poet, and novelist Robert Penn Warren observed in
1961. Until the 1860s, Penn Warren argued, Americans “had no history
the deepest and most inward sense.” The “dream of freedom incarnated in a
more perfect union” bequeathed to Americans by the founding fathers had
yet to be “submitted to the test of history”:

There was little awareness of the cost of having a history. The anguished scrutiny
of the meaning of the vision in experience had not become a national redlgy. It
came a reality, and we became a nation, only with the Civil War.

In the 1960s, Americans were plunged back into “anguished scrutiny” of
the meaning of their most fundamental beliefs and institutions in a renewed
test of history. They reacted with varying degrees of wisdom and follit, opt
mism and despair, selflessness and pettiness—all those things that taken to-
gether make us, in any decade, but particularly so in times of civil warfare,
sadly (and occasionally grandly) human. It is our hope that, above all else,
readers will take from this book some sense of how the 1960s, like the 1860s,
served for Americans as the “dramatization of our humanity.”






CHAPTER 1

Gathering of the Forces

WEHAVE ENTERED A PERIOD OF ACCHERATING BIGNESSIN ALL ASPECTS OF AMER-
ICAN LIFE.”
—~Fic bhnston, U.S Chamber of Commerce, 19571

Seven years after it ended, World War Il elected Dwight David Eisenhower
president. As supreme commander of Allied forces in Europe, “lke” had pro-
jected a handsome, confident presence that symbolized the nation’s resolve
to defeat its enemies. After the war, both major parties wooed the retired gen-
eral before he revealed that he had always been a Republican.

In many ways, the country Eisenhower governed during the 1950s was
still living in the aftermath of its triumph in history’s bloodiest conflict. Mil-
lions of veterans and their families basked in the glow of a healthy econ-
omy—defying predictions that peace would bring on another depression.
Long years of prosperity allowed Americans to dream that, for the first time
in history, the problem of scarcity—which bred poverty, joblessness, and des-
peration—might soon be solved. But they also feared that a new and even
more devastating world war—fought with nuclear weapons—could break
out at any time. Affluence might suddenly give way to annihilation. The
backdrop to the 60s was thus a society perched between great optimism and
great fear.

As he prepared to leave the White House in the early days of January
1961, Ike was reasonably content with his own record in office. His final State
of the Union address, read to Congress by a lowly clerk, boasted of an econ-
omy that had grown 25 percent since he entered the White House in Janu-
ary 1953. A recession that began in 1958 had hung on too long; over 6 per-
cent of American wage earners still could not find a job. But, with
unemployment insurance being extended for millions of workers, there
seemed no danger of a return to the bread lines and homelessness of the
1930s.

Moreover, Eisenhower could claim, with some justification, that his ad-
ministration had improved the lives of most Americans. During his tenure,
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8 America Divided

real wages had increased by one-fifth, the system of interstate highways was
rapidly expanded, and new schools and houses seemed to sprout up in every
middle-class community. To counter the Soviet Union, the Congress had
found it necessary to boost defense spending and create what Eisenhower, a
few days later, called a “military—industrial complex” whose “unwarranted
influence” citizens should check. Nevertheless, the budget of the federal gov-
ernment was in balance. America's best-loved modern general had become
one of its favorite presidents. Ike left office with a popularity ratingeafrty

60 percent.

Dwight Eisenhowers America held sway over a Western world that, since
the late 1940s, had been undergoing a golden age of economic growth and
political stability in which the lives of ordinary people became easier than ever
before in world history. U.S. political and corporate leaders dominated the
noncommunist world through military alliances, technologically advanced
weaponry, democratic ideals, and consumer products that nearly everyone de-
sired—from Coca-Cola to Cadillacs to cowboy movies. At home, American
workers in the heavily unionized manufacturing and construction industries

| el
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Workers and engineers complete production of Atlas ICBM missiles at a General Dynamics
Plant near San Diego, 1958ource:Dwayne A. Day Collection
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enjoyed a degree of job security and a standard of living that usually included
an automobile, a television, a refrigerator, a washing machine and a dryer, and
long-playing records. A generation earlier, none of these fabulous goods—ex-
cept, perhaps, the car—would have been owned by their working-class par-
ents. TV and LP disks were not even on the market until the 1940s.

Most economists minimized the impact of the late-50s recession and pre-
dicted that all Americans would soon share in the the benefits of affluence.
In 1962, after completing a long-term study of U.S. incomes, a teasu-of
cial scientists from the University of Michigan announced, “The elimination
of poverty is well within the means of Federal, state, and local governn¥ents.”
Some commentators even fretted that prosperity was sapping the moral will
Americans needed to challenge the appeal of Communism in the Third World.
TheNew York Timeasked in 1960, “How can a nation drowning in a sea of
luxury and mesmerized by the trivialities of the television screen have the
faintest prospect of comprehending the plight of hundreds of milliottsisn
world for whom a full stomach is a rare experienée?”

For the comfortable majority at home, the golden age seemed tarnished
only by the omnipresent Cold War. Beginning a few months after theend
the Second World War, the United States and Soviet Union had employed
both the force of arms and ideological conviction to persuade the vast ma-
jority of nations and their citizens to choose up sides. The two superpowers
fought with sophisticated propaganda, exports of arms and military advisers,
and huge spy services—an ever growing arsenal that burdened the poorer
countries of the Soviet bloc more than the prosperous nations in thg-ind
trial West. Since 1949, when the USSR exploded its first atomic borab, th
specter of nuclear armageddon loomed over the fray.

In preparing for that ultimate war, the overarmed combatants exerted a
terrible price. Both the United States and USSR tested nuclear weapons in the
open air, exposing tens of thousands of their soldiers and untold nsinfber
civilians to dangerous doses of radiation from fallout. Both powers helped
squash internal revolts within their own prime sphere of influence—the
Caribbean region for the United States, Eastern Europe for the Sdniets.
Guatemala and Hungary, the Dominican Republic and Poland, local tyrants
received military assistance and economic favors as long as they remained
servile. In the eyes of the U.S. State Department, any sincere land reformer
was an incipient Communist; while, on the other side, any critic of Soviet
domination was branded an agent of imperialism. The two sides were not
morally equivalent: in the United States, the harassment of dissenters violated
the nation's most cherished values, while in the USSR, the routine silencing
and jailing of political opponents conformed with Communist doctrine.

By the late 50s, the death of Joseph Stalin and the end of the Korean
War had diminished the possibility of a new world war. But anxiety still ran
high. The United States, a commission funded by the Rockefeller brothers re-
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ported in 1958, was “in grave danger, threatened by the rulers ohode-t

of mankind.” Two years later, Democratic presidential candidate John F.
Kennedy warned, “The enemy is the communist system itself—implacable,
insatiable, unceasing in its drive for world domination. . . . [This] is a strug-
gle for supremacy between two conflicting ideologies: freedom under God
versus ruthless, godless tyrani®yWestern European countries were rapidly
shedding their colonies in Africa and Asia, and American leaders feared that
native pro-Communist leaders were rushing to fill the gap.

By the end of the decade, the most immediate threat to the United States
seemed to come from an island located only ninety miles off the coast of
Florida. Cuba had long been an informal American colony; U.S. investors
owned 40 percent of its sugar and 90 percent of its mining wealth, aad a m
jor American naval base sat on Guantanamo Bay, at the eastern tip of the is-
land. On New Year's Day of 1959, this arrangement was shaken: a rebel army
led by Fidel Castro overthrew the sitting Cuban government, a coangt
brutal regime that had lost the support of its people. At first, dve nulers
of Cuba were the toast of the region. The bearded young leader—well-
educated, eloguent, and witty—embarked on a speaking tour of the United
States and, in Washington, met for three hours with Vice President Nixon.

But Fidel Castro was bent on a more fundamental revolution than Amer-
ican officials could accept. His government soon began executing officials of
the old regime and confiscating $1 billion of land and other propertydwn
by U.S. “imperialists.” When the Eisenhower administration protested, Cas-
tro signed a trade agreement with the USSR and began to construct a state
socialist economy. Anticommunist Cubans, many of whom were upper class,
began to flee the island. By the time Ike left office, a Cuban exile army was
training under American auspices to topple the only pro-Soviet government
in the Western Hemisphere.

At the time, communism appeared to be a dynamic, if sinister, force in
the world. Since the end of the world war, its adherents steadily gained new
territory, weapons, and followers. U.S. officials were also concerned over re-
ports that the Soviet economy was growing at double the rate of tee-Am
can system. The other side was still far behind, but the idea that the USSR
and its allies in Cuba, China, and elsewhere might capture the future was
profoundly disturbing. A high-level commission announced that the Soviets
had more nuclear missiles than did the West. And, in 1957, the USSR
launchedSputnik a tiny unmanned satellite that seemed to give them a huge
edge in the race to conquer space. All this threatened the confidence of Amer-
icans in their technological prowess, as well as their security. The year be-
fore Sputnik Soviet Premier Nikita S. Khrushchev had boasted, “We shall
bury you.” It didnt seem impossible.

Responding to the perception of a grave Communist threat, Congress did
not question the accuracy of the missile reports (which later proved to be
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false) or the solidity of the alliance between Moscow and Beijing (which was
already coming apart). Lawmakers kept the armed services supplied with
young draftees and the latest weapons, both nuclear and conventional (which
also meant good jobs for their districts). The space program received lavish
funding, mostly through the new National Aeronautics and Space Admini-
stration (NASA), and positive coverage in the media. Billions also flowed into
the coffers of American intelligence agencies. In the Third World, any stal-
wart nationalist who sought to control foreign investment or questidmed t
value of U.S. bases was fair game for the Central Intelligence Agency’s reper-
toire of “covert actions.”

The Cold War also chilled political debate at home. Liberals learned to
avoid making proposals that smacked of “socialism,” such as national health
insurance, an idea their Western European allies had already adopted. To
guestion the morality of the Cold War sounded downright “un-American.”
The need for a common front against the enemy made ideological diversity
seem outmoded if not subversive.

But not all Americans at the dawn of the decade shared a world view
steeped in abundance at home and perpetual tension about the Cold War
abroad. “The American equation of success with the big time reveals an aw-
ful disrespect for human life and human achievement,” remarked the black
writer James Baldwin in 1960Emerging in the postwar era was an alterna-
tive America—peopled by organizers for civil rights for blacks and women,
by radical intellectuals and artists, and by icons of a new popular culture.
These voices did not speak in unison, but, however inchoately, they articu-
lated a set of values different from those of the men who ruled frerwtiite
House, corporate headquarters, and the offices of metropolitan newspapers.

The dissenters advocated pacifism instead of Cold War, racial and class
equality instead of a hierarchy of wealth and status, a politics that prized di-
rect democracy over the clash of interest groups, a frankness toward sex in-
stead of a rigid split between the public and the intimate, and a boredom
with cultural institutions—from schools to supermarkets—that taught Amer-
icans to praise their country, work hard, and consume joyfully. Dissenters
did not agree that an expanding economy was the best measure of human
happiness and empathized with the minority of their fellow citizens who had
little to celebrate.

To understand the turbulent events of the 1960s, one must appreciate
the contradictory nature of the society of 180 million people that was vari-
ously admired, imitated, detested, and feared throughout the globeasm g
how and why America changed economically, politically, and culturally in
the 1960s, one must capture something of its diverse reality at thefstart o
the stormiest decade since the Civil War.

We set out a few material facts, benchmarks of what had been achieved
and what was lacking in American society. Of course, the meaning of any
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particular fact depends upon where one stands, and with what views and re-
sources one engages the world.

A massive baby boom was under way. It began in 1946, right after vic-
tory in World War I, and was ebbing only slightly by the end of &@s.' In
that decade, an average of over 4 million births a year were recorded. Teenaged
wives and husbands in their early twenties were responsible for much of this
unprecedented surge. The baby boom, which also occurred in Canada and
Australia, resulted from postwar optimism as well as prosperity. None of these
English-speaking nations had been damaged in the global conflict, and most
of their citizens could smile about their prospects. Western Europe, in con-
trast, was devastated by the war, and people remained wary of the future.
Economies there recovered quickly and then grew at a more rapid pace than
in the U.S.—but birthrates in England, France, Germany, and lItaly still lagged
at prewar levels.

Millions of young American families settled in the suburbs—in new de-
velopments like Levittown on Long Island and in the previously agricultural
San Fernando Valley adjacent to Los Angeles. Large contractors erected acres
of tract houses whose inexpensive price (about $7000) and gleaming elec-
trical appliances almost compensated for the absence of individual character.
Hoping to create instant communities, developers also built schools, swim-
ming pools, and baseball diamonds. The federal government smoothed the
way by providing low-interest, long-term mortgages, and new highways to
get to and from work and shopping centers.

As a result, millions of men and women who had grown up in crowded
urban apartment houses or isolated, agrarian towns now possessed, if they
kept up their payments, a tangible slab of the American dream. Tract names
like “Crystal Stream,” “Stonybrook,” and “Villa Serena” lured city dwellers
with the promise of a peaceful, bucolic retreat. By 1960, for the firs in
U.S. history, a majority of American families owned the homes in which they
lived.” Home ownership did seem to require an endless round of maintenance
and improvements. “No man who owns his house and lot can be a Com-
munist,” quipped developer William J. Levitt, “He has too much to&o.”

The suburbs were more diverse places than their promoters’ publicity
suggested. White factory workers and their families joined the migration along
with “organization men” who rushed to the commuter train, ties flying and
briefcases in hand. And suburbanites tended to live near and socialize with
others of the same class. Status distinctions by neighborhood, lot size, and
the quality of parks and schools defied the notion that every suburbanite
longed to the same “middle class.”

However grand or humble the house, most Americans were earning
enough to pay the mortgage. By 1960, the real hourly wage offadort
ing workers had doubled since the beginning of World War Il. The rise in
personal income, which occurred despite periodic recessions, was accompa-
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nied by a steady increase in the number of women entering the paid labor
force. Women over 45 led the way, swelling the professions and the ranks of
office workers. The number of married women with jobs had risen since the
war. But the family “breadwinner” was still assumed to be male; fewer than
250,000 women with small children worked outside the home.

American women, no matter their circumstances, were still expected to
become cheerful housewives and mothers. In 198¥enteemagazine ad-
vised its young readers to be “a partner of man . . . not his rival, Bimyen
or his plaything. Your partnership in most cases will produce children, and
together you and the man will create a haven, a home, a way df life.”

But the growing number of women in the workforce was beginning to
undermine the domestic ideal. In 1960, CBS televised a documentary about
the “trapped housewife,” and thid¢ew York Timesescribed a class of edu-
cated women who “feel stifled in their homes. . . . Like shut ins, they feel
left out.” With more children around, even new appliances didnt lessen the
time spent on housework. Family “experts” counseled every wife to help her
husband “rise to his capacity.” In response, journalist Marya Mannes criti-
cized the suppression of intelligent women by calling up fears of their ad-
vancing Soviet counterparts: “We have for years been wasting one of the re-
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sources on which our strength depends and which other civilizations are us-
ing to their advantage-?

In their bedrooms, some women did enjoy a new kind of freedom. The
widely read Kinsey Report on female sexuality suggested that as many as half
of all American women had intercourse before marriage and reported that
one-quarter of married women had had sex with someone besides their hus-
band. By decade’s end, over 80 percent of wives of childbearing age (18 to
44) were using some form of contraception; the total was higher among
women with at least a high school education. And, in 1960, the federal gov-
ernment allowed marketing of a birth control pill—the first reliable contra-
ceptive that did not interfere with “natural” intercout3e.

The spread of prosperity encouraged most citizens to identify themselves
with the “middle class.” Americans were assured by the mass media and other
authorities in business and government that the days of backbreaking labor
for little reward were over. Supposedly, getting to and from the joneas
more arduous than anything one did while at work. In 19&@epublished
a cover story entitled “Those Rush-Hour Blues” in which a psychiatrist stated
that commuters (their maleness assumed) actually enjoyed traffic jams and
crowded trains. “The twice-daily sacrifice of the commuter to the indignities
of transportation satisfied something deep within the husband’s psyche,” ex-
plained Dr. Jose Barchilon. “In modern society, there are few opportunities
for the breadwinner to endure personal hardship in earning the family liv-
ing, such as clearing the forest or shooting a b¥ar.”

In reality, for millions of workers—in mines, in factories, and at con-
struction sites—work remained both hard and dangerous. But, thanks to
newly powerful labor unions, it was better compensated than ever before.
The labor movement was essential to raising millions of wage earners into
the middle class. A third of the nonagrarian labor force was unionized, and
smart employers learned that the best way to stave off pesky labor organiz-
ers was to improve the pay and benefits of their own workers before unions
gained a foothold. Even the barons of the mighty steel industry cutld
humble Big Labor. In 1959, industry spokesmen announced they waould n
longer permit the United Steel Workers to block job-eliminating technolog-
ical changes. But the union called a strike and, after a four-month walkout,
its members prevailed.

Heavy industries like steel were still the core of the American economy.
Metals and automobiles produced in the U.S. dominated world markets—al-
though the West Germans were beginning to pose some serious competition.
And the technological auguries were excellent. New inventions from digital com-
puters to Tupperware were propelling electronics, aircraft, and chemical firms
to growth rates superior to those of older companies like Ford an®teeh.

The Cold War was also helping transform the economic map. Military
contracts pumped up the profit margins of high-tech firms like Hewlett-



Gathering of the Forces 15
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Packard and General Electric. Opportunity shone on entrepreneurs and
skilled workers alike in a vast “Gunbelt” stretching from Seattle down through
southern California and over to Texas. This was the civilian half of the
military—industrial complex Eisenhower had warned about—and it was draw-
ing population and federal money away from the old manufacturing hub in
the East and Midwest.

And all over the country, more and more Americans were working in
“white-collar” jobs. Gradually but surely, the economy was shifting away from
the industrial age toward an era dominated by service and clerical employ-
ment. In 1956, for the first time, jobs of the newer types outraretbblue-
collar ones.

The term “white collar” masked huge differences of pay, skill, and the
autonomy allowed a worker on the job. A kindergarten teachers aide had
neither the comfortable salary nor the freedom to teach what and how she
liked that most college professors took for granted. And sharing an ganplo
was less significant than whether one managed investments for a huge com-
mercial bank or, instead, handed out deposit slips or cleaned its offices. “My
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job doesnt have prestige,” remarked bank teller Nancy Rodgers, “It's a ser-
vice job . . . you are there to serve them. They are not there to servé3yo

In any economy, however successful, there are losers as well as win-
ners. For a sizable minority of citizens, the American dream was more a
wish than a reality. State university branches multiplied, as the number of
college students increased by 1960 to 3.6 million, more than double the
number 20 years before. Yet less than half the adults in the U.S. were high
school graduates. Lack of schooling did not disqualify one from getting a
job in a factory or warehouse, but the future clearly belonged to the edu
cated. Already, a man who had graduated from college earned about three
times more than his counterpart who had dropped out at the lower grades.
Where union pressure was absent, wages could be abysmally low. In 1960
farm workers earned, on average, just $1038 a yfelar.the Appalachian
Mountains and the Mississippi Delta, many poor residents owned a tele-
vision and a used car or truck—but lacked an indoor toilet and a year-
round job.

The central cities many Levittowners had quit were already on the road
to despair. African Americans who moved to the metropolises of the North
seeking jobs and racial tolerance often found neither. Black unemployment
stubbornly tallied nearly double the rate for whites. Following World War
I, black migrants filled up old industrial cities like Detroit and Chicago that
were steadily losing factory jobs to the suburbs. Few white settlers on the
crabgrass frontier welcomed blacks as prospective neighbors. In 1960, not
one of 82,000 Long Island Levittowners was an African American—even
though New York state had passed a civil rights law in the mid-1940s.

Out West, Mexican Americans—the nation’s second largest minority—
were struggling to achieve a modicum of the economic fruits that most whites
enjoyed. Less than one-fifth of Mexican-American adults were high school
graduates (a lower number than for blacks), and most held down menial
jobs—in the cities and the fields. During World War I, to replace citizens
drafted into the military, the federal government had allowed U.S. fartmers
import workers from Mexico, dubbelraceros(from the Spanish word for
“arms”). The end of the war alleviated the labor shortage, but the political
clout of agribusiness kept theaceroprogram going—and it severely ham-
pered the ability of native-born farmworkers to better their lot.

These problems remained all but invisible in the business and political
centers of the East. Outside the Southwest, Americans regarded themselves
as living in a society with only two races—white and black. The federal cen-
sus did not even consider Mexican Americans a separate group.

A growing chorus of writers blasted the hypocrisies of the era. In their
eyes, America had become a “mass society” that had lost its aesthetic and
moral bearings. Critic Lewis Mumford condemned surburbia, too broadly, as
“a treeless, communal waste, inhabited by people in the same class, the same
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income, the same age group, witnessing the same television performances, eat-
ing the same tasteless pre-fabricated foods from the same freezers.” Sociologist
C. Wright Mills indicted a “power elite” for fostering a system of “organized
irresponsibility” in which “the standard of living dominates the style of fife.”

Mills joined with radical economists Paul Sweezy and Seymour Melman in ar-
guing that “a permanent war economy” geared to fighting the Coldwaar
imperiling democracy even as it promoted growth. But such criticisms did not
engage most Americans, for whom private life was all consuming.

Nor did they convince the most powerful politicians in the land. The pri-
mary business of government, Democratic and Republican leaders agreed,
was to keep the economy growing and the military strong. Conservatives and
liberals in both parties squabbled over details: whether, for instance, to fund
a new wing of B-52 bombers or more science programs in the public schools.
But rarely did any senator question the wisdom of policing the world (as had
Robert Taft, the GOP’s leading conservative, in the late 40s).

The previous generation of lawmakers had fought bitterly over the social
programs of Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal and Harry Truman’s Fair Deal.
But the first Republican president since FDR accepted a limited welfare state
as the new status quo. Dwight Eisenhower wrote from the White House to
his conservative brother Edgar, “Should any political party attemptdb ab
ish social security and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would
not hear of that party again in our political histo#§.”

By the end of the decade, Roosevelt's party was making something of a
comeback. In the 1958 congressional election, Democrats gained their biggest
margins since the beginning of World War Il. In the midst of the recession,
Republicans who ran against union power went down to defeat in the pop-
ulous states of Ohio and California. Liberals in Congress and in advocacy
groups like Americans for Democratic Action (ADA) got busy drafting plan
for higher minimum wages, government health insurance for the elderly, and
other extensions of the New Deal. Meanwhile, the Supreme Court—headed,
ironically, by a chief justice (Earl Warren), whom Eisenhower had ap-
pointed—was aggressively expanding the definition of individual and group
“rights” to favor demonstrators against racial inequality and persons con-
victed on the basis of evidence gathered illegally. A public which, according
to polls, admired Eleanor Roosevelt more than any woman in the world,
seemed amenable to another wave of governmental activism.

But despite the Democrats’surge, the party remained an uneasy coalition
of the urban, pro-union North and the small-town, low-wage Souttcitsig
machines, originally established by Irish Catholics, continued to wield a mea-
sure of power in the two largest cities—New York City and Chicago—as well
as in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and Buffalo. Below the Mason-Dixon line, most
whites still voted against the ghost of Abraham Lincoln—although in 1956,
Eisenhower, who assured southerners he wanted “to make haste slowly” on
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civil rights, did win the electoral votes of five former Confederate stdties.
1960, the GOP could count only seven congressmen from the South—and
virtually no state or county officials. American women had won the vote in
1920 but rarely did they figure significantly as candidates or campaign man-
agers.

Republicans were still the party of Main Street and Wall Street—of Amer-
ican business, large and small, and of voters who cherished the rights of pri-
vate property and were leery of “big government.” Party allegiance tended to
follow class lines. The wealthiest stratum of Americans voted heavily for the
GOP, as did most voters with college degrees and professional occupations.
Blue-collar workers, particularly those who harbored bitter memories of the
Great Depression, favored the Democrats by a 4-1 margin. The legacy of old
battles over restricting immigration and instituting Prohibition also played a
part. Outside the white South, native-born Protestants tilted towardethe R
publicans, while Catholics and Jews—who were closer to their foreign-born
roots—usually favored the Democrats.

The result of these alignments was a legislative system unfriendly to se-
rious change—whether in a liberal or conservative direction. Key posts in
Congress were held by southern or border state Democrats who had, in most
cases, accrued decades of seniority: the Speaker of the House, the majority
leader of the Senate, and the chairmen of committees with power over tax
and appropriations bills. Howard Smith of Virginia, who had first been elected
to Congress in 1930, headed the mighty Rules Committee. Smith was able to
block most proposals he disapproved from even coming to the House floor.
And hedespisedcivil rights bills. Like all but a handful of Southern con-
gressmen, Smith represented a district in which few blacks were allowed to
vote—and he intended to keep it that way.

Not every southerner was so uncompromising. Both House Speaker Sam
Rayburn and Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson were shrewd Texas mod-
erates who retained their power by balancing demands from different wings
of their party. But most southern Democrats and nearly all Republicans rou
tinely united to defeat new programs to aid big cities, racial minorities, and
the poor. The mechanisms of government were purring along nicely, so why
disturb them? As even liberal McGeorge Bundy, then a Harvard dean (and
soon to become a federal policymaker) intoned, “If American politics have a
predilection for the center, it is a Good Thir§.”

If mainstream politics in the 1950s lacked fire and daring, the same can-
not be said of popular culture. The postwar absorption with leisure gener-
ated a vital search for new ways to spend all that free time and disposable
income. In the past, Americans had fought major battles over who would
control the workplace and how to distribute the fruits of their labasavi
movements of small farmers and wage earners had pressured the powerful to
recognize unions, subsidize crop prices, and establish Social Security and a
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minimum wage. Cultural differences motivated some mass movements, the
Prohibitionists being a prime example. But after World War IlI, nearly every
public conflict turned on a matter of cultural taste—in music, in one’s style
of dress and hair, slang and intoxicant of choice, and sexual behavior.

Popular music—especially rock and roll and the rhythm and blues from
which it sprang—became a major arena of generational strife. The young peo-
ple who listened to, danced to, and played rock and R and B were implicitly
rejecting the notion that creativity obeyed a color line. Leaping over racial
barriers were black artists like Willie Mae (Big Mama) Thornton and Chuck
Berry, Mexican Americans like singer Richie Valens (born Valenzuela), Greek-
American bandleader Johnny Otis (who identified himself as black), white
Southern Baptist Elvis Presley, and Jewish-American song writers Mike
Stoller, Jerry Lieber, and Carole King. Lieber and Stoller wrote “Houog’ D
for Big Mama Thornton, who made it a hit with black audiences in 1954 be-
fore Elvis covered it in 1956—and sold millions of copies.

Established record companies tried to resist the onslaught. National mu-
sic awards usually went to more innocuous recordings, despite the higher
sales of rock. In 1960 Percy Faith's “Theme frénsummer Plagéa string-
filled waltz, won the Grammy for best song of the year—beating out Rey Or
bison’s “Only the Lonely,” the Drifters’ “Save the Last Dance for M&fay”
by Maurice Williams and the Zodiacs, and Chubby Checker’s “The Twist.”
Faith’'s music would soon be heard mainly in elevators; while the other songs
became rock classics and are still played by disk jockeys throughout the world.

Satire also appealed to growing numbers of adolesddatscomics pub-
lished sharp putdowns of advertisements, Hollywood movies, television
shows, suburban culture, and the military. Edited by Harvey Kurtzman (who
had once drawn cartoons for the Commuiially Worke)), Mad ridiculed
nearly everything that established middlebrow magazines Llike and
Reader’s Digestook for granted—particularly the mood of self-satisfaction.
“What, Me Worry?” asked Alfred E. Neuman, the gap-toothed idiot osr-
sized ears and freckles whose comic image beamed from every iddad. of
High school readers also snapped up novels about alienated youth. Most com-
pelling wasThe Catcher in the Ry@951), J.D. Salinger’s tale about a teenager
named Holden Caulfield who drops out of his prep school to wander dys-
peptically around New York City. “Phonies,” Caulfield called the adults who
plagued his unhappy, if materially privileged, life.

Even World War Il was becoming grist for farce. Joseph Heller’s best-
selling 1961 novelCatch-22 signaled a new eagerness to question the logic
of established authority. The protagonist, named Yossarian, is an American
bombardier in Europe who wants to be grounded after having riskedehis lif
flying dozens of missions over enemy territory. But, according to miliegy
ulations, he can opt out of the war only if he is crazy. So Yossarian goes t
his unit's medical officer, Doc Daneeka, asking to be grounded on that basis.
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But the rules dont permit it. “You mean there's a catch?” Yossarian asks:

Sure there’s a catch,” Doc Daneeka replied. “Catch-22. Anyone who wanés to g
out of combat duty isnt really crazy. . . . Yossarian was moved very degglye
absolute simplicity of this clause of Catch-22, and let out a respectful whistle.
“That’s some catch, that Catch-22,” he observed.
“It's the best there is,” Doc Daneeka agrééd.

Some young whites were attracted to a more extravagant style of alien-
ation. They sought refuge among and enlightenment from Americas most
dispossessed and despised groups—tramps, migrant laborers, black crimi-
nals—as well as jazz musicians. In 1957, the novelist Norman Mailer pub-
lished a controversial essay, “The White Negro,” in which he celebrated hip-
sters of his own race who “drifted out at night looking for action witllack
man’s code to fit their facts.” Mailer romanticized black men who “lived in
the enormous present . . . relinquishing the pleasures of the mind for the
more obligatory pleasures of the body.” He predicted that “a time of wejen
new hysteria, confusion and rebellion” would soon come along to “replace
the time of conformity 20

Cultural innovations are usually the province of the young. But prime-
time television, perhaps the most significant cultural force in the 1950s, was
an infatuation that bridged the generations. During that decade, TV devel-
oped from a curiosity into a staple of the American home. By the ettteof
50s, close to 90 percent of families had at least one set, and the average per-
son watched about five hours a day. In 1960, the most popular shows were
westerns starring male characters who were relentlessly strong, violent, and
just (GunsmokendHave Gun, Will Traveheaded the list) and a crime show
about the 1920s whose heroes were latter-day gunslingers in Bu&4J(-
touchabley. Dominating the medium were the three national networks—CBS,
NBC, and ABC—whose evening offerings provided the only entertainment
experience most Americans had in common.

Not all was right in TV land, however. In 1959, Charles Van Doren, a
handsome young English professor who had thrilled viewers with his victo-
ries on the quiz showwenty-Ongadmitted to Congress that the program
had been fixed. The show’s producer had given Van Doren the answers in
advance. President Eisenhower remarked that the deception was “a terrible
thing to do to the American people,” revealing how strong a grip ¢lee r
tively new medium had over the natiéhThe exposé, that same year, of disk
jockeys who accepted “payola” (bribes) from record companies for playing
their records on the air was, by comparison, a minor matter. Television was
admired as clean family entertainment that promoted “togetherness.” Rock
and roll had an outlaw reputation; one almost expected it to be tarred with
corruption.
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Sports too had an occasional scandal—college basketball players shaving
points or boxers throwing fights. But the world of gifted athletes speat-
tators in 1960 was still conducted on a rather simple scale and did not yield
large profits. College football got more attention than the grittiefepsimonal
variety; major league baseball had recently placed its first two teams on the
West Coast; and there were a scant eight teams in the National Basketball
Association, and only six in the National Hockey League. Although baseball
was the most popular spectator sport, the average major league player earned
only about twice the salary of a skilled union worker—and seldom, if ever,
was asked to endorse a product.

The sports world was more racially integrated than American neighbor-
hoods and schools, yet it too often mirrored the attitudes of ther laogi-
ety. During the 1960 Cotton Bowl game, a fight broke out atptayer on
the all-white Texas team called one of his Syracuse opponents “a big black
dirty nigger.” Syracuse won the game and, with it, the national championship
Magazine headlines about “A Brawling Battle of the Hard-Noses” implied that
racist taunts were just part of a manly gahe.

For solace from the imperfections of the secular world, Americans turned
to organized religion. A majority of Americans were affiliated with a church
or synagogue—the highest total ever. The popular evangelist Billy Graham
staged televised revivals in major cities in which he preached a fusion be-
tween godliness and Americanism. Millions bought books by Rev. Norman
Vincent Peale, who believed that “positive thinking” could release the po-
tential for spiritual joy and worldly success that lay inside every Christian
soul. Not all Roman Catholics accepted the conservative views of the church
hierarchy, but most basked in a new legitimacy secured by the stalwart an-
ticommunism of their bishops and their own rising fortunes. It even seemed
possible that a Catholic could be elected president. For their part, many Jews,
now relocated to prosperous suburbs, turned to Conservative and Reform
synagogues to find a substitute for the vigorous community their {saned
found either in the Orthodox faith or in the socialist left. In theumetto
God,” one could glimpse elements of both the pride and the anxiety em-
blematic of the U.S. at the dawn of the 60s.

No area of national life was more highly charged than the relationship
between black and white Americans. Racial segregation was still firmly es-
tablished in much of the U.S. in 1960. Across the South, thousHruish-
lic schools had closed down rather than allow black children to sit alongside
whites.

Official racism had many faces—all of them immoral, some also ludi-
crous and petty. South of New Orleans, a local political boss named Leander
Perez told a rally of 5000 people that desegregation was a conspiracy by “zion-
ist Jews” and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo-
ple (NAACP). “Dont wait for your daughter to be raped by thesa@dlese,”
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warned Perez. “Do something about it now.” The next day, a race rio¢ brok
out. The city fathers of Montgomery, Alabama, sold off the animalseit th
municipal zoo rather than obey a court order to allow black people to enjoy
them. Meanwhile, in the nation’s capital, tiWéashington Postoutinely
printed want ads that specified, “Stenographer—White, age 20 to 30 . . . "
and “Short-order cook, white, fast, expét.”

The movement that would lift this burden—and catalyze many other jolts
to American culture and politics—was gathering force in black churches,
schools, and homes. Its funds were meager, and it had, as yet, little political
influence. But the sounds of hope, preached in an idiom both militant and
loving, were swelling up from picket lines outside Woolworth stores in New
York City, in the small towns of the Mississippi Delta, and from a Masonic
temple in Richmond, Virginia—former capital of the Confederacy.

On New Year's Day, 1960, Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., theny88ars
old, came to Richmond to speak to a mass rally against the closing of the
public schools. “It is an unstoppable movement,” King informed segrega-
tionists. “We will wear you down by our capacity to suffer, and in thegs®
we will win your hearts. . .. Nothing is more sublime than suffering and sac-
rifice for a great causé* Before that movement—and King’s own life—had
run their course, the self-satisfied tones of Dwight Eisenhower’s last State of
the Union address would seem a murmur of lost illusions. The greatest so-
cial upheaval in America since the Civil War was about to begin.



CHAPTER 2

Black Ordeal, Black Freedom

I'VE GOT THE LIGHT OF FrRE®DOM, LORD,

AND I'M GOING TO LET IT SHINE,

LET IT SHINE, LET IT SHINE, LET IT SHINE
—Traditional spiritual

One morning in July of 1944, a civilian bus driver at Fort Hood, Texas, or-
dered a black army lieutenant to “get to the back of the bus where the col-
ored people belong.” The lieutenant refused, arguing that the military had
recently ordered its buses desegregated. MPs came and took him into cus-
tody. Four weeks later, the black officer went on trial for insubordination. If
convicted by the court martial, he faced a dishonorable discharge—which
would have crippled his job opportunities for the rest of his life.

The lieutenant’s name was Jackie Robinson. Three years later, Robinson
would don the uniform of the Brooklyn Dodgers to become the first African-
American man in the twentieth century to play major league baseball.

Robinson’s bold defiance of racial custom, his appeal to federal author-
ity, and his acquittal by that military court in 1944 all indicated that sig-
nificant changes were in spin. World War |l was a watershed in African-
American history, raising the hopes of people who, with their children, would
build the massive black freedom movement of the 1960s.

The urgent need for soldiers to fight abroad and for wage-earners to forge
an “arsenal of democracy” at home convinced a flood of African Americans
to leave the South. Mechanized cotton pickers shrunk the need for agrarian
labor just as the lure of good jobs in war industries sapped the will to stay
in the fields. Metropolises from Los Angeles to New York filled up with dark-
skinned residents—and, after the war, the flow persisted. Between 1940 and
1960, 4.5 million black men and women migrated out of Dixie; African Amer-
icans were fast becoming an urban people.

This second great migration (the first occurred during and just after
World War 1) helped pry open some long-padlocked doors. Before the war,
all but a few blacks were excluded from access to good “white” jobs and the
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Jackie Robinson being tagged out at home during a World Series game against the New York
YankeesSource:National Baseball of Fame, Cooperstown, NY

best educational institutions. After the war, increasing numbers of blacks fin-
ished high school and gained entrance to historically white colleges; the num-
ber of African Americans in the skilled trades and in professions like medi-

cine and education shot up.

Before the war, the black freedom movement was a small and fragile en-
tity, repressed by southern authorities and shunned by many Africanr Amer
icans fearful of reprisals if they took part. In 1941, labor leader A. Phillip
Randolph vowed to bring masses of demonstrators to Washington un-C.,
less the government opened up jobs in defense plants to black workers. His
threat persuaded President Franklin Roosevelt to establish a Committee on
Fair Employment Practices (FEPC) and to bar discrimination by unions and
companies under government contract. During the war, the NAACP|dhe o
est national civil rights organization, increased its membership by a thousand
percent. Many a black veteran returned from overseas with a new determi-
nation to fight the tyranny under which hed been raised. “I paid ossd
over there and Im not going to take this anymore over here,” stafed
mer black officert

Centuries of bondage and decades of rigid segregation (called “Jim Crow,”
after a bygone minstrel character) had taught African Americans hard lessons
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about the barriers they faced. Amaxim of Frederick Douglass, the nineteenth
century abolitionist who had freed himself from slavery, seemed self-evident:
“Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.”
The demand in the post-World War Il era was for “freedom.” But what did

that mean?

Their history as a nation within a nation left most black people with both
a deep sense of alienation from the society of their birth and an intense long-
ing for full and equal citizenship. The black activist and intellectual W. E. B.
DuBois wrote, in 1903, that the black American “ever feels his two-ness—an
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings. Two
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from
being torn asunder”

The thousands of men and women who joined the freedom movement
in the two decades after 1945 continued to live in perpetual tension between
the dual ideals. They demanded equality under the law—to be judged as in-
dividuals and not as members of a minority race. Yet, at the same time, their
strength rested on ideas, relationships, and institutions that sprang from
their own tight-knit African-American community—one in which illiterate
laborers and a small core of black professionals were bonded (not always
happily) by race. The result was that a black individual—whether cook or
physician—would rise from the community or not at all. The cause of civil
rights was thus always, by necessity as much as design, also a demand for
black power.

The legal effort that culminated in the most famous court ruling of the
twentieth century illustrated the dual longings that DuBois described. In 1950
Thurgood Marshall and his talented team of NAACP lawyers decided to chal-
lenge the principle of segregated schools. But they were not acting from an
abstract belief that black children should mix with whites. NAACP attorney
Robert Carter later explained, “l believe that the majority sentiment in the
black community was a desire to secure for blacks all of the educational nur-
turing available to whites. If ending school segregation was the way to that
objective, fine; if, on the other hand, securing equal facilities was the way,
that too was fine?

Marshall's team was convinced that white authorities would always treat
all-black schools as neglected stepchildren, denying them needed funds and
other support. Research by psychologists Kenneth Clark and Mamie Phipps
revealed that black children confined to segregated schools “incorporated into
their developing self-image feelings of racial inferiorifyYoung African
Americans, the couple insisted, would never learn to respect themselves if
they were barred from learning alongside members of the dominant race. On
May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court unanimously agreed with the NARACP
torneys who had argued that separate schools violated the Fourteenth Amend-
ment’s guarantee of “equal protection of the laws.”
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The case that gave the ruling its nam@lver Brown, et al. v. Board of
Education of Topeka, Shawnee County, Kansas,-efilalstrated the kind of
demeaning irritations that marked daily life for most American blacks. In
Topeka, training and salaries were roughly equal for teachers of both races.
But black children had to ride buses to classrooms located miles away; their
white peers could simply walk to school.

As DuBois understood, “two-ness” often exerted a painful bargain. Thou-
sands of black teachers lost their jobs after school systems were desegregated.
And when Jackie Robinson began playing the infield for the Dodgers, the
two Negro baseball leagues made up one of the largest black-owned and
-operated enterprises in America. Black fans took pride in the fact that slug-
gers like Josh Gibson and pitchers like Satchel Paige, had skills equal or su-
perior to those of white stars like Joe DiMaggio and Bob Feller.

But Robinson’s success with the Dodgers (he led the team to the World
Series in two of his first three years), followed by the gradual integrafion o
other clubs, destroyed the Negro leagues. Their demise left an ironic legacy:
it is likely that fewer black men earned a living as baseball players in the late
1950s and 1960s than during the era of Jim Crow. But not rAfxican
Americans mourned the old order. “Nothing was killing Negro baseball but
Democracy,” wrote journalist Wendell Smith in 19248.

The changes that occurred during World War Il and in the decade im-
mediately following it were, by and large, encouraging. As black people filled
the workplaces and streets of urban America, whites were finally beginning
to grapple with “the problem of the color-line,” which DuBois had predicted
would be “the problem of the twentieth century.” Academics and journalists
increasingly condemned the belief and practice of white supremacy. In 1948
President Harry Truman ordered the armed forces to desegregate completely.
At its nominating convention that summer, the Democratic Party, éofirdt
time in its long history, took an unambiguous stand for civil rightsst\bf
the southern delegates walked out in protest.

Still, such advances were only a first step toward liberating black people
from the lower caste to which law, custom, economic exploitation, and vig-
ilante violence had confined them. At midcentury, the income of black fam-
ilies averaged only 55 percent that of white families (and black women went
out to work at higher proportions than did white women). Segregaé&eon
mained the rule in most of America. After the war, African Americans began
to have a realistic hope that their long night of hatred and economic abuse
might end. But it would require two more decades of arduous, heroit-effo
and intermittent support from sympathetic authorities—to bring aboiit ser
ous change.

In the South, the odds remained particularly formidable. By the 1950s,
slavery had been dead for almost a century, but its legacy remained dis-
turbingly alive in the hearts and minds of most white southerners. They had
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always treated black people as their social inferiors and saw no reason to
change. Few members of the majority race questioned the demeaning eti-
guette that accompanied this tradition. When greeting a white person, black
southerners were expected to avert their eyes. Blacks were required to ad-
dress all whites, even adolescents, as “Mr.,” “Miss,” or “Mrs.,” while whites
routinely called blacks, whatever their age, by their first names or used such
demeaning terms as “boy” or “aunty.”

A large number of fiercely guarded prohibitions and exclusions defined
the Jim Crow order. Whites and blacks were not supposed to drink @r din
together, in private homes or in restaurants. They did not attend thee sam
schools or churches or live in the same neighborhoods. Public toilets and
drinking fountains were restricted by race. And, in nearly every industry,
there were strict lines dividing “white” jobs from “black” ones.

Behind such rules was a lurking dread of interracial sexuality. Many
southern whites viewed black men as possessed of an insatiable desire for
white women. Segregated institutions were designed to keep intimate con-
tacts across the color line to a minimum. A black man who made a sexual
comment to a white woman was considered tantamount to a rapist. The slight-
est transgression of the code might lead to a lynching tree.

The hypocrisy was glaring. In fact, many white men patronized black
prostitutes and those who could afford it sometimes took black mistresses—
practices resented by black men and by women of both races. For white
women, the pedestal of purity could be an emotional cage. Willie Morris, a
white writer from Yazoo City, Mississippi, was shocked during World War
I when he encountered a woman of his own race who actually enjoyed sex.
“I had thought that only Negro women engaged in the act of lovewthite
men just for fun.®

Segregation enforced injustices that were economic as well as interper-
sonal. In rural areas, black elementary schools were usually open only dur-
ing the winter months (when there was no planting or harvesting ton®) do
and suffered from ill-trained teachers, a paucity of supplies, and crowded
classrooms that mixed students of different ages. The main housing available
to blacks was cheaply built and distant from most sources of employment
and commercial recreation. Interracial labor unions were rare in the South,
and blacks could seldom find jobs that paid a secure income and held out
the possibility of advancement. A black laborer could teach himself to mas-
ter a craft such as carpentry or machine building, only to see a younger whit
with little or no experience gain a skilled position and the coveted wage that
went with it.

As before the Civil War, when whites blamed abolitionists for stirring up
their slaves, Southern authorities after World War 1l claimed “their Negroes”
were a contented lot, that only “outside agitators” with Communist procliv-
ities sought to overturn the status quo. But belying such confiderdswo
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were the measures taken to keep black people from voting, especially in Deep
South states where they were most numerous. Poll taxes were raised or low-
ered, depending on the race of the applicant. Alabama gave county registrars
the power to determine whether prospective voters could “understand and
explain any article of the Constitution of the United States” and weigoof!*
character and [understood] the duties and obligations of good citizenship un
der a republican form of government.” Mississippi officials came up with lu-
dicrous questions for aspiring registrants such as “How many bubbles in a
bar of soap?”

As the authorities in rural areas, white registrars set their own working
hours, bent election laws at will, and made it as difficult as possible for blacks
to acquire the necessary documents. In 1946 a black army veteran from Mc-
Comb, Mississippi, testified to a congressional committee that a county vot-
ing clerk had required him to describe the entire contents of a Democratic
primary ballot. The prospective voter was not allowed to see the ballot and
so had to decline. The clerk disdainfully rejected his application, telling him
“You brush up on your civics and come baék.”

Throughout the long decades of Jim Crow, southern blacks had fash-
ioned many ways to cope with such outrages. In crossroads towns, “juke
joints” offered the thrills of liquor, conversation, and a blues whose bent
chords and bittersweet lyrics expressed the pains and joys of life at the bot-
tom of society. Sharecroppers moved frequently to find a better lahdfor
a larger piece of land; a hardy minority saved their money and purchased
their own acres. In cities, the protection of numbers led to sporadic street
protests and some threats of violence against recalcitrant white authbrities.

For a fortunate few, upward mobility was more than a dream. Segregated
educational institutions—poorly financed by individual states and white phil-
anthropies—trained a black elite. At places like Tuskegee Institute in Alabama
and Morehouse College in Atlanta, men and women studied to be engineers
and pharmacists, preachers and social workers, historians and linguists—ex-
cited about using their talents but rueful about the restricted sphere allotted
to their race.

The most durable force in the shaping of the black community was the
church. Since emancipation, Protestant congregations had been meeting in
converted barns or more prosperous brick structures, the only durstie in
tutions owned and controlled by black people themselves. Free from depen-
dence on white benefactors, black ministers often spoke more freely than did
the administrators of black colleges; from the pulpit, they could mobilize their
congregations for protest. On the other hand, many a preacher aspad
ing out against injustice, lest it jeopardize his hard-won status. Black churches
also helped sponsor a number of black-owned small businesses—community
banks, mutual insurance companies, funeral parlors, and newspapers. And it
was within church bodies like the National Baptist Convention of America
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that thousands of black people learned such skills as fund-raising and politi-
cal campaigning that were denied them in secular society.

Driving church activities, of course, were matters of the spirit. Black
Protestantism mingled West African styles of worship with texts and de-
nominational creeds initiated by English colonists—particularly Baptism and
Methodism. From Africa sprang the distinctive emotional tenor of a south-
ern church service. The shouts from the pews, the call-and-response ritual
that made the sermon a participatory event, and the synchronized movements
and singing of the choir all had their origins on the black continentmBu+
isters drew their moral lessons and social metaphors from the King James
Bible and Reformation theology.

The content of sermons was closely tethered to the black ordeal in Amer-
ica. Since the days of slavery, the story of Exodus had held a special signifi-
cance; black people, like the children of Israel, were sorely tested. But, some-
day, they would escape to freedom and see their oppressors, like Pharoah,
humbled and scorned. The Crucifixion symbolized the suffering of the right
eous, especially those who dared to criticize the powerful; while the Resur-
rection was glorious proof of divine justié@.

Regardless of whether a black minister favored open resistance against Jim
Crow, the texts on which he relied gave his people hope for collective re-
demption. A favorite passage came from Pauls Epistle to the Ephesians: “Put
on the whole armor of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of
the devil. For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities,
against powers, against spiritual wickedness in high places.” Given their worldly
status and mastery of Christian discourse, it naturally fell to black preachers like
Martin Luther King, Jr. and pious laypeople such as John Lewis, who had at
tended a seminary, and Fannie Lou Hamer to lead the freedom movement in
most parts of the South. Well-educated activists from the North likeelgtok
Carmichael and Bob Moses tended to draw their inspiration from secular sources.

The black freedom movement arose at different times and unfolded at
different paces in thousands of communities across the South. Only a few of
these could be sighted, sporadically, on TV screens during the 60s. But its
remarkable local presence gave the movement the power to transform the na-
tion's law and politics—and to catalyze every other social insurgency that fol-
lowed it through that decade and into the next.

The Supreme Court’s ruling in thigrown case gave black people and
their northern white allies a jolt of confidence, but it was up to the execu-
tive branch, under the reluctant leadership of Dwight Eisenhower, to enforce
the ruling “with all deliberate speed.” The first sign that a grassroots move-
ment could make headway against Jim Crow appeared in 1955, in Mont-
gomery, Alabama—the original capital of the Confederacy.

On December 1 of that year, a 42-year-old seamstress and longtime
NAACP activist named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a munici-
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pal bus to a white patron. Bus segregation was a rankling feature of urban
life in the South. Blacks were the majority of customers in Montgomeog{m
whites had cars), but none were hired to drive buses, and they typically had
to pay their fare at the front of the vehicle and then get off abel egain
through the back. Rosa Parks, who supported her family on $23 aleskk,
defied the law on several occasions—as had a scattering of other black rid-
ers, to no avail. But this time would be different.

As soon as she heard of Parks's arrest, Jo Ann Robinson, leader of the lo-
cal Women’s Political Council, a black group, wrote a leaflet calling for a
boycott of city buses and then stayed up all night to reproduce®G0ogples.

The enthusiastic response she got convinced E. D. Nixon, a union official
who led the local NAACP chapter and had bailed Parks out of jail, to help
organize the protest.

Robinson and Nixon recognized that Rosa Parks was an ideal symbol of
the injustices of Jim Crow. She had a high school education but could find
only menial work and, despite a courteous and reserved demeanor, was still
called “nigger.” Most important, Parks, after more than a decade of activism,
was determined to break the back of Jim Crow. “Having to take a certain sec-
tion [on a bus] because of your race was humiliating,” she later explained,
“but having to stand up because a particular driver wanted to keep a white
person from having to stand was, to my mind, most inhum&hne.”

The bus boycott began on Monday, December 5—a day after black min-
isters had endorsed the idea from their pulpits. That evening, a 26-year-old
preacher who had been in town for little more than a year assumed leader-
ship of the embryonic movement, whose main arm was the new Montgomery
Improvement Association (MIA). Martin Luther King, Jr. told thousarod
black people packed inside the Holt Street Baptist Church and an equal num-
ber who listened on loudspeakers outside that the boycott would be estprot
with love,” a peaceful, if aggressive, way to oppose centuries of official, fre-
guently violent coercion. If the boycott succeeded, he predicted, “when the
history books are written in future generations, the historians will have to
pause and say, There lived a great people—a black people—who injected
new meaning and dignity into the veins of civilization.’ This is our challenge
and our overwhelming responsibility?’

King himself had been raised in segregated comfort, son of one of At-
lanta’s leading black ministers. His mother's father and grandfather had also
been prominent preachers. After considering a career in either medicine or
law, the young King decided to enter the family profession. He went north
to study theology at Boston University and spent part of his faat yn Mont-
gomery writing his dissertatiof?.On summer jobs, he had experienced the
harshness of racism and, in the North, had patronized integrated restaurants.
As an idealistic student in the wake of World War Il, King came to believe
that the church should throw itself into the fight against secular injustice.



Black Ordeal, Black Freedom 31

o
: (S
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Coretta Scott King, and their baby daughter in the 1960sce:
Archive Photos

But he was nominated to be leader of the MIA for less glorious reasons: as a
newcomer in town, he had no enemies, and older ministers feared taking the
post might weaken their positions and endanger their lives.

Over the winter, the mass protest slowly gathered force. Adopting an ap-
proach used two years before by bus boycotters in Baton Rouge, Louisiana,
blacks in Montgomery organized mass carpools or walked to their jobs. Some
white women, out of conviction or reluctance to clean their own houses,
helped drive domestics to and from work.

It wasnt easy to keep spirits high or to persuade people to adhere to the
principle of civil disobedience. Montgomery police arrested numbers of boy-
cott organizers on the pretext they were “intimidating” passengers. The White
Citizens’ Council held big rallies that stiffened the resolve of the authorities.
Early in 1956, a bomb planted at King’s house almost killed his wife, Gorett
and their children. When the young minister rushed home, he heard an an-
gry black resident snarl to a policeman, “Now you got your .38 anat | g
mine; so let's battle it out!* A race riot was barely averted.

But, supported by every institution and leader in their communigy, th
black citizens of Montgomery stayed off the buses through the spring, su
mer, and early fall. Finally, in mid-November, the U.S. Supreme Couré cam
to their aid; segregation on Montgomery buses was ruled unconstitutional.
“Praise the Lord,” cried a black Alabamian, “God has spoken from Wash-
ington, D.C.15



32 America Divided

Federal assistance to the fledgling black movement enraged a growing
number of southern whites, ordinary citizens and politicians alike. Echoing
their Confederate forebears, they accused the Supreme Court and liberals in
Congress of trying to destroy a cherished way of life. In 1957, afiegt@ss
passed a rather weak civil rights bill, Young Democrats in one Texas town
wrote to their senator, Lyndon Johnson, “The boys at the barber o
derstand what [this] . . . bill has done to them and they dont likKEhiey
will not long stand for a federal dictatorshif”

During the late 50s, following thBrowncase and the Montgomery boy-
cott, southern state legislatures moved quickly to block any efforts toward
school desegregation. They attempted to ban literature issued by the NAACP
and other civil rights groups. Several legislatures voted to insert a replica of
the old Confederate battle standard into their state's flag. In 1959lthe A
abama legislature even authorized the burning of a children’s book. The in-
flammatory volume, seized from public libraries, widse Rabbits’ Wedding
which featured a marriage between a white bunny and a black’one.

Nearly all white southern politicians began to preach an undiluted ver-
sion of the gospel of white supremacy. When Orval Faubus ran for govern
of Arkansas in 1954, he had promised to boost spending on public educa-
tion and to give blacks more state jobs. But, in the fall of 1957gokernor
publicly defied a court order to integrate Little Rock’s Central High School.
He became a hero to whites when President Eisenhower—who privately dis-
agreed with th@rowndecision but could not allow a deliberate defiance of
federal authority—called in the 101st Airborne Division to protect the con-
stitutional rights of nine children threatened by a rock-throwing mob. In
other parts of the South, local governments avoided integratiorabgfér-
ring school property to private academies reserved for whites. This move left
thousands of black children with no schools at all.

The growth of “massive resistance” by whites presented the black free-
dom movement with a challenge. In 1957 King and other leaders of thie Mon
gomery boycott had founded the Southern Christian Leadership €onéer
(SCLC) to coordinate the political activities of black churches. But how would
black activists, preachers or not, push forward their agenda of integration an
economic justice against what seemed a solid front of southern whites and
the ambivalence of both the president and a majority in Congress?

A big part of the answer came from the prosperous city of Greensboro,
North Carolina. To most of its white citizens, Greensboro seemed one of the
least likely places to become a hotbed of civil rights activity. The thriving
textile and insurance center boasted excellent public schools, two of the best
black colleges in the South, and a reputation as a “progressive” island in a
Jim Crow sea. African Americans were free to vote and run for office.34,19
a black candidate had been elected to the city council, with substantial sup-
port from white neighborhoods. One day after the Supreme Coulitig in
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the Brown case, the Greensboro Board of Education voted to implement de-
segregation. “It is unthinkable,” said the superintendent of schools, “that we
will try to abrogate the laws of the United States of Ameri€a.”

Still, the whites who controlled Greensboro had no more intention
of disrupting the racial status quo than did Orval Faubus. Only aribktet
of black students entered previously all-white schools, and separation re-
mained the rule nearly everywhere else. Relegated to “Negro jobs,” African-
American residents earned, on average, only 40 percent of what whites did.

Greensboro city fathers prided themselves on maintaining a pleasant, civil
environment. Good manners were expected of both races, and violence was
abhorred. But, such civility among unequals was clad, as elsewhere in the
South, in a fabric of deception. Prominent whites, hearing no protests fr
their black maids and janitors, assumed they were content. A white attorney
acknowledged the contradiction, “Wete just like Georgia and Alabama,” he
said, “except we do it in a tuxedo and they wear suspenters.”

Early in 1960 four freshmen at North Carolina Agricultural and Techni-
cal (A& T), the local black state college, took a daring step away from a sys-
tem based on lies. Ezell Blair, Jr., Franklin McCain, Joseph McNeil, and David
Richmond had been debating for several weeks about the best way for a “moral
man” to resist injustice. Their discussions were inspired by the oratory of
Martin Luther King, Jr. and the example of Mohandas Gandhi, the pacifist
leader of India’s struggle for independence from British rule. On thedfinst
of February, the four students walked downtown to a Woolworth's tepar
ment store. They bought toothpaste and a few other sundries. Thesathey
down at the lunch counter and politely tried to order something tdleay.
were refused service and, after waiting for 45 minutes, left the store.

The next day, they came back with 23 of their fellow students. The fol-
lowing day, they returned with enough supporters to occupy every seat in
the store. By the end of the week, a group of white students frtonah
women’s college joined in. And when the protestors were heckled and jos-
tled by a knot of young, white working-class men brandishing Confederate
flags, burly members of the A & T football team, American flags in hand,
rushed to their defense. “Who do you think you are?” asked the astdnish
whites. “We the Union Army,” came the resporSe.

The concept of mass civil disobedience spread quickly. By April, lunch
counter sit-ins were under way in 54 different southern cities. And, before
the year was over, most had achieved their limited objective. All over the
country, young black people heard about the sit-ins and wanted to @in th
movement. “Before, the Negro in the South had always looked onehe d
fensive, cringing,” remembered Bob Moses, then a 26-year-old math teacher
in a New York City high school. “This time they were taking the initiative.
They were kids my age, and | knew this had something to do with my own
life. It made me realize that for a long time | had been troubled by the pro
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lem of being a Negro and at the same time being an American. This was the
answer.?!

That April, 200 young activists came to Raleigh, North Carolina from all
over the South to discuss the future of their infant crusade. They deplau
Martin Luther King, Jr., who counseled them to force the authoribiesl t
the jail cells with demonstrators or relax the grip of segregation. But their
highest regard went to two little-known figures: Ella Baker, a veteran orga-
nizer in her mid-fifties, who was critical of black ministers (including King)
who sought to control the sit-inners; and James Lawson, a former mission-
ary, who denounced the NAACP for focusing on the courts and represent
ing only the interests of “the black bourgeoisie.” Lawson urged the partici-
pants to behave as “a people no longer the victims of racial evil, who can act
in a disciplined manner to implement the Constitution.” And, following
Baker’s lead, he called for a new, independent student group to mount dis-
ruptive campaigns all over the South. The participants responded by form-
ing the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNET).

The organization that became known as “Snick” was an innovation in
the black freedom struggle. Never before had college students possessed the
numbers or the confidence to take a leading part, nor had nonviolent actio
been viewed as the chief device with which to dismantle the Jim Crow or-
der. And, as during the heyday of the abolitionist movement, thoasaind
young whites signed up for the cause. SNCC’ vision was of a “beloved com-
munity” that would gradually replace a culture of hatred and inequality. Only
through an integrated movement could an integrated society be built.

In the late spring of 1961, a few SNCC workers took part in the Free-
dom Ride, a courageous argument for the efficacy of non-violent interracial
protest. Thirteen people—seven black, six white—boarded a southbound in-
terstate bus in Washington, D.C., to begin an effort planned b@dhgress
of Racial Equality (CORE). They were aiming to test a recent Supreme Court
ruling that prohibited the segregation of bus terminals. “At every rept st
the whites would go into the waiting room for blacks, and the blacks into
the waiting room for whites, and would seek to use all the facilities, refus-
ing to leave,” CORE leader James Farmer recalled. “We felt that we could
then count upon the racists of the South to create a crisis, so thHadt ¢énal
government would be compelled to enforce federal law. That was the ratio-
nale for the Freedom Ridé?

It proved a most perilous voyage. At a terminal in Rock Hill, South Car-
olina, John Lewis of SNCC was clubbed and beaten. In Anniston, Alabama,
white vigilantes set upon a bus carrying nonviolent protestors. They pelted
it with rocks, then set it on fire as the riders fled. In Montgomery,oh m
kicked and pummeled everyone involved, including a cameraman for NBC
television. Officials of the Kennedy administration pleaded with CORE and
SNCC to call off the bloody affair lest it damage America’s image at a time
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of rising tensions with the Soviet Union. But the rides continued ihéo t
summer, ending only when Attorney General Robert Kennedy quietly nego-
tiated an end to separate facilities.

SNCC was never intended to be a mass membership organization like
the NAACP; it was a fellowship of the dedicated few. Soon after setting up
their headquarters in Atlanta and electing the group’s first chairman—22-
year-old Marion Barry, the son of a Mississippi sharecropper—SNCC work-
ers fanned out to small towns and rural counties across the Deep South. They
survived on salaries of $10 a week, boarding with black families and con-
fronting the rage of local whites. Like a band of peaceful guerillas, SNCC
would assist black people to free themselves from the shackles of segrega-
tion—by challenging Jim Crow laws, registering to vote, and educating them-
selves and their children.

Mississippi became the main testing ground. Most whites in the still
largely rural Magnolia State were averse to any hint of racial equality, indeed
to any black person who meant to advance beyond the status of field hand
or manual laborer. Fewer than 5 percent of black Mississippians were high
school graduates; about the same number were registered to vote. In 1950
there were but 5 black lawyers and 64 black doctors in the entire state.

In contrast to Greensboro, whites in Mississippi neither preached nor prac-
ticed a gospel of civility. The state’s most powerful politician was Senator James
Eastland, a rich landowner from Sunflower County. Eastland regularly accused
the civil rights movement of wanting to destroy “the American systeno\af g
ernment” and to promote “the mongrelization of the white réte.”

Acts of terror enforced those savage words. In 1944, near the town of
Liberty, the Reverend Isaac Simmons was lynched because he refused to sell
a local white man his 220 acres of land, on which oil had been discovered.
In 1955 Emmett Till, a 14-year-old Chicagoan who was visiting relatives, was
mutilated and killed after he called out, “Hi, baby,” to a white woman. Till's
murderers, who were positively identified, won acquittal after their attorney
prodded the jurors (all white and male), “I am sure that every last Anglo-
Saxon one of you will have the courage to free these #fen.”

SNCC workers believed that if they could crack Mississippi, the more
permeable barriers in the rest of America would follow. It seemed an urgent
task, as well as a moral one. Since World War Il, thousands of black Missis-
sippians had abandoned the state for points north, and the political impo-
tence of those who remained only deepened their poverty. Children and the
elderly—those who could not easily get out—outnumbered able-bodied
adults.

Into this cauldron stepped a team of young organizers, headed by Bob
Moses. Moses was not the typical activist, hard-driving and exhortatory. His
manner was precise, gentle, almost shy. Brought up in a housing project on
the fringe of Harlem, Moses had excelled in mostly white schools and earned
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a master's degree in philosophy from Harvard. He spoke with quiet author-
ity about the problems of southern blacks, and no one doubted hlatabso
dedication to the cause.

During the summer of 1961, Moses moved into Amite County—a par-
ticularly violent corner of the state where Isaac Simmons had been murdered
and where only a single black person was a registered voter, although African
Americans were 55 percent of the population. There and in a number &f town
in the Mississippi Delta, Bob Moses began a campaign to win back the con-
stitutional right to the franchise.

Fortunately, Moses and his fellow crusaders did not have to fight alone.
For decades, local activists, inside and outside the NAACP, had waged a lonely
battle to register voters. Gaining access to the ballot was a direct way to pres-
sure the white establishment—and one that did not raise sensitive issues of
sexual purity. SNCC organizers gradually gained the support of black Mis-
sissippians who enjoyed the respect of their communities—particularly in-
dependent farmers and small businessmen whose modest economic success
was itself a challenge to the system. “The importance, the quality of the per-
son, the local person, that you go to work with, is everything in sevfn
whether the project can get off the ground,” Moses leafA&thck churches
provided the movement with space for meetings, mimeograph machines, and
occasionally a refuge from violence.

One of the local people Moses came to admire most was Fannie Lou
Hamer. Born in 1917, the youngest of 20 children, Hamer had spesttaho
her life working on Delta cotton plantations in conditions little better than
those of slavery. Her mother had gone blind after an accident in the fields
because no doctor was available. A similar case of medical neglect had left
Hamer herself with a bad limp. She and her family had no working toilet;
one day, while cleaning her boss’s house, Hamer noticed that the family pet
had his own bathroom. “Negroes in Mississippi,” she concluded, “are treated
worsethan dogs2’

But Hamer determined not to remain a victim. She was active in her Bap-
tist church and, like countless African Americans before her, converted her
faith into a sword of redemption. In a deep, strong voice, Hamer led move-
ment gatherings in “freedom songs” set to such spiritual tunes as “This Lit-
tle Light of Mine” and “We Shall Overcome.” And her experience as a lay
preacher helped make her a memorable orator in a movement filled with fine
speakers. “God is not pleased with all the murdering and all the brutality and
all the killing,” she told a 1963 gathering. “God is not pleased that the Ne-
gro children in the state of Mississippi [are] suffering from malnutritiord Go
is not pleased because we have to go raggedy and work from ten to eleven
hours for three lousy dollarg®

The collaboration between SNCC organizers and local people in Missis-
sippi yielded mixed results. Together, they mobilized thousands of rural
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blacks to learn about and attempt to exercise their legal rights. “Freedom
schools” taught reading, math, and history, advising students, as wetiyon h

to surmount the various hurdles erected by white voting registrars.yLed b
activists like Hamer and Moses, farmers and laborers trooped repeatedly down
to the county courthouse to take tests designed to frustrate them.

Mississippi whites did their worst to dissuade potential black voters from
exercising their rights. In the summer of 1962, armed men attacked a SNCC
office in Greenwood; organizers had to escape through a second-story win-
dow. The next year, SNCC’s Jimmy Travis was shot in the head while dri-
ving with Bob Moses on a Delta highway, and Fannie Lou Hamer was badly
beaten with thick leather straps by jail guards in the town of Winona. The
number of black registrants barely inched upward. By 1963, the tramesfor
tion of Mississippi—and of the South—had just begun.

The North was supposed to be different. African Americans who flocked
to cities like New York and Chicago, Philadelphia and Cleveland, Oakland
and Los Angeles had expected, if nothing else, an end to routine indignities.
In certain ways, the promise was fulfilled. Northern blacks were free to vote,
run for office, and sit next to whites in buses and at lunch counters. They
could also discard the demeaning etiquette required of blacks in Mississippi.
Some found work in department stores and city government, expaseting
tors of the economy that usually paid double the wage earned by an agri-
cultural laborer or domestic back in Dixie.

A number of powerful white liberals joined in pushing for further im-
provement. Walter Reuther, head of the 1.5-million-member United Auto
Workers, which had a sizable black membership, frequently denounced
racism and contributed his organization’s funds to the SCLC and NAACP.
Prominent figures in both major parties spoke out for equal employment an
an end to all segregationist laws and practices. Although most blacks voted
Democratic, some, like Jackie Robinson, stuck to the GOP, where Governor
Nelson Rockefeller of New York was a strong advocate for civil rights.

To black newcomers, the North represented progress, a place where the
swift changes that symbolize modernity might work for them (unlike the
mechanical cotton picker). In a 1948 essay, novelist Ralph Ellison wrote
from Harlem, “Here it is possible for talented youths to leap through the
development of decades in a brief twenty years, while beside them white-
haired adults crawl in the feudal darkness of their childhood. Here a former
cotton picker develops the sensitive hands of a surgeon, and men whose
grandparents still believe in magic prepare optimistically to become atomic
scientists.29

A few achieved such lofty goals. Local black newspapers and black mag-
azines likeEbonyand Jet heralded every success story they could find, par-
ticularly when the first member of the race achieved some lofty honor: Ralph
Bunche, the UN diplomat who was the first black to win a Nobel Peace Prize
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(in 1950); poet Gwendolyn Brooks, the first black to win a Pulitzer Prize
(also in 1950); Lorraine Hansberry, the first black dramatist to have a play
produced on BroadwayA-Raisin in the Sufin 1959)3°

Life in the North, however, remained difficult for the mass of African
Americans. The rhetoric of liberal tolerance did little to pry open the tight
network of institutions—the Catholic Church, building trades unions and
apprenticeship programs, and downtown law firms—that groomed many
young white men in cities like Chicago and Boston for good jobs and pro-
fessional careers.

Moreover, a terrible irony greeted those blacks who migrated from the
rural South to the industrial heartland. Manufacturing plants were nerdong
hiring large numbers of unskilled workers, and new factories tended to be
built in the suburbs, close to interstate highways and subdivisions, where few
blacks lived. Most migrants could find work in the thriving economy, but
jobs of the kind available to men and women without much formal educa-
tion paid low wages and promised little or no advancement.

Nor could hopeful rhetoric persuade white homeowners to open their
neighborhoods to newcomers of a different race or white politicians to jeop-
ardize their careers for the cause of racial equality. Residential segregation meant
that the public schools were also divided by race; and whites who dominated
school boards tended to channel funds disproportionately to schools attended
by children who looked like them. The small but growing black middle class—

R A i - il U o TA—
A street corner in Harlem, New York City, in the early 1960sirce:George Meany Memo-
rial Archives
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made up largely of school teachers and other public employees—kept trying
to push back the boundaries. But no breakthrough was yet forthgomin

Dashed hopes fueled a resentment that burned hotter than in the South
where no illusions were possible. Lorraine Hansberry, who grew up in
Chicago, borrowed the title of her prize-winning Broadway play from a
Langston Hughes poem that asked, “What happens to a dream deferred? Does
it dry up like a raisin in the sun? Or does it explode?” Ralph Ellison com-
pared Harlem dwellers, to “some tragic people out of mythology” who “as-
pired to escape from its own unhappy homeland to the apparent peace of a
distant mountain; but which, in migrating, made some fatal error of judg
ment and fell into a chasm of mazelike passages that promise ever to lead to
the mountain but end ever against a wall.”

In Harlem, that wall had many faces. The starkest was segregated hous-
ing, which remained ubiquitous even where new local and state laws pro-
hibited it. In New York City, the measures needed to prove a case of hous-
ing discrimination were lengthy, precise, and cumbersome. As two
sociologists explained:

One needs a respectable-looking white friend to find out first that the agerisn
available; a Negro who really wants it and is ready to take it then asks for i and
told it is not available; a second white is then required in order that heertajdb

that the apartment is still available, so as to get a sure-fire case; then direct con-
frontation plus rapid action in reporting all the details to the City Cmsion on
Human Rights is requiret

Not surprisingly, few landlords were ever found guilty.

In Chicago, resistance to open housing took a nastier form. From the late
1940s on, white mobs regularly attacked black families who attempted to
move out of slums and into private homes and public housing developments.
“A working man purchases a home . . . , secures a mortgage, improves the
property and enjoys the fruits of his labor and then . . . city plararetsio-
gooders decide to dump a project in his back yard,” complained one white
community newspaper in Chicagd.

Mayor Richard Daley, to avoid antagonizing his white base, sought to
preserve what one critic called a “cordon of hostility.” Tall, fortresslike pro-
jects were erected where black people already lived, a cluster of neighbor-
hoods that everyone began calling “the ghetto.” African Americans were not
legally confined, as were Jews in the seventeenth-century Italian cities where
the term originated. But whenever they managed to move into a white neigh
borhood, the most they could hope for was that the other residentd wo
refrain from violence and hurry to move out.

Black people in the North could never escape the psychic dilemma
W. E. B. DuBois (who was born and bred in Massachusetts) had so memo-
rably identified. They saw the dream of equal citizenship and opportunity
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dangled before them, yet every day their skin color marked them as individ-
uals to be mistrusted, feared, and/or pitied.

Some African Americans in the expanding ghettos turned this image on
themselves, “processing” (straightening) their hair and bleaching their skin
with chemicals to look more like members of the dominant race. They were
well aware that, since the days of slavery, privileges had accrued to Negroes
of a paler hue. Others rejected the moral code of family and church and be-
came lifelong criminals, committed to a life of dangerous pleasures. Gam-
bling, drug dealing, theft, and prostitution were thriving industrieghiat-
tos like Harlem—as they were in poor neighborhoods from London to Naples
to Rio de Janeiro, whatever the skin color of the perpetrators. In. e U
most victims of these predatory trades were also black, and many suffered
from a kind of desperate lassitude. “Yes, weve progressed,” mocked writer
James Baldwin. “When | was a boy in Harlem, Negroes got drunk and cursed
each other out. Now they become junkies and dont say anytfing.”

Attempting to keep the ghetto orderly, if not quiet, was the jomof
nicipal police, the overwhelming majority of whom were white. Their job
bordered on the impossible. Ghetto residents saw cops as the embodiment
of a society that, despite official rhetoric, seemed determined to keep them
in their place. “Their very presence is an insult,” wrote Baldwin in 1960, “and
it would be, even if they spent their entire day feeding gumdrops to chil-
dren.” So the normal relationship between urban blacks and the police was
full of tension and violence, suggested or actual. “Rare, indeed, is the Harlem
citizen, from the most circumspect church member to the most shiftless ado-
lescent,” continued Baldwin, “who does not have a long tale to tell of police
incompetence, injustice, or brutalit§®”

This frustration bred a variety of solutions. Many ghetto dwellers flocked
to old and new churches. Most of the establishments were storefront affairs
whose part-time preachers shared the unsteady fortunes of their parishioners.
But the ministers at impressive brick churches like Abyssinian Baptist in
Harlem and the Institutional AM.E. Church in Chicago were men of sub-
stance and influence. In addition to their spiritual leadership, they ran soup
kitchens, boosted politicians, and collected funds for civil rights organizers
in the South. The migration north also produced a variety of uodoth
bodies that mixed the gospel of self-help with apocalyptic visions of social
deliverance. The largest of these included Father Divine's Peace Mission,
Daddy Grace's United House for Prayer for All People, and Elijah Muham-
mad’s Nation of Islam.

The fervor of southern rural evangelism strengthened and deepened in
the cities, even if regular church attendance was no longer a universal expe-
rience. Amid the frustrations of change, the old-time black religion stood as
a rock of inspiration—and no black-owned business could yet rival the re-
sources or cultural resonance of the major churches.
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Starting in the 1940s, gospel music—religious lyrics set to blues arrange-
ments—spawned a generation of such black performers as Mahalia Jackson
and the Sensational Nightingales. Some second-generation gospelers like
Aretha Franklin and Al Green later earned wealth and fame as singers of
“soul” music—whose very name denotes the spiritual roots of the music
(though its lyrics speak of more secular passions). Even though gospel per-
formances tended to convert congregations that had previously joined their
voices in song into mere audiences, the music had a binding and healing
power. In the words of the great hymn by Thomas A. Dorsey, the musician
and songwriter who gave gospel its name:

Precious Lord, take my hand

Lead me on, Let me stand,

| am tired, | am weak, | am worn;
Through the storm, through the night
Lead me on to the light,

Take my hand, precious Lord,

Lead me homé®

Politics offered another outlet for grievance and hope. By the 1950s, black
council members were helping to govern a handful of northern cities, and
African-American voters had become a critical part of the Democratic coali-
tion. Two black congressmen—New York’s Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. and
Chicago’s William Dawson, both of whom were first elected during World
War Il—wielded more power than did any other elected officials of their race.
They were of quite different minds, however, on how that power should be
exercised.

Dawson was a skillful lieutenant in Mayor Daley's Democratic machine.
He quietly made deals that secured jobs, contracts, and a degree of police
benevolence for key segments of his huge South Side constituency. At the
same time, Dawson discouraged public demands for civil rights, lest they
alienate white power brokers. The local NAACP chapter, leading ministers,
the Chicago Defende(America's most popular black weekly), and kings of
the thriving numbers racket routinely obtained favors from the congegssm
all Dawson asked in return was their loyalty.

Powell, in contrast, was a vigorous and talented, if self-aggrandizing, ad-
vocate of black equality. As pastor of Abyssinian Baptist, the largest church
in Harlem, Powell had a secure base for gathering funds and followers. And
he was seldom out of the headlines as a self-proclaimed “irritant” of local and
national elites.

During the late 1930s and 40s, the handsome, elegantly dressed politi-
cian led protests against the exclusion of blacks from New York construction
and sales jobs. Beginning in the early 50s, Powell annually introduced into
Congress an amendment (drafted by the NAACP) that would have denied
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federal money to any segregated facility. In 1956, accusing his own party of
taking a craven position on civil rights, he endorsed President Eisenhower
for reelection. That stand, as well as a fondness for taking “official” trips
abroad with women to whom he was not married, made Powell a notorious
man in official Washington. But he refused to recant or apologize, andjéro
the country, most blacks applauded him as a hero.

Such acclaim did not flow from a grassroots insurgency. At a time when
black southerners were mounting the greatest protest campaign in modern
U.S. history, their brothers and sisters in the North were more invaived
supporting those efforts than in challenging white power at home. The Chicago
NAACP occasionally picketed City Hall to protest assaults on black housing
tenants; rent strikes against slumlords periodically rocked black neighbor-
hoods in New York. But the thousands of black Chicagoans who came, in
1955, to mourn Emmett Till and view his mutilated body dwarfed all demon-
strations in that city until a decade later. And Congressman Powell was never
more eloquent than when, at the beginning of the 60s, he urgedcamsr
black and white, to support the Woolworth sit-ins and the Freedom Ride.

Why was the civil rights movement fairly insignificant in the urban North,
despite the growing black presence there? The torrent of new migrants was
itself part of the answer: with the exception of some churches, older com-
munity networks fell apart or into irrelevance as tens of thousands moved
up from the South, mushrooming what had been black enclaves with narrow
geographic and cultural boundaries.

In the North, defining the foe was also more difficult than in segrega-
tionist Dixie. States like lllinois and New York already outlawed separate
facilities, and most prominent downtown employers were hiring at least a
few blacks to fill white-collar positions. Open housing remained the civil
rights issue on which the least progress had been made. But pushing it, as
William Dawson understood, meant splitting the Democratic base on
which blacks otherwise depended. It also raised the question of whether, as
James Baldwin bluntly stated, “A ghetto can be improved in one way only:
out of existence®”

But the dispersal of the existing community, even as a distant prospect,
filled few black hearts with joy. Integration had never been the sole aim of
the freedom movement; access to jobs, houses, and commodities mattered
far more than did the opportunity to mix with white folks. In postarer-
ica, a growing minority of ghetto inhabitants turned to leaders who argued
that the black community should shut itself off from the culture &figion
of the white oppressors and erect its own Jerusalem—in Harlem, the Deep
South, or in the original homeland of Africa. “The white man’s heaveneis th
black man’s hell,” ran a popular lyric inspired by the Nation of Istdm.

Black nationalism was not a new idea. The philosophy of racial pride and
self-reliance had always appealed more intensely to ordinary African Ameri-
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cans than the integrationist alternative—associated as it was with a small elite
of educated professionals. The slave rebel Nat Turner, the Jamaican immi-
grant Marcus Garvey and his million-member United Negro Improvement
Association of the 1920s, and the unemployed Detroit autoworker who
changed his name to Elijah Muhammad and founded the Nation of Islam in
the 1930s articulated a similar desire for black people to unite and gain power
for their race. Full acceptance by white society might be desirable, they ad-
mitted, but it was utterly unrealistic.

In the 1950s and 60s, leaders of the Nation of Islam put forth a flam-
boyant and controversial version of this ideology. Elijah Muhammad’s world-
view—inherited from an immigrant Arab silk peddler named Wali Farrad—
was rooted in a conspiratorial cosmology: black people had been the only
human beings until an evil geneticist named Yacub bred a bleached race to
do his bidding. Centuries of white supremacy followed. Christianity, charged
Muhammad, was the biggest ruse in the devils bag of tricks. Bible-spouting
reverends fooled African Americans into worshiping a white God and long-
ing for brotherhood with people who lynched and exploited them.

Despite its incredible myth of racial origins, the Nation gained widespread
respect in the ghettos (although no more than 50,000 membersdf Hast
reason was its stern counsel that black people shed personal habits that
chained them to unhealthy desires and loyalties: change your “slave” name
to a Moslem one or simply to X (signifying one's ancestral African family, its
name forever lost); renounce alcohol, drugs, tobacco, pork, fried,fgaddy
clothes, and processed hair; and form strict monogamous couples in which
the husband rules. To keep black wages from going into white pockets, the
Nation also sponsored a sprinkling of small businesses. Here was a teaching
of self-improvement and self-love mixed with strong draughts of righteous
hatred.

But Muhammad, a quiet man who spoke with a lisp, lacked a powerful
platform presence. From the mid-50s to 1963, Americans learned ab®ut th
Nation of Islam (which an unfriendly press soon dubbed “the Black Mus-
lims”) from televised snippets of speeches by the minister of its Harlem
mosque—the light-skinned former convict Malcolm X. After his death in
1965, Malcolm quickly became a black icon, a powerful symbol of racial re-
demption. But when he served as chief spokesman for the Nation of Islam,
the man born Malcolm Little was most influential as a bold critic of what he
saw as the dangerous integrationist illusions put forth by Martin Luthey, Kin
Jr. and his admirers. Such convictions ran strong in Malcolm’s family.dn th
1920s, his father, a Protestant minister, had been a Garveyite leader in Om-
aha and Milwaukee. The Reverend Little died in a suspicious accident, and
Malcolm always believed his father's politics had gotten him killed.

There was really no difference, asserted Malcolm X, between liberals like
Walter Reuther and the most stalwart defenders of Jim Crow. The latter were
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wolves, while the former were foxes: “The job of the civil rights leader is to
make the Negro forget that the wolf and fox belong to the [samé]yfam
Both are canines; and no matter which one of them the Negro places his trust
in, he never ends up in the White House but always in the doghouse.”

A devout Muslim, Malcolm nevertheless belonged, like his father, to the
great tradition of black preaching. He charged the “white devils” with repu-
diating their own egalitarian creed and denied that Americanism had any-
thing to offer the black masses: “We didnt land at Plymouth Rock. Riymo
Rock landed on us.” When civil rights leaders called him an “extremist,” Mal-
colm shot back, “You show me a black man who isnt an extremist and |
show you one who needs psychiatric attention!” Even his many critics ac-
knowledged the Muslim minister’s oratorical powers. “He was a mesmeriz-
ing speaker, the toughest man in debate that Ive ever seen,” remembered
NAACP head Roy Wilkins. “None of us could touch him, not even Dr.
King.”39

In 1963 Malcolm made his most important convert—the heavyweight
boxer Cassius Clay. As a youth in Louisville, Clay had been vocal about his
hatred for white power. He responded to the murder of Emmett Titidoyw
ing stones at a U.S. Army recruiting poster. In 1960, Clay won argelthl

3\

Malcolm X, leading voice of black nationalism in the late 1950s and early 1960ceEx-
press Newspapers/Archive Photos
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in the Olympic Games and then turned professional. He quickly added to his
fame with brash claims of his “greatness” delivered in humorous rhyme. Qui-

etly, he became close to Malcolm X; in February 1964, minutes after win-

ning the world heavyweight championship, Clay proclaimed his membership

in the Nation of Islam. He also announced he was shedding his “slave name”
(which happened to be that of a nineteenth-century white abolitionist) and

taking a new one: Muhammad Ali.

The conversion of the world's most famous athlete was a great boon to
the cause of black nationalism. But the Nation of Islam had no larger strat-
egy for change. Elijah Muhammad kept his group aloof from otheandrg
zations and ordered his disciples to abstain from politics; Malcolm X went
along, despite increasing doubts, strengthened by learning that Muhammad
had fathered several children by women other than his wife. In 1964 the
spokesman left the Nation of Islam and ceased denouncing King and other
civil rights activists. But without a mass movement led by him or anyone else,
blacks in the northern ghettos could only nurture their anger andgttem
battle the mounting despair that accompanies blasted hopes.

Black Americans had awakened in the 1940s and 50s to the possibility
that the mantra of “freedom”—universally invoked as the purpose of both
World War Il and the Cold War—might finally benefit them. But, by biee
ginning of the 60s, it had become obvious to black activists and theie whit
allies that the authorities, both North and South, rarely aided the pmfcess
liberation unless—as during the Freedom Rides—the movement made it po-
litically uncomfortable for them to stall.






CHAPTER 3

The New Frontier of
American Liberalism

IT REALLY IS TRUE THAT FOREGN AFFAIRS IS THE ONLY IMPORTANT ISSUE FOR A

PRESDENT TO HANDLE, ISN'T IT? | MEAN WHO GIVES A SHIT IF THE MINIMUM
WAGE IS $1.15 0rR $1.25 ... 7

—President bhn F. Kennedy in conversation

with Richard Nixon, 19611

In American popular memory, the 1960s are regarded as years of ascendant
liberalism. According to this view, liberals in Washington, D.C. and elsewhere
had a more or less free hand in setting the political agenda for the decade. In
domestic policy, they launched a “war on poverty” that raised unfulfillable ex-
pectations, squandered vast sums of money, and may even have been respon
sible for worsening the conditions prevailing in the nations central cities. In
the courts, they sponsored a ‘“rights revolution” that led to noisy demands for
special treatment by minorities, welfare recipients, homosexuals, criminal de-
fendants, and others outside the mainstream of American society.

In the end, the liberals’ overweening ambitions put them out of touch
with the real values and best interests of the American middle class, bring-
ing the liberal cause—along with the Democratic party—a well-justified re-
pudiation at the polls. Thus stands the contemporary historical indictment
of Sixties liberalisn?

While there are certainly elements of truth in this interpretation, it con-
siderably overstates the power of liberals to shape events in the 1960s. Of the
three branches of the federal government, liberals held the commanding
heights through the decade in only one branch, the judiciary (and, ironically,
several of the liberal lions of the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1960s, includ-
ing Chief Justice Earl Warren, had been appointed by President Eisenhower).
In the legislative branch, notwithstanding Democratic majorities in both
houses of Congress, liberal Democrats were nearly always a minority. Every

47
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Democratic congressional majority since the late 1930s had included a con-
servative Trojan horse: the 60 to 70 southern Democrats who were as likely to
ally themselves on any given issue with Republicans rather than with liberal
Democrats. As for the executive branch, neither of the two Democratic presi-
dents who occupied the White House from 1961 through 1968 woutlde at
moment of their rise to national power, have been the first choice oathgsp
liberal wing. Particularly at the start of the 1960s, liberalism was neither suf-
ficiently coherent as a political philosophy, nor sufficiently well organized as
a political movement, to realize many ambitions, overweening or otherwise.

In the late 1950s liberalism was a philosophy with a heroic past, and an
uncertain future. It was chiefly due to that past, embodied in the mewhory
Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the legislative legacy of the New Deal, that
“liberal” was considered an honorable and even desirable political label to
wear within the Democratic Party. To be sure, not all Democrats, and few
indeed in the South, would use the word to describe themselves. But the
liberal designation remained a virtual prerequisite for a serious bid for the
Democratic presidential nomination.

In a very general sense, what liberalism meant to its adherents on the eve
of the 1960s was, first and foremost, the preservation of the “New Dalal co
tion,” that politically winning alliance of organized labor, farmers, blacks, in-
tellectuals, and southern whites established by Franklin Roosevelt and passed
on to Harry Truman. The term “liberalism” evoked 20 years of Democratic
leadership during which the nation had survived its worst economic depres-
sion, and then gone on to triumph in the most devastating war imhi#to
stood for policies and laws that came out of Roosevelt's New Deal and Tru-
man’s Fair Deal, and that most American believed in, such as providing pen-
sions to the elderly and relief to the unemployed. It expressed faith in the
wisdom and legitimacy of a strong federal government, and particularly in
the ability of a strong president to secure the greatest possible godtefor t
greatest possible number of Americadns.

But, except for Harry Truman’s upset victory in 1948, liberal Democrats
did not fare well at the polls from the end of World War Il to the |&&0%.
Senator Joseph McCarthy and other zealots on the Right accused them of b
ing “soft on Communism” or of actively abetting the Soviet state. Tiaaity
lost the presidency to the Republicans in the lopsided contests of 1952 and
1956. And a majority of Congress, even in the years when Democrats made
up a majority, was unsympathetic to most proposals for extending the New
Deal tradition of government activism into new programs, although Presi-
dent Eisenhower, a shrewd moderate leader, carefully refrained from undo-
ing the social welfare provisions that his Democratic predecessors had put in
place in the 1930s and 1940s.

Liberalism is a philosophy of change, and when Democratic electoral
prospects suffered in the aftermath of World War I, liberals were eager to
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embrace new ideas, causes, and constituencies that would restore their po-
litical clout. But how much and what kind of change would be required?

One group of liberal intellectuals counseled a tough-minded approach to
social ills. In his 1949 manifestbhe Vital CenterHarvard historian Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr. criticized his fellow liberals for cherishing a naive faith in the
perfectability of mankind. He preached instead a militant opposition to vi-
sionary ideals, a chastened liberalism of restraint and limits. Citing William
Butler Yeats'“terrible vision” of the “rough beast, its hour come mbahlast,

.. . slouching toward Bethlehem,” Schlesinger warned that there was to be
found “a Hitler, a Stalin in every breast.” Ideological mass movements, dream-
ing of establishing heavens on earth, were like lemming migrations, a “con-
vulsive mass escape from freedom to totalitarianism,” hurling nations “from
the bleak and rocky cliffs into the deep, womb-dark sea below.” Liberals
needed to break with those he characterized as “the sentimentalists, the utopi-
ans, the wailers,” and identify instead with “the politicians, the administra-
tors, the doers®

But what still needed “doing” in post—-New Deal America? Schlesinger
would make his reputation as a historian with biographies of Andrew Jack-
son and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, liberal presidents who had come to power
during times of economic distre3ghanks in part to what Schlesinger de-
scribed as the “brilliant success” of the New Deal, the United States had put
behind it the hard times of the 1930s, apparently forever. What iffeemy-
thing, would propel future liberal Democrats into the White House? The
“quantitative liberalism” of the Roosevelt era, Schlesinger noted in an article
published in the mid-1950s, had focused on “immediate problems of subsis-
tence and survival.” These were no longer of relevance in a prosperous post-
war United States. It was time to move on to a “qualitative liberalism,” that
would be dedicated, in ways that Schlesinger left somewhat vague, “to bet-
tering the quality of people’s lives and opportunitigs.”

John Kenneth Galbraith, an economist and Schlesinger’s colleague at Har-
vard, tried to fill in some of the programmatic details of this new “qualita-
tive” liberalism. In a series of popular books and articles published in the
1950s, Galbraith argued that America's recent prosperity had not made its
citizens truly secure. True, most working-class families were doing better than
ever before, and big corporations were churning out a dazzling array of pleas-
ing goods. The common welfare, however, was being neglected. At the civic
core of what Galbraith dubbed “the affluent society,” he glimpsed a growing
rot. Schools were crowded, parks were dirty and sparse, urban transportation
inefficient, and municipal workers underpaid. Galbraith offered a grim por-
trait of the pursuit of pleasure in Eisenhower's America:

The family which takes its . . . air-conditioned, power-steered, and power-braked
automobile out for a tour passes through cities that are badly paved hidadas
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by litter, blighted buildings, billboards. . . . They pass into a countrys$idehas
been rendered largely invisible by commercial art. . . . They picnic on exquisitely
packaged food from a portable icebox by a polluted stream and gospend the
night at a park which is a menace to public health and morals. Just beforg dozin
off . . . they may reflect vaguely on the curious unevenness of their blesting
this, indeed, the American genids?

By the later 1950s a host of other liberal-minded authors had examined
the current state of American society and found it wanting in all kinds &f way
most of them related to the stultifying and unaesthetic quality of dailyalfe,
reflected in advertising, corporate culture, television, the suburbs, andehe lik
This critique, embodied in such popular works as John KegtgsCrack in
the Picture Window1956), William H. WhytesThe Organization Maf1956),
and Vance Packard¥he Hidden Persuadersl957) andThe Status Seekers
(1959), testified to a growing unease, at least among the educated middle class,
with the rewards offered by “the affluent societyBut taken in their entirety,
these books hinted at few remedies beyond the hope that culturally sensitive
readers might take a more enlightened approach in their consumer and career
choices. No one was going to take to the political barricades solely on the ba-
sis of the tastelessness of contemporary bill-board advertising.

But along with such “qualitative” discontents, another issue was begin-
ning to draw the attention of liberals—one that was at once more deadly se-
rious and yet more amenable to political solutions. That was the issue of civil
rights. For many white liberals, the inequality of black people was gradually
becoming the prime symbol of what needed to be changed in American so-
ciety. African Americans, in the liberal view, were the great exception to the
postwar boom, a people whose plight embarrassed the nation abroad (where
it became a staple of Soviet propaganda) and mocked the most cherished
American ideals at home.

The most influential text on race relations in the postwar years was a
thousand-plus-page book entitlédh American Dilemméhat had been pub-
lished in 1944 by a Swedish social scientist named Gunnar Myrdal. The
“dilemma” of Myrdals title referred to the apparent contradiction between
the “American Creed” of equality before the law and equal opportunity, and
the actual treatment of the black “caste” at the bottom of American society.
The “Negro problem,” Myrdal insisted, was in reality a white problem. Like
the Progressive Era social reformers, he believed that once an enlightened
middle class had been confronted with the facts of injustice, they would act
decisively to make amends. The role of blacks in this process of change was
largely to demonstrate their own worthiness for full citizenship, abandoning
the‘pathological condition”of their communities (which, in Myrdal's view in-
cluded not only crime and illegitimacy, but also “the emotionalism in the Ne-
gro church”™), and go ofto acquire the traits held in esteem by the dominant
white Americans?
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Many of Myrdal’s assumptions would come to sound patronizing to later
generations (although his book was hailed by black civil rights activists in
the 1940s and remained popular reading among black college students up to
the early 1960s}° Few white liberals in the 1950s were yet able to imagine
a time in which black Americans would be able and willing to lead the fight
for their own emancipation (relying heavily on the power of their “emation
churches) or to define their own aspirations in ways that might diverge from
being simply the dark shadow of middle-class white society. Myrdals most
lasting contribution to the future civil rights movement was to idenkigy t
struggle first and foremost as a moral struggle, and one that would become
the defining issue for the nation’s future. “Mankind is sick of fear aisd d
belief, of pessimism and cynicism,” Myrdal wrote. “It needs the youthful
moralistic optimism of America.” Thus the “Negro problem” was not just
“America’s greatest failure” but also its “great opportunity for the fefulf
Americans embraced full racial equality, the United States would gain “a spir-
itual power many times stronger than all her financial and military re-
sources—the power of the trust and support of all good people on”é&&rth.

A sympathetic foreigner was one of the first to argue that the best way to
alize America’s providential mission in the world was through ensuring racial
justice at home.

Activists motivated by the ideas of Schlesinger and Galbraith, and the
moral imperative of civil rights, felt most at home in the Democratic Party
(although there were also a scattering of liberal activists in the Republican
Party, particularly in the northeast). But the party itself, on the évbeo
1960s, was an unsteady colossus, one foot firmly resting on its achievement
ofthe 1930s and 1940s, the other poised uncertainly in midair. WasLig/len
to be the party of the New Deal and the Fair Deal—as former president Tru-
man, most of the urban political bosses, and many labor leaders believed? Or
should Democrats focus on continuing problems that had not been adequately
addressed by previous Democratic administrations, like racial discrimination
and structural poverty?

The stakes were high. Polls taken at the turn of the decade indicated that
the numbers of politically involved Americans who described themselves as
either “liberal” or “conservative” were roughly equal. The outcome between
the two camps would be decided when one side or the other found the is-
sues and constituencies that would allow it to win over the uncommitted ma-
jority of voters. With the right choices, Democratic liberals believed, they
could not only return to the White House but control the nationatrge
ment for the next generatidf.

The Democratic party's organizational base was in flux. In most indus-
trial cities the once powerful political machines were undermined by the post-
war move to the suburbs by white working-class voters, as well as the dying
off the older European immigrant generations. The continued migration of
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blacks to northern cities supplied new voters to Democratic Parties, but also
raised tensions as newcomers and oldtimers competed for living space, jobs,
and political patronagé

In the Northeast, Midwest, and along the Pacific Coast, trade unions re-
mained a powerful electoral force that could deliver campaign expertise, man-
power (both in terms of paid staff and volunteers), and financial contribu
tions, just as they had during the New Deal. Indeed, as the older forms of
electoral party machinery decayed, labor’s participation became even more
important to Democratic strength—in some states, like Michigan, the unions
virtually took over the party.

But even as official labor's importance within the Democratic Party elec-
toral machinery increased, its ability to speak convincingly for the general
welfare declined. Institutional stability brought many benefits to the unions
and their members, but these came at the cost of a sense of social mission.
Every year at annual conventions, delegates adopted resolutions pledging sup-
port for a wide range of ambitious social reforms, but few people in or ou
of the labor movement took them very seriously. Unions existed printarily
service the needs and represent the interests of their own members, not to
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Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago, marching in a civil rights march, 1963. On his left is NAACP
leader Roy WilkinsSource:James Dugan, Chicago Historical Society
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wage crusades on the behalf of non—dues payers, however just their cause or
dire their plight. Established unions thus did little in the 1950s to Inedp t
most exploited workers in the land—migrant farm laborers up and down both
coasts, and domestic workers all over. These groups were heavily black and
Latino, and they had been left unprotected by the landmark labor latvs of
1930s. Neither did unions do much to appeal to the growing mass wkserv
and clerical workers, heavily female, whose jobs still seemed ancillary to the
manufacturing dynamo. Government workers, however, organized them-
selves and demanded changes in the law that would legitimize their new
unions!4

Within the ranks of labor's leadership, conservatism and, on occasion,
venality seemed to reign. George Meany, head of the AFL-CIO, boasted that
he had never walked on a picket line. When the black trade unionist A. Philip
Randolph spoke up at the 1959 AFL-CIO convention and challenged the lily-
white composition of many of the nation’s skilled craft unions, Meany an-
grily dismissed his concerns: “Who the hell appointed you as the guardian
of all the Negroes in America® The presidency of the huge Teamsters Union
was held by Jimmy Hoffa, who vigorously defended his members’ economic
interests but also flagrantly promoted his own, with the aid of the Mafia. N
tionally televised hearings in 1957 of the Senate Committee on Improper Ac-
tivities in the Labor or Management Field (popularly known as the McClel-
lan hearings, after its chairman John McClellan of Arkansas), made Hoffa and
his union synonymous in the public mind with corruption. The committee’s
aggressive chief counsel was Robert Kennedy, who would certainly never have
taken on the position if he thought it would harm the presidential aspira-
tions of his brother John. But there was little political cost, and mudie to
gained by bashing union bureaucrats, as many Americans came to view la-
bor as just one more selfish “special interest,” uninterested in the nation's
general well-being.

Into the vacuum of power and ideas within the Democratic Party stepped
a new generation of liberal activists. These earnest young men and women,
who were overwhelmingly white, worked through advocacy groups like
Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), campus organizations like the Na-
tional Student Association (NSA), and reform-oriented groups like the Vil-
lage Independent Democrats in New York City. They certainly wanted to be
counted among Schlesingers “doers.” At gatherings of Reform Democrats,
the rhetorical emphasis, wrote a political scientist, was “on fact-findixg,
pertise research, background papers, and resource persons” rather than “de-
ductions from an a priori ideology?

But beneath the surface sobriety of 1950s liberalism lurked fugitive traces
of the idealistic, the visionary, and the romantic—all those qualities whose
political utility Schlesinger had discounted. Like millions of their fellow
Americans, the young liberal activists of the 1950s were living a great suc-
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cess story. The “bleak and rocky cliffs” of freedom to which they clung, came
equipped with picture windows and two-car garages. Liberals might not have
always enjoyed reading the daily newspapers in the 1950s, but they were, af-
ter all, living the American dream—enjoying the opportunity to pursueshigh
education in colleges and universities (institutions whose expansion was
fueled by such Democratic legislative achievements as the Gl Bill), along with
the opportunity to move out of crowded, decaying urban neiglooai$ to

the sprawling and shiny new suburbs (financed by Gl Bill loans, or the New
Deal-initiated Federal Housing Administration). The many young liberals
from Jewish or Roman Catholic backgrounds were coming of age during the
first time in American history when non-Protestants were encouraged to think
of themselves as full members of the national community.

Not only was postwar America prosperous, it was powerful. Liberals, for
the most part, felt at ease with that power. It was part of the worldhtby
inherited from Franklin Roosevelt. They saw in the Cold War a continuation
of the liberal internationalism of the Second World War, a war of ideas as well
as power blocs that Roosevelt had defined as a struggle for the “Four Free-
doms"—freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from want,raed f
dom from fear. The first two freedoms were the same as those soughd by th
classical liberalism of the nineteenth century—the absence of restraint. But
the last two suggested the need for a strong, interventionist goverraioery,
the lines of Roosevelts own New Deal, to redistribute resources or stimulate
economic growth to do away with “want,” and to protect the rightsotit-
ical and racial minorities to do away with “fear.” A foreign policy conducted
for such goals implied commitment to improving the lives of other peoples,
as well as securing the best interests of the United States.

The older generation of liberals, who had cut their political teeth in the
bitter feuding between Communists and “anti-Stalinists” in the 1930s and
1940s, tended not to ask too many questions about the actual cohthuet
Cold War by Washington policymakers. Outside of the tiny Communist and
pacifist movements, few Americans in the 1950s of any political perspective
argued that there were fundamental problems with America’s chosen role in
the world.

Still, liberals of the younger generation offered a more selective support
to the Cold War than their elders. They found themselves uneasy with the
“excesses” of American policy—the U.S. government’s decision to develop
and test hydrogen bombs, the State Department’s cozying up with Gener-
alissimo Franco in Spain, and the pretense that Chiang Kai-shek’s exile regime
in Taiwan was the real government of mainland China. These were merely
cracks in the Cold War consensus, but in time they would widen.

In 1959 a recent graduate of Smith College named Gloria Steinem took
a job organizing a delegation of young Americans to attend and disrupt a
Communist-sponsored international youth festival in Vienna. The funding



The New Frontier of American Liberalism 55

e e
e e
R ek
S e S e e e

2 L
Gloria Steinem, future feminist leader, as she appeared in her 1956 college yeSdoate:
Sophia Smith Collection

for the group, carefully hidden from the delegates but probably kntown
Steinem, came from the Central Intelligence Agency. Steinem, however, did
not think of herself as the covert agent of a great power. Uponehemr
from Vienna in August 1959 she wrote to a relative: ‘I suppose this was my
small world equivalent of going off to join the Spanish Revolutibh.”

Allard Lowenstein, a graduate of the University of North Carolina, served
for a year as president of the National Student Association at a time when
the CIA was secretly subsidizing the group. Yet in 1959, as a freelance jour-
nalist investigating the apartheid system in South Africa, Lowenstein risked
his own freedom by smuggling an African dissident out of the couhidy,
den in the back of Lowenstein’s Volkswagen Beetle. His friends jokingly re-
ferred to him as “U.S. undercover agent 1001"—although furthéhiegtrug-
gle against apartheid was far from official U.S. policy in 1859.

In the 1950s Steinem and Lowenstein were patriotic young people, and
committed cold warriors. But there was a streak of independence in that com-
mitment—not so much “my country, right or wrong,” but an atté that
might be described as “my country—just as longtasright. . . . "
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The new currents in American liberalism that began to emerge in the
1950s represented less a well-defined set of political doctrines, and more a
kind of political sensibility reflecting a new social environment. Younger,
middle-class liberals, many coming from “ethnic” and working-class back-
grounds, and in many instances the first generation in their families to enjoy
college educations, were now, in effect, laying claim to a political territory that
had formerly belonged to socially prominent, old-line Protestant Republicans.
They were becoming self-appointed spokesmen for the public interest in good
government, civility, and social responsibility. Theirs was a vision that
harkened back to Progressive Era notions of responsible citizenship, or what
philosopher John Dewey had called, in the 1920s, the goal of creating a “Great
Community,” a society in which “an organized, articulate Public” was deeply
and directly involved in every aspect of government decision making. At the
same time, there was a new and more quixotic element within this liberalism,
a kind of instinctive adversarial stance, a willingness to stand against the cur-
rent, like Yossarian ifCatch-22 if that's what conscience seemed to dictate.

To whom did such a mixed vision of community and individualism ap-
peal? One of the leading liberal weekly journals of opinibime New Repub-
lic, took a survey of its readers in the early 1960s. The magazine's “typical
reader,” it turned out, was about 35 years old, had completed college and
at least one year of graduate school, was married to a college graduate and
had one child? Professionals, like lawyers, architects, and journalists, ac-
counted for 35 percent of the readership, teachers 18 percent, andtstuden
12 percent®

Although the entire readership @he New Republiat the start of the
1960s could have been gathered together in one of the nation’s langer fo
ball stadiumsg?! it represented a significant constituency just beginning to
find its own voice in American politics. Younger Americans at the start of
the 1960s were more educated than their parents and more apt to have ca-
reers requiring professional accreditation; and they were postponing marriage
and child bearing (which would, in a few years, bring the postwar “baby
boom” to its close). These were people who had the spare time, the financial
wherewithal, the credentials, and the self-confidence to challenge conven-
tional wisdom and take on established authorities.

They would, in the course of the 1960s, come to be referred to as “the
conscience constituency,” or “the new cla&sThey embraced new causes,
or old causes that had gone out of fashion, like environmentalism and
women’s rights. They combined a passion for social change and social jus-
tice with the belief in the power of reasoned argument—which is why they
so often came to a new cause by having read some seminal book on the topic.
Jane Jacobs¥he Death and Life of Great American Citipsiblished in 1961,
sparked a movement in defense of livable urban neighborhoods. Rachel Car-
son’sSilent Springpublished in 1962, made converts for a new environmental
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movement. Betty Friedan¥he Feminine Mystiqueublished in 1963, con-
tributed to the rebirth of American feminism. And Ralph Naddrisafe at

Any Speedpublished in 1965, did the same for a new anticorporate consumer
movemeng3

Tellingly, such books were often referred to by their admirers as “the
bible” of this or that cause. Notwithstanding their commitment to rational
debate, the outlook of the new liberalism also embodied a highly moralistic
vision; political involvement became an extension of—or, increasingly, a sub-
stitute for—a personal quest for spiritual salvatfén.

Many Democratic leaders were wary of the new missionaries of reform.
Professional politicians like Harry Truman, hard-bitten labor leaders like
George Meany, and old-line urban bosses like Mayor Daley scorned the re-
formers as “eggheads”—arrogant and impractical intellectuals. The new Re-
form Democrats admired a few labor leaders, particularly Walter Reuther of
the United Auto Workers, who walked on civil rights marches and waxed
idealistic about a broader welfare state. But Reform Democrats were not, on
the whole, all that interested or well versed in the bread-and-butter economic
issues that had been the mainstay of Democratic Party policy and political
strategy during the New and Fair Deals. Despite the disdain of the old pros,
however, the Reform Democrats gained significant influence in the mid- to
late 1950s in Democratic parties in such key electoral states as New York,
Michigan, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and California. The enjoyed the patron-
age of Eleanor Roosevelt, the leading liberal icon of the Democratic Party,
and they gained useful political experience and contacts in Adlai Stevenson’s
presidential campaigns of 1952 and 1956. But they remained, at thef end o
the 1950s, a movement without a clear leader.

Ironically, the man who became identified, for most Americans, with a
new birth of liberalism was a thoroughly practical politician of the old school
who tended to view idealists and moralists as sentimental fools.

John F. Kennedy was born in Brookline, Massachusetts, in 1917, the sec-
ond of nine children fathered by Joseph P. Kennedy. The elder Kennedy was
the grandson of impoverished Irish immigrants who had emigrated to the
United States to escape the potato famine. The old Protestant elite in Boston
looked on the arrival of Irish Catholics as a kind of barbarian invasion.groun
Joe Kennedy, whose father was a prosperous Boston saloon keeper, grew up
determined to beat the Protestants at their own game in both business and
politics. Shrewd investments in the 1920s made him a millionaire. But al-
though he enjoyed prominence in Democratic Party circles in the 1930s, and
was awarded with political plums such as the chairmanship of the Securities
and Exchange Commission and the ambassadorship to Great Britain, he
would never realize his life's ambition of becoming president of the United
States. That would be left to his sons, who were groomed from childbood f
the run for the White House.
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President John F. KennedyourceJohn F. Kennedy Library, photo number AR7018G 1 Feb. 1962

Pride of place fell to John (nicknamed Jack) after his older brother,
Joseph, Jr., died in a World War Il plane crash. John suffered franetyw
of physical ailments that frequently confined him to bed and plagued him
throughout his life. But his father still demanded that the boy joirsibis
lings in rigorous physical exercise, sailing races, and touch football games. His
mother, Rose Kennedy, herself the daughter of a prominent Irish-American
politician in Boston, pinned notes to his pillowcase urging him to memorize
the presidents. Competition was the family creed. “Dont play unless you are
captain,” Joe Kennedy, Sr. advised his brood. “Second place is féfure.”

John Kennedy enjoyed every advantage his father’'s money could buy him.
His Harvard education culminated in the publication of his first b&ddky
England Slepta study of British foreign policy in the late 1930s. It became a
best-seller, in part because Joe Kennedy persulddedYork Timesolum-
nist Arthur Krock to revise it for his son, and in part because Joeetnn
took the precaution of purchasing thirty thousand copies of it hinmseHt
of which were relegated to the family attic.

After Pearl Harbor, Jack Kennedy enlisted in the navy, was commissioned
an officer, and given command of a PT (patrol torpedo) boat in ththSo
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Pacific. On an August night in 1943, near the Solomon Islands, a Japanese
destroyer rammed Kennedys PT boat, slicing it in half. Kennedy rallied his
men, helping the survivors make it to a nearby island, and personally tow-
ing an injured sailor several miles to safety. Joe Kennedy inducdretuers
Digest the highest circulation magazine in the country, to run excerpts from
a laudatory account of his son's rescue of the crew of PT-109; when Jack
Kennedy returned from the war and ran for Congress in 1946s#nds of
reprints of the article appeared on subway and bus seats throughout the
Boston-area congressional district he was seeking to represent. Kennedy won
in a landslide, and six years later, again well financed by his father, he se-
cured election to the United States Senate.

In the last half of the 1950s, Kennedy devoted himself single-mindedly
to a new prize, the 1960 Democratic nomination for the presidency. The cam-
paign included the publication of yet another ghost-written best-séller (
files in Courage which appeared in 1957 and, once again through Joe
Kennedy’ intervention, was awarded a Pulitzer Prize). Kennedy's supporters
stressed his intellectual attainments, and he himself preferred a style of cool
rationality to any excessive display of sentiment or emotfon.

But the candidate’s real appeal had little to do with intellect. By 1960 the
Kennedy image of glamour, grace, and inspirational leadership was provok-
ing the kind of adulation formerly associated with such male sex symbols as
Frank Sinatra (who was a prominent Kennedy enthusiast in the 1960 cam-
paign). After withessing Kennedy speak that summer at the Democratic na-
tional convention, novelist Norman Mailer marveled that “the Democrats
were going to nominate a man who, no matter how serious his political ded-
ication might be, was indisputably and willy-nilly going to be seen as a great
box-office actor.” The consequences for American politics, Mailer mused,
“were staggering and not at all easy to calculafe.”

In his campaign for nomination, John Kennedy benefited from the sup-
port of prominent liberal activists such as Schlesinger and Galbraith. Most
liberals, however, would have preferred any number of other candidates for
the presidential nomination: Adlai Stevenson, not formally in the race, was
backed by both Mrs. Roosevelt and Walter Reuther, while Minnesota sena-
tor Hubert Humphrey, Missouri senator Stuart Symington, and otlcgvely
pursuing the nomination had their partisans. Kennedy was regarded with sus-
picion by the Democratic Party’s liberal wing because of his father’s isola-
tionism in the 1930s, his own lackluster congressional record, and his tem-
porizing over the issue of McCarthyism in the early 19%0s.

Whatever reputation Kennedy had for liberal sympathies in 1960 was
more a matter of a calculated style than of policies: the tousled hair, the fond
ness for touch football and windswept walks on the Hyannis beach, the Har-
vard affiliation, all seemed to imply a combination of youth and vigor and
daring. His demurely beautiful wife, the former Jacqueline Bouvier, with her
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family ties to genuine European aristocracy, her fondness for French de-
signers, and her stylish bouffant hairdo, only enhanced the Kennedy image.

Kennedy won the presidential nomination at the Democratic convention
on the first ballot. Liberals, by and large, swallowed their disappointment at
his nomination (although, as Schlesinger reported privately to Kennedy in
August, ADA was responding to his candidacy with “utmost tepidity”).
Kennedy further dismayed liberals by choosing Texas senator Lyndon John-
son as his running mate. Johnson had begun his political career in the 1930s
as an outspokenly liberal congressman but had moved to the right in the
years since. Liberals viewed Johnson as an unprincipled wheeler-dealer, and
his nomination as vice president as a dangerous and unprincipled sop to con-
servative southern Democrats. ADA refused outright to endorse Jolnson’
candidacy?®

In the fall campaign, Kennedy shored up his reputation with liberals by
hitting hard at the Eisenhower record on domestic policy. His opponent,
Richard Nixon, bore the burden of defending the record of the astnain
tion in which he had served eight years as vice president—and, unfortunately
for his cause, had to do so in the midst of an economic recession. Kennedy
declared that the “war against poverty and degradation is not yet over,” cit
ing statistics showing millions of American living in substandard homes, and
millions of elderly people living on inadequate assistalici response,
Nixon pointed to the growth of giant shopping centers as evidence &f-Am
ican well-being—the very sort of development that Galbraith, Packard, and
others had spent the past half-decade denouncing as a wasteful and frivolous
misuse of resources.

Kennedy's promise that he would “get the nation moving again,” was as
vague about specifics as a good campaign slogan should be, but not so the
party platform, adopted by the delegates at the Democratic national conven-
tion in 1960. Kennedy ran for office committed to a liberal wish listaél b
initiatives; if elected, and true to these promises, he would raise the mini-
mum wage, improve the conditions of farm workers, secure passage of na-
tional health insurance for the elderly, and launch a 10-year campaign to
eliminate urban slums.

The Democratic Party platform also pledged vigorous enforcement of ex-
isting civil rights legislation and praised the southern student sit-in move-
ment. And in the waning days of the campaign, Kennedy was persuaded by
his liberal advisers to reach out to the civil rights movement in a direct and
dramatic fashion; when Martin Luther King was hustled off to a Georgia
prison in late October on a bogus charge of violating probation froeaan
lier traffic violation, Kennedy called up Coretta Scott King to offer phis-
oner’s wife his sympathy. His brother and campaign manager Bobby called a
Georgia judge, who arranged to get King released. The Kennedy campaign
heavily publicized these gestures in black communities. Although many white
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voters in the South were put off by Kennedys evident sympathifog

(and others could not, in any case, bring themselves to vote for ali€gatho
Kennedy was the last Democratic candidate for president to win both a ma-
jority of the southern white vote and a majority of the national blat&.vo

The black ballots proved decisive. On election day a full 70 percent of
black voters who went to the polls cast their ballot for Kennedy (upet0 p
cent from the black vote for Stevenson in 1956). Kennedy's narravgim
of victory (which also benefited from some creative vote counting in Demo-
cratic precincts in lllinois and Texas) lagged considerably behind the total
popular vote for Democratic congressional candid&tes.

Once in office Kennedy charmed liberals (and much of the country) with
the dash he brought to public occasions, especially his frequent press con-
ferences. He cultivated intellectuals and artists: Robert Frost read a poem at
Kennedy's inauguration; Pablo Casals provided cello music at a White House
reception. Jackie Kennedy was much in evidence at such affairs, chatting in
French with André Malraux, pointing out the works of art she haditad
stalled in the White House in an effort to sweep away the dowdiness into
which it had fallen in the Eisenhower years. Both Kennedys managed the
daunting challenge of associating themselves with high intellectual life with-
out appearing stuffy or snobbish themselves. At a dinner honoringlNob
Prize winners from throughout the Americas, Kennedy described them with
characteristic sly wit as “the most extraordinary collection of talent, of hu-
man knowledge, that has ever been gathered together at the White House,
with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined aténe.”

But Kennedy style and the Kennedy substance remained separate cate-
gories. During the first two years of the New Frontier, the lights diconirn
late in the White House while the president fretted over domestic issues. In
his inaugural address, where he stirred the country with an idealistic appeal
to “bear any burden, pay any price” in defending freedom abroadelve
president failed to mention domestic policy at all. The liberals in his cam-
paign entourage found themselves confined to odd corners of the adminis-
tration, far from domestic policymaking. Schlesinger crafted speeches, not
policy, while Galbraith went off to India as U.S. ambassador. Kennedy
brother-in-law Sargent Shriver (sometimes referred to by administration in-
siders as the "house Communist”) was given the directorship of the newly
created Peace Corps—a high-profile/low-influence position. Galbraith would
later describe the role of the administration’s liberals as resembling that of
“Indians firing occasional arrows into the campsite from outstd&ldt many
arrows hit home: Kennedy regarded most of the domestic issues that con-
cerned liberals as a distraction from the all-important military and diplomatic
confrontation with the Soviet Union.

In the 1960 election Kennedy had managed to outflank Richard Nixon
on the right when it came to the issue of American foreign policy, suggest-
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ing that the Eisenhower administration had carelessly allowed the Soviet
Union to outpace the United States in the arms race, and in the stroiggle t
influence developing nations around the world. While the charges were
largely spurious (it was the United States in 1960 that enjoyed a substantial
lead in nuclear weapons and the ability to deliver them against enemy tar-
gets), there is no question that Kennedy conceived of his role as comman-
der-in-chief of the free world as the most important of his new responsibili-
ties. He surrounded himself with a crew of foreign policy advisers who were,
in the ironic description later provided by journalist David Halberstam, “the
best and the brightest.” They included the secretary of defense, Robert Mc-
Namara, the Harvard Business School-educated president of the Ford Motor
Company, and national security adviser Mc-George Bundy, dean of the
College of Arts and Sciences at Harvard. Bobby Kennedy, the new attorney
general, also played a key role in the administration’s foreign policy discus-
sions34

JFK and his advisers beheld two fronts in the conflict with Communism.
First, they sought to contain the USSR, led by mercurial premier Nikita
Khrushcheyv, inside its client bloc in eastern Europe, and to make sure that
the Soviets gained no advantage in the nuclear arms race or the space race.
Kennedy initiated the most dramatic peacetime military buildup in American
history, spending more money on nuclear weapons, missile systems, and fall-
out shelters in three years than the Eisenhower administration had spent in
eight. The total megatonnage of the American nuclear arsenal more than dou-
bled in the three years Kennedy sat in the White HéuA&the same time,
Kennedy committed the United States to sending a man to the madwe by
end of the decade; as he declared in a message on “urgent national needs” to
a joint session of Congress in May 1961, it was “time for this natioak® t
a clearly leading role in space achievement, which in many ways may hold
the key to our future on eartf®

Kennedy and his foreign policy advisers also committed themselves to
reversing the gains made by Communists and other anti-American radicals
in the Third World, where both the falling away of the old colonial empires
and extreme social and economic inequalities were generating what seemed
in the early 1960s like a tidal wave of revolutionary activism. Asked by a re-
porter about a little-known conflict going on in South Vietnam in 188bby
Kennedy spoke dismissively of its significance in the overall scheme of U.S.
policymaking: “WeVve got twenty Vietnams a day to handie.”

Kennedys first attempt to challenge Soviet influence in the Third
World—an adventure initially planned by the Eisenhower administration but
eagerly pursued by the new one—was a disaster. On April 17, 1961, a brigade
of 1400 Cuban exiles, trained and armed by the United States, began an in
vasion of their homeland. The purpose of the landing at a beach called Playa
Giron—better known as the Bay of Pigs—was to begin the overthrow of the
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government of Fidel Castro, which had in the past year openly allied itself
with the USSR. But Castro was a popular leader, and he had advance warn-
ing of the attack. It took Cuban planes and troops less than 24 todforse

the outmanned invaders to surrender. Just before the invasion, Karatiedy

off a planned air strike on Playa Giron for fear it would reveal U.S. spensor
ship of the whole affair. Such an attack would not have changed the aitcom
of the botched invasion, but Kennedy's belated caution created the suspicion
in some quarters that he had “sold out” the anti-Castro c&use.

The embarrassing failure at the Bay of Pigs, for which Kennedy publicly
assumed blame, strengthened the president's obsession with a regime he
viewed as nothing more than a launching pad for Soviet aggression. Within
six months, the administration had initiated Operation Mongoose, a secret
program that did everything short of another invasion to destastr@s
regime. Under Mongoose, hundreds of American and Cuban operatives, co-
ordinated by the CIA, gathered intelligence, sabotaged the Cuban economy,
and launched numerous assassination attempts against Castro, including one
plot involving a poisoned cigar. Mongoose failed to topple Castro; instead it
convinced the Cuban leader to seek ironclad protection from his Soviet al-
lies against the Yankee behemoth to the nétth.

That search helped set in motion events that nearly ended in nuclear war
between the superpowers. Responding to Castro's entreaties, Nikita
Khrushchev decided to base Soviet missiles in Cuba, missiles capable of car-
rying nuclear warheads to every major city on the east coast of the United
States. The plans were kept secret, but in the fall of 1962 American spy planes
flying over Cuba photographed feverish construction efforts on itbwengl.

It did not take long for intelligence analysts to realize what was being built.

A year earlier, Kennedy and Khrushchev had bristled rhetorically over
the latter’s threat to restrict Western access to Berlin, long a pawn in the Cold
War. The Communists ended that crisis in brutal fashion when they erected
a high concrete wall separating the two sectors of the city, gunning down
any East Germans who tried to scale it. In the early 1960s it seemed that
Berlin was the most dangerous flash point in East—-West relations. Kennedy
knew there was not much he could actually do about the Berlin situation,
except to make it clear to West Berliners that the United States would stick
by them in any future conflict with the East. He was not, however, prepared
to stand by idly at the expansion of Soviet power in his own backyard.

For nearly two weeks in October 1962, the president and the premier
engaged in the most dangerous international confrontation in history. Each
side gambled that the other would recoil from the prospect of nuclear con-
frontation. But it was a near thing. A number of Kennedy’s topsads urged
him to take decisive actions against Cuba ranging from air strikes to a full
scale invasion, each of which might have triggered a Soviet nuclear response.
Kennedy, however, opted for a more cautious and flexible strategy, using U
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naval strength to “quarantine” Soviet shipping to the island to preamynt
missiles or warheads from getting through. In the end it was Khrushchev
who relented, sobered by Kennedy’s resolve and well aware that the U.S. nu-
clear arsenal was much larger than its Soviet counterpart. Soviet merchant
vessels turned around in midvoyage to Cuba and returned to their home
ports. In return for an agreement to dismantle the missile bases in Cuba, the
Soviet leader demanded that the U.S. president promise not to invade the
island, and to remove U.S. missiles stationed near the Soviet border in Tur-
key. Kennedy readily agreed, particularly since the United States had
already planned to remove the increasingly obsolete missiles. The crisis was
over?0

In the United States, the outcome of the Cuban missile crisis was seen
as an unambiguous American victory—the two great powers went “eyeball
to eyeball” as the saying went, and Khrushchev blinked. Kennedy's personal
popularity soared. The president, however, was sobered by the affair, and for
the first time began to rethink his reflexive Cold War militancy insofar as it
involved the possibility of direct confrontation with the Soviet Union.
Khrushchev too was eager to avoid any replay of the crisis. The expensive
arms race between the superpowers continued, but both sides toned down
their rhetoric and avoided making gestures that would set off the nudfear tr
wire. Although the word “detente” was not yet in vogue, a new kincbo#f
fidence slowly grew between the two powers that a third and final world war
was avoidable. Months after the crisis, the United States quietly removed its
missiles from Turkey. The White House and the Kremlin installed a “hot-
line” to facilitate communication in the event of future crises. And negotia-
tions began on a treaty to stop nuclear testing in the atmosphere, with rat
fication coming in the fall of 1963.

In the early 1960s protests against the nuclear arms race, and interven-
tions in Third World countries, were restricted to small circles of radicals
and pacifists. But by 1962 Kennedy’s domestic priorities—or his apparent
lack of such priorities—was creating discontent among his liberal support-
ers. Now that they actually had a decidedly unsentimental “administrator” in
office, many liberals found that they didnt much like it. In 1962nJ&oche,

a political scientist at Brandeis University and national chairman of ADA,
denounced Kennedy's “technocratic liberalism.” Roche suggested his ad-
ministration could benefit from an infusion “of good old-fashion crusading
zeal.*!

Kennedy wanted to be a great president, and in the scope and authority
given him to conduct foreign policy, he felt he had an arena in whiclake m
his mark. Domestic policy in contrast, seemed a terrain full of potential pit-
falls. Kennedy was mindful of the narrow margin of his victory in 1969;
was mindful, too, of the likelihood of facing a strong Republican challenge,
most likely from the conservative Arizona senator, Barry Goldwater, in the
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1964 election. He also faced formidable legislative constraints. The Demo-
crats had lost 22 seats in the House and 2 in the Senate in 1960, despite their
success in taking back the White House. Congress was even more firmly un-
der the control of a coalition of southern Democrats and conservative Re-
publicans in Kennedys first two years in office than it had been in the last
two years of Eisenhower’s administration.

Kennedy strategists calculated that fewer than 180 of the 435 members
of the House of Representatives could be counted to regularly support lib-
eral legislation. As a result, 16 of the 23 bills dealing with domestic matters
that the president sent to Congress in 1961 were deftateti Kennedy
wasnt asking for all that much, for he was eager to reassure a nervous busi-
ness community that the return of the Democrats to power would e m
reckless spending or inflationary policies.

By 1962 the new administration’s heavy spending on defense had pushed
the federal budget into the red, but it had also given the sluggish egonom
a jump start. Kennedy gradually came to understand what liberal economists
had believed for a generation, that there were worse things for the economy
than having the federal government engage in deficit spending. Under the
tutelage of Walter Heller, chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers,
Kennedy became a convert to the “New Economics.” Heller and others con-
vinced the president that he had the power and the responsibility to shape
the economy through the governments fiscal policies. The most useful
weapon in his economic arsenal, they argued, would be a tax cut, which
would stimulate economic growth. In January 1963 Kennedy proposed a $10
billion tax cut#3

To placate liberals, who noted that most of the benefits of Kennedy’s eco-
nomic policies would flow to those already well off, the president lent sup-
port to some limited initiatives in public welfare, including the Area Rede-
velopment Act, which provided loans to businesses willing to relocate to
depressed regions like Appalachia, and the Manpower Development and
Training Act, which created programs for the retraining of workers displaced
by automation. Notwithstanding his skepticism about its worth, he secured
an increase in the minimum wage, as well as a broadening of unemployment
and Social Security benefits. But taken together, these measures fell far short
of the glowing promises of the 1960 Democratic party platffrm.

Quite unintentionally, Kennedy made an important contribution to one
beleaguered liberal cause, and that was equal rights for women. He issued an
executive order in 1961 establishing the President's Commission on the Sta-
tus of Women, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt until her death in November
1962. Kennedy had little if any interest in women’s issues, but he saw the es-
tablishment of the commission as a gallant gesture to women in the Demo-
cratic Party, and also as a painless way to reward Eleanor Roosevelt for join-
ing his campaign after he had won the Democratic nomination in 1960.
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However limited the intent, the symbolism of his act had important con-
sequences. Many states established their own status-of-women commissions,
whose representatives met periodically in Washington. In October 1963, the
President's Commission presented a report to Kennedy calling for equal em-
ployment and educational opportunities for women, and a wider role for
women in American political life. Like the reports of most presidential com-
missions, it was politely received by a president who had no serious inten-
tion of pursuing its recommendations. Still, the commission’s report docu-
mented the discrimination women faced in the workplace and helped to
legitimize a public debate over women’s roles and rights.

Of all the domestic issues Kennedy had to deal with, civil rights was the
most politically problematic, since any gains made in pleasing black voters
in the North came at the likely expense of alienating white voters in the
South. Kennedy responded to the successive civil rights crises of 1961-1962
primarily in terms of crisis management, rather than the opportunjiyao
vide political leadership. He angered civil rights supporters by appointing a
number of staunchly segregationist federal judges in the South and by back-
ing away from his campaign pledge to end discrimination in public housing
“with a stroke of the pen” by means of executive order (he finally gntred
to issuing such an order after the November 1962 midterm elections were
safely past). And the Justice Department, under Bobby Kennedy, tBdditt
protect the lives of civil rights workers in the dangerous work of vagr r
istration in the Deep South.

Through 1962, Kennedys liberalism remained for the most part a mat-
ter of style rather than substance. In terms of domestic policy, John F.
Kennedy became the liberal he is remembered as only in the last year of his
life. Meanwhile, the decisions he was making about American policy in dis-
tant Vietnam would soon split Democrats into warring camps, to the lasting
detriment of the liberal cause and agenda.



CHAPTER 4

Why Did the United States
FightinViethnam?

NBTHER YOU NOR | KNOW THE AMERICANS WELL, BUT WHAT WE DO KNOW

OF THEM . . . SUGGESTS THAT THEY ARE MORE PRACTICAL AND CLEAR-SIGHTED

THAN OTHER CAPITALIST NATIONS. THEY WILL NOT POUR THER RESOURCES INTO
VIETNAM ENDLESSLY.

—Ho Chi Minh, in conversation with a Communist diplomat,

autumn 19631

The Vietham War was the longest war the United States ever fought. It also
proved the most demoralizing for Americans, plunging the nation into its
most bitter civil conflict in a century. Before the war ran its course, more
than 58,000 Americans, and millions of Viethamese, would die. Before the
war ran its course, two American presidencies would be either directly or in-
directly shattered by its consequences. Before the war ran its course, Amer-
icans would get used to thinking of each other as divided into polarized en-
emy camps: pro-war and antiwar, hawks and doves, and on from there to
ever more scurrilous epithets. No legacy of the 1960s had as long and em-
bittering an effect on the politics and culture of the United States as that left
by the war in Vietham.

The war in Vietnam differed from other American conflicts in which the
United States had fought for clearly defined strategic or territorial goals. In
Vietnam, the rationale for fighting the war, like the battlefront itself, was con-
stantly shifting. The most consistent explanation for why Americans needed
to fight in Vietham was the defense of the “credibility” of the United States—
in itself a murky, ambiguous goal.

Vietnam also differed from other American wars in which clearly defined
lines divided peace and war, such as the Confederate firing on Fort Sumter
in 1861. In Vietnam no single event or decision clearly marked the begin-
ning of the war. Arguments could be made to date the real start of the con-
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flict, or at least the point of no return, anytime from the mid-E95i0til the
mid-1960s. The roots of American involvement stretch back much futther.

Vietham, a country that is roughly the size of New Mexico in square
miles, stretches in an S-shaped curve along the eastern seaboard of Southeast
Asia. Two fertile river deltas, the Red River in the north and the Mekong
River in the south, fan out to the sea. A narrow coastal plain runseugeta-
coast, while rugged mountain chains and high plateaus run north and south
the length of the countrys heavily forested interior.

When Americans first fought in Vietham, they did so, ironically, as al-
lies of Viethamese Communist leader Ho Chi Minh. Indochina, which in-
cludes Laos and Cambodia as well as Vietnam, had been colonized by France
since the late nineteenth century, the richest and most important colony in
the French empire. For over a half century the French ruthlessly suppressed
any challenge to their authority in the region. Then, in 1940, Francewas it
self conquered by Nazi Germany. The following year, French Indochina was
occupied by Japan. French colonialists offered little resistance to the Japan-
ese invaders, but Ho Chi Minh and the Communists formed a national re-
sistance movement, opposing both the Japanese occupation and French colo-
nialism. Within four years the Viet Minh had a half million followers, and a
5000-man army.

In the closing days of the Second World War, a team of American intel-
ligence agents parachuted behind Japanese lines in Vietham to establish con-
tact with Ho Chi Minh’s forces. These troops, the Viet Minh, had proved
themselves useful to the Americans by rescuing downed American fliers. In
July 1945 the Americans brought medical supplies and small arms to Ho, and
trained his Viet Minh fighters in guerrilla tactics. Two months later, follow-
ing the Japanese surrender, American advisers were with Ho when his troops
marched in to take control of Hanoi, the principal city of northern ietn
On September 2, 1945, Ho, a frail man with a wispy beard, whose bearing
suggested more a scholar than a military commander or a politician, stood
before a crowd of a half-million of his countrymen in a central square in
Hanoi and declared Viethamese independence. He chose to do so in words
that sounded familiar to the American military men in attendance: “We hold
truths that all men are created equal,” Ho declared. “That they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights: among these are Life, Lib-
erty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Though he had borrowed freely from the American declaration of inde-
pendence, Ho Chi Minh was by no means a Jeffersonian democrat. He was a
hard-bitten revolutionary who had spent many years in exile from Vietnam
in the service of the Communist movement. He was born as Nguyen Tat
Thanh in 1890 in Nghe An Province in central coastal Vietnam. Though well
educated, he signed onto a ship in 1912 as a common laborer and sailed over
the next few years to Africa, Europe and North America. (During thiegd
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he lived for nearly a year in Brooklyn, New York.) His thoughts, however
remained anchored in his homeland, and it was during this period also that
he took a new name, Nguyen Ai-Quoc, which means “Nguyen the Patriot”
in Vietnamese. He would not become known by the name Ho Chi Minh (“He
Who Enlightens” in Vietnamese) until 1944,

During the First World War and its immediate aftermath, Ho lived in
Paris. There, in 1920, he joined the French Communist Party. Communist
leaders in Moscow had issued a call for world revolution, including the over-
throw of the colonial regimes of Asia and Africa. To Ho, the Communist
movement represented a long-sought ally for Viethamese independence. He
rose quickly within the leadership of the international Communist move-
ment, traveling to Moscow and China on its behalf.

In 1930 Ho held a secret meeting in Hong Kong to organize the Viet-
namese Communist Party. However, the party could not function openly in
Vietham. The French regularly executed nationalist and Communist oppo-
nents in Vietham; Ho knew he faced a death sentence if he was captured. In
1941 he slipped back into Vietham to organize the Viet Minh to do battle
with the Japanese and the French.

Ho was a Communist, but his first priority was attaining Viethamese in-
dependence. During the Second World War, he came to hope that tked Unit
States, for reasons of its own, could be brought to support the chJiet-
namese independence.

America’s wartime leader, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, was cer-
tainly no admirer of French colonialism. “[T]he case of Indochina is perfectly
clear,” he wrote to Secretary of State Cordell Hull in January 1944. ¢€Eran
has milked it for one hundred years. The people of Indochina are entitled to
something better than that.Beyond vague speculation about establishing
an international “trusteeship” to govern Indochina after the war, however,
Roosevelt never spelled out any definite alternatives to allowing the French
to reestablish their control of the region.

The world changed swiftly in the months that followed Roosevelt's death
in April 1945, with the unraveling of the wartime alliance of the UnitedeStat
Britain, and the Soviet Union. In March 1947 President Harry Truman an-
nounced what became known as the Truman Doctrine, declaring it the policy
of the United States “to support free peoples who are resisting attempted su
jugation by armed minorities or by outside pressutd@sever before had an
American president committed the nation to a foreign policy that, potentially
involved an unceasing series of military interventions throughout the world.

In Vietnam, in the year following the end of the Second World War, the
contending French and Viet Minh forces faced each other in an uneasy stand-
off. In February 1946 Ho wrote Truman and asked that the UniteesStat
come the “guardian” of Vietham. Noting that the United States had tgcent
granted independence to its former protectorate in the Philippine islands, Ho
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declared: “Like the Philippines our goal is full independence and full coop-
eration with the UNITED STATES. We will do our best to make this inde-
pendence and cooperation profitable to the whole wérld.”

In all, Ho addressed 11 such messages to the American government. His
movement received no material aid from the Soviet Union, or any ottrar C
munist country in those years. Some American intelligence officers who kept
tabs on Indochina in the 1940s believed Ho had the potential to become the
“Tito of Southeast Asia™—that is, like Marshal Tito of Yugoslavia, he would
steer an independent course in foreign relations, not beholden to the Soviet
Union.

Truman never responded to Ho's entreaties. Indochina was a minor con-
cern to American policymakers. Their main concern was the defense of west-
ern Europe, where France was a valued American ally. The French, who had
suffered a grave national humiliation with their defeat and occupation by the
Nazis, had no intention of relinquishing control over their colonial empire.
To Truman and his advisers, there seemed no alternative to backing the
French in Indochina.

In November 1946 French forces went on the offensive against the Viet
Minh. French warships bombarded the northern Viethamese port of
Haiphong, killing 6000 civilians. The Viet Minh abandoned the cities to the
French and fought back from the countryside, using the classic guerrilla tac-
tics of stealth and surprise.

Other armies were on the march in Asia. In October 1949 Chinese Com-
munist forces led by Mao Zedong came to power on the Chinese mainland;
afterward, arms and ammunition began to be smuggled to the Viet Minh
across the Chinese—Vietnamese border. In June 1950 the armies of Commu-
nist North Korea swept over the border into South Korea. To Amelécah
ers, the events in China and Korea were ominously reminiscent of Hitler's
aggression in Europe in the late 1930s; in 1950 President Truman believed
that the Korean invasion represented the opening shots of a Third World
War.

From the experience of dealing with the Nazis in the 1930s, American
leaders concluded that appeasement only whetted the appetite of aggressors.
The only way to deter an expansionist dictatorship, whether led by a Hitler
or a Stalin, was the resolute application of counterforce. It was with this un-
derstanding that Truman in June 1950 committed America’s military noght t
the aid of the beleaguered South Koreans. For the first time, American sol-
diers were engaged in a full-scale shooting war against a Communist foe. That
same month, the United States began providing military supplies to thehFren
forces in Indochina. By 1954 American aid had increased to the point where
the United States was funding nearly 80 percent of the French war effort.

The Viet Minh proved a formidable enemy, and after a series of military
setbacks, the French switched commanders in Indochina. In May 1953, the
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new French commander, General Henri Navarre, declared, “Now we can see
[victory] clearly, like light at the end of a tunn€l.The phrase would come
back to haunt him. Seeking a climactic showdown with the Viet Minh, the
French commander sent 15,000 crack troops to a remote village in north-
western Vietnam called Dien Bien Phu. But in their overconfidence, the
French neglected to occupy the heights surrounding their new base.

Viet Minh troops under the command of Vo Nguyen Giap cut roads
through supposedly impassable terrain, and dragged artillery to those hill-
tops. On March 13, 1954, they launched their offensive, cuttingeffrench
garrison from reinforcement or retreat. Americans took part in the ptégim
resupply of the garrison; two American pilots were shot down and killed in
the effort. A crisis atmosphere prevailed in Washington as Admiral Arthur
Radford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, proposed to Preskisei-
hower that the United States relieve the defenders by means of air strikes,
possibly including the use of tactical nuclear weapons.

Several influential lawmakers, including Senator John F. Kennedy and Sen-
ate majority leader Lyndon B. Johnson, warned against intervention, as did
Army Chief of Staff General Matthew Ridgway. No one wanted another costly
land war in Asia. Eisenhower, who had been elected in November 1952 in
part because of his promise to a war-weary electorate to end the Korean war,
held back. Surrounded and outnumbered, the battered survivbies fench
garrison at Dien Bien Phu surrendered to the Viet Minh on May 7,.1954

In the weeks that followed, a conference of western and Communist
powers meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, drew up an agreement to end the
conflict. The Geneva accords provided for the temporary division of Viet-
nam at the 17th parallel, with Viet Minh forces left in control of thetimor
ern half of the country and the Viethamese emperor Bao Dai (an allg of th
French) in control of the southern half. Nationwide elections were sched-
uled for 1956 to reunify the country. As President Eisenhower would later
acknowledge, Ho Chi Minh was by far the most popular political figure in
Vietham during the war and would easily have won a free election for na-
tional leader®

Shortly before the fall of Dien Bien Phu, President Eisenhower likened the
loss of Vietham to the Communists to a “falling domino”™. “You havew r
of dominoes set up, you knock over the first one, and what will hafpen
the last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly. . . . ¥e,os-
sible consequences of the loss are just incalculable to the free W@igki
the next few years Eisenhower committed substantial economic and military
aid to shoring up an independent anticommunist regime in southern Vietnam.

Ngo Dinh Diem, a conservative nationalist from a wealthy background,
emerged as the new strong man in South Vietnamese politics. He returned
from years of exile in the United States and Belgium in 1954 to became pr
minister under Emperor Bao Dai. Diem, an ardent Catholic, enjoyed the pa-
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tronage of influential American backers, including Senator Kennedy and New
York City’s Cardinal Spellman. In October 1955 Diem organized a national
referendum that led to the creation of the new Republic of Vietham K{Sout
Vietnam), with its capital in Saigon. Diem was elected the republic’s first pres-
ident by means of a blatantly rigged election. The following summer he re-
fused to allow reunification elections with northern Vietham to be held as
scheduled by the Geneva accords. In the meantime, the Communists con-
solidated their own power in the Democratic Republic of Vietham (North
Vietnam), with its capital in Hanoi. When Diem visited the United States in
May 1957, President Eisenhower hailed him as the “miracle man” of Asia,
who had saved southern Vietnam from Communist enslavement. Without
American aid, however, Diem could never have remained in power. In the
mid-1960s the U.S. Defense Department undertook a top-secret sttty of
origins of American involvement the Vietham war. The authors of what be-
came known as the “Pentagon Papers” concluded, simply, that “South Viet-
nam was essentially the creation the United Stadfes.”

As fears of Soviet conquest of western Europe subsided in the later 1950s,
the focus of Cold War competition shifted to what was beginning to be called
the “Third World,” the less developed nations of Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer
ica. Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev pledged his country’s support ts"“war
of national liberation,” and many in the Third World, like Castro in Cuba,
looked to the Communist world for models of revolutionary struggtieeso-
nomic development. But in South Vietnam, the march of Communism had
apparently been stopped in its tracks. The country was emerging in the eyes
of American policymakers as a “proving ground for democracy” as then-Sen-
ator Kennedy called it!

Edward Lansdale (head of the CIA mission in Saigon), forged close re-
lations with Ngo Dinh Diem. Diem owed a lot to Lansdale, who helped or-
ganize a mass exodus of hundreds of thousands of northern Viethamese
Catholics to South Vietnam in 1954. Catholic refugees became Diem's most
reliable supporters—in a country with a large Buddhist majority. Lansdale
also made generous use of CIA funds to buy off potential South Viesem
rivals to Diem.

The early days of American involvement in Vietham were almost like an
adventure story. Ogden Williams, a CIA official who worked as an assistant
to Colonel Lansdale in Saigon, would later recall his time in Vietham with
obvious nostalgia. First of all, there was a strong “sense of mission” shared
by the military advisers and intelligence agents in the country:

We were the nation that had won World War Il and was honored throtugheu

world. To serve the United States overseas was a dream in those days, because you
had very high standing—even low-level Americans did. We had enormous prestige
in that period.
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Americans had long cherished the belief that they had a special role to
play in determining the future of Asia. Generations of religious missionaries
had dedicated their lives to redeeming China from pagan superstition and
barbaric custom. The Communist revolution in China had brought the ex-
pulsion of those missionaries. But some of the same impulse lived on, in more
secular form, among the young men like Ogden Williams who were sent to
Saigon in the 1950s with the goal of preserving the South Vietnamese fro
the political dangers that beset them from the north. And it didnt that
Vietham was such an exotic destination:

There was that sense of a young country, which was very inspiring. . . . There was
a very graceful, traditional culture, an enormously pleasant way of life. Saigen

an elegant city. The beautiful tropical foliage, the flamboyant trees, the cabarets,
the lovely slim women. . . . The whole thing was just elegant and romantic as hell.
... It was always an enormous letdown to come back to the United States.

Those who served in Vietham in those years knew, of course, that the
Diem regime’s methods of governing were less than democratic. His Ameri-
can-trained police arrested tens of thousands of political opponents, many of
whom were tortured and executed. His government reclaimed land that had
been turned over to the peasants by the Viet Minh during the firetlnd
nese war and distributed it to wealthy landlords and Catholic refugees. But,
in the name of shoring up an anti-Communist ally, Americans in Saigon and
Washington were willing to overlook Diem’s shortcomings. Certainly the
North Vietnamese Communists, who executed thousands of peasant
landowners during “land reform” campaigns in the mid-1950s, were no gen-
tler in their own methods of governing. Given the choice, Americans believed,
no people would of their own volition choose communism over the political
and material advantages offered by an alliance with the United States.

What American diplomatic and political strategists overlooked was that
the Vietnamese had their own way of looking at the world, one that did no
necessarily coincide with the assumptions guiding policymaking in Wash-
ington. American policymakers looked at Ho and saw a Communist; Viet-
namese peasants looked at Ho and saw a patriot. A thousand years before the
start of the Second World War, a Viethamese army had driven out Chinese
invaders to establish an independent kingdom. Time and again in the cen-
turies that followed, the Viethamese fought would-be conquerors from China
and other nations. Vietnamese history was filled with stories of heroes and
martyrs in the cause of independence, and Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh
inherited their prestige when they challenged and defeated the French in
1946-1954. Joseph Alsop, a prominent American journalist and ordinarily a
staunch supporter of Cold War assumptions, toured Viet Minh—controlled
areas of southern Vietham in December 1954. He described it as an under-
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ground government (a “palm hut state”) with a “loyal populationiearly
2 million Vietnamese:

At first, it was difficult for me, as it is for any Westerner, to conceiva Gommu-

nist governments genuinely “serving the people.” | could hardly imaginema-Co
munist government that was also a popular government and almost a democratic
government. But this is just the sort of government the palm-hetattanally wad3

Few of Alsops countrymen in the 1950s were prepared to look beyond
the stereotypes of the Cold War in interpreting events in Southeast Adia (an
Alsop himself would later become a firm supporter of the U.S. war effort
Vietnam).

In opposing Ho, Diem could count on the backing of most of the-coun
try's Catholic population. His other major source of support was the army,
most of whose commanders had served the French in the war against the
Viet Minh. Diem used the army, and his American-trained police force, to
root out the vestiges of Viet Minh support in the south. Thousahdsss
pected Communists were killed or imprisoned. Starting in 1957, former Viet
Minh soldiers still living in southern Vietham countered with their own cam-
paign of assassination of Diem’s police agents and village chiefs. With weapons
left over from the First Indochina War, or captured from Diem’s foritesy
also launched small-scale attacks against government forces. Ho Chi Minh
and other North Viethamese Communist leaders were ambivalent about the
campaign. They wanted to solve pressing political and economic problems
in the north before being drawn into renewed military conflict. It was not
until 1959 that Hanoi decided to lend its support to the spontaneousigem
ing guerrilla movement in South Vietnam.

Southern-born Viet Minh soldiers, who had moved to northern Vietham
after the partition of the country, returned to join the strudipene of them
were regular soldiers in the North Vietnamese army; before they left for the
south they exchanged their army uniforms for the black pajamas ofgghe ty
ical Viethamese peasant. They made their way southward along a network of
rough paths and dirt roads running through the border regibeastern
Laos and Cambodia, which came to be known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
There they joined up with the existing guerrilla forces in the South. In De-
cember 1960, the revolutionary movement in South Vietnam officially es-
tablished itself as the National Liberation Front (NLF). South Viethamese and
American official called them the Viet Cong, a derogatory phrase for “Viet-
namese Communists.” To the American soldiers who would soon be arriv-
ing by the thousands in South Vietnam, the enemy would become familiarly
known as the “VC,” or “Victor Charlie,” or just “Charlié?

When John F. Kennedy delivered his inaugural address pledging that the
United States would “pay any price, bear any burden, [and] meet any hard
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Ho Chi Minh.Source:Archive Photos

ship” in the defense of liberty around the world, there were about BG85-A

ican military advisers stationed in South Vietham. The war was beginning to
cost Americans lives as well as money; two U.S. advisers were killed in a guer-
rilla attack at Bienhoa in July 1959, the first Americans to die in the renewed
warfare in Vietnam.

Kennedys first six months in office were filled with setbacks in foreign
policy. In June 1961, when Kennedy met with Khrushchev in Geneva, the
Soviet leader had attempted to intimidate the inexperienced American pres-
ident. Shaken by Russian bullying, Kennedy remarked to a reporter after-
wards: “Now we have a problem in making our power credible, and Vietnam
is the place

But was Vietnam the right place to reestablish “credibility” with the Rus-
sians? Kennedy's top foreign policy advisers, almost to a man, agreed that it
was. One of the trademarks of these men was their habitual reliance on ar-
gument by statistical analysis—although in reality the statistics they cited
were often substantiated by little more than guesswork and wishful thinking.
Thus acting Assistant Secretary of Defense William Bundy, a graduate of Har-
vard Law School and a former CIA agent, sent a memorandum to Rébert
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Namara in October 1961 outlining U.S. options in South Vietnarherface
of recent gains by the Viet Cong:

An early and hard-hitting operation has a good chance (70% would beesg)g

of arresting things and giving Diem a chance to do better and clean e ifve

follow up hard . . . however, the chances are not much better that we walitin f

be able to clean up the situation. It all depends on Diem’ effectiveness, which is
very problematical. The 30% chance is that we wind up like the French in 1954;
white men cant win this kind of fight. On a 70-30 basis, | would mysetfrfgo-

ing in16

For all his criticisms of Eisenhower’s foreign policy, Kennedy was no
more eager than his predecessor to involve the United States in a major land
war in Asia. But he never seriously considered abandoning the American
commitment to the preservation of a noncommunist South Vietnam. Like
Eisenhower, he believed in the domino theory. In early September of 1963,
he was interviewed for CBS News by television correspondent Walter
Cronkite. While telling Cronkite that “in the final analysis” the war was one
that the South Vietnamese would have to win for themselves, he also warned
of the consequences of defeat. Should the United States withdraw freém Sou
Vietham and leave it to its fate, “pretty soon Thailand, Cambodia, Laos,
Malaya would go and all of Southeast Asia would be under control of the
Communists and under the domination of the Chin&sarid Kennedy was
also haunted by the memory of how the last Democrat to sit in the White
House, Harry Truman, had been attacked by Republicans for “losing” China.
As he commented to an aide in 1963, “If | tried to pull out completely n
from Vietham we would have another Joe McCarthy red scare on our
hands.8

The use of credibility as a rationale for American involvement had the
quality of a self-fulfilling prophecy. The more the United States declared that
Vietnam was the place where its credibility would be established, the more
its credibility would suffer if things didnt work out as expected. George Ball,
who served as undersecretary of state in both the Kennedy and Johnson ad-
ministrations, was one of the few dissenters from the pro-war consensus in
the executive branch. Ball warned Kennedy in 1961 that deepening involve-
ment in Vietnam could get out of hand, leading to the deploymehtiof
dreds of thousands of American troops within a few years’ time. Kennedy
laughed and dismissed that possibility: “George, youtre supposed to be one
of the smartest guys in town, but youtre crazier than hell. That will never
happen.*®

One of the reasons that Kennedy was eager to engage the enemy in Viet-
nam was that it would give the United States an opportunity to tesa out
new political/military strategy known as “counterinsurgency.” Chinese Com-
munist leader Mao Zedong had taught his followers that in guerrilla war main-
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taining close relations with the local populace was all-important: the guer-
rillas were the fish swimming in the sea of the people. In the First Indochina
War, the Viet Minh could depend on the peasants to warn them of the de-
ployment and movement of French troops. American strategists in the early
1960s reasoned that the way to defeat a guerrilla insurgency was to dry up
that sea of popular support for the guerrillas. That meant convincing Viet-
namese peasants that they should give their allegiance to the government and
not the guerrillas. Counterinsurgency, which made use of relatively small
numbers of American military advisers and technicians, would supposedly
forestall the necessity for a major commitment of American ground forces.

The men of the U.S. Armys Special Forces were assigned a key role in
this strategy. The Special Forces had been established in 1952 with the mis-
sion of waging unconventional warfare: fighting behind enemy lines, living
off the land, and enlisting and training local populations for guerrilla opera-
tions. No one ever thought they would be America’s first line of defense in
any future war: it was assumed by the military that they would be deployed
behind the lines in eastern Europe in the event of an all-out war with the So-
viet Union. The first Special Forces units had been sent to Vietnam in 1957
to train South Vietnamese troops (the Saigon government’s militacgsor
were, in official jargon, the Army of the Republic of Vietham, or ARVN)

Until Kennedy came into office, the Special Forces enjoyed little prestige
or attention. It was widely believed in the U.S. Army that for an offiodve
assigned to Special Forces was a career-killing dead end. But Kennedy res-
cued the unit from obscurity, if not from the disdain of regularyaoffi-
cers. He believed that the Special Forces represented the kind of “flexible re-
sponse” capability the United States needed to counter the Communists in
limited wars. He ordered their expansion and authorized them to wear the
distinctive headgear that gave them their popular nickname, the “Green
Berets.”

In the spring of 1961, Kennedy sent an additional 400 Green Berets to
Vietnam. Their new mission was to train the hill tribes of South Vietham,
like the Montagnards who lived along the country’s rugged western frontier
as a paramilitary force. The Green Berets specialized in raids and ambushes,
designed to harass the Viet Cong with their own tactics on their own terrain.
Special Forces advisers shared living quarters and food with the tribesmen
and often forged close relationships with them. They now enjoyed flattering
press coverage in the United States, where they were celebrated as a combi-
nation of James Bond and Daniel Boone (or, as one magazine article described
them, the “Harvard PhDs of warfare”). They also were the subject of the only
popular pro-war song to come out of the Vietnam era, Special Forces staff
sergeant and Vietnam veteran Barry Sadler's 1966 hit “Ballad of the Green
Berets,” which in turn inspired the only profitable movie set in Vietnam in
the 1960s, John Waynekhe Green BeretdHighly motivated, many Special
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Forces soldiers signed up for repeated tours of duty in Vietham. Biiteby
mid-1960s their efforts would be overshadowed by those of more conven-
tional U.S. military units assigned to Vietn&h.

The enemy that the Green Berets were sent to fight was unlike any the
American military had confronted in the twentieth century. If anything, in
those first years of the conflict, the war in Vietham most closely resembled
the Indian wars of the American frontier in the nineteenth century. “Come
on,” an American infantry captain remarked to war correspondent Michael
Herr inviting him to go along on a mission into Viet Cong-held terrjtory
“well take you out to play Cowboys and Indiar?3.”

The NLF or Viet Cong was not a conventional army; it had no tanks, no
airplanes, no army bases or barracks. Its soldiers dressed in the same black
pajamas as the local peasants; their footwear consisted of “Ho Chi Minh san-
dals,” shoes cut out of rubber tires, held onto the foot by a sfripner
tube. The Viet Cong’s strength was greatest in rural areas of South Vietham,
where four-fitths of the population lived. In Communist-controlled regions,
the Viet Cong functioned as a combination military force, political move-
ment, and government rolled into one. Part of its power was based on in-
timidation; officials and villagers who cooperated with the government were
executed by Viet Cong death squads.

But there is no question that, in much of the countryside, the \drtyC
enjoyed genuine popular support. The guerrillas were often related to or
neighbors of the villagers; they provided schooling and medical services and
helped grow crops to feed both themselves and villagers. They also champi-
oned the cause of land reform. YA&ashington Stareporter Richard Critch-
field wrote in the mid-1960s in a dispatch from rural Long An Province:

[Glovernment and the mass of peasantry still seem to be on the opposing sides.
Land is of such paramount importance here that the Viet Cong allowhelgrid-

less or very poor farmers to command guerrilla units or qualify as pamybers.

The provincial government’s social order is the exact reverse. Most of the military
officers, civil servants, and community leaders come from the land-owing ct8sses.

Communist ideology was probably not much of a draw to the average peas-
ant, but the Viet Congs claim to represent both the cause of landanrefod
national sovereignty was a powerful otfe.

At the start of the 1960s, the Viet Cong could count aboutODfight-
ers in its ranks. Most of them were natives of southern Vietnam, still living
in or near the villages in which they had been raised, reinforced and often
led by well-trained Viet Minh veterans returning from the North. Their hum
bers grew rapidly; by mid-decade there were an estimated 63,000 full-time
guerrillas, and somewhere between 100,000 and 200,000 part-time local fight-
ers. As late as 1963, according to U.S. intelligence estimates, less than 10 per-
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cent of their arms came from allied Communist nations; the remainder were
captured from the French or the Americans, or were homemade. Although
later in the decade they would acquire more sophisticated weapons from the
Soviet Union and China, including the deadly AK-47 automatic rifle and the
RPG (rocket propelled grenade) rocket launcher, the Viet Cong were always
outgunned by the Americans and South Vietnamese government forces. But
superior enemy gunfire, and the heavy casualties they often suffered,tdid no
seem to faze the Viet Cong. As Kennedy military adviser Maxwell Taylor
would note, with obvious admiration: “The ability of the Viet Cong contin
uously to rebuild their units and to make good their losses is one ofytfre
teries of this guerrilla war. . . . Not only do the Viet Cong units hheere-
cuperative powers of the phoenix, but they have an amazing ability to
maintain morale*

American military strategy in Vietnam in the early 1960s was two-
pronged: while the Green Berets were out fighting an unconventional war in
the bush, American advisers and technology would be employed to help the
regular South Vietnamese army fight a more effective conventional war. In
August 1961 U.S. advisers were authorized to accompany ARVN battalions
and even company-sized units on field operations. Soon American pilots be-
gan bombing raids in support of South Viethamese operations. By 882y 1
American helicopters were ferrying ARVN soldiers into battle zones. Heli-
copter pilots and crew members saw some of the fiercest fighting in the early
days of the war. Helicopters provided the Americans and their South Viet-
namese allies the much-prized capacity for “air mobility.” Troops could be
moved swiftly from distant bases to reinforce an embattled outpost or attack
an enemy stronghold. The rough terrain and thick jungle that made up so
much of Vietham’s landscape posed no obstacle to the transport into battle
of airborne troops.

Marine lieutenant Kenneth Babbs recalled that when he arrived in Viet-
nam, the U.S. military effort was still officially limited to advisory and tech-
nical support:

Our job was to haul supplies in and out of outposts; evacuate woundedaramd
ARVN on heliborne operations. We werent supposed to participate in ti@fig

But when we started taking on fire, we knew we had to be ready to pootsetves,

and we started arming our choppers. . . . At first the VC were frightieyp&de chop-
pers, but word must have gotten around quickly how vulnerable the reachare.

... As our tour continued, instead of running the VC stayed iagdi thack.

Before long, marines in Babbss squadron were getting involved in firefights
with guerrillas. “We went in like Boy Scouts and came out like Hell's An-
gels,” he concluded® Despite public denials by President Kennedy that
American troops were involved in combat in Vietham, the death count be-
gan to climb. Army Specialist Fourth Class James Davis was killed in a Viet
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A marine helicopter manned by an American advisor supplies South Viethamese Army troops,
1964.Source:Archive Photos

Cong ambush on December 22, 1961, the first “official” U.S. deatthén
Vietnam War.

To meet the requirements of a widening war, the American military com-
mand structure in Saigon was reorganized in February 1962 with the estab-
lishment of the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietham (MACV). MACV
was initially under the command of General Paul Harkins; in 1964 Harkins
was replaced by his deputy, General William Westmoreland.

Military and political advisers provided Kennedy with a stream of opti-
mistic reports on the prospects for victory in Vietnam. General Maxwell Tay-
lor was Kennedy's most trusted military adviser (in 1962 Kennedy would ap-
point him as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and he would alse serv
as the U.S. ambassador to South Vietham in 1964-1965.) Following a visit
to Saigon in November 1961, Taylor cabled the president with advice to ex-
pand U.S. forces in South Vietham. “As an area for the operatidh Sf
troops,” he told Kennedy, the Vietnamese countryside was “not an exces-
sively difficult or unpleasant place to operate.” Taylor urged Kennedy to in-
crease logistical support for the ARVN, and to dispatch 8000 U.S. combat
troops to the country under the guise of providing “flood reliefé’ dis-
missed the possibility that the United States might be “backing into a major
Asia war” as “not impressive’® Secretary of Defense McNamara, who formed
a close working relationship with Taylor, concurred.
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Although McNamara later claimed that he soon had second thoughts
about the wisdom of Taylor’s report, he could hardly rein in his ownuenth
siasm on many subsequent occasions, so much so that the the newspapers
began to call the conflict in Vietnam “McNamara’s Waf.Returning from
a whirlwind inspection tour of the American war effort in South Vietnam in
1962, McNamara briskly informed a skeptical reporter, “Every quantitative
measure we have shows were winning the véér.”

Kennedy, publicly as optimistic as his advisers, occasionally gave vent to
some doubts about the Vietham enterprise in private. “The troops will march
in; the bands will play; the crowd will cheer; and in four days everyone will
have forgotten,” he complained to speechwriter Arthur Schlesinger,Nb-in
vember 1961, while considering Taylor's proposal for increased military in-
volvement in South Vietnam. “Then we will be told we have to send in more
troops. It’s like taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you haveake &n-
other.”2® Kennedy nonetheless steadily increased the U.S. commitment. By
January 1, 1963, Kennedy had stationed 11,000 American “adviserg&tin V
nam. Seventy-seven had been killed to date in the war.

Many more would soon be on the way to defend the credibility of the
United States.



CHAPTER S

1963

THEPOLICE CAN COME TO OUR MEETINGS, BRING THER GUNSAND THER BADGES

AND LITTLE MICROPHONES TO CHURCH, BUT IF YOU WANT TO BE FREE, THERE IS
NOTHING THEY CAN DO ABOUT IT.

—Civil rights organizer James Bevel during the 1963

Birmingham campaign?

As President John F. Kennedy celebrated Christmas of 1962 in Palm Beach,
Florida, it looked like a very good year, even a triumphant one, could be in
the offing. Unemployment was down, inflation was running at only 1 per-
cent a year, and both business leaders and ordinary citizens were cheering
the president’s plan for a permanent cut in income tax rates. According to
the Gallup poll, 76 percent of the public approved the way the president was
handling his job; even a majority of Republicans in the survey agreed.

Gone as well was the grim tension of the missile crisis of the previous
fall. The president was about to order the Atomic Energy Commission to stop
testing nuclear weapons, at least temporarily. He wanted to see if diplomats
from the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—the only na-
tions that possessed the bomb—could negotiate a treaty to ban the lethal ex-
periments altogether. Perhaps the world could edge away from the threat of
nuclear annihilation.

The midterm election results had also brightened the mood in the White
House. The Democrats suffered the loss of only six seats in the House of Rep-
resentatives, and they gained four in the Senate. Among the new Democra-
tic faces in the upper chamber was the presidents younger brother Edward
(an athletic-looking 30-year-old whom everyone called Teddy) and a former
history professor named George McGovern who hailed from South Dakota,
a traditionally Republican state.

From California came the election’s biggest surprise. In his bid for the
governorship, Richard Nixon was buried at the polls by the liberal incum-
bent Pat Brown. The night of his defeat, the man who had almost been elected
president just two years before seemed finished with campaigning forever.

83
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“You wont have Nixon to kick around anymore,” he spat outdparters
who, as a group, had always distrusted his motives and satirized his awkward
style. “Just think how much youte going to be missiAg.”

Nixon wasnt the only Republican humbled by the party that controlled
the White House and Congress. Twice as many Americans identified with the
Democrats as with their opposition. And, in early opinion polls, John F.
Kennedy was leading every likely GOP challenger by more than 30 points.
The president was clearly enjoying himself in office. “Vaughan Meader was
busy tonight,” he told a fund-raising dinner at the end of Januefssring
to the comedian whose amicable satirbe First Family,had sold a million
records, “so | came myself.”

Kennedy knew the movement for black rights could split the Demo-
cratic Party. So, exactly a century after the Emancipation Proclamation, he
was not unhappy to learn that the freedom struggle was at low ebb, its lead-
ers unable to build on the momentum provided by the sit-ins and Freedom
Rides that had opened the decade. Lee White, the White House aide for civil
rights, blithely reported to the president that Negroes were “pretty rauch
peace”; in a national poll, barely 4 percent of Americans thought “racial prob-
lems” were the country’s biggest challenge. The president sympathized with
the activists who were registering voters and challenging Jim Crow laws in a
scattering of southern towns and cities. But, as a cautious politician, he felt
no need to ask Congress to consider a civil rights bill. He didnt even men-
tion the subject in his annual State of the Union address.

Prosperity at home, a glimmer of peace in the Cold War, and splendid
political auguries—this seemed the best of times for the liberal state and the
energetic men who ran it. Harmony didnt exist in the poorer regiotiseof
world, of course. Eight thousand miles away in South Vietham, Communist
guerrillas were fighting to topple a regime the United States had financed
since 1954, equipping its military with modern weapons and 11,000 Ameri-
can advisers. But, surely, victory for the free world could not be far.away
The president himself had told reporters in mid-December, “we dont see the
end of the tunnel, but | must say | dont think it is darker thamag a year
ago, and in some ways lighteér.Then, from a Viethamese hamlet in the
Mekong Delta, came some troubling news.

Winter: Ap Bac

On January 2, 1963, a force of 350 Viet Cong thoroughly defeated a detach-
ment of South Viethamese army soldiers four times its size in a stand-up bat-
tle. Ordered by their American advisers to seize a Viet Cong radio in the vil-

lage of Ap Bac, ARVN troops seemed to have every advantage: they were on
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the offensive, they alone had tanks, helicopters, and fighter-bombers, and
only they could call in reserves to augment their already superior numbers.
How could they lose?

In retrospect, this battle for a village located only 40 miles from the cap-
ital of Saigon illustrated why the entire U.S. mission in Vietnam was destined
to fail. The ARVN commander in the province that contained Ap Bac was
Major Lam Quang Tho, a wealthy landowner who held his position at the
sufferance of the Saigon regime. The president of that regime, Ngo &nh D
had risen to power with the backing of the United States. He disliked send-
ing his troops into combat, fearing that defeat would undermine his already
tenuous image as a powerful leader and encourage a coup détat. Diem felt
that U.S. artillery and air power could keep the Viet Cong at bay. Krgpwin
this, Major Lam took no part in the assault on Ap Bac himself, evengthou
his headquarters was just 2 miles from the village.

Most ARVN troops saw little reason to fight aggressively. Few welcomed
a Communist victory, but neither did they relish dying for a govemnnun
by men who were the political descendants of the French colonialists, who
had been driven out of power less than a decade earlier—by the Viet Minh,
forerunner of the Viet Cong. So the typical ARVN soldier, a peasatihget
low but regular pay, happily assented to his commander’s reluctance to do
battle. When ordered into combat, he moved as slowly as possible, hoping
his foes would vanish. Usually they did.

From the other side, the war looked quite different. General Paul Harkins,
head of U.S. forces in the country, referred to the Viet Condnasétraggedy-
ass little bastard$’Neither he nor the American commanders who followed
him ever understood why the enemy fought so well. Viet Cong soldiers were
peasants too, but they were men—and sometimes women—who believed they
were defending their homes, their villages, and their country from a foreign
invader and a handful of traitorous Viethamese allies. For the Viet Cang, th
was a revolutionary war for independence. And most of their rifles and am-
munition had been captured from the well-stocked ARVN and its American
overlords.

The Viet Cong battalion that operated in and around Ap Bac relied on
its 600 residents to help them prepare for battle. Troops and local peasants
together dug foxholes after spies alerted them that an attack was coming. To
avoid detection by aircraft, they were careful not to disturb the sudiogn
foliage and to cover the holes with branches when they finished. Most of the
villagers then hurried to hide in swamps near the village, but some remained
to assist the troops. It was a feat of cooperation repeated in numerous Viet-
namese hamlets and one the ARVN could never achieve.

The plan developed by U.S. military headquarters was, first, to “soften
up” the guerrillas with bombs from the air; then to assault Ap Bac froee
sides, leaving the enemy a sole “escape” route that, in reality, led to certain
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doom. But the Viet Cong commander in Ap Bac realized a trap had been set
and decided that he and his fellow guerrillas had only one choice. He wrote
in his diary, “Better to fight and die than run and be slaughtetred.”

The guerrillas’only chance was to neutralize the enemy’s superior might.
So they trained their rifles on the deadly machines bearing down on their
trenches—helicopters manned by U.S. advisers and hulking armored per-
sonnel carriers (called M-113s) driven by ARVN troops. Shooting fitoair t
camouflaged positions, experienced Viet Cong marksmen downed five of the
helicopters. American flight crews exacerbated their losses by faithfully try-
ing to rescue comrades shot out of the sky. Once on the groundaviors
were as defenseless as those they were attempting to save.

Meanwhile, the Viet Cong’s decision to stand and fight unnerved ARVN
men inside the armored carriers, even though the latter had the advantage of
deadlier fire power and the protection of bulletproof steel. The unfamiliar
sound of bullets hitting his vehicle impelled one ARVN gunner to starttshoo
ing wildly at the sky; several frightened drivers fled the safety of the M-113
to hide behind ruined helicopters. But seven or eight of the machines kept
rolling toward the trenches, where it seemed men armed only with carbines
and hand grenades could not possibly stop them.

Then something remarkable occurred. A Viet Cong squad leader named
Dung jumped up from his foxhole. He pulled a grenade from his belt and
threw it toward an M-113, causing a loud but harmless explosion. Embold-
ened, Dung's comrades leapt from their trenches, hurling scores of grenades
at the same target. This was enough to convince the ARVN crews, whose
fighting morale was never high to begin with, to give up the battle. They
threw their M-113s into reverse gear and left the village. Fewer than 20 Viet
Cong guerillas had been Kkilled.

American advisers screamed at their Viethamese charges to return and
fight. Colonel John Paul Vann, a skillful combat veteran who was the lead-
ing U.S. officer at the scene, blasted his ARVN counterpart, “Goddamit, y
want them to get away. Youte afraid to fight. You know theyll sneak
this way and that's exactly what you waftWhen night fell, the Viet Cong
quietly departed Ap Bac and marched to a nearby canal where concealed sam-
pans carried them to safety. “They were brave men,” acknowledged Vann,
“They gave a good account of themselves today.”

By conventional military standards, the battle meant little: neither side
had wiped out the other or captured new territory. But a groepaok young
journalists—including Neil Sheehan of United Press International and David
Halberstam of thé&lew York Timesreported at length on the events occur-
ring so close to their Saigon hub. And television news, just then comimg int
prominence in the United States, brought the humiliating details to a wider
audience back home. Official military spokesmen claimed the battle had



1963 87

ended indecisively, but they could not expunge the image of a disaster that
was not supposed to happen.

The battle of Ap Bac demonstrated that ARVN soldiers, even when they
took the offensive with all the material odds in their favor, could not be
counted on to defeat their Communist-led countrymen and -women. It was
the Viet Cong who kept their heads in the thick of battle, who hadntie
tivation to fight courageously and to endure great punishment. lfntre
who ran the U.S. war effort hoped to defeat the “raggedy-ass little bastard
they would eventually have to send American troops to do the job.

Spring: Alabama

Meanwhile, in the heart of the American South, a different kind of insurgent
force was preparing to go on the offensive. In 1963 Birmingham was the
largest city in Alabama—and, in racial reputation, the meanest. Northern cor-
porations held the economic whip hand in what was the steelmaking capital
of the South. The local government had long been the property of tough white
politicians. They erected and maintained an iron barrier against the hopes of
black citizens, who numbered 40 percent of the population, for equal access
to good jobs, housing, and commerce. Brmingham’s most prominent office-
holder was Eugene “Bull” Connor, the commissioner of public safety, who
ran the all-white police force and the fire department. Connor firmly believed
that the civil rights movement was a Communist plot and that stern, even
brutal measures were needed to turn back the threat it posed to the tradi-
tional racial order.

Bull Connor and his men did little to stop white vigilantes, some of whom
belonged to the Ku Klux Klan, from carrying on a terror campaign against
local blacks who dared transgress the color line. Brmingham bombers fre-
quently targeted African Americans who bought property in traditionally
white neighborhoods; since 1947, more than 50 explosions had torn into
black homes, businesses, and churches—far more than in any other south-
ern city. After three churches identified with civil rights activism were bombed
in the month of January alone, Connor told the press, “Negroes did it.” Af-
ter all a black worshiper had sounded an alarm after finding a burning fuse,
and eyewitnesses “saw Negroes running from the churéfes.”

Such comments from the official guardian of “public safety” embarrassed
the business elite of Brmingham, known as the “Big Mules,” who were ever
mindful of their city’s image up north. Early in 1963, large employers had
endorsed a city council form of government that would throw Bull Connor
out of his job. But, for the moment, Connor was the law in Brmingham; and,
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besides the Ku Klux Klan, he had a powerful political ally: George C. Wal-
lace, the newly elected governor of Alabama.

Wallace had begun his political career in the 1940s as something of a
southern liberal. He supported higher taxes on corporations and did not at
first indulge in the vicious race baiting that had been a staple of Deep South
politics since the disenfranchisement of blacks at the turn of the century. Af-
ter the Supreme Court's 19Bfownruling, however, Wallace resolved never
again to be “soft on the nigger questiddfh 1962, he won the race for gov-
ernor by stoking the fear and anger of his fellow whites about the padtent
horrors of “race-mixing"—the integration of schools and workplaces. And on
January 14, his inaugural address made Wallace the best-known defender of
white supremacy in America. “In the name of the greatest people that have
ever trod this earth,” he announced, “I draw the line in the dust asdhe
gauntlet before the feet of tyranny. And | say, segregation now! Zegneg
tomorrow! Segregation forever!”

Black freedom activists saw such ferocity as a challenge—and an oppor-
tunity. A major civil rights campaign in Brmingham could compel Bull Con-
nor and his allies to respond with all the brutality of which they were capa-
ble. It thus could force white people throughout the nation to confioe
moral terms of the struggle. “[Connor] was a perfect adversary,” recalled Wy
att Walker, a top aide to Martin Luther King, Jr. at the Soutl&nnistian
Leadership Conference. “He believed that he would be the state’s most pop-
ular politician if he treated the black violently, bloodily, and sternly. We knew
that the psyche of the white redneck was such that he would inevitably do
something to help our caus®”

Early in 1963, Walker mapped out the strategy he dubbed “Project C"—
for confrontation. The demands on the city authorities were straightforward
desegregate the economic life of Brmingham—its restaurants, hotels, public
toilets, and the unwritten policy of hiring blacks for menial jobs only. To
press its demands, the SCLC would rely on parishioners of sympathetic black
churches to fill Brmingham’s streets and, if necessary, its jail cells. They
would start with small sit-ins and a boycott of downtown businesses and end
with mass marches designed to draw national attention. Walker and his fel-
low activists hoped the protests would exacerbate the split between the “Big
Mules” and the ordinary whites Bull Connor represented. They also needed
to put black freedom high on the national agenda again, and they ttoped
campaign would rejuvenate their ranks and their spirits.

But there were no illusions about the human cost: during these peaceful
demonstrations, black blood was going to flow. In January Dr. Kinganold
SCLC leadership meeting, “I have to tell you that in my judgment, sdme o
the people sitting here today will not come back alive from this campaign.”

Despite such forebodings, the Brmingham protests began quietly in early
April. Bull Connor had just been defeated in a race for mayor, and s d
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suaded some black residents from risking their health and livelihood on a
picket line. The police did arrest scores of demonstrators who left the Six-
teenth Street Baptist Church and marched into downtown Birmingham. Bu
on Connor’s orders, they kept their nightsticks by their sides and dheir
tack dogs in their kennels. Despite the boycott, thousands of blacks were still
shopping in the big department stores where none could get a job. When a
state court enjoined the SCLC from further actions, King defied thregru

and went to jail—on Good Friday. He was released on Easter Sunday, frown-
ing that the expected resurrection of the black movement had not yet oc-
curred. “Wyatt, youve got to find some way to make Bull Contiprhis
hand,” he told Walket#

Within days, SCLC leaders decided on a new tactic: they would mobi-
lize schoolchildren. Rev. James Bevel, a King aide, offered a “simple formula:
any child old enough to belong to a church should be eligible to march to
jail.” 1> For Baptists, that meant the minimum age of qualification for protest
was 6. So on May 2, a month after the Brmingham campaign begaoya th
sand children, most of them high school students, filed out of thstdmg
church on 16th Street. Singing “We Shall Overcome,” they moved tbwar
downtown, at first overwhelming Connor’s police with the joyful intensfty o
the duty they were performing. “Hurry up Lucille,” cried one younatester
to a friend, “If you stay behind, you wont get arrested with awug.”6

The new departure convinced Connor that intimidation would be nec-
essary after all. The next day, when hundreds of children again took to the
streets, city firemen turned on high-pressure hoses to drive them off. Ger-
man shepherds from police K-9 squads tore into their flesh. That night, tele-
vision viewers all across the nation saw the white South at its worst.

Images of young black people, neatly dressed, set upon by fierce dogs
and pinned to the ground by jets of water strong enough tolsirlpfrom
trees provoked northern outrage. Bull Connor was, indeed, the brgst “o
nizer” the black freedom movement ever had, After that day in May, it was
inevitable that President Kennedy would propose and that Congress would
pass a major civil rights bill. And several weeks later, a committee of the “Big
Mules” signed a desegregation agreement with the SCLC.

Nonviolent “direct action” could not, however, address the deeper
sources of racial inequality. In an eloquent letter he wrote in jail, Martin
Luther King, Jr. told white clergymen who had advised him to call off his
“unwise and untimely” demonstrations:

We have waited for more than 340 years for our constitutional and Ged-gghts.

The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jet-like speed toward gaining po-
litical independence, but we still creep at horse-and-buggy pace toward gaining a
cup of coffee at a lunch counter. ... There comes a time when the cuguofiene

runs over, and men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abykspéir.

I hope, sirs, that you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable impatience.
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Most of the children who marched came from churchgoing families with
steady incomes. But when they were attacked, hundreds of poorer black men
and women made clear that the era of turning the other cheek was over. They
hurled rocks, bottles, and epithets at the police, confronted white pedestrians
on downtown sidewalks, and burned down some white-owned businesses.
Meanwhile, the Imperial Wizard of the KKK, Robert Shelton, bristled that th
SCLC “has not gainedne thingin Brmingham, because the white people are
not going to tolerate the meddlesome, conniving, manipulating movess# t
professional businessmel Men of Shelton’s ilk continued to bomb black
churches, political groups, and homes—including that of Rev. A. D. King,
brother of the SCLC leader. It was going to take much more thawictoe
rious campaign to dismantle the structures of white supremacy continually
built and rebuilt during all the years since the first African slaves had disem-
barked at Jamestown, Virginia, one morning in 1619.

George Wallace soon gave defiant whites an opportunity to rail at their
enemies, both in the federal government and in the civil rights movement.
During his 1962 campaign for governor, Wallace had promised to “stand in
the schoolhouse door” if courts ordered the integration of his alma mater,
the University of Alabama. The following June, he got his chance. Two as-
piring black students, Vivian Malone and James Hood, were scheduled to reg-
ister in June for the summer session at the Tuscaloosa campus. Hood wanted
to major in accounting; Hood favored clinical psychology. For several weeks,
U.S. Attorney General Robert Kennedy and Nicholas Katzenbach, his deputy,
tried to persuade Wallace to avoid a confrontation and the potential fer mo
violence. The governor agreed to warn his angry white supporters away from
the campus. But he insisted on making a stand.

On the morning of June 11, Wallace stood at a podium placed in front
of the auditorium where registration was under way. A thicket of journalists
with microphones and cameras stood ready to record anything that transpired
on this muggy, 95 degree day. An irritated Katzenbach got outsoédr,
strode up to the podium, and asked Wallace “for unequivocal assurance that
you or anyone under your control will not bar these students . ., aftes
all, merely want an education in the great University.” In response, the gov-
ernor, reading a four-page statement, vowed, “There can be no submission
to the theory that the central government is anything but a ser¥ahe o
people . . . [I] do hereby denounce and forbid this illegal and unwarranted
action.””® Then he retreated inside the air-conditioned auditorium and let
Malone and Hood register, accompanied by federal officials.

On the surface and in the eyes of the Kennedy administration, the little
ceremony was an awkward fig leaf for Wallace's surrender. But, in reality,
it had confirmed their antagonist's reputation, in the eyes of many whites,
as the courageous champion of the common man beset by a meddling
government.
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George Wallace announcing his refusal to submit to a federal order to open the University of
Alabama to black students, June 1963. Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach glares
at him from the rightSource:Archive Photos

Wallace's defiant posture, cleft chin and back straight, before the taller
Katzenbach made him seem a plebeian descendant of Confederate heroes, do:
ing battle again with the federal dragon. Slaying the beast might be impossi-
ble, but the pugnacious governor had set the terms for future coGdxaige
Wallace had converted his failure to stop two black students from attending
a public university into a potent symbol of protest against a federal govern
ment toward which most white Americans had always felt uneasy. “Walla-
ceism is bigger than Wallace,” Martin Luther King, Jr. told an interviewer
soon after the drama in Tuscaloosa, “ . .. | am not sure that he believes all
the poison he preaches, but he is artful enough to convince othersethat h
does.?0

On the night of June 11, John Kennedy told the nation in a teleztsed
dress that the time had finally come “to treat our fellow Americans as we
want to be treated.” Afull century after the Emancipation Proclamation, black
men and women were still not truly free. “We preach freedom around the
world, and we mean it,” said the president, referring to the Cold War which
had always been his main concern. “But are we to say to the world—and
much more importantly, to each other—that this is the land of thedree,
cept for Negroes, that we have no second-class citizens, except Negroes, that
we have no class or caste system, no ghettos, no master race, except with re-
spect to Negroes?® Then he outlined the most far-reaching civil rights law
in the nation’s history.

It was, agreed black leaders at the time and most historians since, John
Kennedys finest hour. But just after midnight, the white resistance claimed
another victim. From a vacant lot in Jackson, Mississippi, Byron de la Beck-
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with, a fertilizer salesman with a maniacal hatred of blacks, shot a bullet into
the back of Medgar Evers, militant leader of the Mississippi NAACP. An all-
white jury found Beckwith not guilty. Later, he boasted to a KKK megtin
“Killing that nigger gave me no more inner discomfort than our wives en-
dure when they give birth to our children. We ask them to do tratd.

We should do just as much?’

Summer: You've Really Got a Hold on Me

On June 23 the streets of downtown Detroit filled with purpose. Some 200,000
people, black and white, marched to protest the killing of Medgar Evers and
to show that the civil rights movement could flourish in the industrial North.
The leading organizer of the march was the Reverend C. L. Franklin, a charis-
matic Baptist minister whose radio program of sermons and gospel music was
heard in black homes all over the nation. Aretha, the minister’s teenage daugh-
ter, sometimes lent her powerful voice to the broadcasts. The main speaker
at the “Great March to Freedom” was Martin Luther King, Jr. “l have a dream
this afternoon,” he told the throng, “that the brotherhood of man will be-
come a reality.” Within weeks, a local record company named Motown re-
leased his speech as the centerpiece of an alboum commemorating #ie day.

In 1963 popular music and the civil rights movement were often inter-
twined, each stimulating the growth and creativity of the other. One of the
best-selling singles that year was “Blowin’in the Wind,” a new folk song with
lines like “How many years can some people exist before theyte allowed to
be free?” that evoked the demands of the black insurgency—although both
its author, Bob Dylan, and the artists who recorded it—Peter, Paul, and
Mary—were white. But rock and roll dominated the air waves and repre-
sented a break with the musical past.

When it emerged in the 1950s, rock frightened many older Americans,
precisely because it refused to honor the separation between a mainstream
pop style—designated as “white’—and the ghettoized category of “race”
records. Rock shouted a joy of the sexy and the unpredictable; it invited
everyone to dance. In 1955 some country-and-western musicians blasted Elvis
Presley, who was then only 20, as a “white nigger” because he loved to play
black spirituals and blues and moved on stage with sensual abandon—elic-
iting a cascade of passionate screams from female fans. To established pop
singers, the new wave appeared barbaric. “Rock n’ roll smells phony and
false,” snapped Frank Sinatra at a congressional hearing in 1957. “It is sung,
played, and written for the most part by cretinous goons . . . the most bru-
tal, ugly, desperate, vicious form of expression it has been my misfortune to
hear.?4
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By 1963 such opinions were rarely heard, at least in public. Ever practi-
cal, the recording industry quickly learned to appreciate the market value of
sounds that beguiled tens of millions of young people with billions of dol-
lars to spend. Older white stars soon gave up the fight as well, consoling
themselves with the knowledge that many Americans still adored their mu-
sic. In January 1961 Frank Sinatra sang at the inaugural gala of his good
friend, John F. Kennedy. But rock n’roll was here to stay.

Without conscious intention, young rock artists were subverting cultural
and racial assumptions that Americans carried around in their heads. In 1963,
hearing Smokey Robinson’s love song “Youve Really Got a Hold on Me” on
the radio struck a white teenager from the Detroit area with the force of
prophecy. “Before it was through,” Dave Marsh wrote later, when hed be-
come a noted rock critic, “my world had changed, caught up in the miagic o
a sound which revealed to me . . . the falsity of the racism within which Id
been raised. Maybe it was just hearing the humanity in Smokey Robinson’s
voice, and finally putting it together with the knowledge that he was a black
man.’®>

The company that produced “YouVve Really Got a Hold on Me” was dis-
tinctive in its own right. In 1963, only four years after its foundikigtown
was already the most successful black-owned record company in U.S. his-
tory. Its 38-year-old president, Berry Gordy, Jr., had become a celebrity,
model for other black executives to follow. National hits by such artists as
Martha and the Vandellas, Little Stevie Wonder, and Marvin Gaye, as well as
Smokey Robinson and his group, the Miracles, rolled out of the fimo&-
est headquarters on West Grand Boulevard in the heart of black Detroit.

“Rolled” was a word Gordy himself might have used. Part of the inspi-
ration to start Motown had come from an unlikely source—a Ford factory
where, as an assembly line worker, Gordy had fastened chrome and nailed
upholstery. “At the plant cars started out as just a frame, pulled along on
conveyor belts until they emerged at the end of the line [as] brand spankin
new cars,” Gordy recalled. “l wanted the same concept for my company . . .
a place where a kid off the street could walk in one door an unknown and
come out another a recording artist—a sar.”

On the front of the Motown building, Gordy placed a huge sign reading
“Hitsville, U.S.A.” Inside, he assembled a team of crack songwriters, studio
musicians, choreographers, and wily executives (including vice president
Smokey Robinson). They instructed talented youngsters how to singand p
form for other kids of all races. The Motown way was slick and methodical:
aspiring stars took dance lessons from a tap artist and smoothed the rough
edges of their ghetto upbringing with lessons in elegant table manners, vo-
cabulary, and even the proper way to hold a cigarette. To promote his new
productions, Gordy sent his newly refined talent on the road as the-Motor
town Revue. But all the grace in the world could not cool the rageeof th
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white South. Returning from performing before an integrated audience in
Birmingham, troupe members found their bus pockmarked with bullet holes.

Motown became renowned for its tight orchestrations and catchy lyrics.
The music also challenged listeners, offering something new and even reve-
latory, at the same time as it made them want to move their hips. “Heat
Wave,” sung by Martha and the Vandellas, made it to #4 on the psft mu
charts in the summer of 1963. Accompanied by the driving, lilting bieat o
baritone saxophone and an electric organ, lead singer Martha Reeves (who
had been “discovered” among Motown's corps of secretaries) asked, “Has high
blood pressure got a hold on me or is this the way love’s supposed to be?”
Her response: “Cant explain it, dont understand it, aint never feltthke
before.” Nearly every teenager and young adult could “second that eniotion
as Smokey Robinson put it in one of his best s@Ags.

Little Stevie Wonder’s “Fingertips, Part 2" held down the #1 spot & th
nation for three weeks that year. Wonder was then only 12 years old, hence
the diminutive nickname. Blind since birth, the boy christened Stevland Mor-
ris was indeed a musicalunderkind He had signed a contract with Motown
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Stevie Wonder, one of Motown's most talented and popular aB@isce:Archive Photos
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when he was only 8. By then, he was already active in his church choir and
performing on a wide range of instruments.

Wonders first big hit, however, was no spiritual. Recorded in a Chicago
theater before a live and enthusiastic audience, “Fingertips, Part 2" showed
off his virtuosity and demonstrated that the Motown way, slick as it was, still
allowed for improvisation. Little Stevie moved between harmonica and or-
gan, singing a few lines composed on the spot. And the turbulent piece ended
abruptly, with a drummer’s smash. In the background, one can hear a con-
fused bass guitarist asking, “What key? What key?” Like the best of roek mu
sic, “Fingertips, Part 2” defied convention, mingling spontaneity and gmoot
production values—and refused to take itself too seriously.

Meanwhile, Bob Dylan was busy creating his own brand of popular art
in Greenwich Village—New York City's cradle of avant-garde artists with a
leftish bent since early in the century. Folk music had been Dylan's escape
route from the staid provinciality of his hometown of Hibbing, located deep
in the Iron Belt of northern Minnesota. The middle-class Jewish boy born
Robert Allen Zimmerman remade himself in the image of the sensitive out-
law limned by such popular culture heroes as Elvis Presley, country singer
Hank Williams, actor James Dean, and the 50s rhythm-and-blues artist
Little Richard. He renamed himself after both the hard-drinking Welsh poet
Dylan Thomas and Matt Dillon, the manly protagonist of a popular TV
western series.

No one, he hoped, would suspect anyone named Dylan of being either
soft or Jewish. Postwar society bred legions of white kids longing, in similar
ways, to reject and transcend their comfortable backgrounds. But no other
wrote or sang with Dylan’s painful eloquence.

The young artist had come to New York to meet Woody Guthrie, an-
other paragon of authenticity. In the 1930s and 1940s, Guthrie hed- ex
plified the spirit of exuberant rebellion. He left the Oklahoma Dust Bowl to
ride the rails, write about migrant workers and union maids, and denounce
stuffed shirts and hypocrites wherever he found them. Few who heard his
best-known song, “This Land Is Your Land,” knew of his membership in the
Communist Party. When Dylan met him, Guthrie was trapped in a hospital
bed, slowly dying of a congenital nerve disease. But he was charmed by his
20-year-old admirer who sat by the bed, playing his guitar and singing both
traditional folk tunes and his own protest lyrics.

Dylan’s first album, issued in the spring of 1962, paid homage to the
Guthrie tradition. Produced by the veteran folklorist John Hammonmehst
filled with blues standards from the Deep South like “Gospel Plow” and “See
That My Grave is Kept Clean"—although Dylan performed them with a glee-
ful ferocity of grunts, yelps, and chuckles that owed more to Elvis than
veteran black bluesmen like Blind Lemon Jefferson or Son House. One of the



96 America Divided

two original compositions on the album was “Song to Woody” which ended
with the lines:

Im a-leavin’ tomorrow, but | could leave today,
Somewhere down the road someday.

The very last thing that I'd want to do

Is to say Ive been hittin’ some hard travellin’ t&o.

Indeed, Dylan would soon leave the emulation behind. His second album,
entitled The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylaand released in May of 1963, contained
almost no songs but his own. Some were clearly motivated by political out-
rage: particularly “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Oxford Town” (about Mississippi
whites who rioted to stop integration of the state university), and “Master
of War,” an icicle-sharp polemic against generals, bomb makers, and nuclear
strategists, whom the writer cannot wait to see entombed.

But equally vital were his lyrics, both bitter and wistful, about ex-lovers
and ex-friends who wouldnt give up their independence or moderate their
ego. Songs like “Dont Think Twice, It's All Right” and “Bob Dylan’s Dream
revealed a performer with a self-knowledge rare for someone who had just
entered adulthood. Influenced by such modern poets as Thomas and Rim-
baud, Dylan created surreal and often brutal images of a world out af joint
In one song, a boy reports back from a landscape apparently devastated by
nuclear weapons: “l saw a newborn baby with wild wolves all around it, |
saw a highway of diamonds with nobody on it, | saw a black branch with
blood that kept drippin’, | saw a room full of men with their hammers
a-bleedin’. . . . 29

By the end of the summéfreewheelinhad sold 100,000 copies; Bob Dy-
lan was a star. What is more, he was fast becoming a bigger culture hero than
the folksingers he had idolized while conjuring himself out of the Iron Range.
Dylan’s signature outfit of unpressed jeans, motorcycle jacket and boots, and
workman’s cap over bushy long hair was copied by young male and female
admirers alike. Budding bohemians from the suburbs marveled at his poetic
intensity and ironic manner. Joan Baez, fellow folksinger and Dylan's some-
time girlfriend, appealed to many of the same fans. Her long straight hair,
lack of makeup, and unaffected vocal style seemed to announce that she aimed
to please nobody but herself. Dylan, however, lived more on the edge. “M
songs speak for me,” he wrote to a friend in the early 60s, “l write timem
the confinement of my own mind. If | didnt write | think I'd go inai%°

Through 1963, Dylan kept composing about and singing for thegob
the underdog—though his appetite for “message songs” was fast diminish-
ing. In July he sang at a SNCC rally for voting rights in Greenwodsisi$A
sippi. The following month, with a handful of other folk musicians, he per-
formed at the huge demonstration for Jobs and Freedom in Washibgtn
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Part of the crowd of 250,000 at the August 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
Source:George Meany Memorial Archives

where Martin Luther King, Jr. gave a different version of the “| HaveealD
Speech,” which Motown had earlier recorded in Detroit. The integrated crowd
was in a hopeful mood; perhaps the nation was finally beginning to cleanse
itself of racism. But Dylan, characteristically, was dubious. Near the end of
the day, he looked over toward the Capitol and grumbled, “Thinkrehks#
tening? No they aint listening at af?

Fall: Saigon and Dallas

Friday, November 1, was a holiday in Saigon. Most Vietnamese were Bud-
dhists and thus did not celebrate All Saints Day, as the nation’s former French
colonizers had done. But the leaders of South Vietnam were devout Catholics
and exercised sway over the official calendar. That morning, President Ngo
Dinh Diem held a short meeting with the U.S. ambassador, Henry Cabot
Lodge, a patrician Republican who had assumed the post in August. “Tell
President Kennedy that | take all his suggestions very seriously and wish to
carry them out but it is a question of timing,” Diem told the stern diplomat
who towered over him?
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Since the past winter's humiliation at Ap Bac, American policymakers
had become increasingly frustrated with the way Diem was running his coun-
try. Not only did he squander millions of dollars of aid without aggressively
challenging the enemy to battle. He rebuffed calls to hold free elections and
ordered troops to crush the regime’s peaceful, non-Communist opponents,
which only kindled a larger movement to replace him. Diem’s soldiers killed
Buddhist demonstrators for displaying traditional flags on Buddha'sdasth
broke into temples and arrested dissidamtzegmonks), and violently shut
down the nation’s universities. The initiators of this tough, politically obtuse
policy were the president’s younger brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, who cordathn
the secret police, and his wife, Madame Nhu. Both were infamous for their
sadism. When, in a grisly protest, thenzeQuang Duc committed suicide
by dousing himself with gasoline, Madame Nhu chortled about “Buddhist
barbecues” and offered to buy fuel for anyone who chose to follow.

In the summer, dozens of young military officers began planning a coup
detat under the leadership of General Duong Van Minh (“Big Minh")op:-p
ular figure among rank-and-file soldiers. The plotters were anxious for U.S.
support; without American backing, any new government would surely fail.
But General Harkins preferred to keep bargaining with Diem, the devil he
knew, and top officials in Washington, including President Kennedy, sharply
criticized the South Viethamese leader yet could not resolve to make him go.

Lodge, however, had made up his mind only days after arriving in Saigon.
On August 29, he cabled his superiors, “We are launched on a course from
which there is no respectable turning back: the overthrow of the Diem gov-
ernment . . . there is no possibility, in my view, that the war can be wen un
der a Diem administratior®® For the next two months, Diem continued to
hold regular, cordial meetings with a diplomat who was firmly committed to
his political demise. By the end of October, U.S. policymakers had arrived at
the same conclusion.

The coup began on November 1, soon after Lodge departed the presi-
dential palace for his midday nap. Rebel troops moved into the capital and,
under the command of Colonel Nguyen Van Thieu, advanced toward Diem’s
stronghold. At 4:3®.m., Diem telephoned Lodge, demanding to know, “What
is the attitude of the United States?” Lodge lied, disdainfully: “I dofeeit
well enough informed to be able to tell you. . .. Also it is 430 in Wash-
ington and the U.S. government cannot possibly have a ve@ieém and
his brother soon fled the palace to take refuge in the Chinese quarter of
Cholon. When the sun rose the next morning, Thieu's forces had finished
blasting their way into the seat of power.

Diem and Nhu expected to become exiles, living perhaps on some French-
speaking island on the largesse of their former American patrons. But the
U.S. embassy failed to dispatch a plane for them. And the most vengeful o
the military plotters had a different idea. “To kill weeds, you must pull them
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up at the roots,” vowed one rebel officer. About an hour afteNtdebroth-

ers voluntarily surrendered to coup leaders on the morning of Novenber
two experienced assassins shot and stabbed them to death. “A remarkably
able performance in all respects,” Lodge cabled the State Department the
next day.

John Kennedy did not agree. “A look of shock and dismay” crossed his
face, remembered Maxwell Taylor, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Days later, the president was still distressed about the affair. To a friend who
called Diem and Nhu *“tyrants,” he responded, “No, they were in a difficult
position. They did the best they could for their coun#fy.”

Later that month, the president traveled to Texas to heal a more benign
sort of civil conflict. Democrats in the huge and swiftly growing state were
split into two mutually suspicious factions. One, led by Governor John Con
nally, championed the needs of oil barons and the values of white farmers;
its members tended to view civil rights bills and organized labor as obnox-
ious northern imports. The other camp of Democrats, led by Senatdr Ralp
Yarborough, sought to renew the programs and spirit of the New Theal.
liberals represented embattled unionists, the interracial poor, and intellectu-
als. Kennedy had won Texas by only 46,000 votes in 1960, and ifeahe R
publicans nominated a conservative in 1964, a divided party would imperil
his chances there.

On the morning of November 22, the president and his wife, Jacqueline,
flew into Dallas. They were prepared for a cool, if not unfriendly, reception.
The city, which had more than doubled in population since 1940, usually
voted Republican, and local right-wing activists were aggressive both in word
and deed. A month earlier, UN ambassador (and former presidential candi-
date) Adlai Stevenson had endured heckling, spittle, and a blow from an an-
gry picketer. On November 22, as the president dressed for the dggnbed
at a full-page ad in thBallas Morning Newsvhich demanded he answer such
questions as “WHY have you approved the sale of wheat and corn to our en-
emies when ... Communist soldiers are daily wounding and/or killing Amer-
ican soldiers in Vietham?” and “WHY have you ordered or permitted your
brother Bobby [the attorney general] . . . to go soft on Comists, fellow-
travelers, and ultra-leftists in America, while permitting him to persecute loyal
Americans?%6

By noon, no hostility was evident as the Kennedy motorcade glided slowly
through downtown Dallas on the way to a lunch with businessmen. News-
papers had printed a map of the route the president and his partytafoe,d
and hundreds of thousands of people had left work or school to tak&.a
Seated in the back seat of an open Lincoln limousine behind Governor Con-
nally and his wife, Nellie, the president and first lady were delighted with
the large, friendly crowds. As the motorcade entered Dealey Plaza (named
for the first publisher of th&lorning New, Nellie Connally turned around
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and beamed, “Mr. President, you cant say that Dallas doesnt love you.” He
responded, “No, you certainly cant””

Then, a few seconds after 12:30, three rifle shots tore all comfort tosshred
The first bullet missed the limousine and hit a curb nearby, spraying frag-
ments on several spectators. The second struck the president in the back of
his neck, exited through his throat, and then hit Governor Connatlyein
shoulder. The third blasted the president’s skull from behind, blowing his
head apart and splattering the first lady with blood and brain tissue. Con-
nally survived and had a long political career, the last segment of it as a Re-
publican. But for John Kennedy, the frenzied rush to the hospital @mas p
less. He had died, the fourth U.S. president to be assassinated, but the first
to be murdered in full view of thousands of his fellow citizens. Minutes later,
the number of spectators expanded to include the entire nation and fmuch o
the world.

Newscasters in the United States talked about and showed pictures of lit-
tle else until the president’s funeral ended four days later. Certain images
from those days became instantly famous, a collective album through which
the assassination will long be remembered: Johnson grimly taking the oath
of office as Jackie Kennedy stands beside him in shock, her pink suit soaked
in gore; 3-year-old John Kennedy, Jr., in knee pants, saluting hisSatagr
ket; the riderless black horse that walked in the funeral procession, with
empty black boots reversed in the stirrups; ordinary people of all races weep-
ing openly and freely. Before the year was over, the dead president's name
was affixed to countless schools, streets, buildings, New York City's largest
airport, and the cape in Florida where scientists and astronauts were work-
ing to beat the Soviets to the moon.

At the time, the esteemed historian Bruce Catton struggled to sum up
the meaning of this torrent of grief. “What John F. Kennedygfivas most
of all an attitude. To put it in the simplest terms, he looked ahead. He knew
no more than anyone else what the future was going to be like, but he did
know that that was where we ought to be looking. . . . President Kennedy
came to symbolize that moment of change, not because he caused it but be-
cause he fitted into it; not because of what he did but simply because of what
he was.2® Swiftly and without hindsight, a shrewd politician whose main
preoccupation in office had been winning the Cold War was transmuted into
an icon of strength and idealism, the selfless young reformer who died for
all Americans.

The end of Kennedys life also marked the beginning of one of the most
furious—and longest-lived—controversies in American history. For almost
four decades, who killed Kennedy and why are questions that have seldom
lost their power to both haunt and fascinate.

Part of the reason is that Lee Harvey Oswald, who was quickly arrested
and charged with the murder, was himself assassinated two days later by a
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At John F. Kennedy’ funeral. His widow Jacqueline, stands with her children, Caroline and
John. Flanking them are his brothers Edward and RolSartirce:CNP/Archive Photos

strip-club owner named Jack Ruby, who was friendly with the Dallas police.
Part is due to Oswald's earlier defection to and return from the SoviehUnio
and his subsequent passionate support of the Cuban revolution. Part can be
blamed on a “rush to judgment” by the Warren Commission, which the new
president, Lyndon Johnson, appointed to investigate the killings. The com-
mission published its final report in September 1964, only 10 montéis aft
the events in Dallas. And even its defenders later acknowledged that Presi-
dent Johnson, the Kennedy family, and the FBI pressured the pangbts ju
and politicians to confirm that both Oswald and Ruby had acted alone and
lacked any motivation other than personal rage. The fact that Johnson ex-
panded U.S. troop strength and firepower in Vietnam, with disastrous con
clusions, also led to speculation that his beloved predecessor was killed be-
cause he had begun to doubt the wisdom of the war.

Over 500 books, several of which were best sellers, bear witness to the
broad, fervent desire to discover that some group of conspirators kiked t
president. The suspects include nearly every locus, real or imagined, of na-
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tional power in the mid-60s: the CIA, the Mafia, the military—industrial com-
plex, corrupt leaders of the Teamsters’ Union (especially Jimmy Hoffa),
wealthy Cuban exiles, oil magnates, and Lyndon Johnson himself. Cuban dic-
tator Fidel Castro and the rulers of the USSR are also favorite ciipEszh

of the theories neglects or diligently minimizes details that might refute it.
But, together, they have persuaded most Americans. As of 1994 thare

80 percent of the public believed in some kind of plot to kill Kenrfédy.

Such pervasive suspicions are one measure of how little confidence Amer-
icans, since the assassination, have had in the goodwill of the authorities,
elected and self-anointed, who shape their lives. The federal government, in
particular, came to seem both mendacious and fragile. As the chief execu-
tives who followed Kennedy lied and blundered from crisis to crisis, cyni-
cism, while morally regrettable, became a form of self-defense. If “they” could
kill a president, anything was possible. Speak truth to the powers that be or
at least, give them hell. In a Dallas hospital, minutes after doctors confirmed
the death of her husband, Jacqueline Kennedy was asked if shed like to wash
and change her clothes. “No,” she replied. “I want them to see what they
have done?!



CHAPTER 6

The Rise of the Great Society

KENNEDY COULDN'T HAVE GOTTEN THE TEN COMMANDMENTS THROUGH CON-
GRESS.

—President Lyndon Baines bhnson, in a private comment to

an aide, 19651

For four days in November 1963 the country virtually shut down, as millions
of Americans watched the events of that long weekend unfold on their televi-
sion screens. From Dallas came endless reports on the assassination itself, on
the nature of the presidents fatal wounds, of the arrest and killing of Lee Har-
vey Oswald. From Washington came coverage of the new presidents arrival at
Andrews Air Force Base after having been sworn in on Air Force One on the
somber return flight from Dallas, of his proclamation of a day of national mourn-
ing for the slain president, of Kennedys lying in state in the Capitol rotunda,
and then on Monday, November 25, of the funeral procession with the rider-
less horse, followed by the burial ceremony in Arlington National Cemetery.

Two days later the country watched again on television as a grim-faced
Lyndon Baines Johnson delivered his first presidential address to a joint ses-
sion of the Congress of the United States. Less than three years earlier, in his
own inaugural address, John Kennedy had declared, “Let us begin.” Now
President Johnson added, humbly, “Let us contifue.”

But continue what? According to public opinion polls taken days after
the assassination, 70 percent of Americans were unsure how the country
could “carry on without” Kennedy.Even in the White House, Johnson
couldnt escape the feeling of being an interloper. It wasnt until February
that the White House staff got around to taking down the pictures of the
late president from their offices and replacing them with pictures of his suc-
cessort

It was bad enough that Kennedy had been murdered in Johnson’s home
state, tarring the new president by association with his state’s virulent strain
of political extremism. What Johnson also had to be aware of was that a small
but influential circle of liberal insiders in his own party were meeting pri-
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vately to discuss whether they could deny him the nomination at next sum-
mer’s Democratic national convention. Johnson was determined to head off
any potential movement to anoint Attorney General Robert Kennedy heir-
apparent to his martyred brother.

Johnson understood that he had to move swiftly to reassure theyountr
as a whole, and the Democratic party in particular, that he was indeed a le-
gitimate successor to John Kennedy. The best way to do so would be to show
that he could be more successful than Kennedy himself in pushing “Kennedy
programs” through Congress. Meeting with Walter Heller, chairman of the
Council of Economic Advisers, shortly after taking office, Johnson asked h
to “tell your friends—Arthur Schlesinger, Galbraith, and other liberals” that
he had not the slightest intention of going back to the conservative policies
of the 1950s. “To tell the truth,” Johnson added, “John Fnikdy was a lit-
tle too conservative to suit my tasfe.”

The thirty-sixth president of the United States was born in 1908 in the
hill country of central Texas, a brush-strewn highland whose soil had been
ruined by too many generations of small farmers trying to get riclysor
get by, growing cotton. Lyndon Baines Johnson was the eldest of five ch
dren born to Sam and Rebekah Johnson. Although Johnson waarlégxat
aggerate his family's poverty for political purposes, they certainly lived close
to the margin. Sam Johnson was a landowner and a six-term member of the
Texas state legislature. But unlike many of his fellow lawmakers, he scorned
the bribes that flowed freely from Texas business lobbyists eager to purchase
legislative favors. A Democrat of populist sympathies, Sam Johnson believed
that government should serve the interests of ordinary men, not théyvealt
and big corporations. Young Lyndon admired the way his father stukist
principles; he also couldnt help but notice that such idealism could be costly.
After a disastrous collapse of cotton prices following the First World War,
Sam Johnson wound up working on a road crew on some of the same state
highways he had helped bring to his distfict.

Lyndon Johnson was keenly aware of the differences between his own
background and the “Harvards” in John Kennedy’s administration. Mo on
had handed him an Ivy League education, or anything else in life. He had
worked his way through Southwest Texas State College in San Marcos (in-
cluding a stint teaching poor Mexican-American children in a dusty border
town, an experience that he would often refer back to), graduating3i 19
Then, after another year of teaching, he secured a position in Washington,
D.C., as secretary to a Texas congressman. His public life had begun.

Johnson was not a handsome man; his manners were crude; he could be
overbearing and a bully. But he was also intelligent, with a prodigious mem-
ory and, most importantly, a gift of keen political perception. He undedst
how to make use of the ambitions and anxieties of the people around him to
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accomplish his own aims. As a young man on the rise, he learned how to
turn a calculated deference to his elders to his advantage. As one of his fel-
low congressional aides from the early 1930s would recall, “With men who
had power, men who could help him, Lyndon Johnson was a professional
son.’® Ambition overrode ideology: in the company of conservative elders he
was conservative; in the company of liberals, he was liberal. Coming to Wash-
ington on the eve of the New Deal, the prevailing winds were from the lib-
erals, and he tacked accordingly.

Johnson formed one of his most rewarding relationships with fellow
Texan Sam Rayburn, the House Democratic leader and later Speaker of the
House. In 1935 Rayburn helped him secure appointment as Texas state di-
rector of the National Youth Administration (NYA), a New Deal agency that
provided work grants to needy college students and public employment to
other young people in need of jobs. In 1937 when the congressmarisom
home district in Texas suddenly died, Johnson declared himself a candidate.
He ran a campaign designed to link himself in voters’ minds with President
Roosevelt and the New Deal: “Franklin D. and Lyndon B.” read his campaign
signs. After his election, he returned to Washington, where he met the pres-
ident for the first time. Roosevelt wasnt taken in by Johnson’s gssidénal
son” routine, but he was impressed nonetheless. He remarked to political ad-
viser Harry Hopkins, “this boy could well be the first Southern President.”

Johnson continued his climb to power with election to the U.S. Senate
in 1948; having secured the Democratic nomination (tantamount to election
in Texas in those years) by a scant and suspect majority of 87 votes, he also
acquired the painful nickname of “Landslide Lyndon.” In his years in the
Senate he grew more conservative, reflecting both the mood of Texas voters
and increasingly close ties with the oil and gas interests in his home state.
(He also became a wealthy man in those years, building a financial empire
in television stations—a field of enterprise in which his influence with the
Federal Communications Commission did not hurt him in besting his com-
mercial rivals.) In 1953 he was elected by his Democratic colleagues as Sen-
ate minority leader, and in 1955, after Democrats had regained contha of
Senate, he was elevated to majority leader.

No longer the deferential youngster, Lyndon Johnson was now a tower-
ing presence in the Senate anterooms where deals were cut, a wheeler-dealer
who poked his face within inches of his fellow senators, gripping their fore-
arms with one hand, persuading, intimidating, and calling in his debts to se-
cure the votes he needed for advancing his legislative and personal agenda.

In November 1960 Johnson advanced to within one heartbeat of the pres-
idency. And for the next three years, it seemed to him that was as close as
he was ever likely to get. The vice presidency was no place for a man with a
Texas-sized ego. Johnson had served his purpose for the Kennedys in 1960
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in helping his running mate secure the loyalty of southern Democrats; now
the president and his brother Bobby had neither use nor respect ftalth
ents of “Landslide Lyndon.” “I cannot stand Johnson’s damn long f&ceg-
ident Kennedy complained to a sympathetic listener. “He just comes in, sits
at the Cabinet meetings with his face all screwed up, never says anything. He
looks so sad® Kennedy started sending the vice president on round-the-
world goodwill trips, just to get him out of Washington and ouwiglit. And
then came the trip to Dallas.

“Everything | had ever learned in the history books taught me that mar
tyrs have to die for causes,” Johnson would tell interviewer Doris Kearns af-
ter his own presidency had come to an end:

John Kennedy had died. But his “cause” was not really clear. That was my job. |
had to take the dead man's program and turn it into a martyr's €ause.

President Johnson’s campaign to lay claim to Kennedy’s legislative man-
tle began the night in November 1963 when he first addressed a joint ses-
sion of Congress. There was, Johnson declared, “no memorial or eulody [that
could more eloquently honor President Kennedy's memory than the earliest
possible passage of the civil rights bill for which he foudRtit was not by
accident that Johnson began his campaign for “Kennedy’s program” with civil
rights. As a southerner, he had a better-than-average record on civil rights,
but he also had to contend with the suspicions of civil rights activists and
northern liberals that he would seek to turn the clock back on race relations
to the pre-Kennedy status quo. Johnson laid those doubts to rediras glet
all his formidable persuasive powers to bear to achieve passage of the Civil
Rights Act, which until that point had been considered unlikely to pass any-
time before the next presidential election. The proposed legislation would
outlaw segregation in public facilities and racial discrimination in employ-
ment and education. On July 2, 1964, he was able to sign the bill into law.
It was the most significant federal measure on behalf of equal rights for black
Americans seen since the Reconstruction era. And, since a southern con-
gressman had somewhat whimsically amended the act to ban gender as well
as racial discrimination, the Civil Rights Act was a turning point in the legal
rights of women as well as black.

Civil rights was just the beginning, as Johnson also turned his attention
to the economy. By the end of February 1964, he had secured pabsage o
Kennedy's proposal for a tax cut, a measure that had spent the lashfitsmo
stalled in various congressional committees. To win support for the tax cut,
he had pledged that he would hold the next years federal budget & und
$100 billion. The promise seemed to dictate cautious spending policies, with
no dramatic new government programs.
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But Johnson was not in the mood for caution. He had not sperartegu
century climbing the rungs of power in Washington just to become a Demo-
cratic version of Dwight Eisenhower. He wanted to be the Franklin Delano
Roosevelt of the 1960s; indeed, he dreamed of outdoing Roosevelg in th
breadth and popularity of his programs and legacy. So Johnson was@going
have his tax cut, and he was also going to have the kind of bold social pro-
grams that many people had by now persuaded themselves John Kennedy
had stood fot?

Kennedy had, in fact, contemplated introducing some new liberal reform
measures in the year leading up to the 1964 presidential election. In the spring
of 1963, Kennedys economic adviser Walter Heller had passed along to the
president a copy of a recently published book entillad Other Americdy
the socialist activist and intellectual Michael Harrington. Despite the prevailing
consensus about the arrival of the “affluent society,” Harrington argusd th
there was “another America” of 40 to 50 million inhabitants living in thitddn
States, “the unskilled workers, the migrant farm workers, the aged, the mi-
norities, and all the others who live in the economic underworld of American
life.” This “invisible land” of the poor existed in rural isolation or in crowded
urban slums where middle-class visitors seldom ventured. “That the poor are
invisible,” Harrington wrote, “is one of the most important things alvloain.”

Harrington’s other main point, for which he acknowledged his debt to an-
thropologist Oscar Lewis, was that “poverty is a culture.” Poor Americans were
not simply distinguishable by their lack of adequate income. Rather, they were
“people who lack education and skill, who have bad health, poor housing,
low levels of aspiration and high levels of mental distress.” Each of these prob-
lems was “the more intense because it exists within a web of disabilities.” The
tenacity of the “culture of poverty,” which was passed down from generation
to generation of poor Americans, meant that it was a delusion to believe that
poverty as an economic condition could be solved by exhortations t@the p
to lift themselves up by their own bootstraps. “Society,” Harringtorticaed,

“must help them before they can help themselves.”

Harrington’s statistics and the case he presented for federal action on be-
half of the “invisible poor” impressed Kennedy. He had not forgotten th
scenes of economic destitution he had encountered while campaigning in the
West Virginia primary in 1960. When the president conferred with Heller for
what turned out to be the last time in November 1963, he told ianhte
definitely wanted to include some kind of antipoverty program in nextsyear
legislative packagé®

On the day after Kennedy's assassination, Heller briefed the new presi-
dent on economic issues, mentioning Kennedy’s interest in antipoverty leg-
islation. “That's my kind of program,” Johnson responded. “MovVesfeed
ahead.” A scant six weeks later, in his State of the Union address in January



108 America Divided

Unemployed young men in West Virginia, c. 1961. The Great Society aimed to lift them out
of poverty.Source:George Meany Memorial Archives

1964, Johnson announced that his administration, “today, here andiao
clares unconditional war on poverty in America.”

Johnson pushed the war on poverty as another tribute to Johrd§enn
But unlike the civil rights act or the tax cut legislation, which had actually
been drafted and submitted to Congress before Kennedy’s assassination, the
“war on poverty” was little more than a phrase and a file drawer full of po-
sition papers from obscure government functionaries and academic theorists.
All Johnson knew for sure about the program when he gave told Walter Heller
to go “full speed ahead” was that he wanted something big. When approached
the following month with a proposal for a modest experimental antipoverty
program, limited to five urban and five rural pilot projects, Johnsonnwas
impressed. Congress didnt like to fund experiments, and neither did he. He
wanted something he could sell to the country asstiationto poverty.
“These boys are pretty theoretical down here,” Johnson complained to civil
rights leader Roy Wilkins in January, shortly before his declaration of the war
on poverty, “and if | get it passed, Im gonna have to have moreigahct
plans.™8
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Johnson appointed Sargent Shriver to convene a task force to draw up
antipoverty legislation. The appointment was a shrewd one. As Kennedy's
brother-in-law, Shriver was a useful symbol of continuity with the past ad-
ministration. He was also the founding director of the Peace Corps, one of
the most politically popular of the Kennedy administration’s initiatives. John-
son hoped that the Congress and the public would respond to the new call
for a crusade to end poverty at home with the same enthusiasm they had
shown for the idea of spreading American ideals and practical know-how to
impoverished nations abroad. “The sky's the limit,” Johnson told Shiriver
persuading him to take on this new task. “You just make this thing work,
period. | dont give a damn about the detal®.”

It turned out, however, that Johnson did give a damn about thi#sdet
There is one simple solution to poverty (technically simple, if politically com-
plicated), and that is for government to take money from those ah® ih
through taxation, and pass it on to those who lack it. This is what econo-
mists call “income redistribution” or “transfer payments,” and is more pop-
ularly known as “welfare” or “the dole.” But Johnson, already committed t
passing a tax cut that would benefit wealthy and middle-class voters, was un-
sympathetic to that approach. “You tell Shriver, no doles,” was the message
he gave to aide Bill Moyers to pass on to Shriver as planning for therwar o
poverty begarf®

Another solution to poverty is to have government provide the wih
jobs. In part that was what Johnson’s tax cut was designed to accomplish, if
only indirectly: putting more money into the pockets of better-affsconers
would in turn stimulate demand for goods and services from private indus-
try, leading to increased production and, presumably, higher employatest r
among the formerly jobless. If that process proved too slow, or was under-
mined by “automation” (business investment in labor-saving machinery and
techniques), or simply failed to reach groups cut off from the benéfaa o
expanding economy, such as unemployed coal miners in isolated and de-
pressed regions like Appalachia, the government might also step in directly as
employer of last resort. That would mean launching the kind of federally spon
sored public works projects undertaken by Roosevelts New Deal during the
Great Depression (building and maintaining roads, schools, airports, and so
on) and/or the expansion of public services (hiring more teachers, social work-
ers, firemen, and the like). This was, or had been since the 1930s, the classic
liberal solution to economic difficulties (John Kenneth Galbraith had made
an eloquent case for increased public serviceBhia Affluent Society). But
such programs were expensive; President Roosevelts Works Projects Admin-
istration (WPA) cost $5 billion in its first year of operation, an unprecedien
federal expenditure for domestic welfare. They also carried political liabilities,
with the business community tending to view them as wasteful subsidies to
workers lacking the initiative or skill to find jobs on their own.
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So, although Johnson had promised Shriver that “the skys the’limit,
turned out to be a low-ceilinged sky indeed. Johnson told Shriver he could
have under a billion dollars for the first year’s war on poverty progranns—o
less than one-fifth what Roosevelt had secured for the WPA in 1935 (more
like one-tenth, taking into account the inflation of the preceding 30 years.
As members of Shriver’s task force deliberated in the spring of 196y oiir+
erated under planning constraints that led them to fashion a stratemdfor
ing poverty that was quite different in scope and philosophy fromattthte
New Deal era.

The war on poverty, as it finally emerged from the planning process, was
designed to be fought through government-sponsored programwdh bt
help the poor to improve themselves—a “hand up, not a handout,tigerSh
would put it. The war on poverty was not going to be a jobs progaamh,
it was certainly not intended to be a welfare program. If anything, the war
on poverty strategists believed that their efforts would lead to a vast reduc-
tion in existing government programs providing cash benefits to thg poo
such as Aid to Families of Dependent Children (AFDC), a welfare program
created in 1935 to help single-parent families with children. Under the war
on poverty, poor Americans would be encouraged to take advantage of job
training programs and other forms of educational assistance that would al-
low them to benefit from the opportunities provided by an expandag
tional economy—hence the title given Shrivers package of legislative
proposals, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. Only the tuigm-
ployable—widows with small children at home, and people with severe dis-
abilities such as blindness—would still have to turn to welfare agencies for
assistance. The war on poverty would not seek to transfer income and would
not seek to transform the economy. The only thing it sought togehaas
the worldview of the poor, the “culture of poverty” that Michael Hartimg
had discussed ifthe Other America

The press coverage of the war on poverty that spring was extensive and,
for the most part, sympathetic. Harrington's book became a best-seller in pa-
perback, and his “invisible poor” were being sought out by an armgw$n
paper and television reporters. President Johnson did his part by making a
well-orchestrated trip to eastern Kentucky in late April, where he visited with
an unemployed coal miner named Tom Fletcher and his wife and children
in their three-room, tarpaper-covered sh&tkarry Caudill'sNight Comes
to the Cumberlandsa portrait of life in southern Appalachia published in
1963, was also influential in shaping the emerging image of the newly visi-
ble poor. “This is Daniel Boone country,” wrote Johnson’s liberal Secretary
of the Interior Stewart Udall in his foreword to Caudills book. He ferth
described the Cumberland Plateau of Kentucky as a region where once
“fiercely independent frontiersmen found in these isolated valleys the ele-
ments that sustained vigorous lif&.”
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As long as the poor continued to be thought of as the great,gyeeat-
children of Daniel Boone—which is to say white and rural—the fortunes of
the war on poverty would remain in the ascendant. And yet, even in the
spring of 1964 when most Americans pronounced themselves in favor of
Johnson’s antipoverty efforts, public opinion polls nonetheless revealed that
at the same time a plurality continued to believe that the poor were mainly
to blame for their own condition. In March of that year the Gallup pokaésk
the following question: “Which is more often to blame if a person is poor—
lack of effort on his own part, or circumstances beyond his control?”"&he r
sults were revealing: 33 percent of the sample responded “lack of effort,” 29
percent blamed “circumstances,” and 32 percent thought the two were equally
important?4

Signed into law in August 1964, the Economic Opportunity Act estab-
lished the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) as an independent federal
agency under the directorship of Sargent Shriver, with an initial appropria-
tion of $800 million. Most of OEOS limited funding would go towapdo-
viding grants to locally organized community action agencies (CAAs) in poor
neighborhoods across the country (over a thousand of them would g set
in the next year.) The CAAs were charged with determining what mix of gov-
ernment programs would work best in combating poverty in their particular
neighborhoods, and then setting up and administering those progtams. (
a provision attracting little attention at the time, the CAAs were required to
seek the “maximum feasible participation” of the poor themselves in their
operations.)

Among the programs OEO would oversee was a Job Corps (providing
vocational training to unemployed teenagers), several other work—training
and work-study programs, and literacy and adult education programs.
There were loan programs for struggling farmers and small businessmen.
There were also provisions for various kinds of “in-kind assistance,” such
as food stamps, designed to improve the immediate health and circum-
stances of the poor. Finally the war on poverty legislation
established VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America) as a kind of domes-
tic Peace Corps, enlisting volunteers for social service work in poor
communities.

Johnson’s legislative agenda for the spring of 1964 resembled a Christ-
mas gift list. There was the civil rights act for blacks. There was a tax cut for
the better-off. And there was a war on poverty for the poorJ&abhson did
not want to simply provide services for this or that constituency. His vision
of politics was much grander. He was after “consensus,” the creation of a
great and durable political majority who shared a common vision of an ideal
America. And so in May, in preparation for the fall presidential campaign,
Johnson set forth his political philosophy in a speech to a wildly enthusias-
tic audience of students at the University of Michigan. What he hoped to ac-
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complish as president, Johnson declared, was nothing less than the creation
of a “Great Society”:

The Great Society . . . demands an end to poverty and racial injustice. .thaBut

is just the beginning. The Great Society is a place where every child can find knowl-
edge to enrich his mind and enlarge his talent . . . where leisure is a welcome chance
to build and reflect, not a feared cause of boredom and restlessness . . .hehere t
city of man serves not only the needs of the body and the demacdmbferce

but the desire for beauty and the hunger for commfAity.

This was Schlesinger’s call for a new “qualitative liberalism” coming to
fruition, but with an important difference. Johnson’s speech was no cautiou
exercise in “fact-findingexpertise,and background papers.” The rhetoric,
crafted by former Kennedy speechwriter Richard Goodwin, was exalted, evan-
gelical, and unabashedly utopian. “Will you join in the battle to give every
citizen the full equality which God enjoins and the law requires?” Johnson
called to the students. “Yes” they shouted back. “Will you join in thdebatt
to build the Great Society, to prove that our material progress is baly t
foundation on which we will build a richer life of mind and spirit?” “Yes!”,
again, came the response. The speech was an enormous success. As Good-
win would note, it capped the process by which “the country witnessed, first
with relief, then with gathering acclaim, the unexpected emergence of a new
leader who seemed both formidable and benf§nldhnson was becoming
the country’s leader in his own right, no longer simply chief caretakéreof t
Kennedy shrine.

The next six months proved the high point of Lyndon Johnsaesip
dency and life. Though far ahead in the polls (and even further ahead after
the Republicans, in a raucous and divisive national convention, nominated
ultraconservative Arizonan Barry Goldwater as their standard-bearer), John-
son nonetheless kept up a campaign schedule that exhausted younger aides.
Whenever his energy seemed to flag, all he had to do was come in contact
with adoring voters. As reporter Mary McGrory noted, “What the aligof-
fee or the hair of the dog are for some men, the sight of a thsdog Lyn-
don Johnson.” Huge crowds turned out along the routes of hisroadies
across the country; as he drove past, Johnson would shout to theimeas if
were campaigning with his father back in the Texan hill country, “Come
down an’ hear the speakin!” or “Bring your children and the familhear
the speakin12’In November Johnson swept past Goldwater with 61 percent
of the popular vote, better than Franklin Roosevelt had managed irehis g
reelection victory in 1936. No one could ever again describe the president as
“Landslide Lyndon” with ironic intent.

President Johnson had dealt with another Kennedy legacy in 1964, even
as he was crafting his war on poverty, and that was the war in Vietnam. John-
son was every bit as determined as Kennedy had been to avoid a politically
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damaging debate (“Who lost Vietham?”). Not only did he have to pgmtree
Republicans that he was tough on communism, he also had to prove to his
own party that he was as strong a leader as the slain president. A masterful fig-
ure in domestic politics, Johnson had little experience in international affairs.
Although often resentful of what he considered slights from the well-educated
elitists in Kennedys circle of advisers, he also was intimidated by them and de-
ferred to what he regarded as their superior wisdom. This was patrticularly true
in the case of Robert McNamara, whom Johnson called “the ablest man Ive
ever met.28 Three days after Kennedys assassination, Johnson issued secret
instructions requiring “all senior officers of the government” to providik

unity of support for established U.S. policy in South Vietnafn.”

When Robert McNamara returned from a visit to Vietnam in December
1963, he again assured the press of the great progress being made there. Pri
vately, he warned the new president that the “current trend” in Vietnam “will
lead to neutralization at best or more likely to a Communist-controlled
state.®% On his next visit to Saigon, in March 1964, McNamara reported that
things had “unquestionably been growing worse” since the previou® fall.
The Communists were more numerous, better armed, and extending their
control over much of the countryside, while the new South Viethamese gov-
ernment was proving even more ineffective than the Diem regime. In fact, it
was hard to tell who was in control in Saigon; over the next year, therd wou
be a total of three coups and five governments briefly in power.

Unable to do anything about the deteriorating political situation in
South Vietnam, frustrated American policymakers concluded that the so-
lution lay in carrying the war directly to North Vietnam. “We are swatting
flies,” Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis LeMay declared in December 1963,
“when we should be going after the manure p#eOver the next few
months, Johnson’s military and civilian advisers developed plans for a se-
ries of military escalations leading to a full-scale bombing campaign against
North Vietham. They drew up a draft of a congressional resolution of sup-
port for American policy in Vietnam, intending to introduce it at tight
moment to secure bipartisan endorsement for the war. Johnson sought to
postpone any decisive action in Vietham until after the November elec-
tion. But at summer’s end Americans got a foretaste of the widened war to
come.

On July 30, the U.S. destroybtaddoxentered the Gulf of Tonkin, the
coastal waters that lie beside North Vietham. Mmeeldoxwas monitoring
North Viethamese radio broadcasts, attempting to gauge the strengté of t
countrys coastal defense. Ever since February, South Viethamese PT boats
had been raiding North Viethamese coastal installations, as part of an Amer-
ican-designed operation code-named Operation Plan 34A. Now they struck
again, raiding two North Vietnamese islands. The North Viethamese were on
edge, expecting further assaults at any moment. In the next few déyadhe
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doxsailed as close as 8 miles to the North Viethamese mainland and 4 miles
to the islands attacked by the South Viethamese.

On the night of August 2, three North Vietnamese torpedo boats sailed
at high speed toward thdaddox(possibly believing it to be the South Viet-
namese vessel involved in the July 30 raid). The Americans fired first; the
North Vietnamese responded by launching two torpedoes. In the 37-minute
battle that followed, two torpedo boats were damaged by American planes,
and a third by shellfire from thladdox The Maddoxitself was unscathed,
and there were no U.S. casualties.

The Navy ordered another destroyer, @elurner Joyto join theMad-
dox in the Gulf. The next night, August 3, South Vietnamese ships again
raided the North Vietnamese coast. On the evening of August 4, sailord aboar
the Maddoxbegan to pick up radar and sonar readings indicating the pres-
ence of enemy ships. Although there were no visual sightings of North Viet-
namese craft, several sailors claimed to have seen torpedo wakes heading to-
ward the destroyers. Over the next 2 hours, seamen manning sonar equipmen
reported 22 torpedoes fired at tMaddox The Maddoxand theTurner Joy
fired 400 shells in the direction from which the attack seemed to be coming.

They also called in air support. But the planes from the Ti&$deroga
could find no sign of the enemy. The captain of Meeldoxfinally called off
his gunners and cabled his superiors: “Entire action leaves many doubts. Sug-
gest complete evaluation before any further actfSriLater it would be sug-
gested that a jittery sonar man aboard Meeldoxhad mistaken the sound
of his own ship’s rudder for onrushing enemy torpedoes, while freak weather
conditions led to a misinterpretation of radar readings. In retrospect, it seems
likely that there were no North Vietnamese ships in the area that night.

Notwithstanding the murky circumstances surrounding the supposed at-
tack, policymakers in Washington set in motion contingency plans developed
the previous spring for military escalation. In a televised address shortly be-
fore midnight on August 4, President Johnson announced that in ietaliat
for an unprovoked attack on American ships on the high seas, U.8eb®om
were already on their way to North Vietham. Two U.S. planes were shot down
in the attack, which struck at North Viethamese fuel depots, PT boat bases,
and antiaircraft installations. One pilot died, while the other, Lieutenant
(j.9.) Everett Alvarez, was taken prisoner. He would remain a captive in North
Vietnam until 1973, the longest any American had ever remained a prisoner
of war.

According to public opinion polls, an overwhelming majority of Ameri-
cans approved the raids against North Vietnam. With their servicemen un-
der attack, Americans instinctively rallied around the flag and their presi-
dent’s policies. The Gulf of Tonkin events were seen as a kind of mini—Pearl
Harbor, except this time it was the enemy that was sent away with a bloody
nose. Television commentators and editorial writers hailed President John-
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son’s cool-headed resolution in the crisis, and his standing in public opinion
polls jumped*

Privately, Johnson was skeptical about the August 4 incident, confiding
to an aide, “Hell, those dumb stupid sailors were just shooting at flying?fish.”

But he was delighted by the chance to strike a blow at the Viethamese Com-
munists, boasting in his rough-hewn style, “l didnt just screw Ho Chi Minh.

| cut his pecker off2¢ More importantly, following the script devised by his
advisers that spring, Johnson was able to go before Congress to askdor a
olution authorizing him to “take all necessary measures to repel an armed
attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent furtires-agg
sion.”®” The resulting Gulf of Tonkin resolution passed the House of Repre-
sentatives unanimously, and passed the Senate with only two dissenting votes,
those of Ernest Gruening of Alaska and Wayne Morse of Oregon, and went
on to serve as the legal justification for the war until its repeal in 1970.

The Gulf of Tonkin incident also served Johnson well in the fall presi-
dential election. Having dispatched bombers to take what most Americans
regarded as a just and measured retribution for Communist aggression on
the high seas, Johnson was free thereafter to campaign as a man of peace. Al
a campaign rally near his Texas ranch on August 29, he declared unequivo-
cally:

I have had advice to load our planes with bombs and to drop them am cart

eas that | think would enlarge the war and escalate the war, and result in our com-
mitting a good many American boys to fighting a war that | thinkhdug be fought

by the boys of Asia to help protect their own I&d.

With Barry Goldwater prone to loose speculation on how useful tactical nu-
clear weapons might prove in the jungles of Vietham, most voters preferred
to entrust the foreign policy of the United States and the fate mkt&an
boys” in uniform to a moderate, reasonable, and seasoned commander-
in-chief like Lyndon Johnson.

“Dont stay up late,” the president admonished the celebrants as he left
his inaugural ball in January 1965. “There's work to be done. Wereuon o
way to the Great Society® When the 89th Congress opened deliberations
later that month, Johnson prepared to move swiftly on many fraletsould
call on the support of the strongest Democratic majority in the House and
Senate since the heyday of the New Deal. The Democrats had picked up 2
seats in the Senate, and 37 more in the House of Representatives in the fall
elections. Liberal Democrats, in alliance with the remaining liberal northern
Republicans, could now construct a majority without having to depend on
the votes of conservative southern Democrats. Yet Johnson still felt a sense
of urgency. He knew how temporary even the most convincing electoral man-
date could prove. “WeVve got to do this in a hurry,” Johnsonoetdu leg-
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islative aides. Banging his fist on the wall for emphasis, he added, “l want to
see this coonskin on the wafl””

If President Johnson had done nothing else but preside over bill-signing
ceremonies, he would have had a busy schedule in 1965. In the first six
months of the year, the administration submitted 87 bills—“coonskins” in
Johnson’s terminology—to Congress. By October, when Congress recessed
and Johnson entered the hospital for gall bladder surgery, he had nailed 84
of them to the White House wall. Johnson claimed that not even his old po-
litical hero Franklin Roosevelt in his first year in office had signed so many
fundamental reforms into law.

Among the bills the president put his signature to in 1965 were social
welfare measures providing federal health insurance for the aged (Medicare)
and for poor families (Medicaid). Proposals for some sort of national health
insurance had been a staple of the liberal agenda since Harry Truman’s pres-
idency, but had been stymied by the medical lobby, which denounced the
specter of “socialized medicine.” Even at this high point of liberal influence,
Johnson did not feel he had the votes to deliver a program for saliveralth
coverage. But he was able to bring a measure of protection to two mbidte
vulnerable groups in the country in terms of health problems.

Medicare turned out to be a very popular program. Far from being r
garded by the public as an unwarranted intrusion of the governmend into
previously sacrosanct economic activity, it was seen as the natural extension
of the already popular provisions for social security pensions; soon after its
passage, over four out of five Americans proclaimed themselves backers of
the measure. In fact, of all social groups in the country, the elderly may hav
benefited most from the liberal reforms of the 1960s. In additionetidare,
elderly Americans also benefited from new policies tying social security pay-
ments to the cost of living. As a result, the poverty level among elderérA
icans dropped precipitously by the mid-1970s. For those over the &&e of
the war on poverty proved an unqualified success. Senior citizens, known to
politicians as reliable and knowledgeable voters, proved so highly effective
in lobbying in their own interest that some commentators began to oefer t
the emergence of “Grey Powetl”

In his 1965 State of the Union address, Johnson had committed himself
to preserving a “green legacy” for future Americans. In line with that pledge,
and reflecting the concerns of the “qualitative liberalism” of the 1950s as well
as those of a newly emerging environmentalist movement, Johnson backed a
measure proposed by Senator Edmund Muskie of Maine to establish federal
regulations protecting the nation’s water quality against industrial and other
forms of pollution. In October Johnson signed the Water Quality At9@5,
better known as the Clean Water Act, into law, proclaiming (in a perhaps
deliberate echo of the themes of GalbraikfBuent Societythe nation’s “re-
fusal to be strangled by the wastes of civilizatiéh Two weeks later he
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signed another bill, the Clean Air Act, also proposed by Muskie, establishing
federal air quality regulations.

The 89th Congress passed, at the president’'s behest, measures establish:
ing a new cabinet-level agency, the Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD), as well as endowments providing federal grants to sup-
port scholarship and the arts. Congress also passed measures providing federa
aid to elementary and secondary schools, as well as providing federal schol-
arships for low-income college students (and underwriting private education
loans to better-off student$y.

As important as Johnson’s Great Society legislative initiatives were in re-
alizing the liberal agenda in the mid-1960s, they were not the only force push-
ing for social reform. The federal judiciary and new social movements out-
side of government also played important roles in the decade’s resurgent
liberalism.

The mid-1960s were the third time in the twentieth century that re-
formers in the White House and Congress joined together in seeking fun-
damental changes in American society. In dramatic contrast to earlier pe-
riods of liberal ferment, like the Progressive Era and the New Deal, this
time the reformers were joined, rather than being opposed, by a majority
of justices of the Supreme Court. Indeed, the reformist mood &upeme
Court preceded that in the other branches of the federal government by
decade.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Supreme Court dramatically broadened the
definition of constitutional rights guaranteed United States citizens. Under
the direction of Earl Warren, the California Republican appointed by Presi-
dent Eisenhower in 1953, the Court’s decisions encouraged and lent legiti-
macy to new social movements, particularly those concerned with the con-
ditions of minority groups and womén.

The language of “rights” is central to the American experience, as a quick
glance at the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution will confirm.
But there never has been a consensus on exactly what and who was to be in-
cluded in these broad assertions of natural and equal rights. Much of the his-
tory of the United States consists of a process by which more and rapesgr
lay claim to more and more rights. However, until the 1960s, moseahth
cluded constituencies and insurgent movements seeking what they saw as
their fair share of rights—blacks, women, working men and women, and oth-
ers—focused their demands in terms of equal treatment before the law and
equal ability to participate in the political process. They sought an extension
of the franchise and the protection of rights of free speech, free assembly,
and free association.

The 1960s and their aftermath led to an explosion of demands for new
rights—such as rights to reproductive freedom—or by groups who had not
been thought of as possessing any special rights of their own—such as ho-
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mosexuals, criminal defendants, convicted prisoners, mental patients, the
handicapped, and welfare recipiefts.

In 1954, as the newly appointed chief justice, Earl Warren played a cen-
tral role in persuading several wavering justices to sign on to the Courts
unanimous decision in favor of the NAACP’s position Brown Warren
nursed a guilty conscience from his role in the incarceration of California’s
Japanese Americans in the Second World War; he had been state attorney
general at the time and had provided legal justification for the deciiown,
and subsequent Court decisions reinforcing civil rights and civil liberties,
were at least in part his atonement for complicity in that earlier act of racial
injustice46

If the only Supreme Court ruling with which Earl Warren's name was
associated waBrown v. Board of Educatiore would still be remembered as
one of the most influential chief justices in American legal historyBBotvn
was just the beginning of 15 years of landmark decisions. In the late 1950s,
in a series of cases involving civil liberties of Communists, the Warren Court
restricted the power of government to punish political dissenters. In the late
1950s and in the 1960s, the Court struck down censorship statutésdann
pornography and made it more difficult for public officials to bring ldgts
against media critics. In a series of decisions, starting B#ker v. Carr
(1962) and concluding witReynolds v. Simd964), the Court ordered that
American electoral districts from the state to the federal levels be reappor-
tioned according to the principle of equal legislative representation for equal
numbers of people (more popularly known as “one man, one vote”). This
overturned the excessive power that sparsely populated (and usually conser-
vative) rural districts had long exercised in American politics.

In the 1960s the Court also rendered decisions in a series of cases in-
volving the rights to due process for criminal defendants, excluding the use
of improperly seized evidence in criminal trials and guaranteeing the right of
indigents to an attorney in felony trials. Most famouslyMmanda v. Ari-
zona(1966), the justices excluded the use of improperly obtained confes-
sions from criminal trials.

Griswold v. Connecticut1965) was an exceptionally important decision,
although its full ramifications became clear only after Warren left the Court.
The decision struck down a ban in the state of Connecticut on the dissemi-
nation of information about contraception. By this point the widespaeaitt
ability of birth control pills had made the Connecticut statute seem like a
relic of Victorian prudery (Justice Potter Stewart called it an “uncommonly
silly law”). The real significance of the case lay in the Court's reasoning that
the law was unconstitutional because it interfered with the “right to pri-
vacy’—a right nowhere mentioned in the Constitution, but that a majority
of the justices now felt was “implied.” This expansive definition of rights,
which would survive Earl Warren’s retirement as chief justice in 1969, lay at
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the base of the Court’s ruling Roe v. Wad¢€1973) which overturned state
laws banning abortion.

Many of the Court’s decisions involved it in controversial social issues.
The Warren Court energized both the Left, in support, and the,Rigbp-
position. Liberals celebrated the Supreme Court's attempts to remedy injus-
tice through “judicial activism”; conservatives, who had previously looked to
the courts as a reliable bastion against liberal innovations in public policy,
now condemned the Supreme Court for exercising “judicial tyranny.” One
of the legacies of the Warren Court was that future nominees for the bench
would receive a thorough ideological scrutiny from liberal and conservative
advocacy groups, and from Congress, unlike anything that had prevailed in
the past.

The United States, as observers since the time of de Tocqueville have noted,
is a society of joiners. Throughout the nineteenth and into the early tvientiet
century, Americans banded together around issues of moral and political re-
form, usually defined as doing away with one or another social evil, from the
abolition of slavery to the abolition of saloons. That tradition seemed to lan-
guish in mid-twentieth century America. With the exception of the NAACP,
with nearly 400,000 members in 1960, advocacy groups associated with lib-
eral causes could count on, at most, a few tens of thousands of members: in
1960, for example, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) had 5@,00
members, the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE) fewer than 25,000
ADA about 20,000, the Sierra Club just over 16,000. [In contiast919, out
of a much smaller population, the National American Women's Suffrage As-
sociation (NAWSA) counted over 2 million loosely affiliated memtféys.

McCarthyism was among the reasons for this relatively low membership
in liberal groups; years of seeing people hauled before congressional investi-
gating committees for having joined the wrong group or signed thegwron
petition certainly did not encourage political participation that extended be-
yond the anonymity of the voting booth. But the low enrollmevese also
the product of a lack of interest on the part of the advocacy gritngms-
selves in expanding membership. For the most part, these were not organi-
zations of activists. Members paid their dues, and perhaps attended an an-
nual banquet (or, in the case of the Sierra Club, a hike), but otherwise let
the leaders of these highly centralized groups do the advocating. It was a style
of political organizing that assumed that a word from a prominent insider to
a legislator or reporter carried more weight than any number of mass, pub-
lic expressions of dissent or support. And for that, these groupg dieked
a large or particularly active membershp.

But that would soon change, largely as a result of the influence of the
civil rights movement, with its emphasis on local organizing and direct ac-
tion. In the early 1960s, civil rights support activities gave large numbers of
northern white liberals a crash course in the dynamics of mass organization.
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Consider the case of the ACLU. From the sit-ins in the spring of 4860

on through the decade, the ACLU dispatched attorneys and raised funds t
defend people arrested in civil rights protests. The ACLU also greatly ex-
panded its notion of what constituted “civil liberties"—defining the protec-
tion of free speech and free association to include such new concerns as draft
resistance, prisoners’rights, and reproductive rights. In line with its new ac-
tivist policies, the organization actively recruited new members and opened
new offices. By 1965 it was up to 80,000 members; by 1970, @&10Q0.

It also became a truly national organization in the same period, expanding
from 7 state affiliates in 1960 to more than 40 a decade4ater.

The Sierra Club went through a similar transition, growing to 29,000
members in 1965, and to over 100,000 in 1970. From its traditizase in
California, it grew into a national movement and one that, notwithstanding
battles between traditionalists and activists in its leadership, was far more
combative vis a vis both industry and government than it had been in its
early days. Increasingly, its focus was on fighting polluters, not simply on
preserving wilderness. In addition to its handsome calendars and glossy pic-
ture books, the club was now issuing paperbacks with titlesHiotactics:

The Sierra Club Handbook for Environmental ActivitsOther long-
established environmental groups like the National Audubon Society and the
Wilderness Society would follow the Sierra Club’s example in embracing an
activist style and strategy. And across the country, local advocacy groups, fo
cused on issues ranging from industrial pollution to nuclear safety sprang
up—particularly after 1969 when a disastrous oil spill caused by offshore
drilling operations polluted the beaches of prosperous communities in Cali-
fornia like Santa Barbar?.

New departures in liberal activism were not confined to the white mid-
dle class. In the rich farming region of California’s San Joaquin Valley, ggrou
of activists, most of them Mexican American, created a labor movement ded-
icated to improving the lives of some of the most exploited workers in the
land. Migrant farmworkers typically earned no more than the minimum wage
and endured painful and often dangerous working conditions to plant and
harvest the fruits and vegetables Americans consumed daily. Many workers
spent their days bent over at the waist because employers furnished them
only with short hoes; laborers risked their health picking crops sprayed with
powerful disinfectants. Unprotected by federal or state labor laws and ignored
by politicians, the farmworkers needed to find a way to wake up the nation.

In 1962 Cesar Chavez, a veteran community activist who had been a mi-
grant laborer himself, spearheaded formation of the first union of farkens
established since the Great Depression—and the only one ever controlled by
the Mexican Americans who made up the majority of California field labor-
ers. In 1965 the United Farm Workers threw its small membership into a
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Cesar Chavez, leader of the United Farm Workers, during a rally to support the grape strike
and boycott, 19655ource:George Meany Memorial Archives

strike against the grape growers of the San Joaquin Valley. Rapidly, the work
stoppage mushroomed into a peaceful uprising by an ethnic group the An-
glo majority had long disparaged. In mass demonstrations, including a 300-
mile march to the state capital, union workers held aloft banners embla-
zoned with a black Aztec eagle on a bright-red background and others
adorned with the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the patron saingof M
ico. Chavez called the movement “both a religious pilgrimage and a plea
for social change,” and, throughout the Southwest, “La Causa” sparked a
political awakening among Mexican Americans who had been relatively qui-
escent beforé?

But Chavez and his fellow organizers knew that only massive pressure
would force the growers to abandon the use of nonunion workerfieSo t
United Farm Workers broadened their movement into a national civil rights
cause. Beginning in 1966, the union drew on thousands of middle-class lib-
eral allies, most of them Anglo, to mobilize a national boycott of table grapes.
Prominent supporters like Senator Robert F. Kennedy, UAW president Wal-
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ter Reuther, Catholic bishops, and actor Paul Newman helped publicize the
boycott and raise funds. And the boycotters became a sophisticated team.
“We got to the point where we could track a grape shipment from Califor-
nia to Appleton, Wisconsin, and have pickets waiting for them at the load-
ing docks at two oclock in the morning,” recalled one organizén. 1970,

after an arduous five years of struggle, most grape growers in theaannlo
agreed to recognize the union.

Perhaps the most significant new social movement to emerge in the 1960s
was the movement for the equality of women. Unlike the first women'ssright
movement, which had required nearly three-quarters of a century to achieve
the right to vote, the revived movement for women’s rights in 9604 re-
alized many of its goals with astonishing rapidity. Not that scoffers and op-
ponents were absent; feminists were derided in many quarters in the 1960s,
on the left as well as the right, as unattractive, extremists. Still, within a
decade of what has been called the “second wave” of American feminism,
public opinion polls showed that most women and many men embraced pro-
posals that, when advanced in the 1960s, had been confined to the margins
of American political and social discourse: equal pay for equal work, equal
responsibility of men and women for housework and child rearing, an end
to domestic violence, an end to the “glass ceiling” that kept women out of
managerial positions, an end to sexual harassment in the workplace—even
if those who came to espouse such views often prefaced their beliefs with the
disclaimer, “I'm no womens libber, but. . . .”

Betty Friedan played a key role in the revival of the movement. A 1942
graduate of Smith College, Friedan retired from a decade-long career as a la-
bor journalist to concentrate on raising her three children in the 1960s. B
she kept up her writing on a freelance basis, mostly contributing to large-cir-
culation women’s magazines. At the end of the 1950s, on the occasiom of th
fiteenth reunion of her graduating class, she took a survey of hen Sladts-
mates, measuring how they felt about their life’s achievements. Nearly 90 per-
cent of those who responded were housewives, and many confessed to feel-
ing dissatisfied with their failure to make better use of their education. Few
of them would have described themselves as feminists, but Friedan argued
that their unhappiness stemmed from the unequal relations of men and women
in American society. She began writing about these issues for women’s mag-
azines, and then in 1963 presented her conclusions in a Bhekseminist
Mystiquepresented Friedan’s life as representative of the unfair choices forced
upon educated women in American society (to further her presentatien-of h
self as a typical housewife, she downplayed her past history as a political rad-
ical) 54 Friedan argued that “a sexual counterrevolution” had taken place in
the 1950s, “a moratorium during which many millions of women put them
selves on ice and stopped growing.” They accepted the notion—or “mys-
tigue™—that the true glory of womanhood lay in the role of wife andhmig
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and nowhere else. The personal dissatisfaction she found so prevalent among
women her own age, and younger women as well, she called “the problem
with no name,” and argued its solution lay in allowing women the opportu-
nity to find satisfying careers outside the home. The vision of the falate
Friedan put forth in the conclusion ©he Feminine Mystiqu&as not, how-

ever, one of a victory of women over men in some eternal battle of the. sex
Rather, just as in that same year Martin Luther King would call on white and
black Americans alike to join together in harmonious re-creation of the Amer-
ican dream, so Friedan imagined the mutually enhanced lives of men and
women in a new world of genuine sexual equality:

Who knows of the possibilities of love when men and women share not only chil-
dren, home, and garden, not only the fulfilment of their biologiclEstdut the
responsibilities and passions of the work that creates the human future dualll the
human knowledge of who they are?

Friedan’s feminist egalitarianism, like King's racial egalitarianism, struck a re-
sponsive chord among many Americans in the 19608;Feminine Mystique
would go on to sell a million copies.
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Betty Friedan, at center, and other founders of the National Organization for Women, 1966.
Source:Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College
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Thanks to the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, sexual discrimi-
nation in employment was now against federal law. The newly created Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) was instructed to enfoece t
provisions against both sexual and racial discrimination. For a time, how-
ever, EEOC commissioners proved reluctant enforcers of the new rules as
they applied to women. The notion of sexual discrimination in the workplace
struck them, as it did most employers at the time, as trivial if not ludicrou
Were they supposed to be upset if a man couldnt find employment as a Play-
boy bunny? Newspapers began referring to the anti-sexual discrimination
provisions of Title VIl as the “bunny law®

But the women who had been involved in the work of the President’s
Commission and various state commissions on the status of women were not
amused. And they drew an important lesson from the recent histohe of t
civil rights movement. Blacks had the NAACP and other groups to l@dyby
their interests; if American women expected the same respect and results,
they clearly needed to develop equivalent organizational clout. Thus in 1966
a small group of female activists formed a new organization which, at Betty
Friedan's suggestion, took the name National Organization for Women
(NOW). Most of the women initially involved were established professionals
and, in the beginning, NOWS’ preferred approach to women's rights issues
was through a combination of litigation and high-level insider lobbying. But
younger women, many of them veterans of the civil rights or campus radi-
cal movements, soon joined up and pushed the organization leftward in po-
litical tactics, style, and issué&$.

During the 1960s, Richard Goodwin would write, “men and women
[lived] as if their world was malleable to their gra$8.Goodwin’s experi-
ence of the decade was both as liberal insider and as liberal outsider: as a
member of government and as a member of a social movement outside of
government. A speechwriter first for Kennedy and then for Johisoegined
the phrase “Great Society” for which the Johnson administration would be
most fondly remembered by subsequent generations of liberals. But in the
later 1960s, Goodwin moved into opposition to the president he once served
joining the antiwar Democrats who sought to bring Johnson’s political career
to an end.

Liberals helped change America in the 1960s, and during those years en-
joyed the heady feeling of living in a world “malleable to their grasp.” But
eras of reform and social change in American history are judged not simply
by the achievements of their own time, but also by their political legacies.
The legacy of Franklin Roosevelt’s years in office included a newly powerful
trade union movement, representing the interests of millions of members in
the halls of legislative power as well as in the workplace.

The political legacy of Lyndon Johnson’s years in office was more am-
biguous. Liberalism, and with it, much of the Democratic Party, had been
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transformed by decade’s end. Although unions remained a powerful force in
the Democratic party (if less so every year in the workplace), they were no
longer the source of the party’s sense of its social mission. Liberals no longer
shied away from the idea of crusades and mass movements, as they had in
the late 1940s and early 1950s. Nor was there any shortage of new move-
ments with which they could ally themselves: powerful organizations pro-
moting civil rights, civil liberties, environmentalism, and feminism, and a
host of other worthy causes competed for their attention. If the sgpeeot

the typical liberal in the 1950s had been one of a tweedy, middle-aged male
intellectual poring over the latest issueTdfe New Republi; a university
library, by the late 1960s it had been replaced by that of an yowihéuén-
ergetic man or woman, knocking on doors or buttonholing strangeis o
street corner to collect signatures on a petition for the burning liberal cause
of the moment. The egghead was dead; the activist triumphant.

Michael Harrington was one of the few activist intellectuals of the 1960s
who sought to link the institutional legacies of the New Deal with the new
social movements emerging in the era of the Great Society. He welcomed the
advent of what he called the “conscience constituency” of middle-class lib-
eral activists. But he did not think that the new liberals could change Amer-
ica by themselves. The “daily concerns of working people and the poor,” he
wrote in the waning days of the Johnson administration, “must merge with
the values of the college educated and the religiously inspired in a new ma-
jority party.”?

That merger Harrington called for never took place. To a large extent, it
was never attempted, save briefly in such campaigns as the one in support
of California farmworkers. The new liberalism remained a movement of, by,
and for the educated middle classes. The consequences of that fact, for the
future of the Great Society and for the future of American politics,ldvba
profound. Within a very few years, the world would seem a much less “mal-
leable” place to American liberals.






CHAPTER 7

1965

MR. JDHNSON IS ALMOST UNIVERSALLY LIKED. . . .
—FHditorial in The Nation, Jnuary 11, 1965

Presiding over the annual tree-lighting ceremony at the White House shortly
before Christmas 1964, Lyndon Johnson was in a triumphant mood. “These
are the most hopeful times,” he proclaimed with characteristic expansiveness,
“since Christ was born in Bethlehem.” Veteran political reporter Kenneth
Crawford tweaked the president a few weeks latéMeéwsweekor his fond-

ness for hyperbole, but conceded there was reason for optimism. Lyndon
Johnson, Crawford wrote, was leader of “the most powerful, most prosper-
ous, and most lavishly endowed nation not only of these times but of any
times.”

A month earlier Johnson had been elected to the presidency by the largest
plurality the American electorate had ever given any candidate for the White
House. Johnson was given to insecurity, and in the first months after inher-
iting his office from Kennedy, he later confessed, he felt “illegitimate, a naked
man with no presidential covering, a pretender to the throne, an illegal
usurper.® But after November 1964 his power was, in his own eyes, com-
plete and legitimate; no longer need he sustain even the rhetorical pretense
(“Let us continue”) of merely being the humble successor to his martyred
predecessor.

The nation that President Johnson had been chosen to lead was itself at
a peak of self-confidence. When asked if they were “satisfied or dissatisfied
with [their] family income,” 64 percent of white respondents answered in
the affirmative (compared, however, to only 30 percent of nonwHit#s).
seemed, at least to the white majority, that the country had arrived at a per-
manent plateau of prosperity. Since 1961 the volume of economic activity
in the United States had increased by $100 billion, or over 25 percent. In
May 1965 the United States would break the peacetime record for a busi-
ness upswing. By years end, the unemployment rate would drop below 4
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percent, with no significant inflationary pressures yet visible on the economic
horizon®

Americans also felt confident about the role their nation played in the
world. The United States, in the popular saying, had “never lost a wa” (th
ambiguous outcome of the war in Korea, a decade earlier, was generally passed
over in silence). In the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis, when
Khrushchev, not Kennedy, had been the first to blink at the prospect-
clear apocalypse, earlier fears that the United States had fallen behind its
Communist rival in military strength had faded away. In 1965 Johnson was
commander-in-chief of armed forces that, in destructive power if not sheer
numbers, dwarfed those of the Soviet Union, or for that matter fane
ever before assembled on the globe. Over 800 intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles, 31 Polaris submarines, and nearly 1000 strategic bombers were avail-
able to deliver America’s nuclear arsenal in case of an all-out war. Fifteen at-
tack carriers, and over 900 other U.S. naval vessels ceaselessly crisscrossed
the world’s oceans. Nearly a million American soldiers and 200,000 Marines
patrolled the front lines of potential battlegrounds from Germany te&o
(including about 23,000 “military advisers” in South Vietham), or weglel h
in reserve for rapid deployment from bases in the United States and its al-
lies8 In the heavens as on earth, American will power and technology were
prevailing. Beginning with astronaut John Glenn’s orbital flight in February
1962, the United States had matched Soviet space achievements step by step.

Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, and their families celebrate their inauguration, January
20, 1965.Source:George Meany Memorial Archives
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The Mercury space program, designed to put Americans in space, concluded
after six successful launches; in the spring of 1965 the Gemini program be-
gan, featuring flights of longer duration, space walks, and docking maneu-

vers in space. Project Apollo, manned exploration of the moon, was soon to
follow. The United States was well on its way to achieving Kennedy's promise

of placing an American on the moon by the end of the decade.

The world was still seen as a dangerous place, full of snares for the un-
wary. But surely America’s leaders, tested in decades of crisis and confronta-
tion, could be relied upon to steer a steady course both abroad andet ho
In a Gallup poll taken in February 1965, 64 percent of respondents agreed
with the statement that this would prove a year when “America will increase
her world power.” Johnson campaigned in 1964 as the candidate of national
prosperity and international peace, and American voters had taken him at his
word on both counts. Walter Lippmann, the dean of Washington newspaper
columnists, and a frequent critic of the government’s Cold War policiesgwrot
on the occasion of Johnson’s inaugural in January that, for thériressince
the start of the Second World War, the United States had a presides¢ who
attention was “not fixed upon the danger abroad, but on the preldech
prospects at homé.”

Winter: Vietham

Meanwhile, Americans continued to die in Vietham. Five days before Lyn-
don Johnson’s election victory, five Americans were killed and six B-57
bombers were destroyed in a Viet Cong mortar attack on Bienhoa Air Base,
20 miles northeast of Saigon. On the day before Christmas, two Americans
were killed and 37 wounded when the Viet Cong dynamited a U.S. officers’
billet in Saigon itself. By the end of 1964, 267 Americans had been killed in
action in South Vietnam, well over half of them in the 13 months since John-
son took office.

Throughout the fall, Johnson pondered his options in Vietham. The con-
sensus among his advisers was that once the election was safely decided, the
United States would need to act decisively to save the faltering Saigon regime
from collapsing to the Communist onslaught. In early September Assistant
Secretary of Defense John MacNaughton sent a memorandum to his boss,
Robert McNamara, outlining a “scenario” for future U.S. actions in Vietnam.
“[N]Jew initiatives” should include a series of provocative actions against
North Vietnam similar to those leading up to the Gulf of Tonkin incident.
Assuming the North Viethamese responded with new attacks of their own,
the results would “provide good grounds for us to escalate if we wish” with
a bombing campaigh.
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In the Gulf of Tonkin incident, where no American lives had been lost,
Johnson had hastily ordered retaliatory strikes. But as 1964 drew to a close,
with more Americans dying every day in the war, the president hesitated on
the brink of decisive action. When Maxwell Taylor, the American ambassador
to South Vietnam, urged Johnson to hit back at North Vietnamh&sbomb-
ing of the officers’ billet in Saigon, he refused. “Every time | get a mjlitar
recommendation,” the president complained in a cable to Taylor, “it seems
to me that it calls for a large-scale bombing. | have never felt this war would
be won from the air®

The one usually reliable dissenter from the pro-escalation consensus in
Johnson’s inner circle had been Undersecretary of State George Ball. Ball
drafted a memorandum in October challenging the basic assumptions of
American policy. American international credibility would suffer more for
the irresponsible escalation of the war than from possible Communist gains
in Southeast Asia. If the United States upped the ante in Vietham, the Com
munists could respond by increasing their own attacks, which would require
a still greater American commitment, with no end in sight. “Once on the
tiger's back,” Ball prophesied famously, “we cannot be sure of picking the
place to dismount!*

Despite Balls prophecy, and Johnson’s end-of-the-year misgivings, the
momentum for launching an air war against North Vietham was proving
irresistible in Washington. On January 14, Ambassador Taylor was in-
structed by the White House to be on the alert for any plausible excuse for
the United States to step up military activity: “immediately following the
occurrence of a spectacular enemy action,” he should “propose to us what
reprisal action you considered desirabiéThe necessary “spectacle” came
along three weeks later at Pleiku, the site of a U.S. air base in the central
highlands of South Vietnam, its airstrip crowded with military planes and
helicopters. At 2a.m. on February 7, the airstrip and a barracks a few miles
away were hit simultaneously by Viet Cong mortar and ground attacks. In
15 minutes, eight Americans were killed, and more than a hundred
wounded. “Ive had enough of this,” Johnson declared in a meeting of h
National Security Council. Most of his advisers concurred with the need
for strong retaliatory action. Vice President Hubert Humphrey, in an un-
usual display of independence, urged caution; as a result, it would be an-
other year before Johnson would allow Humphrey to take part in deliber-
ations over policy in Vietnant®

A few hours later, fighter-bombers from the U.S. aircraft carfensger
Coral SeaandHancock stationed in the South China Sea, were attacking mil-
itary bases in North Vietham. Unlike the Gulf of Tonkin incident, this was
not going to be just a tit-for-tat reprisal. On February 13, the mesidu-
thorized the start of Operation Rolling Thunder, a sustained bombing cam-
paign of North Vietham that was to last for almost three years. Later Presi-
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dent Richard Nixon would resume where Johnson had left off; before the
Vietham War ended, the United States would drop triple the amouotrdi®

on North Vietnam than were dropped by all sides in Europe, Asia, aivd Afr

in the Second World Wa*

“Wars generate their own momentum,” former defense secretary Mc-
Namara would reflect with hindsight, “and follow the law of unanticipated
consequences? As the winter of 1965 turned to spring and then summer,
events in Vietham bore out the wisdom of McNamara’s maxim. At the start
of the New Year, there may still have been time to turn back from a major
war in Vietnam, but that time was fast running out. Johnson had bepn sk
tical about the effects of bombing North Vietham as he weighed his options
in 1964. At best, he had hoped that attacking North Vietham wawddsguth
Vietnamese forces a “breathing spell.” But by the spring of 1965 he érad p
suaded himself that those attacks would be the solution to the war. He pre-
dicted to one associate in March that the bombing would force the Nietth V
namese to settle the conflict within a year to 18 mohtfBembing appealed
to Johnson as a factor he could control, unlike, say, the battle-readiness of
ARVN troops, or the stability of the coup-prone South Viethamesergev
ment. He devoted many hours to fine-tuning the bombing campaign, decid-
ing just which targets should be hit, how hard, and how often.

Escalation in the air was followed soon after by escalation on the ground.
By the beginning of March Johnson agreed to the request from General
William Westmoreland, commander of American forces in South Vietnam,
for the dispatch of two battalions of U.S. Marines to protect thease lat
Da Nang. On March 8, at 9:03 in the morning Vietnamese time, thé Nint
Marine Expeditionary Brigade began wading ashore on the beaches north of
Da Nang. Pentagon spokesman declared that the marines had been sent to
South Vietnam with a strictly “limited mission” to relieve government forces
guarding American air bases, thus allowing the South Viethamese to carry
the fight to the enemy.

Such talk may have briefly reassured anxious American civilians, but it
was not taken seriously by anyone who knew President Johnson’s thinking
on the war. The previous December, when Johnson expressed doubts over
the efficacy of air strikes, he was already leaning toward committing U.S.
ground forces to combat. “It seems to me,” he told Ambassador Tayr, t
what was needed was “a larger and stronger use of rangers and special forces
and marines, or other, appropriate military strength on the groudddman
the scene. ... Any recommendation that you or General Westmoreland take
in this sense will have immediate attention from me, although | know that
it may involve the acceptance of larger American sacrifiéés.”

Five days after the marines landed at Da Nang, General Westmoreland
asked for an additional 40,000 troops. Johnson, as he had earlier signaled,
was eager to fulfill such requests. By early April, Johnson had quietly autho-



132 America Divided

rized use of the marines for combat patrols. In late June Westmoreland re-
ceived an open-ended authorization to commit American forces to battle
whenever he deemed it necessary.

The days of Green Beret—style “counterinsurgency” were clearly waning,
as main line army and marine combat units arrived in force, with their full
accoutrement of tanks, trucks, helicopters, and heavy weapons. But just how
these forces were going to be used remained uncertain at first. It was mid-
1965 before military strategists developed the plan for fighting thengrou
war that became known as “search and destroy.”

In past wars, American troops had always seized territory and then held
it. In this war, rather than attempting to secure particular areas of ceuntry
side, General Westmoreland kept his troops continually on the move, seek-
ing out the Viet Cong in South Vietham’s forests, jungles, and naiuint
ranges. Sometimes intelligence reports pinpointed the exact location of an
enemy unit. Then the fighter-bombers, helicopters gunships, and the big B-
52s from Guam or Thailand could pile on the enemy with bombs, rockets,
and napalm, followed by ground troops delivered by helicopter to landing
zones (LZs) nearby. But more often, soldiers and marines had to pihkion
packs and “hump the boonies,” seeking out contact with the enemy in the
back country. That was the “searching” part of search-and-destroy. When
contact was made, the troops could call in artillery, napalm strikes, and he-
licopter gunships. Afterward, the enemy bodies would be counted up and
compared to American casualties; if there were many of the former and few
of the latter, military dispatches would boast of a favorable “kill ratio,” and
another victory would be chalked up. Killing the enemy was not the means
to tactical or strategic gain such as taking back this or that village or hilltop
from the enemy. Killing the enemy was an end in itself in a war of attrifion.

Vietham was a war fought by young men. The average American in-
fantryman in Vietnam was just 19 years old (some were as young as 17),
compared to an average age of 26 for his Second World War counterpart.
The “baby boom” provided an abundant pool of new 18-year-olds to meet
the stepped-up monthly draft calls. And by relying on the youngsteds,
President Johnson could avoid calling up either the National Guard or mili-
tary reserve units, potentially controversial steps that could raise further ques-
tions about the necessity of the wér.

Search-and-destroy operations left many American soldiers and
marines—the “grunts” as they called themselves—feeling that their role in
the war had been reduced to the unheroic one of serving as bait for enemy
attack. In a day of patrolling, an American unit might never actually sight an
enemy soldier, and yet still suffer casualties from booby traps and snipers.
Even if they found and engaged the enemy, they would have noth#hgw
at the end of the day except, perhaps, a favorable “kill ratioc"—meaning that
more Viet Cong and North Vietnamese were killed than Americans. When a
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firefight was over, the grunts returned to their base camps, and there was
nothing to prevent the remaining enemy soldiers from moving right back
the mountain or into the jungle abandoned by the Americans.

In March 1965, as Johnson was taking the decisive steps to escalate the
war in Vietham, Assistant Secretary of Defense John McNaughton, the prin-
cipal civilian war planner in the Defense Department, set down a list of “U.S.
aims” to guide fellow policymakers in Washington. It is a revealing docu-
ment, both for the reliance on statistical format favored by the “theabneist
the brightest” and because of the relative weights assigned to each war aim.
The reason the United States had to stay the course in Vietham, McNaughton
argued was:

70%—To avoid a humiliating U.S. defeat (to our reputation as guajantor
20%—To keep SVN [South Vietham] . .. from Chinese hands.
10%—To permit the people of SVN to enjoy a better freer way ofdife.

The fate of South Vietnam, in other words, was unimportant in and of
itself, except as the forum in which the United States would establish its cred-
ibility in international affairs, its “reputation as guarantor.” How great a price
the United States was prepared to pay to that end would become the most
important question in American politics for the remainder of the decade.

Spring: Selma

On the afternoon of March 7, the day before the marines waded ashore at Da
Nang, another force was gathering for a battle of another sort halfway around
the world in Selma, Alabama. Six hundred civil rights demonstrators, most
of them local black citizens, assembled at Selma’s Brown Chapel African
Methodist-Episcopal Church. Late that afternoon they set out, arrayed in a
long line two by two, following SCLC organizer Hosea Williams and SNCC’s
national chairman, John Lewis, down Selma’s main street to the Edmund Pet-
tus Bridge, which spans the Alabama River. Their intention was to march
across the bridge and from there on to the state capitol of Montgomery, 50
miles away. In Montgomery, they intended to protest the denial of voting
rights to blacks in the South, as well as the violence that had been directed
against civil rights demonstrators in Alabama since the start of SCLC’s vot-
ing rights campaign in January.

Across the Edmund Pettus bridge, the would-be marchers were met by
a force of Alabama state troopers, backed up by Dallas County Sheriff Jim
Clark's mounted posse. Ordered to disperse, they silently held their ground,
some kneeling to pray. Scarcely a minute after the order had been given, a
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Demonstration at Selma, March 196Surce:Corbis/Flip Schulke

phalanx of club-swinging and yelling troopers and posse members slammed
into the column. As tear gas billowed across the scene, newspaper photog-
raphers and television news cameramen recorded the ensuing chaos. Men,
women, and children were beaten to the ground with billy clubs, cattle prods,
and bull whips; one posseman beat retreating marchers with a rubber hose
wrapped with barbed wire. Some marchers were ridden down by horses; oth-
ers jumped or were pushed from the bridge to the water below. John Lewis
was struck on the side of the head with a billy club; he remembered think-
ing as he fell to the ground, “People are going to die here. Im goirtjet

here.” Rebel yells could be heard over the screams of the beaten, as well as
the voice of Sheriff Clark yelling “Get those god-damned niggétfozens

of marchers, including Lewis, required hospitalization for concussions, lac-
erations, and broken bones. In the spring of 1965 the votingsrgghiggle

in Selma provided the nation a tableau of violent conflict and redemptive suf-
fering that would move President Johnson to compare its historical signifi-
cance to the battles of Lexington and Concord.

Southern blacks had been kept from the voting booth since the late nine-
teenth century through a combination of legal subterfuge and open. terr
Alabama in 1965, fewer than one in five eligible blacks were registered to
vote. In Dallas County, Alabama, where Selma was the county seat, the fig-
ures were even more dismal: of the 15,000 blacks of voting age (potentially
half the county’s total electorate), just over 300 were registered td4/ote.
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In his State of the Union address in January, Johnson had called on the
South to eliminate obstacles to black voting. But he planned to holohoff
seeking federal legislation guaranteeing voting rights. He had devoted the full
force of his legendary political skills and energy to secure passage of the Civil
Rights Act in 1964. But he feared that other legislative priorities, like Mexlicar
and Medicaid, would be damaged by a divisive debate over a voting rights bill
in 1965. According to Johnson's own political calculations, would-be black vot-
ers in the South were just going to have to wait—perhaps months, perhaps a
year or longer—to gain access to the ballot box. As late as mid-February, the
Justice Department’s preferred remedy for voting rights abuses was to seek a
constitutional amendment—a process requiring the ratification of two-thirds
of the states as well as a two-thirds majority in both houses of Congress, some-
thing that could have taken years to achféve.

Martin Luther King, Jr., and other senior civil rights leaders were just as
much political realists as Lyndon Johnson. They wanted Johnson to win a
decisive victory over Barry Goldwater in the presidential election (since Gold-
water had been one of only eight Republican senators to vote against 4he 196
Civil Rights Act). The major civil rights organizations maintained an infor-
mal moratorium on demonstrations in the fall of 1964 to avoid anyentid
that might embarrass the president.

But civil rights leaders had their own priorities independent of Johnson's
and made their own calculations. And in 1965, they felt the time for cautio
was over. King and other movement leaders needed to create the circum-
stances that would allow Johnson to transform his rhetorical commitment to
their cause into legislative deeds. As they had learned in earlier civil rights
campaigns, that meant creating a crisis that would dramatize the issue for a
national audience.

Activists from the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee had
been trying to register voters in the city of Selma for several yearsjdsut
spite mass arrests of would-be registrants, SNCC's efforts had gained little at-
tention. Selma’s prosperous years had come and gone a century earlier, when
it had been an important cotton and slave trading center. Now, its030,00
black and white residents lived in a political and economic backwater that
one civil rights activist described as looking as if “a movie producer had re-
constructed a pre—Civil War Southern town,” complete with muddy streets
and decaying building® Selma was significant only because the civil rights
movement decided to make it so. As Martin Luther King explained when the
SCLC launched its own voter registration campaign in early January 1965,
the city had been chosen because it was “a symbol of bitter-end resistance to
the civil rights movement in the Deep Sou#i.”

The personification of that bitter-end resistance was Sheriff Jim Clark:
short-tempered, profane, and swaggering, he was every northern liberals
worst nightmare of southern law enforcement. Selma's more moderately in-
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clined police chief, Wilson Baker, who hoped to contain the protests with-
out violence, referred to the members of Clark’s posse as “Ku-Klux-Klan
type.”?6 Not even the most optimistic of SCLC's strategists believed that they
would be able to persuade someone like Sheriff Clark of the righteousness of
their cause. But if nonviolergersuasiorwas a lost cause in Selma, nonvio-
lent provocationhad real potential for a movement heavily dependent on me-
dia coverage to get its message out to a wider audience. The denial of voting
rights was undramatic; no one would pay attention to pictures of prople
voting. When Sheriff Clark and his deputies laid into the ranks of woeld-b
voters with nightsticks and cattle prods, they turned abstract constitutional
injustice into easily grasped moral outr&de.

On the evening of January 2, SCLC opened its campaign in Selma with
a mass rally at Brown Chapel. King was there to inspire the audience, and
then flew off to other speaking engagements. He returned on Janutoy 18
lead the first march of voting rights supporters to the Dallas Couatyt€
house in downtown Selma. That day's march passed peacefully. But the next
day, as 50 would-be registrants again lined up outside the courthouse, Sher-
iff Clark lost his cool—just as SCLC strategists had hoped he would. He
roughly arrested one of the local protest leaders, Mrs. Amelia Boynton, while
photographers recorded the scene for the national press. In the weeks that
followed, the volatile Clark repeatedly managed to get his face on the front
page of northern newspapers and on evening television broadcasts, as he beat
protesters into submission with his nightstick and punched black ministers
in the face. King himself was arrested in a mass demonstration on Monday,
February 1; by the end of the week when he was bailed out, more th@n 30
demonstrators were being held in jails in Dallas Codhty.

On February 18, the violence escalated in neighboring Lowndes County,
where SNCC and SCLC were also conducting protests, as a young black man
named Jimmie Lee Jackson was mortally wounded by a state trooper for try-
ing to shield his mother from being beaten at a voting rights rallyCSCL
strategists decided, in response, to escalate their own campaign by marching
from Selma to Montgomery. They sought to lay responsibility forwibe
lence in Dallas and Lowndes counties at the doorstep of Alabama governor
George Wallace.

Sheriff Clark and his troopers easily won the resulting battle of “Bloody
Sunday,” March 7, but, in doing so, lost the war. ABC News inté¢ediphe
network’s Sunday night movie, the premiere showing on televisidndgfe-
ment at Nurembur@ga movie about bringing to justice the Nazis guilty of war
crimes in World War Il), to show 15 minutes of raw and dramatic footage
from the attack on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. In the days that folldrest
volunteers poured into Selma to join the struggle. A new march, this time
led by Martin Luther King, headed down to cross the now-famous bridge
over the Alabama River on March 9; but King turned the marchers droun
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when they reached it, unwilling to defy a federal court order temporarily ban
ning the attempt. One of the newly arrived volunteers who marcheddgat d
was a white Unitarian minister from Boston named James Reeb. That evening,
after eating a meal in a black restaurant in Selma, he and two other white
ministers were set upon by four local whites, who called out at them “Hey,
you niggers!” Reeb was struck in the back of the head with a wooden club,
and he fell senseless to the ground. He died the next day of his injuries. (His
accused assailant was acquitted by an all-white jury nine months later.)
This new martyrdom further inflamed northern opinion. As the president
sent flowers to Reeb’s widow and four children, picketers marched outside the
White House and in dozens of northern cities demanding federal action. On the
floor of Congress, speakers compared Alabama governor George Wallace to
Hitler, and Sheriff Clark’s posse to Nazi storm troopers. President Jonmeton
with Wallace in the White House on March 13, urging the Alabama governor
to protect the civil rights protesters from further attack. John$aded with
Wallace to stop “looking back to 1865.” And then, in his thickest seatlac-
cent and with calculated eloquence, the president demanded of the governor:

What do you want left after you when you die? Do you want a GreaBig.... .
Marble monument that reads, “George Wallace—He Built"? . . . Or do you want a
little piece of scrawny pine board lying across that harsh, caliche soil, that reads,
“George Wallace—He Hated?

Three hours later, having been given the full Johnson treatment, an-unusu
ally subdued Wallace confided to an aide, “Hell, if I'd stayed there much
longer, hed have had me coming out for civil right%.”

On the evening of March 15, Johnson went on television to address the
nation. To an audience estimated at 70 million, the president declared that
the events in Selma were not a “Negro problem” or even a “southern prob
lem” but an “American problem.” It was “deadly wrong,” he said, for “any
of your fellow Americans” to be denied the right to vote. He announced h
intention to bring a voting rights bill to Congress in the next d8rh. Mar-
tin Luther King, who was in Selma watching the speech on television in the
home of a movement sympathizer, wept when he heard Johnson’s conclud-
ing line, with its deliberate echo of the civil rights movement’s anthem, “And

.we ...shall...overcomé&”

With legal obstacles swept aside, and with President Johnson federaliz-
ing the Alabama National Guard to provide protection from further attack
SCLC again prepared to march on Montgomery. On Sunday, Mardkirzi
led 3000 marchers across the Edmund Pettus Bridge. By prearrangement
with the authorities, 300 marchers made the entire 54-mile march through
Lowndes County to Montgomery County, their numbers swelled upon
arrival in Montgomery by thousands of other supporters.
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The SCLC rally in Montgomery on March 25 was, in many ways, the cul-
mination of the civil rights movement. Ten years earlier, Montgomery had
witnessed the birth of the movement when Rosa Parks refused to give up her
seat on one of the city buses. Martin Luther King had risen to national lead
ership as a result of the ensuing bus boycott. When the movement set out
10 years earlier, few Americans outside the black community were concerned
with the century-long denial of equal rights to black citizens. But by thegpr
of 1965 Gallup polls showed that 52 percent of American identified civil
rights as the “most important problem” confronting the nation, @amas-
tonishing 75 percent of respondents favored federal voting rights legisttion

Montgomery had served as the Confederacys first capital in 1861. The
Confederate battle flag was displayed more prominently in the city than the
American flag; even the Alabama national guardsmen who were there to pro-
tect the marchers wore metallic badges on their uniforms displaying the em-
blem of the southern rebellio#.

Not since Reconstruction a century earlier had so many northern civil-
ians, white and black, set off as volunteers in the effort to remake southern
society. They came by car and plane to Montgomery, to join with thousands
of black Alabamians. Twenty-five thousand people in all marched through
Montgomery that day, passing Martin Luther Kings old church ont®ex
Avenue en route. “Keep your eyes on the prize, hold on,” they satigeyas
marched. Montgomerys’s black citizens lined the streets and cheered or joined
the march themselves; Montgomery's white citizens were nowhere to be seen.

The marchers gathered for their rally before the steps of the state capi-
tol building, the same site where just over two years earlier Governor Wal-
lace, in his inaugural address, had vowed “Segregation now! Segregation to-
morrow! Segregation foreve@® But on this day in Montgomery Wallace was
nowhere to be seen; he peeped out at the crowd from behind closed shades
in his office. This was Martin Luther Kings day, and in his speech to the
gathered throng, he predicted that the sacrifices of civil rights activists would
lead the nation to redemption, and in the not so distant future. teltog®”
he asked. “Not long. Because the arm of the moral universe is long, but it
bends towards justice.” And then he ended with the words of the Civil War
anthem, The Battle Hymn of the Republic:

How long? Not long, because mine eyes have seen the glory of the comiy of t
Lord, trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stordthdHeosed
the faithful lighting of his terrible swift sword. His truth is marching Gfory hal-
lelujah! Glory hallelujah®4

Michael Harrington, author dfhe Other Americayas one of the north-
erners who had traveled to Montgomery for the rally. He reported aftdswar
how stirring it had felt to stand before the capitol building, where the Co
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federate stars and bars flapped in the breeze, while the U.S. flag was nowhere
to be seen. When the crowd began to sing “The Star Spangled Banner,” he
said, it sounded “like a revolutionary anthefa.”

Congressional passage of the Voting Rights Act was now a certainty, but
not before its opponents claimed one more victim. Mrs. Viola Liuzzo, a De-
troit housewife, had been helping to shuttle demonstrators back to Selma
from Montgomery after the rally, when she was killed by Klansmen who fired
into her car on Highway 80. On August 6, President Johnson sign&ftthe
ing Rights Act into law in the room adjoining the Senate chamber where Pres-
ident Lincoln had signed the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. Within
days, the first of the South’s 2.5 million previously disenfranchised eligible
blacks were lining up to register to vote under the watchful eyes of federal
officials at county courthouses in Alabama and five other states in the Deep
South. In two months the number of black voters in Dallas Coutdpafa,
jumped from barely 300 to nearly 7000. By the next presidential election,
over half of Alabama blacks were on the voting I#ts.

Summer: Watts

Johnson understood that there were political risks involved in linking his ad-
ministration and the Democratic Party to the cause of equal rights for black
Americans. After signing the civil rights act of 1964, he reportedly remarked
to aide Bill Moyers that he had just “delivered the South to the Republican
Party for a long time to comé&?” And, in the election that followed, he did
lose five previously loyal southern states to the Republicans. There had also
been glimmers of what was coming to be called in the north “white back-
lash,” in the votes that Governor George Wallace attracted in the Democra-
tic presidential primaries in states like Wisconsin and Indiana. But in the end
those voters, most of them working-class whites and longtime Democrats,
had cast their ballots for Johnson rather than Goldwater in November, and
the Democrats had strengthened, not weakened their hold on Congress. Not
a single congressman who had voted in favor of the civil rights bill was de-
feated in his bid for reelection; on the other hand, half of the 22 northern
Congressmen who voted against it had gone down to defeat in November
196438 So there was hope as well as risk in the Democratic Party’s new com-
mitment to securing civil rights for southern bladk$arge numbers of blacks
were enabled to vote in the South, ahthe Democrats could retain their
support among whites in the rest of the country (as they had in 1964), and
if a certain percentage of southern whites (particularly those in lower income
groups) could be persuaded that they had interests in common with newly
enfranchised southern blacks, then the result would be a strengthened De-
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mocratic majority coalition. When Michael Harrington returned from Mont-
gomery in March, he predicted that the coalition of civil rights supporters,
clergy of all religions, liberals, and trade unionists who had assembled there
to challenge white supremacy represented “a new Populism,” and “the hu-
man potential for a new American majoritip.”

It was a political gamble, but it seemed a reasonable one, until August
11, just five days after the signing of the Voting Rights Act, whetingo
broke out in the black community of Watts in Los Angeles. Watts was a
neighborhood of single-family detached houses that to many outsiders did
not look like a “slum” at all. But it had all the problems of more congested
urban neighborhoods, including poor schools, high unemploymentaand
high crime rate that included a growing drug-abuse problem. When a white
California highway patrol officer arrested a drunk black driver who resisted
arrest, the incident sparked rumors in the black community that police had
also, and without provocation, beaten a black taxi driver and a pregnant
woman. Bands of teenagers, chanting “Burn, baby, burn!” begahrtavt
stones at police, and at cars driven by whites. When the police failed to re-
store order that night, looting and arson followed. There was an air of des-
peration but also insurrectionary bravado in the disorders. “These fucking

LBJ engaged in one of his favorite activities—signing a bill passed by the DemocraticsSongre
He is handing a pen to Senator Paul Douglas (D-llyurce:Chicago Historical Society
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cops,” one of the young rioters declared, “have been pushin’ me fralind
my life. Kickin’ my ass and things like that. Whitey aint no good. Heddlk
bout law and order, it's his law and his order, it aint mifi&Five days later,
when a force of 16,000 police, highway patrol officers, and National Guards-
men had managed to bring the riot to an end, 34 people were dead-a th
sand injured, and four thousand in jail. Property damage was estimated at
$40 million, with over 250 buildings burned dowhTime magazine com-
pared the scenes in Los Angeles streets that week to those in “embattled
Saigon.*2 President Johnson was so appalled by the political implications of
the rioting for his partys political future that, according to political aide
Joseph Califano, “he refused to look at the cables from Los Andéles.”
Martin Luther King, Jr. was also horrified. He flew to Los Angeles soon
after the rioting ended and walked through the smoldering ruins osWatt
Less than three months earlier he had marched in triumph througheaéts str
of Montgomery. Now he found himself heckled by young black militants,
who accused him of being a sell-out “Uncle Tom” for suggesting that they
had anything to atone for in taking on the police in the streets dEWrdr
the younger generation in the black community, Watts was something of
which they were proud. As political scientist Edward Banfield noted a few
years later with dismay, they regarded it as “a kind of black Bunker #ill.”
As one young veteran of that summers fighting in Watt proclaimedyéif
got to die, | aint dying in Vietham, Im going to die her®.”

Fall: Liberty Island

The escalation of the war in Vietham in the spring of 1965 and the outbreak
of racial warfare in Americas central cities in the summer, dimmed the
prospects for President Johnson’s Great Society but did not immediately halt
the momentum for legislative reform. On a bright windy day in early Octo-
ber in New York harbor, President Johnson stood before the Statue of Lib-
erty and explained his reasons for signing the most significant immigration
law to be passed since the 1920s. The act, Johnson declared, “repairs a deef
and painful flaw in the fabric of American justice. It will make us truer to
ourselves as a country and as a peoffi€heers rang out from an audience
made up of powerful politicians as well as hundreds of ordinary New York-
ers, transported to Liberty Island for the day to symbolize and celebrate the
city’s ethnic potpourri.

The 1965 Immigration Act reversed a policy that intentionally discrimi-
nated against people who harked from anywhere in the world other than
western and northern Europe. In the mid-1920s, Congress had established a
quota system for prospective newcomers with the candid purpose of fixing
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the ethnic composition of the nation at its current percentages, lest white
Protestants suffer what some alarmists were calling “race suicide.” Among
those applauding the passage of the discriminatory legislation was the Ku
Klux Klan, which then boasted millions of members in the North and Mid-
west as well as in the South.

Under the 1924 quotas, a few nations—Germany, England, and Ireland
in particular—could send generous numbers of immigrants, while only a
trickle of people from eastern and southern Europe could enter. Asians were
almost completely barred. Most members of Congress believed that racial and
ethnic background was the best predictor of who would make a good citi-
zen. Doctor Harry N. Laughlin, a prominent spokesman for immigragen r
striction, criticized Americans for being “so imbued with the idea of democ-
racy . . . that we have left out of consideration the matter of bloadhtural
born hereditary and moral differences.” No one who understood theafalue
“pedigreed plants and animals” would neglect the importance of the right
sort of heredity in breeding future Americéffs.

Emmanuel Celler, then a freshman congressman from a Brooklyn district
full of immigrants and their offspring, found such reasoning repugAadew-
ish graduate of Columbia Law School, Celler spoke out against theories of eth-
nic and racial supremacy, insisting that one’s national origins had nothing to
do with the making of a good American. Routinely reelected over thed@ext
years, he kept fighting to repeal the quotas, but complained that his effo
“were about as useless as trying to make a tiger eat grass or a cow edfmeat.”

Finally, in 1965, during his fifth decade as a congressman, the 75-year-
old Celler was able to do something about it. As chair of the House Judiciary
Committee in a congress dominated by liberal Democrats, Celler oversaw the
drafting of the new law and helped win big margins for it in both houses.

Not by accident did Celler manage to achieve his decades-old goal in the
same year that Congress passed the Voting Rights Act. The framers of the
new act sought to extend the principles of equal rights to immigration pol-
icy. Henceforth, first preference in admitting new immigrants would be given
to the immediate relatives of American citizens, without regard to race or
ethnicity. Then foreigners who possessed desirable skills—professionals,
artists, and scientists—moved to the front of the list. Celler’s bill was not
strictly egalitarian (poor and uneducated applicants without family ties lost
out), but it did abolish the quota system with its implied hierarchy of racial
and ethnic desirability. The entire Eastern Hemisphere—Europe, Africa, and
Asia included—could now send 170,000 persons a year as immigrants, with
no more than 20,000 coming from any single country. A qualifieceiig
was now, officially, just as welcome in the United States as an equally qual-
ified Norwegian. Western Hemisphere countries could send an additional
120,000 people a year. Future bills adjusted these numbers in minor ways
but did not alter the essential handiwork of the Great Society Congress.
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At its signing, the Immigration Act provoked surprisingly little contro-
versy for such a dramatic shift in policy. Outside the Deep South, fewpolit
cians would now go on record espousing the view that any nation or race's
heredity was inferior to any other’s. And it was even less appealing to law-
makers to stand up in opposition to the principle that parents shoudd hav
the right to join their children and wives to live with their husbands in Amer
ica. President Johnson shrewdly capitalized on this aspect of the immigration
act by presenting it as the fulfillment of, rather than a challenge to, Amer-
ica’s best traditions. In his speech at the Statue of Liberty, President Johnson
extended a special invitation to Cubans with family members in the United
States to emigrate to Miami, where a large number of their compatriots,
refugees from Castro’s revolution, already resided. “I declare to the people of
Cuba that those who seek refuge here will find it,” Johnson announcesl. “Th
dedication of America to our traditions as an asylum for the oppressed will
be upheld#?

But the legislation signed at Liberty Island that day would change the na-
tion more than its supporters imagined. Within a few years, the number of
newcomers from Asia skyrocketed, with Chinese, Koreans, Indians, and
Vietnamese leading the way. Millions more came from Central and South
America—many of them openly, but just as many taking advantage of the
countrys porous borders to enter as “illegals.” By 1990, more tbandut
of five immigrants to the United States began their journeys in Asia or Lat
America.

Just like nineteenth-century immigrants, the new immigrants came for a
variety of reasons, from economic opportunity to religious and politiea} fr
dom to consumer bounty. But the new immigrants were often less likely than
the old to pay even lip service to the once-cherished ideal of America as “melt-
ing pot.” In the 1800s and early 1900s, despite the arrival of milliofrs-of
migrants, the cultural dominance of white Protestants of Anglo-Saxon de-
scent was never in serious jeopardy, whatever hysterical nativists might have
chosen to believe. A rapid assimilation into American society was widely if
not universally assumed by newcomers and old-line Americans alike to offer
the shortest and most appropriate route to success and security in the New
World. While remaining faithful to traditional religious beliefs and familiar
cuisines, most immigrants proved eager to learn English, to put aside those
customs, costumes, and behaviors that marked them off as exotic strangers
(except perhaps on ceremonial occasions), to have their children and grand-
children be accepted as “one hundred percent Americans.” But the new im-
migrants who arrived after 1965 found themselves in a country where long-
established but still marginal groups like blacks and Hispanics were
guestioning the values and superiority of the “dominant culture,” and as-
serting the right to redefine American identity to fit more comfortabti
their own customs, beliefs, and past histories. In the decades that followed
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the passage of the 1965 Immigration Act, the United States became the most
ethnically diverse society in the world. But the 1965 act also planted the seeds
of future conflicts over what it meant to be an American.

Christmas: Homecomings

As the holidays approached in the late fall of 1965, Americans got their first
inklings of the true costs of the war in Vietham. A week before Thanksgiv-

ing several hundred soldiers from the American First Cavalry were sur-
rounded and for a time cut off by North Viethamese regulars in a place called
the la Drang Valley in the central highlands of South Vietf&®@ver the

next few days 234 Americans were killed in the battle, often in hand-to-hand
combat. Enemy dead were estimated at over 1300, leading General West
moreland to hail this first major encounter between Americans and North

Vietnamese as an unqualified victory.

The North Viethamese also counted the battle of the la Drang as a vic-
tory. They had chosen where, when, and how long to fight, and they had held
their own on the battlefield, notwithstanding the superior firepower of the
Americans. If their casualties were high, they had learned invaluable tactical
lessons, particularly the importance of what they called “clinging to the belt”
of the Americans—fighting at such close quarters that it made it difficult for
U.S. artillery and aircraft to provide effective tactical support (several of the
American soldiers who died in the battle were burned to death by U.S. Air
Force napalm drops). Secretary of Defense McNamara came to Vietnam on
one of his fact-finding missions in late November and was briefed by Colonel
Hal Moore, the American battlefield commander in the la Drang. He listened
in silence and asked no questions. Shortly afterward, as he prepared to re-
turn to the United States, he told reporters, “It will be a long War.”

Most Americans still described themselves in public opinion polls as op-
timistic about eventual victory in Vietham. But few could have believed that
“the boys” were coming home anytime soon, and certainly not by Christmas.
As the year drew to an end, the American press and television news were
filled with stories of how the troops would be celebrating the season in Viet-
nam. Planeloads of celebrities, entertainers, and clergy descended upon Tan
Son Nhut airport in Saigon to spend the holidays with them. Bob Hope told
jokes and Cardinal Spellman said prayers. Every American serviceman in
South Vietham was promised a hot turkey dinner on Christmas Day, even if
he was serving in the most isolated and dangerous outpost.

In Washington, D.C., as befitted a wartime Christmas, the annual White
House tree-lighting ceremony in mid-December was kept low key. The pres-
ident had spent much of the fall convalescing in Texas after his gall-bladder
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operation. The incision from the surgery continued to cause him discomfort,
and he was eager to return home to the comforts of his ranch in John-
son City.

There was another Texas homecoming of a different sort that Christmas
for Sergeant First Class L.C. Block of the U.S. Armys famed Firtnlmy
Division (the “Big Red One”). Block, 35 years old, a 17-year veterathef
military, and the father of six, had shipped out for Vietnam with hisian
September. He died in action on November 23, one of the first ajuére
20,000 casualties that the First Division would suffer in Vietham over the
next five years. By the time Sergeant Block's body was shipped home to Texas
for his funeral, it was already mid-December. Sergeant Block was an African
American, and although the U.S. military was now largely integrated, the fu-
neral parlor in his hometown of Hemphill, Texas, was not. His wake had to
be held at another undertaking establishment 20 miles away from the ceme-
tery where he was finally laid to rest. On the day after the funeral the widow
sat at home with her youngest child on her lap, reading and rereading the
last letter Sergeant Block had sent home from Vietnam. “People wonder and
ponder what the war is for,” Mrs. Block remarked quietly and thoudjiitf
to areporter. “They wonder what does it mean. | dont know. | guessait-
essary. L.C. died for his country, | gue83.”



CHAPTER 8

The Making of a Youth Culture

| HAVE MY FREEDOM, BUT | DON’T HAVE MUCH TIME.
—The Rolling Sones

In October 1955, an announcement of a poetry reading circulated around the
North Beach neighborhood of San Francisco. “Remarkable collection of an-
gels all gathered at once in the same spot,” it promised. “Wine, music, danc-
ing girls, serious poetry, free satori. Small collection for wine and postcards.
Charming event.” The venue was the Six Gallery, a converted auto-repair shop.

Both the reading and the whimsical notice were the creation of 29-year-
old writer Allen Ginsberg. During the previous decade, Ginsbergs life had
wildly diverged from values most Americans held dear. A Jew and a homo-
sexual, he entered Columbia University in 1944 on scholarship. Within
months, he was suspended for writing an obscenity on his dirty dormitory
window to irk a careless cleaning lady. Then he got arrested for letting a po-
etic drifter named Herbert Huncke hide stolen goods in his apartment. To
avoid jail, Ginsberg agreed to spend several months in a psychiatric hospi-
tal. There, he and a fellow patient feigned insanity by smashing down on the
keys of a piano while screaming at the top of their lungs.

Ginsberg was an exceedingly generous soul. He delighted in sharing his
poetic visions, his semen, and a variety of mind-altering drugs with an ever
expanding number of male writers—including erstwhile college football
player Jack Kerouac, who later published the autobiographical Quvéte
Road Ginsberg also read deeply in the sacred texts of Zen Buddhism and be-
came a lifelong devotee (which explains his reference to satori—Japanese for
“a state of enlightenment”).

With little money, the young poet worked at odd jobs and slept on bor-
rowed beds in various Manhattan apartments belonging to his friends. Gins-
berg also found time to travel around North America. In Mexico, he marveled
at intricate temple ruins, took long hikes wearing nothing but shoes, built a

147



148 America Divided

set of wooden drums that he played at all hours, and harvested cocoa beans
alongside Mayan Indians. He hitchhiked to Florida, flew to Cuba in expecta-
tion of orgies that did not occur, and then returned to Greenwich Village.

By the time he arrived in the San Francisco Bay Area in the mid-50s,
Ginsberg was at the center of a small but growing band of young artists and
erotic adventurers one of them dubbed the Beat Generation. “Beat” was Jack
Kerouac’s term; in half-serious tribute to his Catholic upbringing, he claimed
it was short for “beatitude.” By 1955 a few articles about the groupapad
peared in newspapers and small magazines. But most Americans were quite
unaware of their outrageous escapades and unorthodox spiritual quests. That
would change after Ginsberg’s performance at the Six Gallery.

Ginsberg was nervous as he stepped to the front of the small stage to re-
cite a long poem entitled, simply, “Howl.” He had never read poetry in pub-
lic before and had bolstered himself with many glasses of cheap wine. But al-
most immediately, his exuberance began to flow:
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“| saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness,
starving hysterical naked,

dragging themselves through negro streets at dawn looking for an
angry fix,

angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection
to the starry dynamo in the machinery of light 2. .

From that opening to the poem’s last lines—"in my dreams you walk
dripping from a sea-journey on the highway across America in tears to the
door of my cottage in the Western night"—Ginsberg swirled together can-
did glimpses of his own life with laments about the damage American cul-
ture had done to maverick souls. Ginsberg’s name for that culture was
“Moloch,” a Semitic deity who gobbled up children. As the crowd whooped
and Kerouac yelled “Go” from a corner of the stage, Ginsberg chanted a
series of rapid portraits of the (mostly unnamed) “best minds” on their
wild ride of the past decade: “who got busted in their pubic beards re-
turning through Laredo with a belt of marijuana for New York .r. por-
gatoried their torsos night after night with dreams, with drugs, with wak-
ing nightmares, alcohol and cock and endless balls.” In the face of sexual
repression and Cold War hysteria, he and his friends had emerged,
strangely triumphant.

That evening at the Six Gallery was a declaration of independence from
the rigid, authoritarian order the Beats believed was throttling the nétion.
enabled the Beats to create themselves as an icon-smashing legend. Rebel
dramatist Michael McClure later wrote, “In all our memories no one had been
so outspoken in poetry before—we had gone beyond a point of nm+etu
and we were ready for it. . . . None of us wanted to go back to dye dfill,
militaristic silence . . . to the spiritual drabnedsHowl” was indeed a protest
against social evils. But Ginsberg drew no distinction between those who re-
sisted Moloch by letting “themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motor-
cyclists” and other sorts of heretics who handed out “Supercommunist pam-
phlets in Union Square,” mecca of a once-influential American left. Surviving
on one’s own terms was rebellion enough.

Some powerful San Franciscans clearly agreed. In May 1957, vice-
seeking local police arrested Lawrence Ferlinghetti, the publishtovafand
Other Poemsat his North Beach bookstore where the book was sold. The
trial was reported around the world; it ended in acquittal. In his decision,
the presiding judge hewed to the standard for obscenity recently laid down
by the Supreme Court; “Howl,” ruled the judge, we “entirely lacking in
social importance?®

Sexual controversy proved a splendid form of advertising. Ginsbergs brief
volume sold well over 100,000 copies during the next few years. And, in
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1966, the Supreme Court, in the cas®edrup v. New Yorlessentially aban-
doned its role as a moral guardian of the arts. Liberal intellectuals argued
that censorship could backfire, encouraging the victims of repression to seek
“unhealthy” sexual outlet3.

The Beats helped to plant seeds that would sprout, quite luxuriantly, dur-
ing the 1960s and after—particularly among white people in their teens and
twenties. One was a desire for sexual adventure, untethered to the values of
monogamy and heterosexuality that had reigned supreme in the Western
world since the dawn of Christianity. Another was glorification of the out-
law spirit, as embodied in men and women who viewed conventional jobs
and sanitized entertainment as akin to a living death. Millions of young peo-
ple would act out such beliefs with the aid of illegal drugs like marijuana,
peyote, and especially LSD. The Beats also generated a romantic yearning for
“authentic” experiences, which they associated with poor and working-class
people, black and white and Latino. The cultural downscaling of middle-class
white youths would take place most energetically through the mushrooming
medium of rock n’roll. In 1960 an obscure English band paid tehiot
Ginsberg and friends by changing their name to the Béatles.

The congregation of Beats also helped generate a new burst of spiritual-
ity—at once more personal, eclectic, and fervent than the kind found in most
established churches and synagogues. Seeking alternative routes to the tran-
scendent, many Americans explored aspects of the Buddhist and Hindu tradi-
tions, and invented their own recombinant faiths. Finally, “Howl!” proclaimed
the perilous beauty of small, beloved communities composed of rebels loyal
to no one but each other and bound by a common vision of heddibist-
ation. To belong to such a fellowship was to believe that one grasped the cause
of all contemporary miseries and, perhaps, possessed the key to healing them.

Such notions flowered among members of a generation whose dreams
seemed unlimited. Familiar with a world of mass consumption, many
middle-class white baby boomers believed that an era of perpetual affluence
and total freedom of choice was at hand. They were eager, at least for a few
years, to forego the quest for economic security and its material tokens that
had driven their elders. By the early 60s, youth communities had sproing
on the outskirts of college campuses, often in cheap housing available near
black or Latino ghettos. South Campus in Berkeley, Mifflin Street iniMad
son, Wisconsin, and the neighborhood behind the Drag in Austin, Texas,
were among the more famous of such venues. Surrounded by one’s gkers an
largely free from the responsibilities of career, family, and mortgage, young
people could experiment with their bodies and minds in ways that usually
shocked and enraged older people raised amid the constricted horizons of
the Great Depression and World War Il.

At the same time, the “generation gap” was often a matter of differences
more stylistic than ideological. Cultural rebels were acting out a vision of in-
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dividual fulfilment as old as the free market and the Protestant Reformation.
“To dance beneath the diamond sky with one hand waving free,” sang Bob
Dylan who, as a teenager, read Ginsberg's poetry and later became hig friend.
Young people who consumed psychedelic (“mind-revealing”) drugs and

attended rock concerts grumbled about big corporations and the warfare/
welfare state, but had little notion of what might replace them.

Meanwhile, some of the nation’s biggest corporations quickly learned to
tap the generation gap with slogans like Pepsis (“For those who think §joung
and low-slung, fast cars like the Ford Mustang. “To be young is to be with
it,” remarked a business journalist in 1968. “Youth is getting the hard sell.
Advertising agencies, filled with people who considered themselves hip and
creative, churned out commercials that made fun of conformity, snobs, and
the very products they were selliigMoloch” proved to be a most accom-
modating fellow.

Still, there was a rebellious edge to the youth culture of the 1960s that
retains its capacity to fascinate some Americans and to repel others. What
was fresh and daring about the phenomenon always intermingled with its
tendency to equate freedom with bigger and better thrills. Many yoeog p
ple combined the breaking of taboos with an effortless shift in consumer
habits. Others followed the Beats in exalting the former and scorning the lat-
ter. Inevitably, the persistent hierarchy of wealth, race, and status framed
one's opinions and cultural options. The lifestyle of a white suburbanite who
attended Harvard or MIT mixed uneasily with that of a black youth from
across the river in Roxbury who, after a few years of high school and a few
weeks of boot camp, was likely to end up in Vietnam.

One way to understand this complex, but seldom boring, phenomenon
is to focus on sex, drugs, and rock n’roll—the triad that became a clichéed
marker for the entire popular culture of the young. That daring epers
could so rapidly turn into commonplace ones helps reveal how much changed
during those years—and why many Americans feared and resisted the cul-
tural transformation.

Whatwasthe “sexual revolution” of the 1960s? Most significantly, it was
an insurgency rooted in the conviction that the erotic should be celebrated
as an utterly normal part of life. Thus, Hugh HefnBl&/boymagazine helped
legitimate the mass marketing of female nudity—by coupling abundant pho-
tos of young women (accompanying text stressed their wholesome values and
career ambitions) to a “philosophy” that equated multiple sex partners with
the drinking of good liquor and the wearing of sleek clothes. Thus,laiopu
comedian Lenny Bruce mocked censors who had no problem with violence
in films but forbid any depiction of sexual intercourse (which Bruce, a Jew,
called schtupping-Yiddish slang—to avoid trouble with the police): “Well,
for kids to watch killing—Yes; buschtupping—No! Cause if they watchchtup
pictures, they may do it some dd&yThus, high school girls screamed or-
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gasmically at the very sight of Elvis Presley and the Beatles. Sonea raasse
after their idols and tore away bits of their clothing. Thus, Helen Gurley
Brown's 1962 best-selleésex and the Single Giehcouraged her typical reader

to have sex whenever “her body wants to” and gave birtGosmopolitan
magazine® Thus, many gay men and lesbians rejected their burdens of self-
hatred and “came out” to friends, families, and coworkers.

The most avid participants in all this were in their teens and twenties,
the age of sexual awakening. Millions of the young abandoned old strictures
against premarital intercourse, oral sex, and candid public discussion of all
aspects of lovemaking. In the “underground” newspapers that proliferated in
youth communities, one could find guilt-free narratives of erotic experiences
and personal ads that either offered or requested partners of every conceiv-
able persuasion. Sweeping changes in technology and the law lessened the
fear of pregnancy. The birth control pill, first available in 1960, andphead
of legal abortions in a number of states, gave young women, for shérfie,
options they themselves could control.

Higher education was in the front line of the sexual “revolution.” Grad-
ually over the course of the 60s, students pressured college authorities, who
had traditionally acted as surrogate parents, to stop policing their carnal lives.
Attacked first and most successfully were “parietal” rules that strictly limited
the hours when men could visit women in their dormitory rooms and vice
versa. Administrators were more reluctant to acquiesce to off-campus co-
habitation. In 1968 Barnard College disciplined a student named Linda
LeClair for lying about the fact that she was living with her boyfriend.-Hun
dreds of her fellow students, as well as many faculty members, protested the
decision. In the end, college officials meted out a rather strange “punish-
ment”;: LeClair was barred from the Barnard cafetétia.

Those who argued the cause of sexual liberty in the 60s could cite some
well-known studies in their defense. The most prominent of these was the
Kinsey Report, two thick volumes of interviews with some 18,000 white adults
about their sexual practices. The report—a volume on men published in 1948
and one on women in 1953—exploded the myth of a puritanical America.
Over a third of the men told the biologist Alfred Kinsey and his teane-of
searchers that they had achieved orgasm via a homosexual act, while a large
majority admitted to premarital intercourse, often with a prostitute. Dater
the women confessed to sexual activity before marriage; most, like the men,
said they masturbated regularly when no partner was available. The gulf be-
tween the public morality of Americans and their private pleasures was hard
to ignore. In a golden age of social science, the Kinsey Report set a hew stan-
dard for sexual realism.

But critics quickly pointed out that Kinsey and his associates were traf-
ficking in secondhand knowledge. The researchers made no attempt to judge
whether people had told them the truth. That was not a problem for Dr
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William Masters and his coworker (and future wife) Virginia Johnson. In a
laboratory on the campus of Washington University in St. Louis, thpleo
observed hundreds of men and women having orgasms, some with a partner
and others through masturbation.

Masters and Johnson shared a mission—to help every adult achieve max-
imum sexual pleasure. In 1966 huge sales of their first bidoknan Sexual
Responseseemed to further that goal. Readers who managed to slog through
the couple’s often obscure prose (and millions of others who read or heard
their findings distilled in the media) learned one critical fact: the clitoris, not
the vagina, was the site of female orgasm. Masters and Johnson also discov-
ered that women could have multiple orgasms in rapid order; thus, the fe-
male of the species was sexually superior to the male. The couple also rec-
ommended various methods, based on their research, for curing impotence
and premature ejaculation. Despite or perhaps because of their assumption
that good sex was merely a matter of correct technique, Masters and John-
son seemed to many Americans like liberators. One newspaper headlined a
glowing review of their work, “A Short Course in How to Be Happ¥.”

Homosexuals probably benefited most from the new tolerance toward sex-
ual matters. Until the 1960s, with few exceptions, their intimate lives hagl to b
kept hidden. Exposure stripped uncounted numbers of men and wbtheir o
children, jobs, military careers, and reputations. Every authority—from
churches to the federal government to the American Psychiatric Association—
agreed that homosexuality was a form of “perversion” whose victims had to be
cured, lest their depravity spread to others. Metropolises harbored a hemosex
ual underground of bars, restaurants, and pornographic movie thBatetsch
institutions were always fair game for police raids. In the early 1950s, police in
the District of Columbia arrested over a thousand adults a year for hoamosex
ual activity, and comparable totals were registered in other big Gt@silt
and self-hatred drove many homosexuals to alcoholism and others to suicide.

In the 50s, the Kinsey Report and the ribald candor of the Beats cracked
open the wall of fear and loathing. In the 60s, the youth culture'sareb
of open and promiscuous sexuality dismantled it. By the end of the decade,
a growing number of homosexuals were proudly calling themselves “gay” and
celebrating behavior they had once felt forced to conceal. Some gay activists
even advised “straights” to learn from their example. The essayist Paul Good-
man wrote in 1969:

queer life . . . can be profoundly democratizing, throwing together elasg and
group more than heterosexuality does. . . . | myself have cruised rich, pabr

dle class, and petit bourgeois; black, white, yellow and brown; scholars, jocks and
dropouts; farmers, seamen, railroad men, heavy industry, light manurfiagtcom-
munications, business and finance, civilians, soldiers and sailors, and once or twice
cops. There is a kind of political meaning, | guess, in the fact that there mango
types of attractive human beintfs.
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Nearly all the ardent champions of the new sexuality, whether straight
or gay, were male. Young women could applaud the “discovery” of clitoral
orgasms and the loosening of restrictions on where they could live and with
whom. But it was men who produced the words and pictures that challenged
obscenity statutes. And only men equated personal liberation with the desire,
even the right to have sex with a diversity of partners, regardless of emo-
tional commitment. This conviction united Hugh Hefner, a mansion-dwelling
millionaire, with the working-class revolutionary John Sinclair, flamboyant
leader of a popular Detroit rock band, the MC-5, and of the Whiteheant
Party, a radical youth group briefly active in the Midwest. “We have fdund,
asserted Sinclair, “that there are three essential human activities of the great-
est importance to all persons, and that people are . . . healthy in proportio
to their involvement in these activities: rock and roll, dope, and fucking in
the streets. . . . We suggest the three in combination, all the tfme.”

For biological and cultural reasons, few women had ever embraced such
a raging vision. The male libido, when unrestrained by custom or law, often
led to rape, unwanted pregnancy, and/or abandonment. In 1968 the Whit
Panthers slipped into their manifesto the line, “Fuck your woman so hard
... she cant stand up® Some men reading that cringed, but, for women,
it confirmed the link between sex and subordination that all the glee about
“liberation” had somehow neglected. This became a major theme of the thou-
sands of “consciousness-raising” groups that sprang up by the end of the
decade—free spaces where women spoke honestly about the pain that in-
equality and a lack of both respect and self-respect had caused.

Budding feminists angrily rejected the countercultural image of the bra-
less madonna, content merely to bake bread and have sex with her “old man.”
The male hippie became a figure to condemn. “Here they come,” mocked
writer Leni Wildflower at the end of the 60s, “Those strutting roostiérsse
pathetic male chauvinists. . . . Here come the freaks in those tight bell-bot-
toms, tie-dyed T-shirts which their old lady’. . . made for them. . .. Male
liberators,you are stepping on my neck”The flowering of a new “sister-
hood” that fused intimacy with a wariness toward men, nudged some het-
erosexual women into experimenting with lesbian relationships, and en-
couraged life-long lesbians to speak their minds. Could any man, trained as
he was to dominate the other gender, really make a woman happy? In the
erotic realm, at a time when porno theater marquees were pitching “THE IN-
CREDIBLE SEX REVOLUTION,” feminists may have been asking the most
radical question of afi®

Were any revelations to be found in drugs? Since the 60s, it has been
risky to offer even the most qualified assent. Parents and teachers, govern-
ment officials and journalists condemn the chemicals most identified with
the bygone youth culture—marijuana, LSD, peyote, and psilocybin—as noth-
ing but instruments of self-destruction, for both individuals and sockdy.
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gans like “Just say no” substitute for reasoned debate about the mosvation
of drug users and the effect of the chemicals on mind and body. Meofbers
new generations consume the substances anyway, although few expect more
than a short-lived thrill. It is difficult to capture a time when many young
people, and not a few of their elders, believed the ingestion of certain sub-
stances was the pivot of a cultural renaissance. “Drugs were the fundamen-
tal text,” remembered critic Geoffrey OBrien, “If you had not readhbek,

you couldnt participate in the discussion that followédOr as rock icon

Jimi Hendrix sang, “Scuse me, while | kiss the sky.”

The most common drug in the 60s was marijuana, nearly as ubiquitous
in youth communities as was bottled beer everywhere else in America. The
potency of the “grass” smoked or swallowed varied widely—from the hallu-
cinogenic to the mildly intoxicating. As with any consumer product, so did
the price. That marijuana had been illegal since 1937 (simple possession was
a felony in many states) did little to slow the commerce. It may even have
increased it, as young people bonded against what seemed an irrational, vin-
dictive prohibition. Few restrictions were placed on sales of alcohol and to-
bacco products, despite the obvious risks to public health. So why were Amer-
icas rulers and many conservative citizens so frightened by the dreamy, often
erotic qualities of marijuana? The answers only heightened the cultural con-
flict that Allen Ginsberg and his friends had declared in the mid-50s.

But it was LSD, the acronym for lysergic acid diethlyamide #25, that oc-
casioned the greatest claims and the greatest censure. Ginsberg journeyed to
Auschwitz in 1967 and, standing before the entrance to the camp where Nazis
had slaughtered millions of Jews and other victims, glibly recommended “that
everybody who hears my voice, directly or indirectly, try the chemical LSD
at least once, every man and woman and child in good health over the age
of 14.” Fellow poet Gary Snyder commented, more prosaically, “Acid just
happened to turn up as the product of this particular society, tectats
own excesses?®

Such statements appalled Theodore Roszak, a professor at San Francisco
State, who popularized the term “counter-culture.” “The gadget-happy Amer-
ican has always been a figure of fun,” wrote Roszak in 1969, “because of his
facile assumption that there exists a technological solution to every human
problem. It only took the great psychedelic crusade to perfect the absurdity
by proclaiming that personal salvation and the social revolution can be packed
in a capsule?

Ironically, the object of so much promise and dread was discovered by
accident. One April day in 1943, Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann was at work
near Geneva at the sprawling complex of Sandoz Laboratories. Hofmann de-
cided to synthesize a fresh batch of a compound made from rye fungi that
he had created five years earlier and put away. In the process of mixing the
chemicals, Hofmann spilled a small amount on his fingertips. Quite soon, his



156 America Divided

diary notes, the scientist was overcome by “a remarkable but not unpleasant
state of intoxication, characterized by an intense stimulation of the imagina-
tion and an altered state of awareness of the world.” He closed his eyes and
“there surged before me a succession of fantastic, rapidly changing image[s]
of a striking reality and depth, alternating with a vivid, kaleidoscopic play of
colors.” This continued for almost three hours. Albert Hofmann had taken
the world's first acid tri??

After World War 1l, Sandoz quietly began marketing LSD to psychiatrists
and other scientific researchers in Europe and North America. But, in the
United States, two quite different sorts of client latched onto the amazing
compound. One, predictably, was the bohemian artist who sought todest an
broaden the imagination. Early trippers included jazz musicians Thelonious
Monk and Dizzy Gillespie, as well as British novelist Aldous Huxley, then a
resident of southern California. But an equally keen customer was the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency.

Hofmann’s invention seemed, at first, to be a spymaster's dream come
true. Under its influence, an enemy agent might divulge secrets lodged deep
in his or her unconscious. LSD had neither odor, color, nor tastdl @nan-
tities sprayed into a room or diluted in a water supply could, it was hoped,
defeat one’s foes humanely. Disoriented and frightened, they would simply
surrender.

During the 1950s, the agency spent millions of dollars to test the mira-
cle drug. One group, working out of CIA headquarters in Langlegina,

did some self-experimentation. A staff member would dose his morning cof-
fee with LSD and then become subject for a day. One man wept after trip-
ping and refused “to go back to a place where | wouldnt be able to Imold o
to this kind of beauty?® Another ran across a bridge over the Potomac River
and went temporarily mad before his colleagues rescued him. Every auto-
mobile, he swore, looked like a bloodthirsty monster.

The CIA and the Army's Chemical Corps also tested LSD on hundreds
of unwitting subjects, despite a provision of the Nuremberg Code, signed in
the wake of the Holocaust, that forbade such experiments. Some of the vic-
tims were government scientists, others were prisoners, mental patients, and
clients of prostitutes—all coerced into doing their bit for national security.
A handful of suicides resulted, and a larger number of severe psychoses. And
the CIA gained nothing. By the end of the 50s, those in charge abhadd
research on the “magic” drug. Under its influence, subjects had failed to give
accurate information and often failed to concentrate on the interrogation
process itself.

In the meantime, however, word of the drug’s existence had reached the
vy League. At Harvard's Department of Psychology, junior professors Tim-
othy Leary and Richard Alpert began in 1960, giving psilocybin mushsoo
to selected students and other curious guests—including Allen Ginsberg.
Within two years, the pair had graduated, enthusiastically, to LSD. They du-



The Making of a Youth Culture 157

tifully published scientific papers on their research in respected academic
journals. But fellow professors criticized them for indulging freely in thgsru
under study, and parents complained when, according to Leary, “bright
youths phoned home to announce that theyd found God and disdoWex
secret of the universé®In 1963 Leary left Harvard and became a relentless
promoter of LSD consciousness. After Congress outlawed the drug &) 196
a series of arrests only added to his fame. Alpert began a personal voyage that
soon resulted in his conversion to Hinduism and a change of name to Baba
Ram Dass.

Among the young, the ban on LSD only enhanced its luster. Biatbe
60s, one could buy the drug in most college towns and big cities. The great
est supplies, and lowest prices, could be found on either coast. In Berkeley,
a young chemist known as Owsley (short for Augustus Owsley Stanley I1lI)
got rich producing some 12 million high-quality doses from his own under-
ground laboratory and distributing them throughout northealifania?®

A certain lore grew up around the potent liquid. Which form of it was
purest and strongest—on a square of blotter paper, on a slab of clear gelatin,

R

'...“;_}. lII.ll'-l.-'I (L TRE | ‘n.nl‘.
& :—Eﬁj Jl ?ﬁ'!‘l 1..,\_
. ~

LSD as liberator, according to underground cartoonist Gilbert Shelton, c. X6&.ce:Con-
nections
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or on multicolored tablets? The drug’s allure was enhanced by learning that
many of the world's most prominent rock musicians were using and writing
songs about it—the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendeix, th
Grateful Dead, and Jefferson Airplane. LSD never achieved the popularity—
or cultural acceptance—of marijuana which became ubiquitous in mass gath-
erings of the college-aged young by the late 1960s. But “tripping”dead
come an indispensable rite of initiation; one emerged from the experience
with matchless stories to tell.

One set of these tales brimmed with oracular glory, while another set
warned against the equation of self-knowledge with getting high. It was safest
to take LSD with a band of friends, at least one of whom had trippfedeb
Such an environment could help create an experience of intense pleasure and
emotional catharsis. A group of trippers might begin by talking quietdy an
listening to music; then one person would notice an object in the room, on
the grass, or just focus on a stray remark and mention it to thesethed
the whole gathering would break into wild laughter.

Many spoke of feeling saner and more aware of their thoughts while “on
acid” than during normal life. The chemical laid bare one’s obsessions and
focused the mind on what seemed the greater spiritual unity present in the
natural world—a common theme of mystics in a variety of cultures. As Al-
dous Huxley wrote about a trip on mescaline, whose effects mirrored those
of LSD: "what Adam had seen on the morning of creation—the miracle, mo-
ment by moment, of naked existence . . . flowers shining within their own
inner light and all but quivering under the pressure of the significance with
which they were charged®In mundane terms, LSD made it possible to have
a decent conversation with a tree.

But if LSD opened a portal to the extraordinary, it also screenecheut t
rational. Trippers mistook the obvious for great insight; acid wisdom often
reduced itself to disjointed rambling about the wonders of a drink of water
or the setting sun. The day after he first took LSD, the writerukrioestler
told Timothy Leary, “This is wonderful no doubt. But it is fake. . L .
solved the secret of the universe last night, but this morning | forigat it
was.”2’

The belief that acid was a magic potion that would change one’s life—or
the arrangements of society—was a terrible delusion. Serious depression
struck many a persistent tripper, and some turned to drugs like heroin t
soothe a mind jarred and jazzed instead of opened. To parry “straight” crit-
ics, acid devotees routinely cited all the legal chemicals—caffeine, nicotine,
tranquilizers, barbiturates—that Americans consumed in huge quantities. By
what right, they asked, do you condeimur choice of drugs? But the ques-
tion negated the claim that psychedelics were a force for liberation. In the
60s, the Du Pont company began to advertise itself as providing “Beétter
ing through Chemistry.” Hippie street merchants sold buttons and multicol-
ored posters emblazoned with the same words.
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And the bond of drugs produced some horrific consequences. Thousands
of young people moved to San Franciscos Haight—Ashbury neighborhood
(“the Haight”) in the mid-60s seeking, as had the Beats a decade earlier, both
sensual thrills and spiritual enlightenment. Such brilliant local bands as the
Grateful Dead and Jefferson Airplane catered to the new bohemians. Soon
the lush green hills of Golden Gate Park, adjacent to the Haight, were packed
with barefooted adolescents and young adults getting high on marijuana and
LSD. Many of these people had little or no money and no plans t@ jgét
So they lived off the generosity of relatives, local businesses and, for several
months, a group of anarchists called the Diggers who distributed free food
and used clothing.

The Haight was an instant village with no moral center, where drugged-
out vapidity passed for self-knowledge. Writer Joan Didion spent several
weeks there in the spring of 1967 and sent back numbing reportsHem
new cultural front: young people shifting to hard drugs like heroinand
phetamine after a spate of “bad” acid trips, adopting new lovers and new “or-
ganic” diets with the same mercurial bemusement. Didion met one 5-year old
girl who remarked, quite matter-of-factly, that she was “in High Kinder-
garten”; her mother routinely dosed her with LSD and peyote. Wieahat
witnessed, remarked Didion, was “the desperate attempt of a handful of pa-
thetically unequipped children to create a community in a social vacé®im.”
The Haight was clearly a village without a future.

In contrast, rock and roll was definitely here to stay. The music rapidly
conquered the tastes and swayed the emotions of people whom other aspects
of the youth culture had only grazed. LSD and sexual liberty were repellent
to most churchgoing whites and blacks in the South. But they generatiycad
both Chuck Berry and Elvis Presley; soul singers like Aretha Franklin and Otis
Redding also claimed fervent fans on both sides of the color line. By the mid
70s, Americans were spending more on rock tapes and records than on movies
and sports events—and four-fifths of all recordings were rock. All over the
globe, young people who could buy or borrow a guitar were tryingrto-
late the musical avatars whose sounds filled the air and their imaginations.

The diffusion of rock and roll was one of the wonders of the postwar
world. Emerging in the early 50s from the urban black music called rhythm
and blues, rock quickly revealed its protean nature, altering every species of
popular music—folk, country and western, jazz, romantic pop, Mexican bal-
lads, even Christian hymns. Cheap, portable devices—the transistor radio and
the 45 rpm recording—as well as high-quality car radios helped weld rock
fans to their music in a way no earlier style had matched. The pioneers of
rock seldom paused to reflect upon the cultural sea change they had initi-
ated; they were content to reap the rewards of fame, monetary and otherwise.
Still, as critic Greil Marcus wrote, “they delivered a new version of America
with their music, and more people than anyone can count are still trying to
figure out how to live in it.2°
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The newness began with a critical truth: the roots of rock and roll were
mainly black. The term itself derives from services held in rural Holiness
churches in the Deep South during the 20s and 30s. There, congnegatio
of African-American laborers and domestics “rocked and reeled” to fast,
bluesy rhythms played on guitars, horns, and drums. Since the dslgs-of
ery, the black church had been developing a style of singing—the call-and-
response pattern and percussive accents that artists like Ray Charles and James
Brown adapted to secular purposes in the 1950s. At the same time, the cre-
ators of rock freely borrowed whatever they needed—melodies, chord pro-
gressions, lyrics—from other musical traditions; particularly significant were
the ballads and twangy guitar sounds of Scotch-Irish Protestants whose an-
cestors had settled in the foothills and mountains of the South. &
roll always remained a hybrid grafted from robust black stock.

Ironically, that helps to explain why rock had such enormous appeal to
young Americans who knew nothing of gospel music and didnt suffern fro
Jim Crow. Like the Beats, many whites in high school and college viewed
black popular culture as a vibrant, emotionally honest alternative to a dom-
inant culture they experienced as safe, boring, and hypocritical. In his 1957
essay “The White Negro,” Norman Mailer had made clear that “in this wed-
ding of the white and the black it was the Negro who brought the aliltur
dowry.”30

Mailer's own examples were jazz and marijuana, but rock music provided
more salient and infinitely more profitable ones. Elvis Presley modeled him-
self on black bluesmen like Arthur Crudup, and one of his first hits was a
cover of Crudup’s “That’s All Right.” In 1956 Elvis said of his musithé
colored folks been singing it and playing it . . . for more years tharowkn
... lused to hear old Arthur Crudup bang his box the way |aw, mnd |
said if | ever got to the place where | could feel all old Arthur felt, Id be a
music man like nobody ever sa#t’Across the Atlantic, white British groups
like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones started out playing blues for youths
like themselves who longed for the raw authenticity symbolized by such black
artists as Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf.

The emerging demigods and demigoddesses of rock and roll were hardly
the first young whites to adopt black styles. In the nineteenth centumy, m
strel shows featuring white actors pretending to be slaves were the nation’s
most popular form of entertainment. In the 1920s, white performédribéad
from the rich Creole musical traditions of New Orleans to create jazz bands
that, along with the black combos of Duke Ellington and Count Basie; do
inated the airwaves and record charts through the 1940s.

Rock, however, carried a generational charge whose power transcended
the sphere of racial borrowing. Spurred by wartime migrations and the end
of child labor, teenagers from diverse class backgrounds began flooding into
high schools that once had been the nearly exclusive province of affluent
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whites. Old barriers between musical traditions fell quickly too, as young
bands scavenged through a cornucopia of ethnic styles.

Social mingling spawned a taste for rebellion. During the mid-50s, George
“Hound Dog” Lorenz, a white disk jockey broadcasting from Buffalo, gained
a huge following among young people of all races. Lorenz sported a goatee
and purple trousers, used the “jive” lingo then associated with black musi-
cians, and was a hero to working-class kids who chafed at the self-disciplined
lives their parents had led. Meanwhile, in East Los Angeles, Mexican-
American teenagers like Ritchie Valens were writing and playing rhythm and
blues songs with bilingual lyrics.

But rock was not a political insurgency. Cultural leftists like John Sin-
clair and Abbie Hoffman, a former civil rights organizer, certainly tried to
harness the music to their ideological purposes. The White Panthers were an
outgrowth of Sinclair's rock band, and Hoffman hailed the birth ofiasi
revolutionary “Woodstock Nation” after the music festival held in a pasture
north of New York City in the late summer of 1969 that attractaéiehmil-
lion people who got stoned and frolicked in the mud.

Such efforts to hitch the culture of rock and roll to political rebellion in
variably flopped. The crowd at Woodstock booed the flamboyant Hoffman,
when, high on LSD, he began denouncing the arrest of Sinclair for posses-
sion of marijuana. Peter Townshend, leader of the Who, promptly whacked
Hoffman off the stage with his guitar. Rock musicians, even more than most
artists, mistrusted political figures who wanted them to articulate a certain
message they themselves had not conceived. “Wont get fooled again,”
chanted the Who in one of their more memorable séh§®r reasons of
ego or creativity, few rock and rollers joined any contingent of the radical
movement. “My music isnt supposed to make you riot,” explained Janis
Joplin, “It's supposed to make you fuckd”

Joplin’s own life demonstrated rock’s power to reinvent the individual—
and its limits as liberation. Growing up with bad skin and a weight problem
in the working-class town of Port Arthur, Texas, Joplin had few friends and
little prospect of a brighter future. She spent a good deal of timerirmbm—
listening to and writing music, making her own clothes, and taking drugs. A
few years after high school, Joplin moved to San Francisco when the
Haight—Ashbury scene was in full flower. There, backed by the exuberant
band Big Brother and the Holding Company, she began to sing theiblues
a most arresting fashion.

To hear Joplin's renditions of such blues standards as “Ball and Chain”
and “Piece of My Heart” (originally recorded by black artists) was to glimpse
a woman in the throes of shredding her inhibitions by displaying her pain.
Joplin alternately moaned, screeched, and purred the lyrics—evoking agony
and ecstasy in equal measure. She lured hordes of both male and female fans;
the latter copied her wardrobe (feather boas, flowered shifts, and strand upo
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Janis Joplin with Big Brother and the Holding Company, 1%&8irce:Archive Photos

strand of costume jewelry) and a bit of her bawdy toughness. “It was seeing
Janis Joplin that made me resolve, once and for all, not to get myragjhst
ened,” recalled critic Ellen Willig*

But adulation did not make Joplin happy. “Onstage | make love t®@5,0
people,” she told a reporter, “then | go home aloi?edfter a half-decade of
performing, her voice was reduced to a rasp, and she was punctuating road
trips with frequent shots of heroin and hard liquor. Once famoua foan-
ner both brash and gentle, Joplin had turned into a bitter and desperat
woman. In 1970, she died from an overdose of heroin. Like otherstack
who killed themselves in similar accidents (Elvis Presley and Jimi Hendrix,
most prominently), she could not bear the thought of living intdhkght
after her surge into the spotlight was done.

Yet millions of young rock fans experienced rock and roll not as romantic
tragedy but as a series of tiny discoveries. They quoted and sang scraps of
lyrics at school, work, and in bed; melodies, rhythms, and chord changes be-
came elements of a secret language that lost everything in the translation.

Consider the tangled history of “Louie Louie,” a song written and first
recorded in 1956 by Richard Berry, a black musician from Los Angeles, with
his band, the Pharoahs. At home in LAs multiracial potpourri, Berrychear
a local Filipino group that sang mostly in Spanish play a version of the tun
He reworked the melody into a mixture of calypso (a popular craze at the
time) and a cha-cha, then added new lyrics. A Jamaican sailor tells a sympa-
thetic bartender named Louie about the love who waits for him at home:
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“Three nights and days we sailed the sea. Me think of girl constantly. On the
ship, | dream she there. | smell the rose in her hair. Louie, Louie, me gotta
go.”36

The song had a catchy Caribbean beat, the meld of Latin and African
styles. But it was heard mainly on the West Coast and sold a decidedly mod-
est 40,000 copies. Berry, who received just two cents per record, moved on
to other projects. But, near Seattle, a young white singer named Reckin’
Roberts found a copy of “Louie, Louie” in a remainder bin and decided t
make the tune his own. Roberts wailed the lyrics instead of crooning them
and added the phrase, “Let’s give it to 'em, right now!” which turtiedsong
into a sexual anthem of sorts. In the Pacific Northwest, his version became
a regional hit.

One spring morning in 1963, the Kingsmen cut another recording of
“Louie, Louie” in their hometown of Portland, Oregon, and unintersily
created a rock legend. While rehearsing the tune, Jack Ely, the band’s lead
singer, had to strain to reach the microphone above him; fatigue and the
braces on his teeth caused him to slur the lyrics even more. The drummer
and lead guitarist were nervous and so performed more crudely than in their
many live gigs. Having finished the unpolished run-through, the Kings-
men were amazed to hear their manager rave, “Thatgvead man, you
never did that song bettet”’Disk jockeys were soon playing the song as a
novelty.

Through a manic whim of fortune, the Kingsmen's version of “Louie
Louie” rapidly shed its status as a joke recording and became the second-
best-selling single in the country. The rough instrumental was, no doubt, par
of the reason; it made the Kingsmen sound like a bar band at the climax of
a long night—careening somewhere between ecstasy and exhaustion. But
what made the song unforgettable was Ely's incomprehensible vocal. What
wasthat guy singing? Mythical lyrics proliferated. Most were pornographic,
transforming the lovesick sailor into an emblem of every teenaged boy’s lust-
filled fantasies. Parents and ministers protested, and J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI
soon took up the case. Following more than two years of an investigation
that employed the latest in audio technology, the bureau concluded ¢hat th
lyrics were “unintelligible at any speed®Remarkably, no agent ever ques-
tioned Jack Ely.

Such stupidity helped ensure “Louie Louie” a long and prosperous life.
If the raunchy-sounding song was officially deemed a cultural menace, then
it had to be good. In decades to come, over 200 different versions were
recorded—by punk bands, surf bands, swing bands, Latin bands, Russian
bands, French bands, two college marching bands, and the comedian John
Belushi for the soundtrack of the moviaimal HouseWhen Richard Berry
died in 1997, th&lew York Timegraced him with a lengthy obituary, solely
because of his creation of a sea chantey then more than four decades old.
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Berry had lived to see “Louie Louie” enshrined in the cultural pantheon of
the 60s—a mediocre song that became an underground phenomenon and
grew over time into a quirky kind of generational statement. Therein lay
the beauty of rock and roll; anyone of a certain age could appreciate the
joke.

In a society that now takes flamboyant self-expression for granted, the
youth culture of the 1960s may seem no more than a grand heddimigtic f
How could millions of American kids have equated smoking dope, having
sex, and listening to rock h’roll with the making of radical change? Granted,
the pursuit of individual happiness, enhanced by new consumer products,
was not an innovation on the American scene. And many young people only
dabbled with new sounds and substances or strained to act hip—often in-
juring themselves and others in the process.

But thoroughgoing cultural rebels—following the Beats—were seeking to
build self-regulatinggcommunitieshat would heal and transcend the multiple
ruptures—of race, class, religion, and political ideology—that embattled their
elders. “Freedom”™—sexual and chemical—was supposed to be only a means
to that end. In its utopian moments, the youth culture groped deweze-
coming what German emigré philosopher Herbert Marcuse (a popular writer
and teacher in the 60s) called, “the Great Refusal—the protest against that
which is.’®? Radicals believed that the path to defeating repression, both so-
cietal and personal, lay in the rapid spread of a sensual, creative lifestyle. In
an economy whose abundance would be equally shared, millions would co-
operate to build a more pleasurable world. In 1968 the young French radi-
cal Daniel Cohn-Bendit put it well, “I am a revolutionary because it is the
best way of living.*°



CHAPTER 9

The New Left

AS EASY IT WAS TO THL BLACK FROM WHITEIT WAS ALL THAT EASY TO THL
WRONG FROM RIGHT. . . .
—Bob Dylan, 1963!

In his inaugural address in 1961, President John F. Kennedy sounded a call
for selfless dedication to national renewal—posed significantly in terms of
generational mission. “Let the word go forth,” the new president declared,
that “the torch has been passed to a new generation.” And then, in the best-
remembered line of the entire speech, he proclaimed: “Ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”

This summons to self-sacrificing idealism appealed to many young Amer-
icans coming of age in the 1960s, though the forms in which their response
was expressed would vary widely. Some joined the newly established Peace
Corps, and worked for low pay and in primitive conditions in “developing
countries” abroad. Others, later in the decade, would join VISTA, the do-
mestic equivalent of the Peace Corps launched as part of the war on poverty,
and headed off to do good works in Appalachia and urban ghettos. The Peace
Corps and VISTA tended to draw the most recruits from the same campuses
as did the early New Left: the University of California at Berkeley, for ex-
ample, was the single most important source of volunteers for the Peace Corps
in the early 19608.

The same impulse that led some to volunteer for government-sponsored
experiments in social service and community organizing led others to join
insurgent movements for civil rights and peace. Many young volunteers in
the civil rights movement felt, at least in the first flush of activism, that their
efforts were welcomed by the new administration in Washington. Even some
who protested against the Kennedy administration’s bellicose foreign policy
in those years, demanding instead an end to the nuclear arms race, were en-
couraged to believe that the president, somewhere in his heart, sympathized
with them. When several hundred protesters from the Student Peace Union
(SPU) picketed the White House on a wintry day in February 1962, the pres-
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ident told his kitchen staff to send out of an urn full of hotemfio sustain
their spirits. The SPU reprinted and sent out to supporters an article from
the New York Timesbout antinuclear protests that claimed that “President
Kennedy is listening at least.”

One of the more enduring historical clichés about the 1960s concerns
the “alienation” of young radical activists from their elders and from main-
stream American values and goals. Although young Americans in the 1960s
were not the first generation in history to feel that they were more sensitive
to hypocrisy and injustice than their elders, they were certainly unique in the
degree to which they expressed their newly awakened political aspirations in
terms of generational identity. It is easy to assume that the New Left’s polit-
ical outlook was rooted in a rebellion against familial or even all adult au-
thority. “Dont trust anyone over 30" is, after all, one of thesteremembered
slogans that came out of the New Left—specifically, the Free Speech Move-
ment (FSM) protests at Berkeley in the fall of 1964. The Free Speech- Mov
ment grew, in significant measure, out of the civil rights movement; several
of its leading figures, including undergraduate Mario Savio, had spent the
previous summer in Mississippi in SNCC’s “Freedom Summer” voter regis-
tration campaign. Most of the FSMS tactics, rhetoric, and songs, cantd out
the civil rights struggle. At a climactic moment in the FSM’s confrontation
with the Berkeley administration, as students sat in at a university adminis-
tration building, Joan Baez stood outside on the steps encouraging tHem wit
a rendition of Bob Dylans civil rights anthem “The Times They Are
a-Changin™

Come mothers and fathers
Throughout the land

And dont criticize

What you cant understand

Your sons and your daughters
Are beyond your command

Your old road is rapidly aging
Please get out of the new one

If you cant lend your hand

For the times they are a-changin’

In the early 1960s, student activists were brash and impatient, and pos-
sessed a collective sense of self-assurance that could shade easily into self-
righteousness. The songs they listened to often bristled with youthful bravad
and defiance (“Your sons and your daughters/are beyond your command”)
But the sense that some bitter, absolute, and unbridgeable political gap
divided the generations was, in fact, not evident in those first years of
the decade. It took a succession of emotional and political blows in the
early to mid-1960s to redirect the youthful spirit of idealistic commitment
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Mario Savio, leader of the Free Speech Movement at the University of California, Berkeley.
Source:Archive Photos

away from the official agendas of the “liberal establishment” in Washington
and elsewhere.

To return to the example of Berkeley in 1964, slogans and songs aside,
FSM activists actuallylid trust a good number of people over 30, and also
expected them to lend a hand in the struggle for social change. And in this
sense of connection with their elders, the FSM activists were quite typical of
the New Left. Yale Medical School psychologist Kenneth Keniston undertook
a study of young radicals in the mid-1960s, and concluded that most came
out of close, achievement-oriented families of liberal or, in some instances,
radical political persuasion. Typically, the children in such families whole-
heartedly identified with their parents’ values, though they sometimes felt
their parents had not put those values to consistent or effective use.-In ado
lescence, Keniston noted, “their rebellion characteristically consisted in us-
ing against their parents the parents’ own principles, and inspihieig
guilt.”®

That also serves as a good description of the FSM's strategy against the
administration at UC Berkeley. The students rose up because they felt that
the university, in seeking to restrict political advocacy on campus, had fallen
short of their high expectations of its purposes. They were offended when
university president Clark Kerr described the modern university as part of
the “knowledge industry.” Kerr's choice of imagery was a rather accurate de-
scription of the institution he led, with its increasingly close ties to Califor-
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nia business interests and federal defense contractors. But it rankled those
students who assumed that their purpose in attending the university had
something to do with acquiring wisdom and finding personal meaning in life.
Notwithstanding the already prevalent beards-and-sandals media stereotype
of protesting students, in their attitudes toward the purpose of hagher
cation they were the traditionalists, while the button-down Clark Kerr was
the radical innovator. Students at Berkeley, FSM leader Mario Savio declared
in an impassioned speech on the steps of Sproul Hall, “dont mean to be
bought by some clients of the university. . . . Were human befgsian
beings, in Savio's view, sought knowledge for its own sake, not as a com-
modity to peddle in the corporate marketplace (as a study of students ar-
rested in the FSM protests showed, they had higher grades, on aveaage, th
nonprotesting students). The FSMs attitudes were shared by many of their
teachers. Indeed, a central element of the FSM strategy against the Berkeley
administration was to win support from UC professors; when the faculty sen-
ate voted overwhelmingly toward the end of the fall 1964 semester to en-
dorse the FSM demands for free speech on campus, they were greeted as they
left their meeting by 5000 applauding studehts.

But by the later 1960s, the timegere“a-changin” in ways that would
make the FSM protest seem tame and naive in contrast. The sense of the le-
gitimacy and permanence of the old political and intellectual order gave way
rapidly in the minds of tens of thousands of young people. WithenNéw
Left, the chief organizational expression and beneficiary of this trend would
be Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

When SDS was created in 1960, few people took notice, even on the Left,
and even fewer expected that it would have much of a future. Al Haber, an
undergraduate at the University of Michigan, had joined a tiny groeprof
pus leftists called the Student League for Industrial Democracy (SLID) a few
years earlier. SLID was subsidized by the League for Industrial Democracy,
a pro-labor advocacy group that was funded by some of the more litzetal tr
unions. Haber was frustrated by SLID's inaction and lack of vision, and one
of his first acts upon taking over as the group’s director in 1960 avas-t
name it SDS. For the public debut of SDS, Haber organized a conference in
Ann Arbor in the spring of 1960 that drew together white norttstudents
and some of the black students who had been leading the sit-in movement
in the South. Among those attending the conference was the studemt edito
of the Michigan Daily, a thoughtful and ambitious junior named Tom Hay-
den. Hayden joined SDS soon afterward. The following year he went South
to do what he could in the name of the group to support the btadent
movement. Over the course of the following year, SDS remained a very small
and obscure organization, but it began to attract a talented circle of activists,
drawn by the leaders’ open and nondogmatic commitment to rebuilding a
radical presence on the campuses.
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In the spring of 1962 several dozen student delegates met at a United
Auto Workers educational camp in Port Huron, Michigan, to debate a pro-
posed program for SDS, largely authored by Tom Hayden, who bpairis
had become the group'’s president. After several days of debate, the young
radicals arrived at consensus, adopting what became known as the Port Huron
Statement. Over the next few years, tens of thousands of mimeograpies] co
of the statement were circulated on college campuses, and, as much as any
single document, it defined the politics of the emerging New?_eft.

It began with a statement of generational identity: “We are people of this
generation,” Hayden wrote, “bred in at least modest comfort, housea in th
universities, looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit.” Part of what
followed consisted of a rather unsurprising political wish list for a group on
the Left: the delegates endorsed increased spending on social welfare, de-
creased spending on the military, and civil rights legislation. What would
later attract attention to the statement was not the programmatic details, but
the emphasis on “values.” “Men have unrealized potential for self-cultivation,
self-direction, self-understanding, and creativity. . . . The goal of man and so-
ciety should be human independence. . . . finding a meaning in life that is
personally authentic.” After reviewing the inadequacy of the “old slogans”
left over from the communist and socialist movements of the 1930s atiee st
ment called for the creation of a new kind of radical movement dedicated to
creating a genuinely “participatory democracy” in which individual citizens
could help make “those social decisions determining the quality and direc-
tion” of their lives. Colleges and universities, SDSers argued in the PorhHuro
Statement, had a vitally important role in creating such a movement, since
“[alny new left in America must be, in large measure, a left with real intel-
lectual skills, committed to deliberativeness, honesty, reflection as working
tools. The university permits the political life to be an adjunct to the acade-
mic one, and action to be informed by reas®n.”

Over the next several years, SDS grew slowly, as its founders experi-
mented with various political strategies. Many SDSers, including Hayden,
moved into poverty-stricken neighborhoods in northern cities, in an pttem
to create “an interracial movement of the poor” that was modeled on SNCC’
community-organizing efforts in the South. Relations with the parera-org
nization, the League for Industrial Democracy, were strained because SDS
seemed insufficiently anticommunist to the LID elders (many of whom had
cut their ideological teeth in battles between Communist and Socialist groups
in the 1930s). By 1965 the two had parted ways. But up thrtuahspring,

SDS enjoyed increasing visibility and respect in the liberal community. UAW
president Walter Reuther helped fund its community-organizing projects; and
in the pages ofhe Nation SDS was described, along with SNCC, as a col-
lection of “thoroughly indigenous radicals: tough, democratic, independent,
creative, activist, unsentimentdf”
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The New Left was, of course, always much larger than SDS; indeed, one
of the defining characteristics of student radicalism in the 1960s was its high
degree of decentralization and spontaneity (SDSers played very little role, for
example, in the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, or in subsequent protests
on the Berkeley campus). Bearing that qualification in mind, SDS's history
still provides useful guidelines in charting the growth and development of
the broader movement.

The events in Vietnam in the spring of 1965 proved a turning point f
SDS and the New Left as a whole. As the war escalated, so did debate at home
over its wisdom. The events of recent years had contributed to a new will-
ingness among many Americans, and especially among the young, to chal-
lenge established authority, and to scrutinize political decisions in moral
terms. Some of those who spoke out against the war in Vietham were paci-
fists, who opposed all wars; others felt that United States policy in Vietham
was a reversion to big power bullying tactics and the worst excesses of Cold
War paranoia. Johnson’s decision to dispatch 15,000 marines to the Do-
minican Republic in April to quell domestic disturbances in that small
Caribbean nation only added to the suspicion in antiwar circles that the U.S.
government was bent on throwing its weight around as a kind of self-ap-
pointed policeman to the world. (Arkansas Senator J. William Fulbright,
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and soon to become
an important critic of the war in Vietnam, first broke with Johnson olver
Dominican Republic intervention, calling it a “tragedy” that had been sold to
the country “by a lack of candor and by misinformatid#).”

In late March, 3000 students turned out for a “teach-in” on the Vietnam
war at the University of Michigan. Although supporters as well as opponents
of the administration’s policies were welcome to make their views known at
the event, the overwhelming sentiment was against the war. The teach-in
movement soon spread to over a hundred other campuses across the coun-
try. In April SDS sponsored an antiwar march in Washington, D.C.dhat
tracted 20,000 participants, the largest antiwar demonstration in the sation’
history until that point. The early anti-war protests were greatly influenced
by the civil rights movement. “What kind of America is it whose response to
poverty and oppression in South Vietnam is napalm and defoliation,'/the o
ficial “Call” for the SDS march on Washington asked, while its “response to
poverty and oppression in Mississippiis . . . silence?” SNCC’s Bob Moses was
one of the speakers at the April rally, and SDS president Paul Pottehé¢old t
crowd that “the reason there are twenty thousand people here todaytand no
a hundred or none at all is because five years ago in the South students be-
gan to build a social movement to change the systém.”

SDS was now the best-known radical group in the country. In the
1965-1966 school year, its national office in Chicago received a flood of let-
ters from across the country from individuals and groups eager toAoin.
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typical letter came from an lllinois high school student, who wrote in early
1966 asking for information about SDS. “I feel so strongly aboul rights,
the war on poverty, etc.,” she explained, “but | do so little for them”:

| listen to Pete Seegers “We Shall Overcome” album, deck my bedroom with free-
dom posters and buttons, and argue in my English class. (I am one oftitvad
twenty-five who is pro-Civil Rights.) . . . My mind is torn as to whethersiveuld

be in Viet Nam. But | do feel that war is outdated and morally wrong@wiimg

that it is my duty to form my opinion, | would like and appreciateryloelp 13

The national membership of SDS grew to about 15,000 that year, per-
haps triple the membership of a year eafifeAnd the organization became
significantly more diverse, in the location and the kinds of school where its
chapters took root. Early on, most SDS chapters were to be fouplddes
like the University of Michigan, which had long histories of left-wing student
activism. Now, students at schools like Dodge City Community College in
Kansas and Ventura College in southern California were also forming SDS
chapters. As a Ventura student wrote to the SDS national office that fall:
“What | have read and heard of your group leads me to to believe we think
much in the same direction.” On their own, students at Ventura hagdorm
a group called “Free Students for America,” and now they wanted to affiliate
with SDS. “The basic aims of [the Ventura group] are the removal of akAm
ican troops from Viet Nam, the use of aid rather than soldiers to cdaimdat
growth of totalitarian governments throughout the world, the adfirom of
the right of any individual not to kill and not to be forced to serv any
military organization.” In sum, the Ventura “Free Students” wanted to join
SDS because “we feel there is considerably more creative power in the unity
of many groups than there is in many separate grotps.”

Thus, for the most part, SDS didnt have to send out organizeesitoit
new members; the new members came to SDS on their own. These new re-
cruits (dubbed the “prairie power” contingent because so many of them came
from places other than the usual centers of radical strength) were less likely
to share the theoretical sophistication or intellectual ambitions of the group’s
founding generation. The new breed tended to be unschooled in and impa-
tient with radical doctrine, intensely moralistic, suspicious of “elitism” and
“bureaucracy”, and immersed in what was just starting to be referred to as
the “counterculture” of casual drug use, sexual experimentation, and rock
music. In contrast to the left-wing movements of the 1930s, where young
radicals prided themselves on their analytic abilities and command of the in-
tricacies of Marxist theory, a kind of emotional and moral plain-speaking was
the preferred rhetorical style among SDSers.

SDS was changing, but chapter reports that flowed into the national of-
fice from around the country in 1965-1966 suggested that in nexstsp its
members still thought of their role on campus more in terms of education
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than confrontation. The student organizer for the University of Bisldnd
SDS chapter wrote in February 1966, outlining the group’s activities since
the start of the new school year:

October [1965]Folk concert and food sale to support member now work-
ing with MFDP [Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party]. Silent vigil (in
coordination with nationwide protest) to end the war in Vietham.

November:Sponsor Rev. Arthur Lawson, Fellowship of Reconciliation,
speaking on visit to Vietham. Eleven go to Washington to participate in
the SANE [National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy] demonstration.

DecemberQOrganized open discussion on the war in Vietnam.
January [1966]:Sponsored a . . . discussion on conscientious objection. . . .

February 15:Tom Cornell, Catholic Worker (burned draft card) to
speak!®

If SDS had ceased to exist in the spring of 1966, historians looking back
through its archives might well have concluded that the organization func-
tioned primarily as a youth affiliate and support group for the pacifidt an
civil rights movements, rather than any kind of self-consciously revolution-
ary, let alone violence-prone organization.

That was to change within the next year. In a short time, the very lan-
guage of rational persuasion and nonviolence came to be regarded with sus-
picion by many in SDS, as it did throughout the New Left. The Harbn
Statement had called in 1962 for the creation of “a left with real intellectual
skills, committed to deliberativeness, honesty, reflection as working tools.”
But five years later, such sentiments had gone out of style. One oéthe n
leaders of SDS, Carl Davidson, declared in 1967 that radical students had
come to understand “the impossibility of freedom in the university so long
as it remained tied to the interests of America's corporate and military rul-
ing elite.” Abandoning the early SDS vision, Davidson now called for a strat-
egy of “common struggle with the liberation movements of the world” by
means of “the disruption, dislocation and destruction of the militarys access
to the manpower, intelligence, or resources of our universities.”

Throughout the 1960s the fate of the white New Left was closely bound
to that of the struggle for black equality. Without the sit-ins of0]l DS
would likely have died a-borning. Without the Freedom Summer of 1964,
there probably would have been no Free Speech Movement at Berkeley. Writ-
ing in 1966, white radical journalist Jack Newfield argued that within the
New Left “one word, above all others, has the magic to inspire blind loyalty
and epic myth. SNCC'8 However much changed in the politics of the white
New Leftists from the early to the late 1960s, the one constant was their im-
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pulse to look to their black counterparts for direction and validation. St
dents willing to follow SNCC organizer Stokely Carmichael into nonviolent
battle with the forces of white supremacy in Mississippi continued to follow
his lead, at least rhetorically, when he espoused a strategy of armed self-de-
fense in the urban ghettos of the North.

After the summer of 1964, SNCC veterans began to turn againgtithie
ciples of interracialism and integration that had guided them since the group’s
founding in 1960. During Freedom Summer, whites actually outnumbered
blacks in SNCC’ voter registration projects in Mississippi; as a result, the
campaign attracted the fulsome attention of the national media, as well as
the support of many prominent white politicians in the north. Thatolead
foreseen by SNCC’s leaders, and was in fact the point of inviting white vol-
unteers to Mississippi in the first place. But the very success of the strategy
prompted some SNCC leaders to ask why it required placing middle-class
whites in harm’s way to prick the national conscience. Where had all those
television news cameramen been when only blacks were being beaten, in-
carcerated, and murdered in Mississippi? Stokely Carmichael concluded that
depending on sympathetic whites for political cover was, in itself, a conces-
sion to racisnt?

. gt M '"r-r-_'l‘_ .
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Stokely Carmichael of SNCC (left) and Bobby Seale of the Black Panther Party (right}, prom
nent black revolutionaries, 196%ource:Jeffrey Blankfort
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The last real opportunity for damping down the fires of racial separatism
in SNCC came at the Democratic convention in Atlantic City at the end of
the summer of 1964. SNCC activists had helped organize the Mississippi Free-
dom Democratic Party (MDFP) to challenge the credentials of the regular
Mississippi Democrats who had been chosen in the customary all-white state
primary election. Johnson, fearing the defection of southern white vesavs,
to it that the MDFP’ challenge was quashed, although he did offer them two
at-large delegate seats at the convention, an offer the activists indignantly re-
fused. After Atlantic City, black and white radicals alike were quick to con-
demn liberal Democrats as hypocrites whose commitment to genuine racial
equality extended only to the symbolic. If moral persuasion had no effect,
SNCC leaders concluded, they were going to have turn to other meams. “W
want more than token’ positions,” declared SNCC’s Charles Sherrod. “We
want power for our people®

SNCC was also coming under the influence of the charismatic black na-
tionalist leader Malcolm X. On a goodwill tour of independent black nations
in Africa in the fall of 1964, SNCC leaders had a chance encounter with Mal-
colm, who was there on a tour of his own. Although often bitterlycafibf
the civil rights movement’s adult leadership, Malcolm courted the young
SNCC leaders. Just days before his assassination in February 1965, Malcolm
made a rare appearance in the South, speaking at a rally in Selma at SNCC’s
invitation. Malcolm’s militancy, including the advocacy of armed self-defense,
and his pan-Africanism (the belief that all Africans shared a common destiny
and should be linked politically) greatly appealed to SNCC’s young black ac-
tivists. In the last year of his life, Malcolm abandoned many of the antiwhite
sentiments he had espoused before his expulsion from Elijah Muhammad's
Nation of Islam organization. But he had not changed his mind on &g qu
tion of whether blacks and whites should work together in the same groups.
“I know,” he declared in his autobiography, “that every time that whites join
a black organization, you watch, pretty soon the blacks will be leaning on
the whites to support it, and before you know it a black may beomp Writh
a title, but the whites, because of their money, are the real contréfters.”
Malcolm’s violent death only added to his political luster. John Lewis, who
remained one of the more moderate voices within SNCC in 1965, commented
after Malcolm’s death that, “more than any other single personality,” he had
been “able to articulate the aspirations, bitterness, and frustrations of the Ne-
gro people,” as well as representing “a living link between Africa and the civil
rights movement in this country?

SNCC's political outlook and its public image changed dramatically in
the summer of 1966. Stokely Carmichael had defeated John Lewis that spring
to become SNCC’s new chairman. Lewis, southern-born, soft-spoken, and a
firm believer in nonviolence had come to be seen by many in SNCC as the
symbol of a passing age; Carmichael, urban, northern, fast-talking, and fed
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up with both nonviolence and interracialism, was now the man of the’four.

In late May, in one of his first official acts, Carmichael withdrew SNCC from
the planning sessions for a White House conference on civil rights. To move-
ment insiders and the media, that decision underlined the growing differ-
ences between SNCC and more mainstream civil rights organizations, but
outside the movement relatively few Americans noticed. Something more dra-
matic was needed to get the message out that SNCC was no longer the same
organization it had been in the days of “We Shall Overcome” idealism.

Carmichael found the moment he was waiting for when James Meredith,
a black Air Force veteran whose enrollment at the University of Mississippi
in 1962 had provoked a violent white riot on the campus, decided on his
own to stage a “March Against Fear” across Mississippi. Meredith hoped to
encourage the blacks he encountered along his route from Memphis, Ten-
nessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, to register to vote. But he was only in the sec-
ond day of his trek when he was wounded by a white gunman on a lonely
stretch of Mississippi highway. Meredith, regarded by many in the civil rights
movement as an eccentric loner, had undertaken his journey without any or-
ganizational backing. Now SCLC’s Martin Luther King, Jr., CORE's &loy
McKissick, and SNCC's Stokely Carmichael pledged to carry out his mission,
and march on to Jackson, Mississippi.

For the next 10 days the marchers, whose numbers ranged day to day
from a few dozen to several hundred, made their way toward Jackson with-
out further incident. The reporters covering the march at first assunsed th
would be simply a reprise of the previous year's Selma-to-Montgomery march,
its larger purposes to be defined, as in the earlier event, by Martin Luther
King's oratory. But Carmichael had other ideas. A SNCC activist named Willie
Ricks had already been firing up crowds along the route by shouting the slo
gan “Black Power!” When Carmichael was arrested and briefly incarcerated
in Greenwood, Mississippi, he decided to follow Ricks's example. That night,
at a rally in Greenwood, he electrified a crowd of hundreds of black sup-
porters by announcing “What we are gonna start saying now is Black Power.”
For the remainder of the march, it was Carmichael, not King, who set the
tone. “What do you want?” SNCC organizers would shout at rallies during
the rest of the march. “Black Power!” the crowds would roar Back.

The Black Power slogan, soon echoed by other groups on the militant
wing of the movement such as CORE, terrified whites who associated it with
violent urban outbreaks like the 1965 riot in Watts, and took it as th
prophecy of full-scale race war. But the meaning of the term was not nearly
as well defined in the minds of its supporters as the fearful reaction it in-
spired would suggest. To some advocates, Black Power meant little more than
“black pride.” If blacks were to become truly free, they would need to define
an identity around their own racial culture and history, rather than simply
adopting white values and heroes as their own. This definition of black power



176 America Divided

could be satisfied by changes in diet, dress, and hairstyle (“soul food,” the
dashiki, and the “Afro” haircut all came into vogue around this timejpyor
adding classes in black history and black literature to college curricula. Oth-
ers saw in Black Power the same tradition of ethnic cohesion and mutual aid
that had been of such help to groups like the Irish and the Jews in their ear
lier breakthroughs to social mobility. None of this required a revolutionary
transformation of American society; in the 1968 presidential election, Re-
publican candidate Richard Nixon found it politically expedient to advocate
his own version of “black power,” which he defined as “an expansion of black
ownership” of businesses, or “black capitalisth.”

Black capitalism was not what Stokely Carmichael had in mind when
he called for Black Power. But what he did mean by the slogan seemed to
change month by month, and audience by audience. In July 1967
Carmichael traveled to Havana, Cuba, where, along with representatives
of revolutionary groups from Central and South America, he was seated as
an honorary delegate to the meetings of the Organization of Latin Ameri-
can Solidarity (OLAS). In Havana, Carmichael expressed his sympathy for
Cuban-style communism and described the movement for Black Power in
the United States as part of a worldwide struggle against “white Western
imperialist society 26

Carmichael had not talked with anyone else in SNCC’s leadership about
his trip to Havana, or the positions he intended to take there. Julius,Lester
who acted as Carmichaels press spokesman in Havana, was privately appalled
by the SNCC leader’s ideological posturing. As he confided to his diary: “I
sit here with the Mick Jagger of revolution and think about all the people
who believe in him, and | am frightened. . 27 Leaving Havana, Carmichael
moved on to Communist China and North Vietnam, before returmiitey,

a stopover in Africa, to the United States. There, again without prioalsign
to or consultation with his increasingly bewildered followers, he changed
course again. At a rally in Oakland, California, the following February,
Carmichael announced that “Communism is not an ideology suited for black
people, period, period. Socialism is not an ideology suited for black people,
period, period.” Instead, he advocated “an African ideology which speaks to
our blackness—nothing else. It's not a question of right or left, itses-qu
tion of black.®?®

The swing to Black Power in the civil rights movement was as much a
product of generational as racial conflict. Older and more established black
leaders, like Martin Luther King, Jr. remained committed to an integrationist
vision. This was true even within SNCC itself;, Fannie Lou Hamer, 48 years
old the summer of the “Black Power” march, resolutely opposed the ouster
of SNCC’s white staff, a position that led some younger SNCC activists to
deride her as “no longer relevant” to the movent@Rublic opinion polls
taken at the height of the Black Power movement revealed that an over-
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whelming majority of African Americans still believed in integration as the
best solution for ending racial inequal§/But despite that sentiment, and
despite the ideological vagueness of the call for Black Power, the bloody ri-
oting in the “long hot summers” of 1966 and 1967 led many Amesitan
believe that a deliberately fomented urban guerrilla war was indeed in the
offing.

White liberals, many of whom were also offended by SNCC's new iden-
tification with the cause of Palestinian nationalists in the Middle East, sev-
ered their remaining ties with the group (a financial disaster for SNCC, has-
tening its demise). But those on the white New Left, for whom SNCC had
functioned as “epic myth,” were confronted with a more difficult choice. They
(or people they knew or knew about) had been sufficiently committadkio r
their lives in Mississippi when the call came from SNCC for Freedom Sum-
mer volunteers; was SNCC’s advocacy of revolutionary violence now enough
to scare them off?

By the summer of 1967, most white New Leftists would probably have
agreed that the old interracial and nonviolent civil rights movement was not
only over, but also had proven a failure. In the early 1960s, the inepiaht
language of the civil rights movement encouraged the belief that once the in-
stitutional barriers to racial equality had fallen, racism itself would rapidly
wither and disappear. “All God's children,” King had promised in his “I have
a dream” speech in 1963, would be able to unite in singing the words of th
old Negro spiritual, “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, ke fr
at last!” But racism had not disappeared with the subsequent passage of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965; instéakemed
to be growing stronger and more widespread. No longer was racism seen by
New Leftists as merely a regional problem to be dealt with in the South, but
as central to the identity and values of the nation as a whole. Mobs of angry
whites had jeered at and stoned Dr. King during his Chicago “open housing”
campaign in 1966—were they any different from the Ku Klux Klansmen who
had beaten and murdered civil rights activists in Mississippi and Alabama?
New Leftists might not have had the presumption of their counterparts in
SNCC, who had, for some time, referred derisively to Martin Lutheg l&s
“de Lawd,” but they no longer looked to him for leadership or insipinat

Instead, like SNCC activists, SDSers and other New Leftists found it psy-
chologically bracing to imagine themselves in alliance with the revolutionary
forces of the Third World. Those who were a minority in their own country
were thus, looked at from the proper political perspective, actually moving in
the same direction as the overwhelming majority of the world’s population.
Red plastic-bound copies Qfiotations from Chairman Mao Tse-tupg,blished
in English translation in Communist China, began to circulate in New Left
circles in 1967, especially on the West Coast. In January 1967, Huey Newton
and Bobby Seale, two black militants who had just formed an obscure local
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group in Oakland, California, called the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense,
raised money to buy guns and ammunition by peddling copies of Mae's “lit
tle red book” to Berkeley students.There was sometimes a trace of self-
mockery among the would-be American Red Guards who carried the Little
Red Book around in their hip pockets; it served more as a curiositfash-a

ion statement than as a frequently consulted source of political wisdom. But
its appearance was significant nonetheless as a symbol of the New Lefts de-
sire to link up with distant and exotic battalions of revolutionary allies.

For all the talk that began to be heard of “picking up the gun,ihite
radicals were actually prepared to do so. But if black militants were now pre-
pared to arm themselves in earnest, they werent going to be second-guessed
by their white comrades. Steve Halliwell, a graduate student in history and
assistant national secretary of SDS, spent the summer of 1967 working with
the SDS National Office in Chicago. Halliwell had been carrying on a run-
ning argument with one of his old professors at Columbia, Leo Haimson, a
distinguished historian of the Russian Revolution. Haimson was considerably
more skeptical about the prospects for revolution in the United States than
his young student. But Halliwell urged the professor to consider the vulner-
ability of the system to acts of exemplary violence:

The USA cannot continue to send black men overseas to learn how to fight in
gles and then bring them home to Kill their brothers in the ghettoes—jikey
wont have an army. . . . Three guys with rifles could stop the Lake Stteet
[Chicago’s elevated train system] every night at rush hour. I'm notestigg that

this is the substance of a revolutionary movement, but it is importanthbre is

a growing reservoir of very militant people that can have real debilitating conse-
quences even in small numbées.

As Halliwell's comments suggest, the war in Vietnam was also much on
his mind that summer. In fact, for many on the Left—and not just déscip
of Mao—the struggle against the war and the struggle for black liberation
had effectively merged.

As the New Left grew larger, it also grew more internally divided. The
early 1960s vision of the movement as a “beloved community” in which all
those committed to social change could join together in common effort and
fellowship had come apart at the seams by mid-decade. Whites were no longer
welcome in the black movement, save as outside supporters. And, within the
white New Left, there were increasing tensions, if not yet any absolute divi-
sion, between men and women.

When Tom Hayden sat down to write the Port Huron Statement in 1962
he had, without reflection, used a language of gender exclusivity. “Men,” he
wrote, “have unrealized potential for self-cultivation, self-direction. ... " In
using the term “men,” he did not consciously intend to exclude women, bu
merely applied the then all-but-universal convention of having masculine des-
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ignations serve as synonyms for “human beings.” The same was true of other
phrases in the statement, and commonly used in the movement, like “broth-
erhood.” If any of the women at Port Huron noticed, they raisedbjec-o

tions at the time.

Within a few years, however, many women in the New Left would ask
if there was any necessary connection between the “self-cultivation” and “self-
definition . . . ” of men and the aspirations of women for an equal measure
of freedom and autonomy. Mary King and Casey Hayden (the latter Tom
Hayden's wife) both worked on staff for the Student Non-Violent @or
nating Committee. “Why is it in SNCC,” they asked in a position papey t
circulated anonymously (fearing ridicule) at a SNCC conference in the fall
of 1964, “that women who are competent, qualified, and experienced are au-
tomatically assigned to the female’kinds of jobs such as: typing, desk work,
telephone work, filing, library work, cooking . . . but rarely the exeait?

The answer, they suggested, was “the assumption of male superi®rity.”

A year later, this time writing in their own names, they circulated what
they called “a kind of memo” among women in the civil rights and antiwar
movements. “Having learned from the movement to think radically abeut th
personal worth and abilities of people whose role in society had gone un-
challenged before,” King and Hayden wrote, “a lot of women in the move-
ment have begun trying to apply those lessons to their own relations with
men.” Although in 1965 they considered the chances as “nil” that “we could
start a movement based on anything as distant to general American thought
as a sex-caste system,” they nonetheless wanted to “open up a dialogue” with
other women who felt as they did.

King and Hayden were wrong in their limited expectations. Their obser-
vations struck a chord with many young women, and not a few older ones.
Women’s caucuses and workshops sprang up in SDS and other movement
groups in 1966-1967, and by the fall of 1967 independently organized
women’s groups were meeting in Chicago, New York, and a few other cities.
Very often, the early groups consisted of small circles of friends and ac-
quaintances who would gather at one or another's home to talk about their
experiences as women in the movement and the broader American society in
what became known as “consciousness-raising grotps.”

Some men in the civil rights movement and the New Left were sympa-
thetic to the the call for what began to be known as “women’s liberation.”
Others saw the new movement as a trivial distraction from more serious is-
sues of racism and war. And not a few felt personally threatened, since the
“dialogue” begun by women in the movement often raised intimate questions
about sexual behavior and privilege. “What is the position of women in
SNCC?” Stokely Carmichael joked in response to the initial Hayden—King pa-
per. “The position of women in SNCC is prone!” And, according toyMar
King, his was one of the more sympathetic respofses.
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Male hostility, along with the example set by the rise of Black Power,
led many of the new feminists to adopt their own separatist stance in regard
to men. “l once thought that all that was necessary was to make men un-
derstand that they would achieve their own liberation, too, by joininigan t
struggle for women’s liberation,” poet and activist Marge Piercy wrote in the
late 1960s, “but it has come to me to seem a little too much like the chick-
ens trying to educate the chicken farm&rBy the late 1960s, locally orga-
nized “women’s liberation” groups could be found in virtually every major
city and on every college campus, sponsoring a wide range of activities, from
consciousness-raising discussion groups to womens health clinics, book-
stores, coffeehouses, newspapers, battered women’s shelters, and more.
These were evidence both of the success of the women’s movement—and of
the failure of the New Left to provide a welcoming environment for femi-
nist concerns. In 1962 Tom Hayden had suggested that the quest for a sense
of “personal authenticity” could be part of the glue holding togetheoee-
ment for social change. But by the later 1960s, competing visions of au-
thentic and meaningful personal existence were instead pulling the movement
apart.

As black and whites and men and women in the movement went their
own ways, they were still bound together in common opposition to the war
in Vietham. Just how best to oppose the war was, however, often a divisive
issue. Some sought to use the traditional methods of political canvassing, pe-
titioning, and electoral politics. An organization called “Vietham Summer”
sent tens of thousands of volunteers door to door in the summMée6afto
spread the antiwar message. That fall, voters in Cambridge, Massachusetts,
and San Francisco were asked in ballot referendums whether the war should
continue, and roughly 40 percent of them in both cities supportestigam
withdrawal38

Building an antiwar majority was a painfully slow process, and gather-
ing signatures on petitions seemed a tepid response to the ongoing carnage
in Vietham. And, even if the majority of voters in liberal bastions like Cam-
bridge came out in opposition to the war, it seemed unlikely to have much
effect on American policy. Searching for alternatives, antiwar radicals in-
creasingly sought to emulate the tactics that had been employed so success-
fully by the civil rights movement. The struggle against Jim Crow in tli¢hSo
had relied upon the willingness of civil rights workers to “speak truth to
power,” by violating unjust laws—"putting your body on the line” in aufts
courageous personal and collective confrontation of illegitimate authority.

The southern example was compelling—but misleading. In the civil rights
movement, confrontation (at the lunch counter in Greensboro, oRrdee
dom Rides, on the streets of Brmingham and Selma) had served strategic
ends. Such confrontations often capped years of patient, grassrootz-organ
ing (SNCC had spent two years in Selma, preparing the groundefairga
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matic events of the spring of 1965). In the New Left and the campits ant
war movement, in contrast, media-oriented confrontation increasingly took
the place of the long-term strategy and commitment displayed by the civil
rights organizers.

The longer the war continued, the higher the draft calls, and the greater
the number of flag-covered coffins returning to the United States Yfietn
nam, the more the conflict bred an atmosphere of frustration and éxtrem
within the New Left. Vietham was a particularly volatile issue around which
to attempt to build a mass movement. Unlike the civil rights movement, which
until 1965 was organized to achieve a series of concrete political and leg-
islative goals, the antiwar movement could measure success only by one all-
encompassing aim, the end of the killing in Vietham. No partial victories
were available: the movement would either force the United States govern-
ment to end the war, or it would fail. As a result, the New Left winthef
peace movement swung back and forth between near-millennial expectations,
and an ever darker and angrier despair. As historian Thomas Powers com-
mented, “The violence in Vietham seemed to elicit a similar air of violence
in the United States, an appetite for extremes: people felt that history was ac-
celerating, time was running out, great issues were reaching a point of final
decision.®?

For some on the New Left, their newly acquired revolutionary convic-
tions argued against devoting too much energy to antiwar protest, which was
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A demonstrator arrested during Stop the Draft Week, Oakland, California, October 1967.
Source:Jeffrey Blankfort
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seen as a problem for liberals to settle; instead, they thought, revolutionar-
ies should focus on stopping “the seventh Vietham from now” by organizin
the poor to overthrow capitalism. But others saw in the antiwar cause, or as
they began to call it, “anti-imperialism,” a way to confront both the war and
the social and economic system that had spawned it. Those who were “rad-
icalized” in the struggle against the war, so the theory went, would go on to
become the shock troops of the coming final struggle against capitalism.
Young revolutionaries paid little attention to more experienced leftists, like
the radical journalist I. F. Stone, who had been around long enoug+ to
preciate the resilience of American capitalism. (“If the cause of world peace
depends on the overthrow of American capitalism,” Stone noted drilyah,19
“there isnt much hope for the world?)

The trend toward ever more theatrical confrontations was already visible
in the first summer of antiwar protest in 1965. After a spring of téash
vigils, and peaceful marches against the war, student protesters began to look
for ways to “put their bodies on the line.” As before, Berkeley poired
way. In August 1965 several hundred protesters from the Univers@®alof
ifornia had stood on railroad tracks to block oncoming troop traitisgo
into the Oakland Army Base. They didnt stop the trains, but thegmhdte
a dramatic tableau, with an element of genuine personal risk of dismember-
ment or death, should either a train engineer or a protester miscalculate. Steve
Weissman, a veteran of Freedom Summer and one of the organizers of the
train blockade, described the demonstration as a tremendous success and
drew from it the following lesson:

Civil disobedience is good when it feels good—not only at the point of disrup

but also as one looks back after the euphoria and the crowds have dispersed. . .
[Clivil disobedience is more than self-indulgence: creative social dislocation that
feels good will enlarge participation and limit the disillusionment and depoliticiza-
tion that often follows those grueling days in cotirt.

The standard of political effectiveness used to measure and justify the
campus antiwar movement’s embrace of ever more militant tactics increas-
ingly became the sense of gratification and commitment such tactics provided
to participants, combined with the amount of coverage it guaranteedeon th
evening television news. There was a seductive exhilaration to feeling one-
self part of a redemptive minority in the United States, allied in some intan-
gible yet deeply felt way to that irresistible majority of peasant revolutionar-
ies abroad who were rising up against the American empire. Some SDS leaders,
like Tom Hayden, traveled to Hanoi and came back enthralled by the “fear-
lessness, calm determination, pride, even serenity” displayed by the Viet-
namese revolutionaries confronting the worlds greatest supergéwt
Cong flags began to dot the ranks of antiwar demonstrations, andjy youn
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marchers provocatively chanted slogans like “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh/The NLF
is gonna win.” SDS publications began to fill up with imagery of heroic-guer
rillas brandishing automatic weapons.

The antiwar movement, which was far broader than the New Left, in-
cluded people with many different political views. There were groups of vet-
erans, and clergy, and trade unionists, and businessmen, and many others
who had no use for the extravagant rhetoric of revolutionary cultisen E
New Leftists were not universally enthralled by the romance of violent rev-
olution. The draft resistance movement, which drew on support of religious
radical groups like the Catholic Worker movement, as well as SDS and SNCC,
coordinated campaigns of young men to turn in or burn their deads,
and to refuse induction into the armed forces even at the risk of imprison
ment. Draft resisters, by and large, remained true to nonviolent principles.
But they too were attracted to a politics of “creative social dislocation.” Many
resisters were drawn to the movement precisely because of its emphasis on
total commitment and an exclusive form of risk taking (only young ofen
draft age, after all, could join). As one draft resister described the outfook
his fellow resisters at the time, they shared “a profound suspicion and dis-
trust of most of the usual political organizations and their analyses which so
often lead to endless meetings and little or no acttén.”

The dangers involved in the politics of confrontation were not lost on
some veteran leaders of the New Left, although they found themselves pow-
erless to reverse the trend. Lee Webb, a former SDS national secretary, com-
plained in an internal document in the fall of 1965 that “SDS influences its

membership to become more militant rather than more radical. . . . Calls to
fight the draft, stop a troop train, burn a draft card, avoidoath$ of liber-
alism, have become . . . the substitute for intellectual analysis and under-
standing.**

But it was hard to argue with success, and confrontational politics were
successful—at least on college campuses. Notwithstanding the loathing with
which many Americans regarded the campus revolutionaries, SDS continued
to double its membership with each new school year. By the end of 1%7 SD
had grown to nearly 30,000 loosely affiliated members. And antiwar demon-
strations grew larger as they grew more militént.

In the spring of 1967, the National Mobilization Committee Against the
War, a broad coalition of radicals, liberals, and pacifists, sponsored marches
against the war in New York City and San Francisco. These were well-at-
tended and peaceful affairs. Several hundred thousand marchers followed
Martin Luther King and other notables from New York City's CentrakPar
to the United Nations to demand the immediate withdrawal of U.S. forces
from Viethnam. Antiwar leaders decided to follow up their success with an-
other march in the fall, this time in Washington, D.C. The October march,
Mobilization leaders declared, would mark the peace movements transition
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“from protest to resistance.” Meanwhile, other groups around the gountr
laid plans for local demonstrations in October to “confront the warmakers.”

The antiwar offensive started with “Stop the Draft Week” in Oakland,
California, protests designed to shut down the functioning of the Oakland
induction center. Pacifists sat in nonviolently early in the week, and several
hundred allowed themselves to be peacefully carted off by police. Draft re-
sisters turned in 400 draft cards to the federal attorney in San Frangisco,
another peaceful protest. But as the week wore on, the crowds grew larger
and the tactics more violent. By Friday, October 20, 10,000 yquagpst-
ers were engaged in a massive street battle with Oakland police. There was
no more sitting down waiting passively for arrest: the protesters charged po-
lice lines, built barricades in the streets, and in general tied up downtown
Oakland in a chaotic scene that resembled a scene from the French Revolu-
tion. That same week, several hundred students at the University of Wis-
consin sat in at a university building to block recruiting by the Dow Chem-
ical Company (Dow was reviled by antiwar protesters for producing napalm
for the war in Vietham). Local police easily routed the sit-inners from the
building with nightsticks and Mace, but they had more trouble outside con-
trolling a crowd of several thousand onlookers, enraged at the sighé of th
bloodied heads of their fellow students. Eventually police used tear gas and
dogs to break up the protest.

The climax to the week’s protests came in Washington on Saturday,
October 21. Antiwar organizers had set up a two-part event: a “traditional”
gathering for a rally and speeches at the Lincoln Memorial, followed, for
the more adventurously inclined, by a march that crossed the Potomac River
to the Pentagon building, headquarters to Secretary of Defense Robert Mc-
Namara. Jerry Rubin, who had won his spurs as an antiwar organizer in
Berkeley, coordinated the event. Rubin had a taste for the dramatic that was
matched by his associate, Abbie Hoffman, a veteran organizer for the north-
ern support group, Friends of SNCC. Both Rubin and Hoffmare weeply
attracted to the youthful counterculture that was emerging in places like
Haight—Ashbury in San Francisco and the East Village of New York, which
was evident in the spirit of whimsical militance they brought to the anti-
war movement. Hoffman’s promise to “levitate” the Pentagon and then spin
it in midair in a ritual exorcism to drive out its “evil spirits,” irritated some
of the more sober-minded leaders of the antiwar movement, but succeeded
in attracting hundreds of colorfully garbed hippies to join the marchey{Th
looked “like the legions of Sgt. Pepper’s Band,” novelist Norman Mailer
would write in The Armies of the Nighhis celebrated account of the day’s
events. In their multihued and multithemed costumes, the protesters
seemed to Mailer to be “assembled from all the intersections between his-
tory and the comic books, between legend and television, the Biblical ar-
chetypes and the movie$’y
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March on the Pentagon, October 19&burce:Minora Aoki, War Registers League

The Pentagon did not levitate, but 30,000 marchers did bring the anti-
war message to within shouting distance of the building. Several thousand of
the most militant broke through lines of federal marshals, soldiers, and Na-
tional Guardsmen and reached the side of the building. A few carried Viet
Cong flags; others put flowers in the gun barrels of the young soldfess
surrounded their encampment. There they sat and sang and yelled “Join us!”
to the soldiers. Some urinated on the side of the building; a few thids ro
at the military police. As dusk arrived, the marshals moved in with clubs and
tear gas, and nearly 700 were arresfed.

Robert McNamara watched the protest from the roof of the Pentagon.
Ironically, the experience filled him with nostalgia for the early innocent days
of Sixties protest. Privately disillusioned with the war he had done so much
to create, he found himself plotting strategy for the antiwar movernient:
could not help but think that had the protesters been more disciplined—
Gandhi-like—they could have achieved their objective of shutting us down.”
McNamara’s son Craig, a prep school student at the time, was already so dis-
mayed by his father’s responsibility for American policies in Vietham that he
had pinned a Viet Cong flag on his bedroom wall; later, as a college student,
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he would take part in violent antiwar protests. “I remember the rage setting
in on me, and the frustration that we all felt because we couldnt stop the
war,” he would tell an interviewer years later. “What was in my mind . . .
was rage, pure ragé?

As Norman Mailer walked toward the crowd before the Lincoln Memo-
rial that October day, he heard the peal of a trumpet in distance, which seemed
to him to “go all the way back through a galaxy of bugles to the cfidseo
Civil War. . .. The ghosts of old battles were wheeling like clouds over Wash-
ington.”®® The clouds continued to hover, the drums to beat on, the trum-
pets to sound. The war was truly coming home.



CHAPTER DD

The Fall of the Great Society

IT'S A TERRIBLE THING FOR ME TO SIT BY AND WATCH SOMEONE B.SE STARVE MY
GREAT SOCIETY TO DEATH. . . . SOON SHELL BE SO UGLY THAT THE AMERICAN
PEOPLE WILL REFUSE TO TOOK AT HER; THEY'LL STICK HER IN A CLOSET TO HIDE
HER AWAY AND THERE SHE'LL DIE. AND WHEN SHE DIES, |, TOO WILL DIE
—Former president Lyndon bhnson, 19711

In an issue of th&/illage Voicepublished late in 1966, cartoonist Jules Feif-
fer offered a wry analysis of the state of domestic politics in his weekly car-
toon. “Big Daddy,” a young girl in western dress asks a stricken-looking, cow-
boy-garbed Lyndon Johnson in the cartoon’s first panel, “That look on your
face—yer hidin’ somethin’” “Sit down, child,” Johnson replies gravely. “Yew
gonna have tbe brave. ... Great Society has had an accident, child.” She begs
reassurance that it's only a “li1 bitty accident,” but Johnson tells her not to
get her hopes up. Then, in the final panel, the child looks up at Johnson with
suddenly dawning suspicion: “This accident o’ Great Society's, Big Daddy.
Has it already happened—or are yew about thave it happen?” “Naow,” John-
son responds slyly, “We dont want tgrow up too fast, chfld.”

By this time Village Voicereaders, like many of Johnson's former sup-
porters, had come to regard the president as a habitual liar. The man who,
seemingly, had no enemies at the start of 1965, had fallen below a 50 percent
approval rating by the spring of 1966. The term “credibility gap” was by now
in wide circulation to describe Johnson's penchant for deceiving the gublic.
Feiffer probably did Johnson an injustice in suggesting willing complicity on
his part in the demise of the bright hopes of the early Great Society. In re-
tirement, Johnson would speak with obvious anguish of the fate of his social
programs, about the ill luck and difficult political choices that hampered them
while he was in office, and about their cruel dismembering at the hands of
his Republican successor. “[N]Jow Nixon has come along and everything Ive
worked for is ruined,” he complained to interviewer Doris Kearns in 1971.
“There’s a story in the paper every day about him slashing another one of my
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Great Society programs. | can just see him waking up in the morning, mak-
ing that victory sign of his and deciding which program to Kill.”

LBJs self-exculpating account of the death of the Great Society cannot,
however, be taken as the whole truth. The bold vision of social transforma-
tion that he had announced with such enthusiasm during the presidential cam-
paign of 1964 would wither long before Richard Nixon was in the podition
wield an executioners ax. In the course of 1966, with overwhelming Demo-
cratic majorities still in control of both houses of Congress, Johnson could
persuade Congress to pass only a single significant Great Society proposal, the
Model Cities Act providing federal funding for the redesign and reconstruc-
tion of America’s inner cities. And even that measure passed with greatly re-
duced majorities compared to those enjoyed by previous Great Society legis-
lation. Johnson’s real goal in 1966 was to hold down spending on existing
Great Society programs rather than passing new measures. As domestic pol-
icy adviser Joseph Califano would recall, “Johnson’s extravagant rhetoric an-
nouncing new programs belied the modest funds he requested to begii? them.
Political reversals in the 1966 midterm elections reinforced Johnson’s caution.

Lyndon Johnson could read election returns as well as any man who
had ever sat in the Oval Office. Although he continued to propose new so-
cial programs in the years remaining in his presidency, they were in scale
and ambition nothing like those he had put forward in 1964-1965eTher
was no more talk of unconditional war against poverty; now it was sim-
ply a “poverty program.” By 1968, when he delivered his final Statidef
Union address, Johnson used the term “Great Society” in only a single
passing reference.

Johnson bore significant, though not exclusive, responsibility for blight-
ing the promise of liberal reform in the 1960s. His responsibility lay first and
foremost in the fact that after 1965 his first priority as presidenlonger
concerned the Great Society or domestic policy in general, but winning the
war in Vietnam. The war not only diverted Johnson's attention fromedem
tic policy, but also drained billions of dollars in federal funding, some por-
tion of which might otherwise have gone to the Great Society. The war also
undermined Johnson’s authority, divided Democrats into feuding camghs, an
emboldened his conservative opponents. But even without the war, the Great
Society would likely have come to grief in the later 1960s, as it ran afoul of
other conflicts breaking out between Americans over issues such as racial jus-
tice, crime, personal morality, and economic security.

By January 1966, when President Johnson delivered his third State of th
Union address, there was no question that the United States was deeply in-
volved in a war that was not destined to end any time soon. The president
vowed in his address that the country would prove “strong enoughirto
sue our goals in the rest of the world while still building a Great Society at
home.” But as the war in Vietham escalated, so did its costs, in dollars as
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well as in lives. The $5 billion the United States spent in Vietham in 1965
doubled the following year; by 1968 direct costs of running the war (ex
cluding veterans benefits and related expenses) increased to $33 hillion.

“Nothing | had read, no photographs | had seen prepared me for the im
mensity of the American effort,” veteran correspondent Robert Sheerod
ported from Vietnam irLife Magazine early in 1967. The “fantastic expense
of the war,” he argued, “can only be comprehended in the vieWing.”

There was the new “Pentagon West” building in Saigon, providing of-
fices for the 68 American generals stationed in the city, constructed at a cost
of $25 million. There were nine new jet landing fields constructed between
Da Nang and Saigon, each of them a 10,000 foot-long strip of alimaru
concrete, costing at least $5 million. There were three new deep-water piers
in Saigon to handle incoming cargo from U.S. merchant ships, andnioree
in Da Nang. The new harbor at Cam Ranh Bay would by itself cost Ameri-
can taxpayers $110 million. And all that was just infrastructure. There was
also the daily cost of fighting a war in which the United States relied heav-
ily on superior firepower. One evening, Sherrod reported:

| flew from the demilitarized zone down to Saigon, about three quarttre tgngth

of this 900-mile string bean of a country. Much of the coast was lityufates;
artillery shells twinkled in 40 or 50 different spots. No battles were beinghfou
that night but the Viet Cong, if present, presumably were being keptaavakthe
interdicting fire prevented them from traveling certain routes in case thexydatl
going that way. This lavish use of firepower, whether effective or not, ibonés

to the cost of killing the enemy, which is calculated at $400,000 per soldier—in-
cluding 75 bombs and 150 artillery shells for each cofpse.

Johnson was reluctant to admit the actual costs of the war, not wanting to
do anything that would make an already unpopular conflict even more so, o
to hand enemies of his domestic policies a reason to demand fiscal austerity at
home. Although short-term bookkeeping devices allowed Johnson tothuelge
true costs for awhile, the bill would soon come due in the form of nirogint
government deficits as well as the beginnings of an inflationary spiral in the
American economy. (Defense spending increases personal income but not the
amount of consumer goods on which such income can be spent—a classic for-
mula for inflation.) In the summer of 1967 Johnson finally bit théeb and
asked Congress for a 10 percent income tax surcharge to pay for the war.

Johnson was being hit from both the Right and the Left on the ifsue
spending in Vietham. The Right demanded that Johnson cut domestic spend-
ing as the price for increased taxes (a dispute that delayed the actual passage
of the income tax surcharge for nearly a year). “We are trying tdgeintes-
sage across,” declared Wilbur Mills, the conservative chairman of the House
Ways and Means Committee, in which the surtax bill was bottled up. “We
want a pause in this headlong rush toward ever bigger governf?ehig
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Left, on the other hand—at least that portion of the Left that bolight it
shared any common political ground with Johnson—intended to hold the
president to his pledge to provide guargl butter to the American people.
Bobby Kennedy, now ensconced in Congress as a senator from New York
State, and still officially a supporter of the war, challenged Johnson in the
spring of 1966 when the administration proposed a lower than expectéd fun
ing request for aid to disadvantaged schools. The “200 million dollars that is
being cut [from the original request],” Kennedy declared, “is what it costs t
send the B-52s over Vietnam for perhaps a wéék.”

“I knew from the start,” Johnson told Doris Kearns:

that | was bound to be crucified either way | moved. If | left the woman | really
loved—the Great Society—in order to get involved with that bitch of a wahen
other side of the world, then | would lose everything at home. . . if Bléft that

war and let the Communists take over South Vietnam, then | would be seen as
coward and my nation would be seen as an appéaser.

Johnson’s only hope for salvaging his dream of being remembered in his-
tory as a great liberal reformer was to get “that bitch of a war” over iwith
a hurry, and then return to be faithful to “the woman 1 really lovdue—t
Great Society.” And so, like a gambler on a losing streak throwing googyno
after bad, he constantly upped the ante. As of December 31, 186& vibre
184,300 American troops stationed in Vietham. Thus far, 636 had died in
combat. Two years later Johnson had raised the number of American troops
in South Vietnam to 485,600; 19,562 had died.

Johnson and his military commanders counted on search-and-destroy op-
erations to bring victory in Vietnam. Every day thousands of Americaps
were out on patrol, humping the boonies, in search of the enemy. t@é&gn
found no trace of the enemy except well-concealed and deadly booby traps.
Sometimes they got lucky and stumbled across an arms cache, or managed
to flush out a squad of Viet Cong. Some of these operations wefdron
months, delivering large cumulative numbers of dead enemies to be tallied
into “body counts” and “Kkill ratios” by the Pentagon’s computers. Qipen
Masher, which ran from January through March 1966 on the BondPfin
in central Vietham, provided a body count of 2389 enemy dead. Operatio
Junction City, a year later in War Zone C, northwest of Saigon aloag t
Cambodian border, produced a body count of nearly 3000 enemy dead.

Some search-and-destroy operations were joint South Viethamese-—
American efforts, but for the most part, the Americans were takingléte p
of their allies in combat. With the exceptions of some elite South Viethamese
battalions of airborne troops and marines, ARVN earned a reputatidts for
preference for engaging in what skeptical American observers dubbed “search-
and-evade” missions. Reviewing the statistical performance of the Eighteenth
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ARVN Division, which claimed to have conducted over 5000 patrols in one
week in 1966, during which they made a total of only thirteen contacts with
the enemy, U.S. military adviser John Paul Vann wrote disgustedly, “l can
easily establish more enemy contacts on a daily basis mi3dlhe Saigon
government, now jointly run by two former generals, Prime Minister Kguy
Cao Ky and chief of state Nguyen Van Thieu, did not inspire enthusiasm ei-
ther in the civilian population or in the military. In 1965 alone, 113 86uth
Vietnamese soldiers and militiamen deserted, a figure that nearly equaled the
number of additional Americans sent that year to fight in Viet&m.

As the French had learned in the First Indochina War, Communist guer-
rilla fighters were hard to find—unless they wanted to be found. The Com-
munists were often tipped off in advance of American plans, either through
the elaborate systems of spies they maintained on and near U.S. bases, or by
preliminary air and artillery strikes. A study by the U.S. Army showed th
from 1966 to 1967 the overwhelming majority of all battles in Sovigt-
nam were started not by American forces, but by the Communists, usually
by ambushing American units in the countryside.

Meanwhile the air war over North Vietnam continued and expanded. This
too proved a costly enterprise. The North Vietnamese defended their air space
with a sophisticated system of antiaircraft defense provided to them by the
Soviets, including radar, antiaircraft weapons, SAM [surface-to-air missile]
batteries, and MiG-17 and MiG-21 fighters. From 1965 through 1868 t
United States lost over 900 aircraft over North Vietnam, with overp8lo@s
and crewmen Kkilled, and over 500 captured.

The costs were heavy but the results meager. A government-sponsored
study of the effects of Operation Rolling Thunder concluded soberlyathat
of July 1966 “the U.S. bombing of North Vietham had hadmeasurable di-
rect effect on Hanoi's ability to mount and support military operatiorieen
South at the current level.” North Vietnam’s agricultural economy coatd n
be significantly damaged by air attack; its transportation system could be eas-
ily rebuilt after attacks; and because most of the weapons being funneled
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail were imported by North Vietnam, it made lit-
tle difference how many North Viethamese factories were destroyed. Infil-
tration of men and supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail increased steadily
during the years of the heaviest bombing. It was estimated that it toamk an
erage of a hundred tons of bombs dropped along the trail to kill & sing
North Viethamese soldier.

When Defense Secretary Robert McNamara read this report in the fall of
1966, it furthered his growing personal disillusionment with the war. In a
memorandum to President Johnson in May 1967, McNamara warned:

There may be a limit beyond which many Americans and much of the world will
not permit the United States to go. The picture of the world’s gresuesrpower
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killing or seriously injuring 1,000 non-combatants a week, while trying tondo
a tiny backward nation into submission on an issue whose merits are hotly dis-
puted, is not a pretty orié.

McNamara kept his doubts to himself. Others did not. Perhaps the most
eloquent dissent from the war came, not surprisingly, from Martin Luther
King, Jr., who in a speech in New York City in April 1967 issued what he
called a “declaration of independence” from the war in Vietham. As a dedi-
cated pacifist, King was first and foremost opposed to the war because of his
moral objections to the use of violence. But he also challenged Lyndon John-
son’s claim that Americans could enjoy both guns and butter. That issue had
already been decided in favor of the former: “A few years there was a shin-
ing moment,” King declared, when it seemed “as if there was a real promise
of hope for the poor™

Then came the build-up in Vietnam, and | watched the program broken and evis-
cerated as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on war. . . .
So | was increasingly compelled to see the war an an enemy of the poor and to at
tack it as such®

The war that President Johnson had proposed fighting against poverty
was intended as only one part of the much more ambitious project of build-
ing the Great Society. But in historical memory the former has all but sub-
sumed the latter; few people today remember how much of the Great Soci-
ety, from Medicare to highway beautification to endowments for the
humanities and arts, was designed primarily to benefit the middle class. Sim-
ilarly, the costs of the war on poverty have been greatly exaggeratedattEven
their height, Johnson's poverty programs never represented the ‘dincon
tional war” that he declared in his first State of the Union address. Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, who as assistant secretary of labor in charge of the Office
of Policy Planning and Research in 1964 had been present at the launching
of the war on poverty, would later declare that it had been “oversoldiand
derfinanced to the point that its failure was almost a matter of deigmn.e
Office of Economic Opportunity, the agency overseeing the povergramg
received only 1.5 percent of the federal budget for all its programsein th
years from 1965 to 1970. Had the money spent on poverty gmnsgsimply
been parceled out in cash grants to every American whose income fell below
the poverty line in those years, each poor person would have received a grand
total of about $70 a yea?f.

The war on poverty had scarcely gotten off the ground when it ran into
sustained political opposition. Conservative Republicans viewed the whole
thing as an expensive government boondoggle. Many Democrats, particularly
those in city government, came to oppose its provisions for “maximum feasi-
ble participation” of the poor in directing poverty programs, particularly
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White construction workers react to an antiwar demonstration, Portland, Oregon, 1971.
Source:David Weintraub

through the community action agencies. Sargent Shriver had initially expected
those agencies to function in ways similar to a board of education, formally
independent of local government as school boards generally were, but certainly
not in an adversarial positidf.Instead, many of the agencies launched voter
registration drives to oust incumbent politicians or sponsored marches on city
halls to demand improved services for poor neighborhoods.

The backlash from urban Democratic leaders was immediate and intense.
Two Democratic mayors, Sam Yorty of Los Angeles and John Shelley of San
Francisco, offered a resolution to the 1965 meeting of the U.Sefzorte of
Mayors condemning the war on poverty for “fostering class strugglefriarA
ican cities. (Yorty had been a long-time conservative gadfly within the De-
mocratic Party. Shelley, on the other hand, was a former trade unionist who
had headed up the San Francisco Labor Council before becoming mayor—his
disaffection had ominous implications for the future of urban Democraltic po
itics.?%) When Congress passed the Model Cities Act in 1966, it directed that
the program be administered by the Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment rather than the now-suspect OEO, and the provisions for “maxi-
mum feasible participation” of the poor were eliminated. Unlike the programs
established in 1964-1965, Model Cities would be a program controlled by big
city mayors, not by people in poor neighborhoods and ghettos.

By 1966 even the poor were complaining about the war on poverty, a
war that had been launched on their behalf, but not at their behesafOne
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the defining characteristics of the “culture of poverty” that Michael Harring-
ton had described ifihe Other Americavas a sense of fatalism, at odds with
any kind of sustained political involvement. But the war on poverty created
a sense of rising expectations among the poor that the antipovertamogr
could do little to assuage. In April 1966, at a Washington, D.C. corderen

of the Citizen’s Crusade Against Poverty (a private advocacy group set up at
the behest of the United Auto Workers union to lobby on beh#ifeopoverty
program), Sargent Shriver was booed and jostled by a dissident groom-of
munity activists when he attempted to address the group. Shriver was driven
from the stage by chants of “Youre lying!” and “Stop listeninghim!” Af-
terward UAW official Jack Conway despaired that the poor “have turned on
the people who wanted to help thefd.”

For all its limited scope, and for all the controversy it created, the war
on poverty was not without its successes. The number of people in the United
States whose annual income fell beneath the poverty line declined from 32
million (or 17 percent of the population) in 1965 to 23 million {dr per-
cent of the population in 1973). To be sure, poverty had been deciming
the 1950s even before there was a war on poverty, and the general prosper-
ity and low unemployment rates of the mid-to-late 1960s certainly accounted
for some of the decline. But save for the period of the Second Wéald
which brought the Great Depression to a sudden end, there was no other pe-
riod in American history when poverty rates declined as rapidly as they did
during the years of Johnson’s presidency and its immediate afteffath.

Nonetheless, by the later 1960s, Americans who disagreed on just about
everything else were united in judging the war on poverty an abject failure.
Government programs had clearly failed to eliminate poverty as either an eco-
nomic category or as a “culture.” If anything, the remaining urban poor
(whose numbers began to increase again during the economic hard times of
the later 1970s) seemed even more permanently mired in their condition than
they had been before the federal government interested itself in their plight.

The conservative argument that the very programs liberals had foisted
upon the country in the 1960s kept the poor bound to a “cyotkemen-
dency” would become conventional wisdom within a very few years. While
the number of poor people declined in the later 1960s, the numBEDa
recipients mounted at an even more precipitous rate. In 1960 fewer than
three-quarters of a million families were receiving aid through AFDC at a
cost to the federal and state governments of under a billion dollars;7Ry 19
there were 3 million families receiving AFDC, at an annual cost of $6 bil-
lion.?3 The swelling welfare rolls were accompanied by rising rates of ille-
gitimacy, teenage pregnancies, single-parent families, violent crime, substance
abuse, and a host of other ills that came to be laid at the feet of the liberal
social engineers of the Great Sociéty.
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In a curious way, the problem with the war on poverty was not that it
failed, but that it succeeded—perhaps too well for its own political survival.
The intent of the war, after all, was to lessen the distance between the “other
America” and the mainstream. One of the characteristic elements of Ameri-
can national identity is the belief that citizenship, and personal security and
dignity, are grounded in “rights.” The war on poverty, throughritetoric,
and through the legal services it provided poor communities, reinforced the
idea that the poor as well as the affluent should enjoy these rights. And one
of the expressions of this new sensibility was the belief that those who re-
ceived government aid in the form of welfare payments did so not as a mat-
ter of charity, but of right.

Since the start of the twentieth century, the term “welfare” had changed
in American political discourse from a term with positive associations of
health and well-being to one implying malingering incapacity and the waste
of taxpayers’ hard-earned money. At best, welfare tended to be viewed as a
kind of gift that the better-off, through the governmentera@ to the less
fortunate and deserving poor. Those who received it were expected to be ap-
propriately grateful and as unobtrusive as poségble.

At the start of the 1960s only about a third of the families eligibleate
ticipate in the AFDC program were actually receiving benefits. AFDC was a
program funded jointly by the federal government and the states, and ad
ministered at the state level. Many state legislatures did their best to dis-
courage new applicants. Benefit levels were usually set below the states’ own
official guidelines for the minimum income necessary to support a family at
a decent standard of living, and strict residency requirements prevented new-
comers from claiming even these meager benefits. The welfare system was
set up so that normal presumptions about prying into personal affain@did
apply to recipients. Since welfare was a “means-tested” program, every scrap
of household income had to be reported to social workers: concealed earn-
ings from a child’s paper route could result in charges of “welfare fraud.” E
idence of a “man in the house” would also result in AFDC recipients (most
ofthem single women) being dumped from the program; social workers some-
times staged midnight raids on the homes of recipients to make sure that
they remained as single as they claimed to have been when applying for ben-
efits. All of this worked to reinforce the stigmatizing image of welfare and
discouraged would-be recipients from even applyfhg.

In the course of the 1960s an alliance of poor people, middle-class ad-
vocates, and lawyers specializing in the new field of poverty law argued that
welfare was not a gift, and certainly not stigmatizing, but rather a legally guar-
anteed entitlement. Local groups of welfare mothers began to coalesce in the
mid-1960s, some of them brought together by Community Actiograms,
others by independent community organizers.
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In 1966 George Wiley, a former chemistry professor and associate na-
tional director of CORE, helped pull together local welfare rights groups
from across the country into a national organization, which took the name
of the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) the following year.
Although its membership peaked at little over 20,000 members at the end
of the decade, NWRO became a highly visible and, for a time, effective or-
ganization. While lawyers argued the case for welfare rights in the courts,
welfare recipients took their demands into the public assistance offices,
with marches and sit-ins. William Ryan, a white liberal psychologist, de-
scribed such tactics as “the plain old-fashioned American practice of de-
manding and getting one’s right&”In a statement outlining its goals,
NWRO declared in 1966:

As members of a National Welfare Rights Movement . . . we are are not willing to
exchange our rights as American citizens

—our rights to dignity

—our rights to justice

—our rights to democratic participation
in order to obtain the physical necessities for our families2? . .

NWRO tactics led to many tangible benefits, both for its own members and
for millions of other people on welfare. The level of AFDC benefits increased,
and restrictions on eligibility were lessened. By the end of the 1960s nearly
90 percent of those eligible for AFDC benefits were receiving tffem.

But practical success did not guarantee political success. The NWRO suf-
fered the inevitable problems of organizations based on low-income mem-
bers—high turnover and uncertain finances—and fell apart by the mid-1970s.
More importantly, the goal of “welfare rights” never acquired the patina o
legitimacy that came to be associated with the idea of equal rights for blacks
and women. The more that welfare recipients exercised the “old-fashioned
American practice” of a vocal assertion of rights, the less they seemed enti-
tled to the status of the “deserving poor.” When NWRO members cbadu
a sit-in during a Senate hearing on punitive welfare regulations, Russell Long
of Louisiana declared, “If they can find the time to march in the streetgtpick
and sit all day in committee hearing rooms, they can find the time tonde so
useful work.®!

The hostility to welfare recipients was part of larger shift of sentiment
against the poor in the later 1960s. The piety with which poverty had been
spoken of in the early days of the Johnson administration gave wayeby th
mid-1960s to a more astringent rhetoric. The vision of the poor as layer-d
Daniel Boones perched up high on some West Virginia mountainside disap-
peared from the media and popular consciousness, to be replaced by the more
durable and menacing image of a black urban underéass.
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In 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, unintentionally dealt the earlier ide-
alized vision of the poor a fatal blow. Moynihan had come to Washington in
1961 with both political and academic credentials; he had been an assistant
to New York governor Averell Harriman in the late 1950s, during whicle tim
he also managed to complete a Ph.D. in political science. He was committed
to two goals during his years with the Labor Department, bringing the in
sights of contemporary social science to bear in the design of public policy,
and making a name for himself. He succeeded in both endeavors when he
oversaw the writing of a memorandum entitlBde Negro Family: The Case
for National Action which became better known as the Moynihan Report.

Moynihan described what he called a “tangle of pathology” that had un-
dermined the urban black family in recent years. Moynihan’s intention in an-
alyzing black family structure was fully in conformity with the reformist goals
of the war on poverty, and drew heavily on studies of ghetto lifddnktso-
cial scientists like E. Franklin Frazier and Kenneth Clark. There were also
echoes of Gunnar Myrdalsn American Dilemmancluding the phrase about
“pathology.” The instability of many black families, as measured in rates of
divorce or abandonment, illegitimacy, female-headed families, and welfare
dependency, was as Moynihan described it, a historical legacy of slavery, re-
inforced by the continuing high rates of black male unemployment, and th
fact that AFDC payments were available only to households without an adult
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Warding off looters during the riot in Newark, July 1968urce:Express Newspapers/F373/
Archive Photos
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male in residence. (Moynihan noted that this description did not apply to all
black families, and that a large and increasingly successful black middle class
was also emerging in American society.)

The solution for those who were trapped in the social tangle of ghetto
ills, Moynihan thought, would be more jobs for black men, who wouddh th
be able to take their rightful place in society and in their families as bread-
winners. However, Moynihan chose not to include that recommendation in
the final version of the paper, a fateful omission.

The Moynihan Report was released in March, initially restricted in cir-
culation to a small circle of top policymakers. Lyndon Johnson was among
its readers, and its impact was seen in an address he gave at Howard Uni-
versity in June of 1965. It was, in one sense, the most radical speech of his
presidency. Johnson declared that it was not enough for Americans to com-
mit themselves to seeking “equality as a right and a theory” for black Amer-
icans; they should press on to achieve “equality as a fact.” He went on to ar-
gue that black poverty differed in important ways from that experienged b
whites: there were, he averred, “differences—deep, corrosive, obstinate dif-
ferences—radiating painful roots into the community, and into the family,
and the nature of the individual®The previous year, when he sought pas-
sage of the war on poverty, Johnson deliberately downplayed black poverty,
visiting Kentucky rather than Harlem to draw attention to the plighthef
poor. Now, with a different purpose in mind, he was arguing that black
poverty was even more devastating than that suffered by whites. The policy
implications of that observation were not as clear as Johnson assumed.

The Moynihan Report was leaked to the press that summer (some sus-
pected that Moynihan, not exactly averse to publicity, was the responsible
party). The fact that the reports existence became known almost simultane-
ously with the outbreak of the Watts riot ensured that its conclusion would
receive considerable attention—though not of the kind that liberals would
welcome. Although there was nothing startling new or particularly original in
Moynihan’s observations about the black family, the word “pathology” leapt
off the page of his report, infuriating black readers, who took it assarit,
and persuading many white readers that the problems of the black commu-
nity were so intractable as to be impervious to government social welfare pro-
grams (the fact that Moynihan himself would later drift toward this position
at least temporarily, reinforced the belief that he had always intended the re-
port as an attack on the war on poverty). In any event, after theauof
1965 the behavior of the poor—and most particularly of the black—poor
rather than any privations or injustices they endured, came to the fre in
minds of many Americans when they thought about the issue of poverty.

The war on poverty was founded on the assumption that the United States
had entered upon an era of permanent abundance. The Economic Opportu-
nity Act of 1964 declared its goal to be the elimination of the paradox o
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poverty in the midst of plenty. But even in the go-go years o1 868s econ-

omy “plenty” was unevenly distributed in the United States, in ways that left
a majority of American families vulnerable to any downturn. Workers’ real
wages and median family income increased dramatically in the postwar era,
but income share remained virtually unchanged (the top fifth of thelgop

tion received 43 percent of income in 1947, 41.2 percent in 1363)e me-

dian family income for 1968, which stood at $8632, was still about athou
sand dollars less than what the Bureau of Labor Statistics defined as “modest
but adequate” income for an urban family of four. That meant thatyman
working-class families had to scramble to stay ahead, either by going into
debt or by fielding additional breadwinners, usually by means of sending
wives into the workforce. (In 1960, 37.8 percent of women were in labor
force; by 1970 that number had increased to 43.4 percent—and woydd jum
to over 50 percent before the end of the next detddRising wages also
began to erode as inflation picked up later in the decade and as taxpayers
found themselves bumped upward into higher tax brackets.

White working-class taxpayers and property owners, already fearful about
blacks moving into their neighborhoods, resented the war on poverty as a
payoff to rioters, “welfare queens,” and “poverty pimps.” In a natiorg lob-
sessed with the automobile, it was only fitting that the earliest and pithiest
statements of new political trends were to be found attached to rear fenders:
when “I Fight Poverty, | Work” bumper stickers began appearing in the mid
1960s, it was clear that the nation’s brief honeymoon of concern arti goo
will with the poor was coming to an end.

The prospects for liberal reform were worsened by declining white sup-
port for the civil rights struggle. In 1964, 68 percent of nomhehites
supported the Johnson’s administration’s civil rights initiatives. That was
before Watts and the riots that followed. Throughout the counhimgret
were 11 major riots (defined as civil disturbances lasting two days or more)
in the summer of 1966, and 32 minor riots; the following summntes, t
number jumped to 25 major and 30 minor riots, including the bloodiest
outburst of the decade in Detroit, where 43 people died in the rioting in
July 196787

By 1966, 52 percent of northern whites believed the government was
pushing too fast for integratiot¥.As long as “civil rights” had been seen as
a regional problem, a battle fought between white and black citizens of dis-
tant states like Alabama and Mississippi, white ethnic voters in northern cities
were prone to support or at least tolerate the liberal politicians who voted
for legislation banning racial discrimination. But when confrontations broke
out in northern cities between whites and blacks over issues of imnmediate
local concern—housing, jobs, schools, political clout—and when nonviolent
demonstrations gave way to or were accompanied by black rioting the equa-
tion changed.
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When Martin Luther King, Jr. had somberly surveyed the ruins ofdVat
in August 1965, he remarked to Bayard Rustin, who accompanied hilreon
trip, “I worked to get these people the right to eat hamburgers, anwd\re
got to do something . . . to help them get the money to bi# Accord-
ingly, in 1966, King led the SCLC into its first northern urban paign, on
behalf of the 700,000 black residents of Chicago. Building on yearatiehp
organizing by an interracial coalition, King and lieutenants like Jesse Jackson
aimed to expose and eradicate the de facto segregation of jobs, schools, and
neighborhoods in the North. The SCLC decided to open its ambitiaus eff
with a push for open housing, hoping to bring to bear the sameiration
of moral and political pressure that had succeeded in opening to black citi-
zens the voting booths and the public schools of the South. SCLGr tidp
rhetoric, songs, and tactics from the South to the North. Onemet ac-
tivist charged, in language intended to invoke the image of George Wallace
in the school doorway, that Chicago realtors were “standing in the doorway
of thousands of homes being offered for sale or réh$CLC organizers mar-
shaled their followers to march into all-white neighborhoods, just as they had
previously marched on segregated businesses and courthouses.

The reaction was not what King or his aides had intended. Instead
of shaming the North, they succeeded instead in convincing many northern
whites that southern whites may have had a point in their resistance to civil
rights. In neighborhoods like Gage Park and Marquette Park on the south-
ern edge of Chicago, thousands of white residents turned out to jeer and
throw rocks at the SCLC marchers. Young males took the lead; onp gfou
boys brandished a noose and sang to the tune of a popular commercial jin-
gle, “Id love to be an Alabama trooper/That is what Id really like to be/For
if | were an Alabama trooper/Then | could hang a nigger legatlyartin
Luther King was among those struck by a flying brick; only a massive police
presence allowed the demonstrators to escape serious injury.

Newspaper editorials condemned the violence of word and deed, yet civil
rights groups and liberal lawmakers were unable to push an open-housing
bill through Congress. More support was expressed for the “overworkled an
overcriticized” Chicago police than for the marchers; pollsters and journal-
ists found that white Americans tended to blame SCLC for provokingewhit
rage. Aman from Maryland wrote to King, “The results [of the marcivesg
predictable . . . hatred has been built up which it will take a generation to
overcome.*?

By the mid-1960s, the rhetoric and imagery of the civil rights movement
was being appropriated by whites for their own purposes. As one Michigan
woman wrote to her congressman, “These white people [in Chicago] wish to
be left alone and should be allowed to live with their own kind of people, or
is the white not supposed to have any freeddm@pen housing proved to
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be an issue very different from the question of whether blacks should vote
or be able to eat in any restaurant they could afford to patronize. Rssiden
of places like Marquette Park had saved for years to buy their own homes in
a secure, comfortable neighborhood. For them, black migration spelled a
sharp increase in crime and social tensions; the value of their property and
the quality of their children’s educations, they feared, would decline rapidly.

The conflict in Chicago in the summer of 1966, and similar ones in other
northern locales, revealed large numbers of whites now ready to stand up in
the name of their own rights and grievances, in ways that did not bode well
either for the civil rights movement or for any other part of theréibre-
form agenda. Liberal politicians were held accountable for rising racial ani-
mosity, and a host of related evils. A resident of Marquette Park complained
to Senator Paul Douglas, a longtime champion of such liberal causes as an-
tipoverty programs and civil rights: “We work hard, pay our taxesyavg
ourselves, only to find the more we improve ourselves and our progherty
more we are taxed and told what we can and cannot do withRrdperty,
taxes, self-improvement, and self-rule—this was economic and cultural ter-
rain perfectly suited for nurturing a new conservative political coalition. Sen-
ator Douglas would find that out in a hurry as he went down to defeat
November 1966 in his bid for reelection to what would have been hifourt
term in office.

As Americans were becoming more mistrustful of liberal leaders, many
also wished that traditional sources of authority could be restored toléhe ro
they had played (or were imagined to have played) in earlier days, as en-
forcers of a common morality and social harmony. “We are becoming can-
nibalized,” a working-class Italian American from Brooklyn complained. “We
didnt sass the policeman when he told us to move. Now in school they call
teachers motherfucker?®

Cultural backlash intersected with the racial backlash and also with class
resentments. Although many of the youthful denizens of places like
Haight—Ashbury were in reality runaways or “throwaways” from poor and
working-class families, the image of the counterculture became synonymous
in the minds of many Americans with the privileged existence enjoyed by
well-off students at the nation’s best-known colleges and universities. The
long-haired hippie/student aroused a curious mixture of antagonism and
envy. “When | hear a college kid say, im oppressed,’| dont believe ham,”
37-year-old white steel worker from Cicero, lllinois, told radio interviewer
Studs Terkel:

You know what Id like to do for one year? Living like a college kid. Justone
year, Id love to. Wow! (Whispers) Wow! Sports car! Marijuana! (Laughaid,
sexy broads. Id love that, hell yes, | wodRl.
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But his counterpart in Brooklyn, quoted earlier, regarded the same behavio
as uncivilized and impermissible: “This sexual permissiveness is disgraceful,
it's like dogs in the street. The way of living today, there are no vaftfés.”
was bad enough that the privileged young ignored traditional authodty an
morality; worse, they actually celebrated the resulting chaos: “We are out-
laws!,” the Berkeley Barpa leading underground newspaper exulted: “We
defy law and order with our bricks bottles garbage long hair filth obscenity
drugs games guns bikes fire fun & fucking—the future of our strugdtee
future of crime in the street$?

There was a certain amount of deliberately provocative hyperbole in such
editorial broadsides, and in rock anthems like Jefferson Airplane’s “Volun-
teers” (“We are all outlaws in the eyes of Amerikal!”). But for urban Ameri-
cans, both black and white, crime was no joking matter in the 1960s. After
having declined steadily since the Second World War, rates of serious crime,
including murder, rape, robbery, and auto theft shot up dramaticathyein
mid-1960s*®

There were many explanations put forward for this disastrous trend. Lib-
erals favored explanations emphasizing environmental “root causes’—un-
employment, poor schools, and the like. Conservatives, on the other hand
blamed permissive child-rearing practices, lax law enforcement, and crimi-
nal-coddling courts. Criminologists pointed to additional factors that were
beyond the control of public policy, either liberal or conservative. Yqeaog
ple in their teens and early twenties are always the group most likely to find
themselves in trouble with the law. The fact that the growth in crime in the
1960s began when the first wave of baby boomers turned 16 certainly ac-
counted for some, if not all, of the incre&8e.

Conservative politicians quickly recognized the political importance of
the crime statistics. “[We] have heard of and seen many wars in the time of
the present administration,” Barry Goldwater declared in a campaign speech
in mid-September 1964 in St. Petersburg, Florida. “But have we yet béard
the only needed war—the war against crime?” Johnson responded a month
later in a campaign speech in Dayton, Ohio, avowing that his war on poverty
“is a war against crime and a war against disoréemhe following March,
in a message to Congress, Johnson declared a “war on crime,” while still
maintaining that “the long-run solution to crime is jobs, education, and
hope.®?

But the liberal emphasis on combating the “root causes” of crime, instead
of just locking up criminals, was easily parodied by conservatives. “How long
are we going to abdicate law and order . . . “ House minority leader Gerald
Ford asked rhetorically in 1966, “in favor of a soft social theory tih@tman
who heaves a brick through your window or tosses a firebomb intocgour
is simply the misunderstood and underprivileged product of a broken
home?%3
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For millions of white Americans of middling income, “law and order”
became both a cry of outrage at the political, cultural, and social upheavals
of the 1960s, and the crux of the solution to them. The phraseyshthe
sense that the hard-won upward mobility of the postwar era was a fragile
achievement, prey to the taunts of lvy League radicals and ghetto rioters alike.
The demand for “law and order” asserted the common grievances of ordi-
nary people against the perversely misplaced sympathies of liberal politicians
and intellectuals, a group who had come to seem contemptuous of the way
normal Americans lived their lives.

In the course of the 1960s, the imagery of class conflict in America was
turned on its head. Liberals—who had been thought of as defenders of the
interests of the working classes in the 1930s, and who in the early 1960s em-
braced the cause of the most downtrodden of Americans, southern blacks
and the poor—by the mid-1960s were viewed by many as an arrogant elite
of “limousine liberals.” And conservatives—those “economic royalists” de-
nounced by FDR in the 1930s as the aristocratic defenders of privilege and
power—were emerging in the 1960s as the new populists, speaking for the
common man and woman. A liberal government that seemed more interested
in protecting esoteric and expansive notions of “rights” for marginalpggou
than in protecting the lives and property of the vast majority was rdpisHy
ing legitimacy. With the nation’s financial resources engaged in the war in
Vietnam, and its emotional resources engaged in the war on crime, there was
precious little of either left over for a war on poverty. And if, as it sgbm
by 1966-1967, that the real political choice the United States faced was be-
tween constructing a Great Society or maintaining an orderly one, it is not
surprising that so many would choose the latter over the former.






CHAPTER 11

The Conservative Revival

YOU WALK AROUND WITH YOUR GOLDWATER BUTTON, AND YOU FERL THE
THRILL OF TREASON.
—Robert Claus, student activist at the University of Wisconsin, 19611

“l find that America is fundamentally a conservative nation,” wrote Senator
Barry Goldwater, Republican from Arizona, in a short, provocative book, pub-
lished in 1960, that set forth his political creed. “The preponderant judgment
of the American people, especially of the young people, is that the radical,
or Liberal, approach has not worked and is not working. They yearn for a
return to Conservative principle3.”

At the time, most commentators found Goldwater’s judgmeiithieCon-
science of a Conservatite be both inaccurate and old-fashioned. Didnt most
Americans endorse the central tenets and programs of modern liberalism?
Didnt they welcome government’s role in financing education, public hous-
ing, and insurance for the elderly and the unemployed? Hadnt strong unions
made working-class Americans prosperous? Wasnt the liberal ethic of racial
integration and cultural tolerance growing in popularity? Wasnt it sensible
to coexist peacefully with the Soviet Union, a nation whose hydrogen bombs
could destroy every major U.S. city? A popular study of American conser-
vatism, published in 1962, was subtitlEde Thankless Persuasidn the Sen-
ate, Goldwater had sponsored no major piece of legislation. “His main busi-
ness there,” commented historian Richard Hofstadter at the time, “was simply
to vote No.” Did the Right have anything meaningful to say to Americans in
the 1960s?

Goldwater curtly dismissed that line of argument: “Conservatism, we are
told, is out-of-date. The charge is preposterous. . .. The laws of God, and of
nature have no dateline.” Then the former World War Il pilot went on the
attack: against the welfare state (“My aim is not to pass laws, but to repeal
them”); against forced integration, even though he personally favored bira-
cial schools (“ am not prepared . . . to impose that judgment of mine . ..
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on the people of Mississippi and South Carolina); and against a foreign pol-
icy geared to “containing” the Soviet bloc instead of defeating “the Commu
nist empire.*

In 1964 an unprecedented grassroots effort won Barry Goldwater the Re-
publican nomination for president. By thePgnscience of a Conservatikiad
sold over 3 million copies.

Much attention was paid, during the 1960s and after, to powerful liber-
als who molded social policy and to the flamboyant movements—black, an-
tiwar, feminist, countercultural—that challenged liberal ideas and actions
from the Left. But the dominance of liberalism was attacked just as loudly
and strongly from the Right. A growing social movement of conservatives—
active on campuses, in business circles, inside Protestant and Catholic
churches, and among Republican party activists—tried to reverse much of
what the New Deal and subsequent administrations in Washington had
wrought. Although conservatives did not capture the highest officesein th
land until 1980—when Ronald Reagan was elected president and Republi-
cans won control of the U.S. Senate—they had become a major political and
cultural force more than a decade before.

Blessed with hindsight, we can better appreciate the significance of the
60s Right. Conservatives began building a mass movement earlier than did
the New Left. And they sustained morale and kept expanding their numbers
for years after the young radicals had splintered in various directions. The
Left blazed through the 60s like a meteor, reshaping the cultural landscape,
particularly in the areas of gender and race. The Right established itself as a
unified and potent political movement during the same decade. And, at the
end of twentieth century, its fire was not yet extinguished.

Sixties conservatism had deep roots in the American past. Goldwater’s
call to preserve social and moral order and to practice self-reliance echoed
the sentiments of many a Puritan minister, slave-holding planter, and self-
made industrialist. And, like such forerunners, modern conservatives mixed
their idealism with a loathing of anyone deemed to be ruining what they held
dear. The men and women of the 1960s Right were strongly motivated by
vision of the good society, as elaborated by conservative thinkers as well as
the Scriptures. But their appeals to meaner sentiments, particularly white
racism, helped the movement grow among groups the Right had never at-
tracted before.

The intellectual revival began at the end of World War II. In 1945 the fu-
ture seemed to belong to the Left. Liberal Democrats then governed in Wash
ington and in most of the big states, and the membership and econonbic clou
of unions was expanding. The federal bureaucracy had flourished during the
war and might soon take on the tasks of economic planning and providing
health care to all citizens—much as the new Labor government in Great Britain
was doing. Conservatives quarreled among themselves about issues like the
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size of the postwar military and feared for their future. No wonder essayist
Albert Jay Nock, near the war’s end, dubbed “the Remnant” those like him
self who continued to keep the traditional mode of conservatism alive.

At that melancholy moment, a new generation of thinkers was already
crafting works that gave the Right a storehouse of concepts which activists
would refine and draw upon during the ensuing decades. Some of these writ-
ers were libertarian philosophers and economists, like Friedrich von Hayek
and Milton Friedman, who argued that liberty in the marketplace was the
key to a free society. Others were apostates from Marxism, fierce anticom-
munists like James Burnham and Will Herberg, who warned that the West
must cling to its religious and moral values if it hoped to prevail against So-
viet power and pro-Soviet subversion. Others, like the historian Russell Kirk
and the sociologist Robert Nisbet, drew inspiration from traditional concepts
like natural law and denied that a “meddling state” could or should dissolve
natural differences between human beings. All these intellectuals were cos-
mopolitan in background and eager to debate the ideas of Marx, Nietzsche,
and Freud with their present-day admirers.

At the core of the new conservatives’ worldview lay two profound, if
somewhat antithetical, concepts. The first, derived from the eighteenth-
century British writer Adam Smith, was that human freedom required gov-
ernment to stay out of economic life. This stemmed as much from moral con-
viction as from a calculation of how to produce goods and services most
efficiently. As von Hayek wrote iiThe Road to Serfdam

Economic control is not merely control of a sector of human life which easep-

arated from the rest. It is the control of the means of all our endswhoever

has sole control of the means must also determine which ends are to be served,
which values are to be rated higher and which lower—in short, what men should
believe and strive foft.

For von Hayek, an Austrian emigré, liberal planners differed only in degree
from their Nazi or Stalinist counterparts. All sought to coerce individuals to
behave in ways the planners deemed most useful to society as a whole. All
were “collectivists” who wanted to substitute a strong state for the sponta-
neous energies of citizens. As Milton Friedman, a disciple of von Hayek's who
would later win the Nobel Prize in economics, argued in 1962, “The great
advances of civilization, whether in architecture or painting, in science or lit-
erature, in industry or agriculture, have never come from centralized gov-
ernment.” Friedman advocated the end of any state agency or program—in-
cluding the post office, the minimum wage, public housing, and national
parks—that impeded or substituted for the marketplace.

The second big idea on the Right, inspired particularly by Adam Smith's
contemporary Edmund Burke, was the superiority of stable structuess of
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thority governed by a strict moral code. “Political problems,” wrote Russell
Kirk in 1953, “at bottom, are religious and moral problems. . . . @uaston-
vention, and old prescription are checks both upon man’s anarchic impulse
and upon the innovator’s lust for powérliberalism, according to this view,
was both foolish and dangerous: the impulse to make the world over again
through the state would surely fail. But its influence was tearing apart the
traditional culture—rooted in the Bible—that had allowed families and local
institutions from schools to churches to businesses to thrive. Will Herberg
charged, “Modern man’. . . has disencumbered himself of his historic faith,
Jewish or Christian, . . . [but] has opened himself up to the incursian of
host of devils . . . the most deceptive of pseudo-religions (Communism, Nazis,
the Liberal cult of Progressf.’Herberg was a Jew, but the most prominent
traditionalists tended to have been raised as Catholics or, like Kirk, later con-
verted to that faith.

In the abstract, the viewpoint of a fierce economic libertarian was not
congenial with that of a cultural conservative. Success in the marketplace re-
quired constant innovation: the ethic of newer and better clashed with the
desire to preserve traditional values of thrift and sobeFor Milton Fried-
man, any restriction on individual rights was suspect, whereas thinkers like
Kirk and Herberg worried that only communal pressure to act responsibly
kept America from descending into chaos.

However, there were pressing reasons for conservative intellectuals to
join forces in the late 40s and the 50s. Above all, they shared a hatred o
Soviet communism and its mammoth new ally, the Peoples Republic of
China—which they regarded as a puppet state of the Kremlin. Libertarians
indicted the “Reds” for practicing collectivism at its most evil and for re-
lentlessly spreading their false gospel to other lands. “Stalinism is worse than
fascism,” wrote former leftist Max Eastman, “more ruthless, barbarous, un-
just, immoral, anti-democratic, unredeemed by any hope or scriipled-
ditionalists were equally repulsed by a revolutionary order that persecuted
the pious and declared its hostility to classes and property rights. For Com-
munists, nothing was sacred, save their own rigid dogma.

At home, the liberal “establishment” provided another incentive to in-
tellectual fusion on the Right. New Deal reformers and left-leaning academics
both promoted what conservatives called “creeping socialism.” State regula-
tory agencies, strong labor unions, high progressive income taxes, and civil
rights laws all wrested control from employers, property owners, and local
authorities. They implicitly punished anyone who had achieved worldly suc-
cess and forced a redistribution of income. “Separate property from erivat
possession,” wrote Russell Kirk, “and Leviathan [the powerful state] becomes
master of all. Economic leveling . . . is not economic progr&ss.”

Conservatives of both persuasions were also unhappy with what they be-
lieved was an erosion of the spiritual values that, in their view, undergirded
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the republic and motivated the battle against “Godless communism.” Al-
though about half of Americans regularly attended a house of worship, reli-
gious instruction was waning in the schools. And mainstream Protestant de-
nominations affiliated with the National Council of Churches seemed more
concerned with teaching cultural tolerance than in saving souls for Christ.

In 1962 the Supreme Court turned conservative discontent into eutr