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Signs, a 1970 painting by Robert Rauschenberg, presents a collage of images from the
turbulent 1960s, including (clockwise from the upper left corner) troops putting down
urban rioting, Robert F. Kennedy, singer Janis Joplin, peace demonstrators, John F.
Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr. after his assassination, and an astronaut on the moon.
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n the afternoon of February 1, 1960, four students from North
Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University, a black college
in Greensboro, North Carolina, entered the local Woolworth’s
department store. After making a few purchases, they sat down at
the lunch counter, an area reserved for whites. Told that they could
not be served, they remained in their seats until the store closed.

They returned the next morning and the next. As the protest continued,
other students, including a few local whites, joined in. Demonstrations
spread across the country. After resisting for five months, Woolworth’s in
July agreed to serve black customers at its lunch counters.

The sit-in reflected mounting frustration at the slow pace of racial
change. White Greensboro prided itself on being free of prejudice. In
1954, the city had been the first in the South to declare its intention of
complying with the Brown decision. But by 1960 only a handful of black
students had been admitted to all-white schools, the economic gap
between blacks and whites had not narrowed, and Greensboro was still
segregated.

More than any other event, the Greensboro sit-in launched the 1960s:
a decade of political activism and social change. Sit-ins had occurred
before, but never had they sparked so massive a response. Similar
demonstrations soon took place throughout the South, demanding the
integration not only of lunch counters but of parks, pools, restaurants,
bowling alleys, libraries, and other facilities as well. By the end of 1960,
some 70,000 demonstrators had taken part in sit-ins. Angry whites often
assaulted them. But having been trained in nonviolent resistance, the
protesters did not strike back.

Even more than elevating blacks to full citizenship, declared the writer
James Baldwin, the civil rights movement challenged the United States to
rethink “what it really means by freedom”—including whether freedom
applied to all Americans or only to part of the population. With their
freedom rides, freedom schools, freedom marches, and the insistent cry
“freedom now,” black Americans and their white allies made freedom
once again the rallying cry of the dispossessed. Thousands of ordinary
men and women—maids and laborers alongside students, teachers,
businessmen, and ministers—risked physical and economic retribution to
lay claim to freedom. Their courage inspired a host of other challenges to
the status quo, including a student movement known as the New Left, the
“second wave” of feminism, and activism among other minorities.

By the time the decade ended, these movements had challenged the
1950s’ understanding of freedom linked to the Cold War abroad and
consumer choice at home. They exposed the limitations of traditional
New Deal liberalism. They forced a reconsideration of the nation’s foreign
policy and extended claims to freedom into the most intimate areas of
life. They made American society confront the fact that certain groups,
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including students, women, members of racial minorities, and
homosexuals, felt themselves excluded from full enjoyment of American
freedom.

Reflecting back years later on the struggles of the 1960s, one black
organizer in Memphis remarked, “All I wanted to do was to live in a free
country.” Of the movement’s accomplishments, he added, “You had to
fight for every inch of it. Nobody gave you anything. Nothing.”

T H E F R E E D O M M O V E M E N T

T H E R I S I N G T I D E O F P R O T E S T

With the sit-ins, college students for the first time stepped onto the stage of
American history as the leading force for social change. In April 1960, Ella
Baker, a longtime civil rights organizer, called a meeting of young activists
in Raleigh, North Carolina. About 200 black students and a few whites
attended. Out of the gathering came the Student Non-Violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), dedicated to replacing the culture of segregation with
a “beloved community” of racial justice and to empowering ordinary
blacks to take control of the decisions that affected their lives. “We can’t
count on adults,” declared SNCC organizer Robert Moses. “Very few . . . are
not afraid of the tremendous pressure they will face. This leaves the young
people to be the organizers, the agents of social and political change.”

Other forms of direct action soon followed the sit-ins. Blacks in Biloxi
and Gulfport, Mississippi, engaged in “wade-ins,” demanding access to
segregated public beaches. Scores were arrested and two black teenagers

Participants in a sit-in in Raleigh, North
Carolina, in 1960. The protesters,
probably students from a local college,
brought books and newspapers to
emphasize the seriousness of their
intentions and their commitment to
nonviolence.



were killed. In 1961, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) launched the
Freedom Rides. Integrated groups traveled by bus into the Deep South to
test compliance with court orders banning segregation on interstate buses
and trains and in terminal facilities. Violent mobs assaulted them. Near
Anniston, Alabama, a firebomb was thrown into the vehicle and the passen-
gers beaten as they escaped. In Birmingham, Klansmen attacked riders with
bats and chains, while police refused to intervene. Many of the Freedom
Riders were arrested. But their actions led the Interstate Commerce
Commission to order buses and terminals desegregated.

As protests escalated, so did the resistance of local authorities. Late in
1961, SNCC and other groups launched a campaign of nonviolent
protests against racial discrimination in Albany, Georgia. The protests
lasted a year, but despite filling the jails with demonstrators—a tactic
adopted by the movement to gain national sympathy—they failed to
achieve their goals. In September 1962, a court ordered the University of
Mississippi to admit James Meredith, a black student. The state police
stood aside as a mob, encouraged by Governor Ross Barnett, rampaged
through the streets of Oxford, where the university is located. Two
bystanders lost their lives in the riot. President Kennedy was forced to dis-
patch the army to restore order.

B I R M I N G H A M

The high point of protest came in the spring of 1963, when demonstrations
took place in towns and cities across the South, dramatizing black discon-
tent over inequality in education, employment, and housing. In one week
in June, there were more than 15,000 arrests in 186 cities. The dramatic cul-
mination came in Birmingham, Alabama, a citadel of segregation. Even for
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Civil rights demonstrators in Orangeburg,
South Carolina, in 1960.

Demonstrators in downtown
Birmingham, Alabama, during the civil
rights campaign of 1963.



the Deep South, Birmingham was a violent city—
there had been over fifty bombings of black
homes and institutions since World War II. Local
blacks had been demonstrating, with no result,
for greater economic opportunities and an end to
segregation by local businesses.

With the movement flagging, some of its leaders
invited Martin Luther King Jr. to come to Birming-
ham. While serving a nine-day prison term in April
1963 for violating a ban on demonstrations, King
composed one of his most eloquent pleas for racial
justice, the “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Respond-
ing to local clergymen who counseled patience,
King related the litany of abuses faced by black
southerners, from police brutality to the daily
humiliation of having to explain to their children
why they could not enter amusement parks or
public swimming pools. The “white moderate,” King declared, must put
aside fear of disorder and commit himself to racial justice.

In May, King made the bold decision to send black schoolchildren into
the streets of Birmingham. Police chief Eugene “Bull” Connor unleashed his
forces against the thousands of young marchers. The images, broadcast on
television, of children being assaulted with nightsticks, high-pressure fire
hoses, and attack dogs produced a wave of revulsion throughout the world
and turned the Birmingham campaign into a triumph for the civil rights
movement. It led President Kennedy, as will be related later, to endorse the
movement’s goals. Leading businessmen, fearing that the city was becom-
ing an international symbol of brutality, brokered an end to the demonstra-
tions that desegregated downtown stores and restaurants and promised
that black salespeople would be hired.

But more than these modest gains, the events in Birmingham forced
white Americans to decide whether they had more in common with fellow
citizens demanding their basic rights or with violent segregationists. The
question became more insistent in the following weeks. In June 1963,
a sniper killed Medgar Evers, field secretary of the NAACP in Mississippi. In
September, a bomb exploded at a black Baptist church in Birmingham,
killing four young girls. (Not until the year 2002 was the last of those who
committed this act of domestic terrorism tried and convicted.)

T H E M A R C H O N W A S H I N G T O N

On August 28, 1963, two weeks before the Birmingham church bombing,
250,000 black and white Americans converged on the nation’s capital for
the March on Washington, often considered the high point of the nonvio-
lent civil rights movement. Organized by a coalition of civil rights, labor,
and church organizations led by A. Philip Randolph, the black unionist who
had threatened a similar march in 1941, it was the largest public demonstra-
tion in the nation’s history to that time. Calls for the passage of a civil rights
bill pending before Congress took center stage. But the march’s goals also
included a public-works program to reduce unemployment, an increase in
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A fireman assaulting young African-
American demonstrators with a high-
pressure hose during the climactic
demonstrations in Birmingham. Broadcast
on television, such pictures proved a
serious problem for the United States in its
battle for the “hearts and minds” of people
around the world and forced the Kennedy
administration to confront the
contradiction between the rhetoric of
freedom and the reality of racism.



the minimum wage, and a law barring dis-
crimination in employment. These
demands, and the marchers’ slogan, “Jobs
and Freedom,” revealed how the black
movement had, for the moment, forged an
alliance with white liberal groups. On the
steps of the Lincoln Memorial, King deliv-
ered his most famous speech, including the
words, “I have a dream that one day this
nation will rise up and live out the true
meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths
to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal.’” (See the Appendix for the full text.)

The March on Washington reflected an
unprecedented degree of black-white coop-
eration in support of racial and economic
justice. But it also revealed some of the
movement’s limitations, and the tensions
within it. Even though female activists like
Jo Ann Robinson and Ella Baker had played
crucial roles in civil rights organizing,
every speaker at the Lincoln Memorial was

male. The organizers ordered SNCC leader John Lewis (later a congressman
from Georgia) to tone down his speech, the original text of which called on
blacks to “free ourselves of the chains of political and economic slavery”
and march “through the heart of Dixie the way Sherman did . . . and burn
Jim Crow to the ground.” Lewis’s rhetoric forecast the more militant turn
many in the movement would soon be taking.

“Seek the freedom in 1963 promised in 1863,” read one banner at the
March on Washington. And civil rights activists resurrected the Civil
War–era vision of national authority as the custodian of American free-
dom. Despite the fact that the federal government had for many decades
promoted segregation, blacks’ historical experience suggested that they
had more hope for justice from national power than from local govern-
ments or civic institutions—home owners’ associations, businesses, pri-
vate clubs—still riddled with racism. It remained unclear whether the fed-
eral government would take up this responsibility.

T H E K E N N E D Y Y E A R S

John F. Kennedy served as president for less than three years and, in domes-
tic affairs, had few tangible accomplishments. But his administration is
widely viewed today as a moment of youthful glamour, soaring hopes, and
dynamic leadership at home and abroad. Later revelations of the sexual
liaisons Kennedy obsessively pursued while in the White House have not
significantly damaged his reputation among the general public.

Kennedy’s inaugural address of January 1961 announced a watershed in
American politics: “The torch has been passed,” he declared, “to a new gen-
eration of Americans” who would “pay any price, bear any burden,” to
“assure the survival and success of liberty.” The speech seemed to urge
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Part of the crowd that gathered at the
Lincoln Memorial for the 1963 March on
Washington to demand “Jobs and
Freedom.”



Americans to move beyond the self-centered consumer culture of the
1950s: “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for
your country.” But while the sit-ins were by now a year old, the speech said
nothing about segregation or race. At the outset of his presidency, Kennedy
regarded civil rights as a distraction from his main concern—vigorous con-
duct of the Cold War.

K E N N E D Y A N D T H E W O R L D

Kennedy’s agenda envisioned new initiatives aimed at countering commu-
nist influence in the world. One of his administration’s first acts was to
establish the Peace Corps, which sent young Americans abroad to aid in the
economic and educational progress of developing countries and to
improve the image of the United States there. By 1966, more than 15,000
young men and women were serving as Peace Corps volunteers. When the
Soviets in April 1961 launched a satellite carrying the first man into orbit
around the earth, Kennedy announced that the United States would mobi-
lize its resources to land a man on the moon by the end of the decade. The
goal seemed almost impossible when announced, but it was stunningly
accomplished in 1969.

Kennedy also formulated a new policy toward Latin America, the
Alliance for Progress. A kind of Marshall Plan for the Western Hemisphere,
although involving far smaller sums of money, it aimed, Kennedy said, to
promote both “political” and “material freedom.” Begun in 1961 with much
fanfare about alleviating poverty and counteracting the appeal of commu-
nism, the Alliance for Progress failed. Unlike the Marshall Plan, military
regimes and local elites controlled Alliance for Progress aid. They enriched
themselves while the poor saw little benefit.

Like his predecessors, Kennedy viewed the entire world through the lens
of the Cold War. This outlook shaped his dealings with Fidel Castro, who
had led a revolution that in 1959 ousted Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista.
Until Castro took power, Cuba was an economic dependency of the United
States. When his government began nationalizing American landholdings
and other investments and signed an agreement to sell sugar to the Soviet
Union, the Eisenhower administration suspended trade with the island.
The CIA began training anti-Castro exiles for an invasion of Cuba.

In April 1961, Kennedy allowed the CIA to launch its invasion, at a site
known as the Bay of Pigs. Military advisers predicted a popular uprising
that would quickly topple the Castro government. But the assault proved
to be a total failure. Of 1,400 invaders, more than 100 were killed and 1,100
captured. Cuba became ever more closely tied to the Soviet Union. The
Kennedy administration tried other methods, including assassination
attempts, to get rid of Castro’s government.

T H E M I S S I L E C R I S I S

Meanwhile, relations between the two “superpowers” deteriorated. In
August 1961, in order to stem a growing tide of emigrants fleeing from East
to West Berlin, the Soviets constructed a wall separating the two parts of
the city. Until its demolition in 1989, the Berlin Wall would stand as a tan-
gible symbol of the Cold War and the division of Europe.
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The most dangerous crisis of the Kennedy administration, and in many
ways of the entire Cold War, came in October 1962, when American spy
planes discovered that the Soviet Union was installing missiles in Cuba
capable of reaching the United States with nuclear weapons. The Russians’
motive—whether they hoped to alter the world balance of power or simply
stave off another American invasion of Cuba—may never be known. But
the Kennedy administration considered the missiles’ presence intolerable.
Rejecting advice from military leaders that he authorize an attack on Cuba,
which would almost certainly have triggered a Soviet response in Berlin
and perhaps a nuclear war, Kennedy imposed a blockade, or “quarantine,”
of the island and demanded the missiles’ removal. After tense behind-the-
scenes negotiations, Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev agreed to withdraw
the missiles; Kennedy pledged that the United States would not invade
Cuba and secretly agreed to remove American Jupiter missiles from Turkey,
from which they could reach the Soviet Union.

For thirteen days, the world teetered on the brink of all-out nuclear
war. The crisis seems to have lessened Kennedy’s passion for the Cold
War. Indeed, he appears to have been shocked by the casual way mili-
tary leaders spoke of “winning” a nuclear exchange in which tens of
millions of Americans and Russians were certain to die. In 1963,
Kennedy moved to reduce Cold War tensions. In a speech at American
University, he called for greater cooperation with the Soviets. He
warned against viewing the Cold War simply as a battle between the
forces of light and those of darkness: “No government or social system
is so evil that its people must be considered as lacking in virtue.” That
summer, the two countries agreed to a treaty banning the testing of
nuclear weapons in the atmosphere and in space. In announcing the
agreement, Kennedy paid tribute to the small movement against
nuclear weapons that had been urging such a ban for several years. He
even sent word to Castro through a journalist that he desired a more
constructive relationship with Cuba.

K E N N E D Y A N D C I V I L R I G H T S

In his first two years in office, Kennedy was
preoccupied with foreign policy. But in
1963, the crisis over civil rights eclipsed
other concerns. Until then, Kennedy had
been reluctant to take a forceful stand on
black demands. He seemed to share FBI
director J. Edgar Hoover’s fear that the
movement was inspired by communism.
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, the
president’s brother, approved FBI wiretaps
on King. Despite promising during the
1960 campaign to ban discrimination in
federally assisted housing, Kennedy wait-
ed until the end of 1962 to issue the order.
He used federal force when obstruction of
the law became acute, as at the University
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New York City train passengers reading
the news of President Kennedy’s
assassination, November 22, 1963.



of Mississippi. But he failed to protect civil rights workers from violence,
insisting that law enforcement was a local matter.

Events in Birmingham in May 1963 forced Kennedy’s hand. Kennedy
realized that the United States simply could not declare itself the champi-
on of freedom throughout the world while maintaining a system of racial
inequality at home. In June, he went on national television to call for the
passage of a law banning discrimination in all places of public accommo-
dation, a major goal of the civil rights movement. The nation, he asserted,
faced a moral crisis: “We preach freedom around the world . . . , but are we
to say to the world, and much more importantly, to each other, that this is
a land of the free except for Negroes?”

Kennedy did not live to see his civil rights bill enacted. On November 22,
1963, while riding in a motorcade through Dallas, Texas, he was shot and
killed. Most likely, the assassin was Lee Harvey Oswald, a troubled former
marine. Partly because Oswald was murdered two days later by a local
nightclub owner while in police custody, speculation about a possible con-
spiracy continues to this day. In any event, Kennedy’s death brought an
abrupt and utterly unexpected end to his presidency. As with Pearl Harbor
or September 11, 2001, an entire generation would always recall the
moment when they first heard the news of Kennedy’s death. It fell to his
successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, to secure passage of the civil rights bill and to
launch a program of domestic liberalism far more ambitious than anything
Kennedy had envisioned.

LY N D O N J O H N S O N ’ S P R E S I D E N CY

Unlike John F. Kennedy, raised in a wealthy and powerful family, Lyndon
Johnson grew up in one of the poorest parts of the United States, the cen-
tral Texas hill country. Kennedy seemed to view success as his birthright;
Johnson had to struggle ferociously to achieve wealth and power. By the
1950s, he had risen to become majority leader of the U.S. Senate. But
Johnson never forgot the poor Mexican and white children he had taught
in a Texas school in the early 1930s. Far more interested than Kennedy in
domestic reform, he continued to hold the New Deal view that government
had an obligation to assist less-fortunate members of society.

T H E C I V I L R I G H T S A C T O F 1 9 6 4

When he became president, nobody expected that Johnson would make
the passage of civil rights legislation his first order of business or that he
would come to identify himself with the black movement more passion-
ately than any previous president. Just five days after Kennedy’s assassina-
tion, however, Johnson called on Congress to enact the civil rights bill as
the most fitting memorial to his slain predecessor. “We have talked long
enough about equal rights in this country,” he declared. “It is now time to
write the next chapter and write it in the books of law.”

In 1964, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, which prohibited racial
discrimination in employment, institutions like hospitals and schools, and
privately owned public accommodations such as restaurants, hotels, and
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Lyndon B. Johnson being sworn in as
president on the plane taking him to
Washington from Dallas. On the left is
Lady Bird Johnson, and on the right,
Jacqueline Kennedy.



theaters. It also banned discrimination on the grounds of sex—a provision
added by opponents of civil rights in an effort to derail the entire bill and
embraced by liberal and female members of Congress as a way to broaden
its scope. Johnson knew that many whites opposed the new law. After sign-
ing it, he turned to an aide and remarked, “I think we delivered the South
to the Republican Party.”

F R E E D O M S U M M E R

The 1964 law did not address a major concern of the civil rights
movement—the right to vote in the South. That summer, a coalition of
civil rights groups, including SNCC, CORE, and the NAACP, launched a
voter registration drive in Mississippi. Hundreds of white college students
from the North traveled to the state to take part in Freedom Summer. An
outpouring of violence greeted the campaign, including thirty-five bomb-
ings and numerous beatings of civil rights workers. In June, three young
activists—Michael Schwerner and Andrew Goodman, white students from
the North, and James Chaney, a local black youth, were kidnapped by a
group headed by a deputy sheriff and murdered near Philadelphia,
Mississippi. Between 1961 and 1965, an estimated twenty-five black civil
rights workers paid with their lives. But the deaths of the two white stu-
dents focused unprecedented attention on Mississippi and on the apparent
inability of the federal government to protect citizens seeking to enjoy
their constitutional rights. (In June 2005, forty-one years after Freedom
Summer, a Mississippi jury convicted a member of the Ku Klux Klan of
manslaughter in the deaths of the three civil rights workers.)

Freedom Summer led directly to one of the most dramatic confrontations
of the civil rights era—the campaign by the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party (MFDP) to take the seats of the state’s all-white official
party at the 1964 Democratic national convention in Atlantic City, New
Jersey. With blacks unable to participate in the activities of the Democratic
Party or register to vote, the civil rights movement in Mississippi had creat-
ed the MFDP, open to all residents of the state. At televised hearings before
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Fannie Lou Hamer testifying at the
Democratic national convention of 1964
on behalf of the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party.



the credentials committee, Fannie Lou Hamer of the MFDP held a national
audience spellbound with her account of growing up in poverty in the
Yazoo-Mississippi Delta and of the savage beatings she had endured at the
hands of police. Like many other black activists, Hamer was a deeply reli-
gious person who believed that Christianity rested on the idea of freedom
and that the movement had been divinely inspired. “Is this America,” she
asked, “the land of the free and home of the brave, where . . . we [are] threat-
ened daily because we want to live as decent human beings?” Johnson
feared a southern walkout, as had happened at the 1948 party convention, if
the MFDP were seated. Party liberals, including Johnson’s running mate,
Hubert Humphrey, pressed for a compromise in which two black delegates
would be granted seats. But the MFDP rejected the proposal.

T H E 1 9 6 4 E L E C T I O N

The events at Atlantic City severely weakened black activists’ faith in the
responsiveness of the political system and forecast the impending breakup
of the coalition between the civil rights movement and the liberal wing of
the Democratic Party. For the moment, however, the movement rallied
behind Johnson’s campaign for reelection. Johnson’s opponent, Senator
Barry Goldwater of Arizona, had published The Conscience of a Conservative
(1960), which sold more than 3 million copies. The book demanded a more
aggressive conduct of the Cold War (he even suggested that nuclear war
might be “the price of freedom”). But Goldwater directed most of his cri-
tique against “internal” dangers to freedom, especially the New Deal wel-
fare state, which he believed stifled individual initiative and independence.
He called for the substitution of private charity for public welfare pro-
grams and Social Security, and the abolition of the graduated income tax.
Goldwater had voted against the Civil Rights Act of 1964. His acceptance
speech at the Republican national convention contained the explosive
statement, “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.”

Stigmatized by the Democrats as an extremist who
would repeal Social Security and risk nuclear war,
Goldwater went down to a disastrous defeat. Johnson
received almost 43 million votes to Goldwater’s 27 mil-
lion. Democrats swept to two-to-one majorities in both
houses of Congress. Although few realized it, the 1964
campaign marked a milestone in the resurgence of
American conservatism. Goldwater’s success in the Deep
South, where he carried five states, coupled with the sur-
prisingly strong showing of segregationist governor
George Wallace of Alabama in Democratic primaries in
Wisconsin, Indiana, and Maryland, suggested that politi-
cians could strike electoral gold by appealing to white
opposition to the civil rights movement.

One indication of problems for the Democrats came in
California, with the passage by popular referendum of
Proposition 14, which repealed a 1963 law banning racial
discrimination in the sale of real estate. Backed by the
state’s realtors and developers, California conservatives
made the “freedom” of home owners to control their
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property the rallying cry of the campaign against the fair housing law.
Although Johnson carried California by more than 1 million votes, Pro-
position 14 received a considerable majority, winning three-fourths of the
votes cast by whites.

T H E C O N S E R V A T I V E S I X T I E S

The 1960s, today recalled as a decade of radicalism, clearly had a conserva-
tive side as well. With the founding in 1960 of Young Americans for
Freedom (YAF), conservative students emerged as a force in politics. There
were striking parallels between the Sharon Statement, issued by ninety
young people who gathered at the estate of conservative intellectual
William F. Buckley in Sharon, Connecticut, to establish YAF, and the Port
Huron Statement of SDS of 1962 (discussed later in this chapter). Both man-
ifestos portrayed youth as the cutting edge of a new radicalism, and both
claimed to offer a route to greater freedom. The Sharon Statement summa-
rized beliefs that had circulated among conservatives during the past
decade—the free market underpinned “personal freedom,” government
must be strictly limited, and “international communism,” the gravest
threat to liberty, must be destroyed.

YAF aimed initially to take control of the Republican Party from leaders
who had made their peace with the New Deal and seemed willing to coexist
with communism. YAF members became Barry Goldwater’s shock troops in
1964. Despite his landslide defeat in the general election, Goldwater’s nom-
ination was a remarkable triumph for a movement widely viewed as com-
posed of fanatics out to “repeal the twentieth century.”

Goldwater also brought new constituencies to the conservative cause. His
campaign aroused enthusiasm in the rapidly expanding suburbs of southern
California and the Southwest. Orange County, California, many of whose
residents had recently arrived from the East and Midwest and worked in
defense-related industries, became a nationally known center of grassroots
conservative activism. The funds that poured into the Goldwater campaign
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from the Sunbelt’s oilmen and aerospace entrepreneurs established a new
financial base for conservatism. And by carrying five states of the Deep South,
Goldwater showed that the civil rights revolution had redrawn the nation’s
political map, opening the door to a “southern strategy” that would eventual-
ly lead the entire region into the Republican Party.

Well before the rise of Black Power, a reaction against civil rights gains
offered conservatives new opportunities and threatened the stability of the
Democratic coalition. During the 1950s, many conservatives had respond-
ed favorably to southern whites’ condemnation of the Brown v. Board of
Education desegregation decision as an invasion of states’ rights. The
National Review, an influential conservative magazine, referred to whites as
“the advanced race” and defended black disenfranchisement on the
grounds that “the claims of civilization supersede those of universal suf-
frage.” In 1962, YAF bestowed its Freedom Award on Senator Strom
Thurmond of South Carolina, one of the country’s most prominent segre-
gationists. During the 1960s, most conservatives abandoned talk of racial
superiority and inferiority. But conservative appeals to law and order,
“freedom of association,” and the evils of welfare often had strong racial
overtones. Racial divisions would prove to be a political gold mine for
conservatives.

T H E V O T I N G R I G H T S A C T

One last legislative triumph, however, lay ahead for the civil rights move-
ment. In January 1965, King launched a voting rights campaign in Selma,
Alabama, a city where only 355 of 15,000 black residents had been allowed
to register to vote. In March, defying a ban by Governor Wallace, King
attempted to lead a march from Selma to the state capital, Montgomery.
When the marchers reached the bridge leading out of the city, state police
assaulted them with cattle prods, whips, and tear gas.

Once again, violence against nonviolent demonstrators flashed across
television screens throughout the world, compelling the federal govern-
ment to take action. Calling Selma a milestone in “man’s unending search
for freedom,” Johnson asked Congress to enact a law securing the right to
vote. He closed his speech by quoting the demonstrators’ song, “We Shall
Overcome.” Never before had the movement received so powerful an
endorsement from the federal government. Congress quickly passed the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, which allowed federal officials to register voters.
Black southerners finally regained the suffrage that had been stripped from
them at the turn of the twentieth century. In addition, the Twenty-fourth
Amendment to the Constitution outlawed the poll tax, which had long pre-
vented poor blacks (and some whites) from voting in the South.

I M M I G R A T I O N R E F O R M

By 1965, with court orders and new federal laws prohibiting discrimination
in public accommodations, employment, and voting, the civil rights move-
ment had succeeded in eradicating the legal bases of second-class citizenship.
The belief that racism should no longer serve as a basis of public policy
spilled over into other realms. In 1965, the Hart-Celler Act abandoned the
national-origins quota system of immigration, which had excluded Asians
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and severely restricted southern and eastern Europeans. The law estab-
lished new, racially neutral criteria for immigration, notably family reuni-
fication and possession of skills in demand in the United States. On the
other hand, because of growing hostility in the Southwest to Mexican
immigration, the law established the first limit, 120,000, on newcomers
from the Western Hemisphere. This created, for the first time, the category
of “illegal aliens” from the Americas. The Act set the quota for the rest of
the world at 170,000. The total annual number of immigrants, 290,000,
represented a lower percentage of the American population than had been
admitted when the nationality quotas were established in 1924. However,
because of special provisions for refugees from communist countries,
immigration soon exceeded these caps.

The new law had many unexpected results. At the time, immigrants rep-
resented only 5 percent of the American population—the lowest propor-
tion since the 1830s. No one anticipated that the new quotas not only
would lead to an explosive rise in immigration but also would spark a dra-
matic shift in which newcomers from Latin America, the Caribbean, and
Asia came to outnumber those from Europe. Taken together, the civil rights
revolution and immigration reform marked the triumph of a pluralist con-
ception of Americanism. By 1976, 85 percent of respondents to a public-
opinion survey agreed with the statement, “The United States was meant to
be . . . a country made up of many races, religions, and nationalities.”

T H E G R E A T S O C I E T Y

After his landslide victory of 1964, Johnson outlined the most sweeping
proposal for governmental action to promote the general welfare since the
New Deal. Johnson’s initiatives of 1965–1967, known collectively as the
Great Society, provided health services to the poor and elderly in the new
Medicaid and Medicare programs and poured federal funds into education
and urban development. New cabinet offices—the Departments of
Transportation and of Housing and Urban Development—and new agen-
cies, such as the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, the
National Endowments for the Humanities and for the Arts, and a national
public broadcasting network, were created. These measures greatly
expanded the powers of the federal government, and they completed and
extended the social agenda (with the exception of national health insur-
ance) that had been stalled in Congress since 1938.

Unlike the New Deal, however, the Great Society was a response to
prosperity, not depression. The mid-1960s were a time of rapid economic
expansion, fueled by increased government spending and a tax cut on indi-
viduals and businesses initially proposed by Kennedy and enacted in 1964.
Johnson and Democratic liberals believed that economic growth made it
possible to fund ambitious new government programs and to improve the
quality of life.

T H E W A R O N P O V E R T Y

The centerpiece of the Great Society, however, was the crusade to eradicate
poverty, launched by Johnson early in 1964. After the talk of universal

1 0 4 8 C h . 2 5 T h e S i x t i e s , 1 9 6 0– 1 9 6 8 L Y N D O N J O H N S O N ’ S P R E S I D E N C Y

As part of his War on Poverty, President
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the poorest places in the United States.



affluence during the 1950s, economic deprivation had been rediscovered
by political leaders, thanks in part to Michael Harrington’s 1962 book The
Other America. Harrington revealed that 40 to 50 million Americans lived in
poverty, often in isolated rural areas or urban slums “invisible” to the middle
class. He showed that technological improvements like the mechanization
of agriculture and the automation of industry, which produced a higher stan-
dard of living overall, eliminated the jobs of farm laborers and unskilled
workers, locking them in poverty. The civil rights movement heightened
the urgency of the issue, even though, as Harrington made clear, whites
made up a majority of the nation’s poor.

During the 1930s, Democrats had attributed poverty to an imbalance of
economic power and flawed economic institutions. In the 1960s, the
administration attributed it to an absence of skills and a lack of proper atti-
tudes and work habits. Thus, the War on Poverty did not consider the most
direct ways of eliminating poverty—guaranteeing an annual income for
all Americans, creating jobs for the unemployed, promoting the spread of
unionization, or making it more difficult for businesses to shift production
to the low-wage South or overseas. Nor did it address the economic changes
that were reducing the number of well-paid manufacturing jobs and leav-
ing poor families in rural areas like Appalachia and decaying urban ghettos
with little hope of economic advancement.

One of the Great Society’s most popular and successful components,
food stamps, offered direct aid to the poor. But, in general, the War on
Poverty concentrated not on direct economic aid but on equipping the
poor with skills and rebuilding their spirit and motivation. The new
Office of Economic Opportunity oversaw a series of initiatives designed
to lift the poor into the social and economic mainstream. It provided
Head Start (an early childhood education program), job training, legal
services, and scholarships for poor college students. It also created VISTA,
a domestic version of the Peace Corps for the inner cities. In an echo of
SNCC’s philosophy of empowering ordinary individuals to take control
of their lives, the War on Poverty required that poor people play a leading
part in the design and implementation of local policies, a recipe for con-
tinuing conflict with local political leaders accustomed to controlling the
flow of federal dollars.

F R E E D O M A N D E Q U A L I T Y

Johnson defended the Great Society in a vocabulary of freedom derived
from the New Deal, when his own political career began, and reinforced by
the civil rights movement. Soon after assuming office in 1963, he resurrected
the phrase “freedom from want,” all but forgotten during the 1950s.
Echoing FDR, Johnson told the 1964 Democratic convention, “The man
who is hungry, who cannot find work or educate his children, who is
bowed by want, that man is not fully free.” Recognizing that black poverty
was fundamentally different from white, since its roots lay in “past injus-
tice and present prejudice,” Johnson sought to redefine the relationship
between freedom and equality. Economic liberty, he insisted, meant more
than equal opportunity: “You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by
saying: Now you are free to go where you want, do as you desire, and choose
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the leaders you please. . . . We seek . . . not just equality as a right and a the-
ory, but equality as a fact and as a result.”

Johnson’s Great Society may not have achieved equality “as a fact,” but it
represented a remarkable reaffirmation of the idea of social citizenship. It
was the most expansive effort in the nation’s history to mobilize the pow-
ers of the national government to address the needs of the least-advantaged
Americans, especially those, like blacks, largely excluded from the original
New Deal entitlements such as Social Security.

Coupled with the decade’s high rate of economic growth, the War on
Poverty succeeded in reducing the incidence of poverty from 22 percent to
13 percent of American families during the 1960s. It has fluctuated around
the latter figure ever since. The sum spent, however, was too low to end
poverty altogether or to transform conditions of life in poor urban
neighborhoods. By the 1990s, thanks to the civil rights movement and the
Great Society, the historic gap between whites and blacks in education,
income, and access to skilled employment narrowed considerably. But with
deindustrialization and urban decay affecting numerous families and most
suburbs still being off-limits to non-whites, the median wealth of white
households remained ten times greater than that of blacks, and nearly a
quarter of all black children still lived in poverty.

T H E C H A N G I N G B L A C K M O V E M E N T

Even at its moment of triumph, the civil rights movement confronted a cri-
sis as it sought to move from access to schools, public accommodations,
and the voting booth to the economic divide separating blacks from other
Americans. In the mid-1960s, economic issues rose to the forefront of the
civil rights agenda. Violent outbreaks in black ghettos outside the South
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drew attention to the national scope of racial injustice and to inequalities
in jobs, education, and housing that the dismantling of legal segregation
left intact. Much of the animosity that came to characterize race relations
arose from the belief of many whites that the legislation of 1964 and 1965
had fulfilled the nation’s obligation to assure blacks equality before the law,
while blacks, aware of the discrimination they still faced in jobs, education,
housing, and the criminal justice system, pushed for more government
action, sparking fears of “reverse discrimination.”

T H E G H E T T O U P R I S I N G S

The first riots—really, battles between angry blacks and the predominantly
white police (widely seen by many ghetto residents as an occupying
army)—erupted in Harlem in 1964. Far larger was the Watts uprising of
1965, which took place in the black ghetto of Los Angeles only days after
Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act. An estimated 50,000 persons took
part in this “rebellion,” attacking police and firemen, looting white-owned
businesses, and burning buildings. It required 15,000 police and National
Guardsmen to restore order, by which time thirty-five people lay dead, 900
were injured, and $30 million worth of property had been destroyed.

By the summer of 1967, violence had become so widespread that some
feared racial civil war. Urban uprisings in that year left twenty-three dead
in Newark and forty-three in Detroit, where entire blocks went up in
flames and property damage ran into the hundreds of millions of dollars.
The violence led Johnson to appoint a commission headed by Illinois gov-
ernor Otto Kerner to study the causes of urban rioting. Released in 1968, the
Kerner Report blamed the violence on “segregation and poverty” and
offered a powerful indictment of “white racism.” It depicted a country in
danger of being torn apart by racial antagonism: “Our nation is moving
toward two societies, one black, one white—separate and unequal.” But the
report failed to offer any clear proposals for change.

With black unemployment twice that of whites and the average black
family income little more than half the white norm, the movement looked
for ways to “make freedom real” for black Americans. In 1964, King called
for a “Bill of Rights for the Disadvantaged” to mobilize the nation’s
resources to abolish economic deprivation. His proposal was directed
against poverty in general, but King also insisted that after “doing some-
thing special against the Negro for hundreds of years,” the United States had
an obligation to “do something special for him now”—an early call for
what would come to be known as “affirmative action.” A. Philip Randolph
and civil rights veteran Bayard Rustin proposed a Freedom Budget, which
envisioned spending $100 billion over ten years on a federal program of job
creation and urban redevelopment.

In 1966, King launched the Chicago Freedom Movement, with demands
quite different from its predecessors in the South—an end to discrimina-
tion by employers and unions, equal access to mortgages, the integration of
public housing, and the construction of low-income housing scattered
throughout the region. Confronting the entrenched power of Mayor
Richard J. Daley’s political machine and the ferocious opposition of white
home owners, the movement failed. King’s tactics—marches, sit-ins, mass
arrests—proved ineffective in the face of the North’s less pervasive but
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In 1965, Martin Luther King Jr. and the
black labor leader A. Philip Randolph
called for a Freedom Budget, which they
claimed would eliminate poverty by 1975.
The proposal illustrated how the focus of
the civil rights movement was shifting
from desegregation to economic inequality.



still powerful system of racial inequality. As he came to realize the diffi-
culty of combating the economic plight of black America, King’s language
became more and more radical. He called for nothing less than a “revolu-
tion in values” that would create a “better distribution of wealth” for “all
God’s children.”

M A L C O L M X

The civil rights movement’s first phase had produced a clear set of objec-
tives, far-reaching accomplishments, and a series of coherent if some-
times competitive organizations. The second witnessed political frag-
mentation and few significant victories. Even during the heyday of the
integration struggle, the fiery orator Malcolm X had insisted that blacks
must control the political and economic resources of their communities
and rely on their own efforts rather than working with whites. Having
committed a string of crimes as a youth, Malcolm Little was converted in
jail to the teachings of the Nation of Islam, or Black Muslims, who
preached a message of white evil and black self-discipline. Malcolm
dropped his “slave surname” in favor of “X,” symbolizing blacks’ separa-
tion from their African ancestry. On his release from prison he became a
spokesman for the Muslims and a sharp critic of the ideas of integration
and nonviolence, and of King’s practice of appealing to American values.
“I don’t see any American dream,” he proclaimed. “I see an American
nightmare.”

On a 1964 trip to Mecca, Saudi Arabia, Islam’s spiritual home, Malcolm X
witnessed harmony among Muslims of all races. He now began to speak of

the possibility of interracial cooperation for radical
change in the United States. But when members of the
Nation of Islam assassinated him in February 1965 after
he had formed his own Organization of Afro-American
Unity, Malcolm X left neither a consistent ideology nor a
coherent movement. Most whites considered him an
apostle of racial violence. However, his call for blacks to
rely on their own resources struck a chord among the
urban poor and younger civil rights activists. His
Autobiography, published in 1966, became a great best-
seller. Today, streets, parks, and schools are named after
him.

T H E R I S E O F B L A C K P O W E R

Malcolm X was the intellectual father of “Black Power,” a
slogan that came to national attention in 1966 when
SNCC leader Stokely Carmichael used it during a civil
rights march in Mississippi. Black Power immediately
became a rallying cry for those bitter over the federal
government’s failure to stop violence against civil rights
workers, white attempts to determine movement strate-
gy (as at the Democratic convention of 1964), and the
civil rights movement’s failure to have any impact on
the economic problems of black ghettos.
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One who embraced the idea proclaimed, “Black Power means Black
Freedom”—freedom, especially, from whites who tried to dictate the
movement’s goals. A highly imprecise idea, Black Power suggested every-
thing from the election of more black officials (hardly a radical notion) to
the belief that black Americans were a colonized people whose freedom
could only be won through a revolutionary struggle for self-determina-
tion. But however employed, the idea reflected the radicalization of
young civil rights activists and sparked an explosion of racial self-asser-
tion, reflected in the slogan “black is beautiful.” The abandonment of the
word “Negro” in favor of “Afro-American,” as well as the popularity of
black beauty pageants, African styles of dress, and the “natural,” or “Afro,”
hairdo among both men and women, signified much more than a change
in language and fashion. They reflected a new sense of racial pride and a
rejection of white norms.

Inspired by the idea of black self-determination, SNCC and CORE repu-
diated their previous interracialism, and new militant groups sprang into
existence. Many of these groups proved short-lived. But both traditional
civil rights organizations and black politicians adopted some of their ideas.
Most prominent of the new groups, in terms of publicity, if not numbers,
was the Black Panther Party. Founded in Oakland, California, in 1966, it
became notorious for advocating armed self-defense in response to police
brutality. It demanded the release of black prisoners because of racism in
the criminal justice system. The party’s youthful members alarmed whites
by wearing military garb, although they also ran health clinics, schools,
and children’s breakfast programs. But internal disputes and a campaign
against the Black Panthers by police and the FBI, which left several leaders
dead in shootouts, destroyed the organization.

Black unemployment declined throughout the second half of the 1960s.
But by 1967, with the escalation of U.S. military involvement in Vietnam,
the War on Poverty had ground to a halt. By then, with ghetto uprisings
punctuating the urban landscape, the antiwar movement assuming mas-
sive proportions, and millions of young people ostentatiously rejecting
mainstream values, American society faced its greatest crisis since the
Depression.

V I E T N A M A N D T H E N E W L E F T

O L D A N D N E W L E F T S

To most Americans, the rise of a protest movement among white youth
came as a complete surprise. For most of the century, colleges had been con-
servative institutions that drew their students from a privileged segment of
the population. During the 1950s, young people had been called a “silent
generation.” If blacks’ grievances appeared self-evident, those of white
college students were difficult to understand. What persuaded large num-
bers of children of affluence to reject the values and institutions of their
society? In part, the answer lay in a redefinition of the meaning of freedom
by what came to be called the New Left.

What made the New Left new was its rejection of the intellectual and
political categories that had shaped radicalism and liberalism for most
of the twentieth century. It challenged not only mainstream America
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but also what it dismissively called the Old Left. Unlike the Communist
Party, it did not take the Soviet Union as a model or see the working class
as the main agent of social change. Instead of economic equality and
social citizenship, the language of New Deal liberals, the New Left spoke
of loneliness, isolation, and alienation, of powerlessness in the face of
bureaucratic institutions and a hunger for authenticity that affluence
could not provide. These discontents galvanized a mass movement
among what was rapidly becoming a major sector of the American pop-
ulation. By 1968, thanks to the coming of age of the baby-boom genera-
tion and the growing number of jobs that required post–high school
skills, more than 7 million students attended college, more than the num-
ber of farmers or steelworkers.

The New Left was not as new as it claimed. Its call for a democracy of
citizen participation harked back to the American Revolution, and its
critique of the contrast between American values and American reality,
to the abolitionists. Its emphasis on authenticity in the face of conform-
ity recalled the bohemians of the years before World War I, and its cri-
tique of consumer culture drew inspiration from 1950s writers on mass
society. But the New Left’s greatest inspiration was the black freedom
movement. More than any other event, the sit-ins catalyzed white stu-
dent activism.

Here was the unlikely combination that created the upheaval known as
The Sixties—the convergence of society’s most excluded members
demanding full access to all its benefits, with the children of the middle
class rejecting the social mainstream. The black movement and white New
Left shared basic assumptions—that the evils to be corrected were deeply
embedded in social institutions and that only direct confrontation could
persuade Americans of the urgency of far-reaching change.

T H E F A D I N G C O N S E N S U S

The years 1962 and 1963 witnessed the appearance of several path-break-
ing books that challenged one or another aspect of the 1950s consensus.
James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time gave angry voice to the black revolu-
tion. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring exposed the environmental costs of
economic growth. Michael Harrington’s The Other America revealed the
persistence of poverty amid plenty. The Death and Life of Great American
Cities, by Jane Jacobs, criticized urban renewal, the removal of the poor
from city centers, and the destruction of neighborhoods to build high-
ways, accommodating cities to the needs of drivers rather than pedestri-
ans. What made cities alive, she insisted, was density and diversity, the
social interaction of people of different backgrounds encountering each
other on urban streets.

Yet in some ways the most influential critique of all arose in 1962 from
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), an offshoot of the socialist League
for Industrial Democracy. Meeting at Port Huron, Michigan, some sixty
college students adopted a document that captured the mood and summa-
rized the beliefs of this generation of student protesters.

The Port Huron Statement devoted four-fifths of its text to criticism of
institutions ranging from political parties to corporations, unions, and the
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military-industrial complex. But what made the document the guiding
spirit of a new radicalism was the remainder, which offered a new vision of
social change. “We seek the establishment,” it proclaimed, of “a democracy
of individual participation, [in which] the individual shares in those social
decisions determining the quality and direction of his life.” Freedom, for
the New Left, meant “participatory democracy.” Although rarely defined
with precision, this became a standard by which students judged existing
social arrangements—workplaces, schools, government—and found them
wanting. The idea suggested a rejection of the elitist strain that had marked
liberal thinkers from the Progressives to postwar advocates of economic
planning, in which government experts would establish national priorities
in the name of the people.

T H E R I S E O F S D S

By the end of 1962, SDS had grown to 8,000 members. Then, in 1964, events
at the University of California at Berkeley revealed the possibility for a
far broader mobilization of students in the name of participatory demo-
cracy. A Cold War “multiversity,” Berkeley was an immense, impersonal
institution where enrollments in many classes approached 1,000 students.
The spark that set student protests alight was a new rule prohibiting
political groups from using a central area of the campus to spread their
ideas. Students—including conservatives outraged at being barred from
distributing their own literature—responded by creating the Free Speech
movement. Freedom of expression, declared Mario Savio, a student leader,
“represents the very dignity of what a human being is. . . . That’s what
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marks us off from the stones and the
stars. You can speak freely.” Likening the
university to a factory, Savio called on
students to “throw our body against the
machines.”

Thousands of Berkeley students
became involved in the protests in the
months that followed. Their program
moved from demanding a repeal of the
new rule to a critique of the entire struc-
ture of the university and of an educa-
tion geared toward preparing graduates
for corporate jobs. When the university
gave in on the speech ban early in 1965,
one activist exulted that the students
had succeeded in reversing “the world-
wide drift from freedom.”

A M E R I C A A N D V I E T N A M

By 1965 the black movement and the emergence of the New Left had shat-
tered the climate of consensus of the 1950s. But what transformed protest
into a full-fledged generational rebellion was the war in Vietnam. What
one historian has called “the greatest miscalculation in the history of
American foreign relations” was a logical extension of Cold War policies
and assumptions. The war tragically revealed the danger that Walter
Lippmann had warned of at the outset of the Cold War—viewing the entire
world and every local situation within it through the either-or lens of an
anticommunist crusade. A Vietnam specialist in the State Department who
attended a policy meeting in August 1963 later recalled “the abysmal igno-
rance around the table of the particular facts of Vietnam. . . . They made
absolutely no distinctions between countries with completely different
historical experiences. . . . They [believed] that we could manipulate other
states and build nations; that we knew all the answers.”

Few Americans had any knowledge of Vietnam’s history and culture.
Successive administrations reduced a complex struggle for national inde-
pendence, led by homegrown communists who enjoyed widespread sup-
port throughout their country in addition to Soviet backing, to a test of
“containment.” As noted in the previous chapter, the Truman and
Eisenhower administrations had cast their lot with French colonialism in
the region. After the French defeat, they financed the creation of a pro-
American South Vietnamese government, in violation of the Geneva
Accords of 1954 that had promised elections to unify Vietnam. By the 1960s,
the United States was committed to the survival of this corrupt regime.

Fear that the public would not forgive them for “losing” Vietnam made
it impossible for Presidents Kennedy and Johnson to remove the United
States from an increasingly untenable situation. Kennedy’s foreign policy
advisers saw Vietnam as a test of whether the United States could, through
“counterinsurgency”—intervention to counter internal uprisings in non-
communist countries—halt the spread of Third World revolutions. Despite
the dispatch of increased American aid and numerous military advisers,
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South Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh
Diem lost control of the countryside to
the communist-led Viet Cong. Diem
resisted American advice to broaden his
government’s base of support. In October
1963, after large Buddhist demonstrations
against his regime, the United States
approved a military coup that led to
Diem’s death. When Kennedy was assassi-
nated the following month, there were
17,000 American military advisers in
South Vietnam. Shortly before his death,
according to the notes of a White House
meeting, Kennedy questioned “the wisdom
of involvement in Vietnam.” But he took
no action to end the American presence.

L Y N D O N J O H N S O N ’ S W A R

Lyndon B. Johnson came to the presidency with little experience in foreign
relations. Johnson had misgivings about sending American troops to
Vietnam. “I don’t see that we can ever hope to get out of there once we are
committed,” he remarked to one senator in 1964. But he knew that
Republicans had used the “loss” of China as a weapon against Truman.
“I am not going to be the president,” he vowed, “who saw Southeast Asia go
the way China went.”

In August 1964, North Vietnamese vessels encountered an American
ship on a spy mission off its coast. When North Vietnamese patrol boats
fired on the American vessel, Johnson proclaimed that the United States
was a victim of “aggression.” In response, Congress passed the Gulf of
Tonkin resolution, authorizing the president to take “all necessary meas-
ures to repel armed attack” in Vietnam. Only two members—Senators
Ernest Gruening of Alaska and Wayne Morse of Oregon—voted against giv-
ing Johnson this blank check. The nearest the United States ever came to a
formal declaration of war, the resolution passed without any discussion of
American goals and strategy in Vietnam. (Over forty years later, in
December 2005, the National Security Agency finally released hundreds of
pages of secret documents that made it clear that no North Vietnamese
attack had actually taken place.)

During the 1964 campaign, Johnson insisted that he had no intention of
sending American troops to Vietnam. But immediately after Johnson’s
reelection, the National Security Council recommended that the United
States begin air strikes against North Vietnam and introduce American
ground troops in the south. When the Viet Cong in February 1965 attacked
an American air base in South Vietnam, Johnson put the plan into effect. At
almost the same time, he intervened in the Dominican Republic. Here,
military leaders in 1963 had overthrown the left-wing but noncommunist
Juan Bosch, the country’s first elected president since 1924. In April 1965,
another group of military men attempted to restore Bosch to power but
were defeated by the ruling junta. Fearing the unrest would lead to “another
Cuba,” Johnson dispatched 22,000 American troops. The intervention
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Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara,
on the left, and his deputy, Cyrus Vance, at
a May 1965 meeting at the White House
where the war in Vietnam was discussed.
A bust of President Kennedy stands in the
background. McNamara later wrote in his
memoirs that his misgivings only grew as
the war progressed.
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That the purposes of government are to protect
those freedoms through the preservation of internal
order, the provision of national defense, and the
administration of justice;

That when government ventures beyond these
lawful functions, it accumulates power which tends
to diminish order and liberty; . . .

That the market economy, allocating resources by
the free play of supply and demand, is the single
economic system compatible with the requirements
of personal freedom and constitutional government,
and that it is at the same time the most productive
supplier of human needs; . . .

That the forces of international Communism are,
at present, the greatest single threat to these liberties;

That the United States should stress victory over,
rather than coexistence with, this menace.

Although the 1960s is usually thought of as a

decade of youthful radicalism, it also witnessed

the growth of conservative movements. The

Sharon Statement marked the emergence of

Young Americans for Freedom as a force for

conservatism in American politics.

In this time of moral and political crisis, it is the
responsibility of the youth of America to affirm
certain eternal truths. We, as young conservatives,
believe:

That foremost among the transcendent values is
the individual’s use of his God-given free will,
whence derives his right to be free from the
restrictions of arbitrary force;

That liberty is indivisible, and that political
freedom cannot long exist without economic
freedom;

FR O M YO U N G AM E R I C A N S F O R FR E E D O M,

The Sharon Statement (September 1960)

V O I C E S O F F R E E D O M

1 0 5 8



One of themost influential documents of the 1960s

emerged in 1962 from ameeting sponsored by the

Students for a Democratic Society in PortHuron,

Michigan. Its call for a “democracy of individual

participation” inspiredmany of the social

movements of the decade and offered a critique of

institutions ranging from the government to

universities that failed to live up to this standard.

We are the people of this generation, bred in at least
modest comfort, housed now in universities, looking
uncomfortably to the world we inherit. . . . Freedom
and equality for each individual, government of, by,
and for the people—these American values we found
good principles by which we could live as men.

As we grew, however, our comfort was penetrated by
events too troubling to dismiss. First, the . . . Southern
struggle against racial bigotry compelled most of us
from silence to activism. Second, . . . the proclaimed
peaceful intentions of the United States contradicted
its economic and military investments in the Cold
War. . . . The conventional moral terms of the age, the
politician moralities—“free world,” “people’s
democracies”—reflect realities poorly if at all, and
seem to function more as ruling myths than as
descriptive principles. But neither has our experience
in the universities brought us moral enlightenment.
Our professors and administrators sacrifice con-
troversy to public relations; . . . their skills and silence
are purchased by investors in the arms race. . . .

We regard men as infinitely precious and pos-
sessed of unfulfilled capacities for reason, freedom,
and love. In affirming these principles we are aware

of countering perhaps the dominant conceptions of
man in the twentieth century: that he is a thing to be
manipulated, and that he is inherently incapable of
directing his own affairs. We oppose the deperson-
alization that reduces human beings to the status of
things—if anything, the brutalities of the twentieth
century teach that means and ends are intimately
related, that vague appeals to “posterity” cannot
justify the mutilations of the present. . . . We see
little reason why men cannot meet with increasing
skill the complexities and responsibilities of their
situation, if society is organized not for minority, but
for majority, participation in decision-making.

We would replace power rooted in possession,
privilege, or circumstance by power and uniqueness
rooted in love, reflectiveness, reason, and creativity.
As a social system we seek the establishment of a
democracy of individual participation [so] that the
individual [can] share in those social decisions
determining the quality and direction of his life. . . .
A new left must consist of younger people. . . . [It]
must start controversy throughout the land, if
national policies and national apathy are to be
reversed.

Q U E S T I O N S

1. How do the young conservatives who wrote
the Sharon Statement understand freedom?

2. What do the authors of the Port Huron
Statement appear to mean by participatory
democracy?

3. What are the main differences, and are there
any similarities, between the outlooks of the
young conservatives and the young radicals?

FR O M TO M HAY D E N A N D OT H E R S ,

The Port Huron Statement (June 1962)
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outraged many Latin Americans. But the operation’s success seemed to
bolster Johnson’s determination in Vietnam.

By 1968, the number of American troops in Vietnam exceeded half a mil-
lion, and the conduct of the war had become more and more brutal. The
North Vietnamese mistreated American prisoners of war held in a camp
known sardonically by the inmates as the Hanoi Hilton. (One prisoner of
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A war of aerial bombing and small
guerilla skirmishes rather than fixed land
battles, Vietnam was the longest war in
American history and the only one the
United States has lost.



war, John McCain, who spent six years
there, courageously refused to be
exchanged unless his companions were
freed with him. McCain later became a
senator from Arizona and the
Republican candidate for president in
2008.) American planes dropped more
tons of bombs on the small countries of
North and South Vietnam than both
sides used in all of World War II. They
spread chemicals that destroyed forests
to deprive the Viet Cong of hiding places
and dropped bombs filled with napalm,
a gelatinous form of gasoline that burns
the skin of anyone exposed to it. The
army pursued Viet Cong and North
Vietnamese forces in “search and
destroy” missions that often did not dis-
tinguish between combatants and civilians. Weekly reports of enemy loss-
es or “body counts” became a fixation of the administration. But the United
States could not break its opponents’ ability to fight or make the South
Vietnamese government any more able to survive on its own.

T H E A N T I W A R M O V E M E N T

As casualties mounted and American bombs poured down on North and
South Vietnam, the Cold War foreign policy consensus began to unravel.
By 1968, the war had sidetracked much of the Great Society and had torn
families, universities, and the Democratic Party apart. With the entire
political leadership, liberal no less than conservative, committed to the war
for most of the 1960s, young activists lost all confidence in “the system.”

How did the Vie tnam War trans form Amer i can po l i t i c s and cu l ture ? 1 0 6 1

American soldiers in South Vietnam
carrying wounded men to safety after a
1966 battle.

A massive 1969 antiwar demonstration
on the Mall in Washington.



Opposition to the war became the organizing theme that united people
with all kinds of doubts and discontents. “We recoil with horror,” said a
SNCC position paper, “at the inconsistency of a supposedly ‘free’ society
where responsibility to freedom is equated with the responsibility to lend
oneself to military aggression.” With college students exempted from the
draft, the burden of fighting fell on the working class and the poor. In 1967,
Martin Luther King Jr. condemned the administration’s Vietnam policy as
an unconscionable use of violence and for draining resources from needs at
home. At this point, King was the most prominent American to speak out
against the war.

As for SDS, the war seemed the opposite of participatory democracy,
since American involvement had come through secret commitments and
decisions made by political elites, with no real public debate. In April 1965,
SDS invited opponents of American policy in Vietnam to assemble in
Washington, D.C. The turnout of 25,000 amazed the organizers, offering
the first hint that the antiwar movement would soon enjoy a mass con-
stituency. At the next antiwar rally, in November 1965, SDS leader Carl
Ogelsby openly challenged the foundations of Cold War thinking. He
linked Vietnam to a critique of American interventions in Guatemala and
Iran, support for South African apartheid, and Johnson’s dispatch of troops
to the Dominican Republic, all rooted in obsessive anticommunism. Some
might feel, Ogelsby concluded, “that I sound mighty anti-American. To
these, I say: ‘Don’t blame me for that! Blame those who mouthed my liberal
values and broke my American heart.’” The speech, observed one reporter,
marked a “declaration of independence” for the New Left.

By 1967, young men were burning their draft cards or fleeing to Canada
to avoid fighting in what they considered an unjust war. In October of that
year, 100,000 antiwar protestors assembled at the Lincoln Memorial in
Washington, D.C. Many marched across the Potomac River to the Pentagon,
where photographers captured them placing flowers in the rifle barrels of
soldiers guarding the nerve center of the American military.

T H E C O U N T E R C U L T U R E

The New Left’s definition of freedom initially centered on participatory
democracy, a political concept. But as the 1960s progressed, young
Americans’ understanding of freedom increasingly expanded to include
cultural freedom as well. Although many streams flowed into the genera-
tional rebellion known as the “counterculture,” the youth revolt was
inconceivable without the war’s destruction of young Americans’ belief in
authority. By the late 1960s, millions of young people openly rejected the
values and behavior of their elders. Their ranks included not only college
students but also numerous young workers, even though most unions
strongly opposed antiwar demonstrations and countercultural displays
(a reaction that further separated young radicals from former allies on the
traditional left). For the first time in American history, the flamboyant
rejection of respectable norms in clothing, language, sexual behavior, and
drug use, previously confined to artists and bohemians, became the basis of
a mass movement. Its rallying cry was “liberation.”

Here was John Winthrop’s nightmare of three centuries earlier come to
pass—a massive redefinition of freedom as a rejection of all authority.

Two young members of the counterculture
at their wedding in New Mexico.
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!
Q U E S T I O N S

1. Do you think that the photographer intended
to suggest that peaceful protest is an effective
way of spreading the antiwar message?

2. What elements of life in the 1960s seem to
clash in this image?

V I S I O N S O F F R E E D O M

Antiwar Protest. The First Amendment guarantees
Americans the right of free speech, and to assemble to
protest government policies. Rarely in American history
have these rights been used on so massive a scale as
during the 1960s. This photograph of an antiwar
demonstrator placing flowers in the rifles of U.S. soldiers
outside the Pentagon (the headquarters of the American
military, in the nation’s capital) at a 1967 rally against
the Vietnam War was reproduced around the world.
Some 100,000 protesters took part in this demonstration.
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“Your sons and your daughters are
beyond your command,” Bob Dylan’s
song “The Times They Are A-Changin’”
bluntly informed mainstream America.
To be sure, the counterculture in some
ways represented not rebellion but the
fulfillment of the consumer market-
place. It extended into every realm of life
the definition of freedom as the right to
individual choice. Given the purchasing
power of students and young adults,
countercultural emblems—colorful
clothing, rock music, images of sexual
freedom, even symbols of black revolu-
tion and Native American resistance—
were soon being mass-marketed as fash-
ions of the day. Self-indulgence and self-
destructive behavior were built into the
counterculture. To followers of Timothy
Leary, the Harvard scientist turned

prophet of mind-expansion, the psychedelic drug LSD embodied a new
freedom—“the freedom to expand your own consciousness.” In 1967, Leary
organized a Human Be-In in San Francisco, where he urged a crowd of
20,000 to “turn on, tune in, drop out.”

P E R S O N A L L I B E R A T I O N A N D T H E F R E E I N D I V I D U A L

But there was far more to the counterculture than new consumer styles or
the famed trio of sex, drugs, and rock and roll. To young dissenters, person-
al liberation represented a spirit of creative experimentation, a search for a
way of life in which friendship and pleasure eclipsed the single-minded
pursuit of wealth. It meant a release from bureaucratized education and
work, repressive rules of personal behavior, and, above all, a militarized
state that, in the name of freedom, rained destruction on a faraway people.
It also encouraged new forms of radical action. “Underground” newspapers
pioneered a personal and politically committed style of journalism. The
Youth International Party, or “yippies,” introduced humor and theatricality
as elements of protest. From the visitor’s gallery of the New York Stock
Exchange, yippie founder Abbie Hoffman showered dollar bills onto the
floor, bringing trading to a halt as brokers scrambled to retrieve the money.

The counterculture emphasized the ideal of community, establishing
quasi-independent neighborhoods in New York City’s East Village and San
Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district and, in an echo of nineteenth-century
utopian communities like New Harmony, some 2,000 communes nation-
wide. Rock festivals, like Woodstock in upstate New York in 1969, brought
together hundreds of thousands of young people to celebrate their alterna-
tive lifestyle and independence from adult authority. The opening song at
Woodstock, performed by Richie Havens, began with eight repetitions of
the single word “freedom.”

The counterculture’s notion of liberation centered on the free individ-
ual. Nowhere was this more evident than in the place occupied by sexual
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Timothy Leary, promoter of the
hallucinogenic drug LSD, listening to the
band Quicksilver Messenger Service at the
Human Be-In in San Francisco in 1967.



freedom in the generational rebellion. Starting in 1960, the mass marketing
of birth-control pills made possible what “free lovers” had long demanded—
the separation of sex from procreation. By the late 1960s, sexual freedom
had become as much an element of the youth rebellion as long hair and
drugs. Rock music celebrated the free expression of sexuality. The musical
Hair, which gave voice to the youth rebellion, flaunted nudity on Broadway.
The sexual revolution was central to another mass movement that emerged
in the 1960s—the “second wave” of feminism.

T H E N E W M O V E M E N T S A N D
T H E R I G H T S R E V O LU T I O N

The civil rights revolution, soon followed by the rise of the New Left,
inspired other Americans to voice their grievances and claim their rights.
Many borrowed the confrontational tactics of the black movement and
activist students, adopting their language of “power” and “liberation” and
their rejection of traditional organizations and approaches. By the late
1960s, new social movements dotted the political landscape.

T H E F E M I N I N E M Y S T I Q U E

The achievement of the vote had not seemed to affect women’s lack of
power and opportunity. When the 1960s began, only a handful of women
held political office, newspapers divided job ads into “male” and “female”
sections, with the latter limited to low-wage clerical positions, and major
universities limited the number of female students they accepted. In many
states, husbands still controlled their wives’ earnings. As late as 1970, the
Ohio Supreme Court held that a wife was “at most a superior servant to her
husband,” without “legally recognized feelings or rights.”

During the 1950s, some commentators had worried that the country was
wasting its “woman power,” a potential weapon in the Cold War. But the
public reawakening of feminist consciousness did not get its start until the
publication in 1963 of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique. Friedan had
written pioneering articles during the 1940s on pay discrimination against
women workers and racism in the workplace for the newspaper of the
United Electrical Workers’ union. But, like other social critics of the 1950s,
she now took as her themes the emptiness of consumer culture and the dis-
contents of the middle class. Her opening chapter, “The Problem That Has
No Name,” painted a devastating picture of talented, educated women
trapped in a world that viewed marriage and motherhood as their primary
goals. Somehow, after more than a century of agitation for access to the
public sphere, women’s lives still centered on the home. In Moscow in
1959, Richard Nixon had made the suburban home an emblem of
American freedom. For Friedan, invoking the era’s most powerful symbol
of evil, it was a “comfortable concentration camp.”

Few books have had the impact of The Feminine Mystique. Friedan was del-
uged by desperate letters from female readers relating how the suburban
dream had become a nightmare. “Freedom,” wrote an Atlanta woman, “was
a word I had always taken for granted. [I now realized that] I had voluntar-
ily enslaved myself.” To be sure, a few of Friedan’s correspondents insisted
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A poster listing some of the performers
who took part in the Woodstock festival in
1969. A dove of peace sits on the guitar,
symbolizing the overlap between the
antiwar movement and counterculture.



that for a woman to create “a comfortable, happy home for her family” was
“what God intended.” But the immediate result of The Feminine Mystique
was to focus attention on yet another gap between American rhetoric and
American reality.

The law slowly began to address feminist concerns. In 1963, Congress
passed the Equal Pay Act, barring sex discrimination among holders of the
same jobs. The Civil Rights Act of 1964, as noted earlier, prohibited inequal-
ities based on sex as well as race. Deluged with complaints of discrimina-
tion by working women, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
established by the law became a major force in breaking down barriers to
female employment. The year 1966 saw the formation of the National
Organization for Women (NOW), with Friedan as president. Modeled on
civil rights organizations, it demanded equal opportunity in jobs, educa-
tion, and political participation and attacked the “false image of women”
spread by the mass media.

W O M E N ’ S L I B E R A T I O N

If NOW grew out of a resurgence of middle-class feminism, a different
female revolt was brewing within the civil rights and student movements.
As in the days of abolitionism, young women who had embraced an ideol-
ogy of social equality and personal freedom and learned methods of politi-
cal organizing encountered inequality and sexual exploitation. Women
like Ella Baker and Fannie Lou Hamer had played major roles in grassroots
civil rights organizing. But many women in the movement found them-
selves relegated to typing, cooking, and cleaning for male coworkers. Some
were pressured to engage in sexual liaisons. Echoing the words of Abby
Kelley a century earlier, a group of female SNCC activists concluded in a
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In 1967, in a celebrated incident arising
from the new feminism, a race official tried
to eject Kathrine Switzer from the Boston
Marathon, only to be pushed aside by
other runners. Considered too fragile for
the marathon (whose course covers more
than twenty-six miles), women were
prohibited from running. Switzer
completed the race and today hundreds of
thousands of women around the world
compete in marathons each year.



1965 memorandum that “there seem to be many parallels that can be
drawn between the treatment of Negroes and the treatment of women in
our society as a whole.” What bothered them most was the status of
women within the movement, where assumptions of male supremacy
seemed as deeply rooted as in society at large.

The same complaints arose in SDS. “The Movement is supposed to be
for human liberation,” wrote one student leader. “How come the condition
of women inside it is no better than outside?” The rapidly growing num-
ber of women in college provided a ready-made constituency for the new
feminism. By 1967, women throughout the country were establishing
“consciousness-raising” groups to discuss the sources of their discontent.
The time, many concluded, had come to establish a movement of their
own, more radical than NOW. The new feminism burst onto the national
scene at the Miss America beauty pageant of 1968, when protesters filled
a “freedom trash can” with objects of “oppression”—girdles, brassieres,
high-heeled shoes, and copies of Playboy and Cosmopolitan. (Contrary to
legend, they did not set the contents on fire, which would have been high-
ly dangerous on the wooden boardwalk. But the media quickly invented a
new label for radical women—“bra burners.”) Inside the hall, demonstra-
tors unfurled banners carrying the slogans “Freedom for Women” and
“Women’s Liberation.”

P E R S O N A L F R E E D O M

The women’s liberation movement inspired a major expansion of the idea
of freedom by insisting that it should be applied to the most intimate
realms of life. Introducing the terms “sexism” and “sexual politics” and the
phrase “the personal is political” into public debate, they insisted that sex-
ual relations, conditions of marriage, and standards of beauty were as much
“political” questions as the war, civil rights, and the class tensions that had
traditionally inspired the Left to action. The idea that family life is not off-
limits to considerations of power and justice repudiated the family-oriented
public culture of the 1950s, and it permanently changed Americans’ defini-
tion of freedom.

Radical feminists’ first public campaign demanded the repeal of state
laws that underscored women’s lack of self-determination by banning
abortions or leaving it up to physicians to decide whether a pregnancy
could be terminated. Without the right to control her own reproduction,
wrote one activist, “woman’s other ‘freedoms’ are tantalizing mockeries
that cannot be exercised.” In 1969, a group of feminists disrupted legisla-
tive hearings on New York’s law banning abortions, where the experts
scheduled to testify consisted of fourteen men and a Roman Catholic nun.

The call for legalized abortions merged the nineteenth-century demand
that a woman control her own body with the Sixties emphasis on sexual
freedom. But the concerns of women’s liberation went far beyond sexuality.
Sisterhood Is Powerful, an influential collection of essays, manifestos, and per-
sonal accounts published in 1970, touched on a remarkable array of issues,
from violence against women to inequalities in the law, churches, work-
places, and family life. By this time, feminist ideas had entered the main-
stream. In 1962, a poll showed that two-thirds of American women did not
feel themselves to be victims of discrimination. By 1974, two-thirds did.
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A 1970 women’s liberation demonstration
at the Statue of Liberty.



G A Y L I B E R A T I O N

In a decade full of surprises, perhaps the
greatest of all was the emergence of the
movement for gay liberation. Efforts of one
kind or another for greater rights for racial
minorities and women had a long history.
Homosexuals, wrote Harry Hay, who in
1951 founded the Mattachine Society, the
first gay rights organization, were “the one
group of disadvantaged people who didn’t
even think of themselves as a group.” Gay
men and lesbians had long been stigma-
tized as sinful or mentally disordered. Most
states made homosexual acts illegal, and
police regularly harassed the gay subcul-
tures that existed in major cities like San
Francisco and New York. McCarthyism,

which viewed homosexuality as a source of national weakness, made the
discrimination to which gays were subjected even worse. Although homo-
sexuals had achieved considerable success in the arts and fashion, most kept
their sexual orientation secret, or “in the closet.”

The Mattachine Society had worked to persuade the public that apart
from their sexual orientation, gays were average Americans who ought not
to be persecuted. But as with other groups, the Sixties transformed the gay
movement. If one moment marked the advent of “gay liberation,” it was a
1969 police raid on the Stonewall Bar in New York’s Greenwich Village,
a gathering place for homosexuals. Rather than bowing to police harass-
ment, as in the past, gays fought back. Five days of rioting followed, and a
militant movement was born. Gay men and lesbians stepped out of the
“closet” to insist that sexual orientation is a matter of rights, power, and
identity. Prejudice against homosexuals persisted. But within a few years,
“gay pride” marches were being held in numerous cities.

L A T I N O A C T I V I S M

As in the case of blacks, a movement for legal rights had long flourished
among Mexican-Americans. But the mid-1960s saw the flowering of a new
militancy challenging the group’s second-class economic status. Like Black
Power advocates, the movement emphasized pride in both the Mexican
past and the new Chicano culture that had arisen in the United States.
Unlike the Black Power movement and SDS, it was closely linked to labor
struggles. Beginning in 1965, César Chavez, the son of migrant farm work-
ers and a disciple of King, led a series of nonviolent protests, including
marches, fasts, and a national boycott of California grapes, to pressure grow-
ers to agree to labor contracts with the United Farm Workers union (UFW).
The UFW was as much a mass movement for civil rights as a campaign
for economic betterment. The boycott mobilized Latino communities
throughout the Southwest and drew national attention to the pitifully low
wages and oppressive working conditions of migrant laborers. In 1970, the
major growers agreed to contracts with the UFW.
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Part of the Gay Liberation Day
demonstration in New York City
in June 1970.

César Chavez speaking at a 1965 rally to
support the national grape boycott.
Huelga, on the banner behind him, means
“strike” in Spanish. On the front of the
platform is an image of Our Lady of
Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico.
Like the civil rights movement, the United
Farm Workers merged religious and
political language and imagery.



In New York City, the Young Lords Organization, modeled on the
Black Panthers, staged street demonstrations to protest the high
unemployment rate among the city’s Puerto Ricans and the lack of
city services in Latino neighborhoods. (In one protest, they
dumped garbage on city streets to draw attention to the city’s fail-
ure to collect refuse in poor areas.) Like SNCC and SDS, the Latino
movement gave rise to feminist dissent. Many Chicano and Puerto
Rican men regarded feminist demands as incompatible with the
Latino heritage of machismo (an exaggerated sense of manliness,
including the right to dominate women). Young female activists,
however, viewed the sexual double standard and the inequality of
women as incompatible with freedom for all members of la raza
(the race, or people).

R E D P O W E R

The 1960s also witnessed an upsurge of Indian militancy. The
Truman and Eisenhower administrations had sought to dismantle
the reservation system and integrate Indians into the American
mainstream—a policy known as “termination,” since it meant end-
ing recognition of the remaining elements of Indian sovereignty. Many
Indian leaders protested vigorously against this policy, and it was aban-
doned by President Kennedy. Johnson’s War on Poverty channeled
increased federal funds to reservations. But like other minority groups,
Indian activists compared their own status to that of underdeveloped
countries overseas. They demanded not simply economic aid but self-
determination, like the emerging nations of the Third World. Using lan-
guage typical of the late 1960s, Clyde Warrior, president of the National
Indian Youth Council, declared, “We are not free in the most basic sense of
the word. We are not allowed to make those basic human choices about our
personal life and the destiny of our communities.”

Founded in 1968, the American Indian Movement staged protests
demanding greater tribal self-government and the restoration of economic
resources guaranteed in treaties. In 1969, a group calling itself “Indians of
All Nations” occupied (or from their point of view, re-occupied) Alcatraz
Island in San Francisco Bay, claiming that it had been illegally seized from
its original inhabitants. The protest, which lasted into 1971, launched the
Red Power movement. In the years that followed, many Indian tribes would
win greater control over education and economic development on the
reservations. Indian activists would bring land claims suits, demanding
and receiving monetary settlements for past dispossession. As a result of a
rising sense of self-respect, the number of Americans identifying them-
selves as Indians doubled between 1970 and 1990.

S I L E N T S P R I N G

Liberation movements among racial minorities, women, and gays chal-
lenged long-standing social inequalities. Another movement, environmen-
talism, called into question different pillars of American life—the equation
of progress with endless increases in consumption and the faith that science,
technology, and economic growth would advance the social welfare.
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Tribes” symbolized the emergence of a
new militancy among Native Americans.



Concern for preserving the natural environment dated back to the creation
of national parks and other conservation efforts during the Progressive era.
But in keeping with the spirit of the Sixties, the new environmentalism
was more activist and youth-oriented, and it spoke the language of empow-
ering citizens to participate in decisions that affected their lives. Its emer-
gence reflected the very affluence celebrated by proponents of the
American Way. As the “quality of life”—including physical fitness, health,
and opportunities to enjoy leisure activities—occupied a greater role in the
lives of middle-class Americans, the environmental consequences of eco-
nomic growth received increased attention. When the 1960s began, com-
plaints were already being heard about the bulldozing of forests for subur-
ban development and the contamination produced by laundry detergents
and chemical lawn fertilizers seeping into drinking supplies.

The publication in 1962 of Silent Spring by the marine biologist Rachel
Carson brought home to millions of readers the effects of DDT, an insecti-
cide widely used by home owners and farmers against mosquitoes, gypsy
moths, and other insects. In chilling detail, Carson related how DDT killed
birds and animals and caused sickness among humans. Chemical and pes-
ticide companies launched a campaign to discredit her—some critics
called the book part of a communist plot. Time magazine even condemned
Carson as “hysterical” and “emotional”—words typically used by men to
discredit women.

T H E N E W E N V I R O N M E N T A L I S M

Carson’s work launched the modern environmental movement. The Sierra
Club, founded in the 1890s to preserve forests, saw its membership more
than triple, and other groups sprang into existence to alert the country to
the dangers of water contamination, air pollution, lead in paint, and the
extinction of animal species. Nearly every state quickly banned the use of
DDT. In 1969, television brought home to a national audience the death of
birds and fish and the despoiling of beaches caused by a major oil spill off
the coast of California, exposing the environmental dangers of oil trans-
portation and ocean drilling for oil.

Despite vigorous opposition from business groups that considered its
proposals a violation of property rights, environmentalism attracted the
broadest bipartisan support of any of the new social movements. Under
Republican president Richard Nixon, Congress during the late 1960s and
early 1970s passed a series of measures to protect the environment, includ-
ing the Clean Air and Clean Water Acts and the Endangered Species Act. On
April 22, 1970, the first Earth Day, some 20 million people, most of them
under the age of thirty, participated in rallies, concerts, and teach-ins.

Closely related to environmentalism was the consumer movement,
spearheaded by the lawyer Ralph Nader. His book Unsafe at Any Speed (1965)
exposed how auto manufacturers produced highly dangerous vehicles.
General Motors, whose Chevrolet Corvair Nader singled out for its tendency
to roll over in certain driving situations, hired private investigators to dis-
credit him. When their campaign was exposed, General Motors paid Nader
a handsome settlement, which he used to fund investigations of other dan-
gerous products and of misleading advertising.

Nader’s campaigns laid the groundwork for the numerous new consumer
protection laws and regulations of the 1970s. Unlike 1960s movements that
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emphasized personal liberation, environmentalism and the consumer
movement called for limiting some kinds of freedom—especially the right
to use private property in any way the owner desired—in the name of a
greater common good.

T H E R I G H T S R E V O L U T I O N

It is one of the more striking ironies of the 1960s that although the “rights
revolution” began in the streets, it achieved constitutional legitimacy
through the Supreme Court, historically the most conservative branch of
government. Under the guidance of Chief Justice Earl Warren, the Court
vastly expanded the rights enjoyed by all Americans and placed them
beyond the reach of legislative and local majorities.

As noted in Chapter 21, the Court’s emergence as a vigorous guardian of
civil liberties had been foreshadowed in 1937, when it abandoned its com-
mitment to freedom of contract while declaring that the right of free
expression deserved added protection. The McCarthy era halted progress
toward a broader conception of civil liberties. It resumed on June 17, 1957,
known as “Red Monday” by conservatives, when the Court moved to rein in
the anticommunist crusade. The justices overturned convictions of indi-
viduals for advocating the overthrow of the government, failing to answer
questions before the House Un-American Activities Committee, and refus-
ing to disclose their political beliefs to state officials. The government,
Warren declared, could prosecute illegal actions, but not “unorthodoxy or
dissent.” By the time Warren retired in 1969, the Court had reaffirmed the
right of even the most unpopular viewpoints to First Amendment protec-
tion and had dismantled the Cold War loyalty security system.

Civil liberties had gained strength in the 1930s because of association
with the rights of labor; in the 1950s and 1960s, they became intertwined
with civil rights. Beginning with NAACP v. Alabama in 1958, the Court
struck down southern laws that sought to destroy civil rights organizations
by forcing them to make public their membership lists. In addition, in the
landmark ruling in New York Times v. Sullivan (1964), it overturned a libel
judgment by an Alabama jury against the nation’s leading newspaper for
carrying an advertisement critical of how local officials treated civil rights
demonstrators. The “central meaning of the First Amendment,” the justices
declared, lay in the right of citizens to criticize their government. For good
measure, they declared the Sedition Act of 1798 unconstitutional over a
century and a half after it had expired. Before the 1960s, few Supreme Court
cases had dealt with newspaper publishing. Sullivan created the modern
constitutional law of freedom of the press.

The Court in the 1960s continued the push toward racial equality, over-
turning numerous local Jim Crow laws. In Loving v. Virginia (1967), it
declared unconstitutional the laws still on the books in sixteen states
that prohibited interracial marriage. This aptly named case arose from the
interracial marriage of Richard and Mildred Loving. Barred by Virginia
law from marrying, they did so in Washington, D.C., and later returned to
their home state. Two weeks after their arrival, the local sheriff entered
their home in the middle of the night, roused the couple from bed, and
arrested them. The Lovings were sentenced to five years in prison,
although the judge gave them the option of leaving Virginia instead. They
departed for Washington, but five years later, wishing to return, they sued
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in federal court, claiming that their rights had been violated. In 1968, in
Jones v. Alfred H. Mayer Co., the Court forbade discrimination in the rental
or sale of housing. Eliminating “badges of slavery,” such as unequal access
to housing, the ruling suggested, was essential to fulfilling at long last the
promise of emancipation.

P O L I C I N G T H E S T A T E S

The Court simultaneously pushed forward the process of imposing
upon the states the obligation to respect the liberties outlined in the Bill
of Rights. It required states to abide by protections against illegal search
and seizure, the right of a defendant to a speedy trial, the prohibition
against cruel and unusual punishment, and the right of poor persons
accused of a crime to receive counsel from publicly supplied attorneys.
Among the most important of these decisions was the 5-4 ruling in
Miranda v. Arizona (1966). This held that an individual in police custody
must be informed of the rights to remain silent and to confer with a lawyer
before answering questions and must be told that any statements might
be used in court. The decision made “Miranda warnings” standard police
practice.

The Court also assumed the power to oversee the fairness of democratic
procedures at the state and local levels. Baker v. Carr (1962) established the
principle that districts electing members of state legislatures must be equal
in population. This “one-man, one-vote” principle overturned apportion-
ment systems in numerous states that had allowed individuals in sparsely
inhabited rural areas to enjoy the same representation as residents of pop-
ulous city districts.

The justices also moved to reinforce the “wall of separation” between
church and state. In 1961, they unanimously declared unconstitutional a
clause in Maryland’s constitution requiring that public officials declare
their belief “in the existence of God.” In the following two years, they
decreed that prayers and Bible readings in public schools also violated the
First Amendment. President Kennedy pointed out that Americans remained
perfectly free to pray at home or in church, but these rulings proved to be
the most unpopular of all the Warren Court’s decisions. Polls showed that
80 percent of Americans favored allowing prayer in public schools.

T H E R I G H T T O P R I V A C Y

The Warren Court not only expanded existing liberties but also outlined
entirely new rights in response to the rapidly changing contours of
American society. Most dramatic was its assertion of a constitutional right
to privacy in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), which overturned a state law
prohibiting the use of contraceptives. Justice William O. Douglas, who
wrote the decision, had once declared, “The right to be let alone is the
beginning of all freedom.” Apart from decisions of the 1920s that affirmed
the right to marry and raise children without government interference,
however, few legal precedents existed regarding privacy. The Constitution
does not mention the word. Nonetheless, Douglas argued that a constitu-
tionally protected “zone of privacy” within marriage could be inferred from
the “penumbras” (shadows) of the Bill of Rights.
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Griswold linked privacy to the sanctity of marriage. But the Court soon
transformed it into a right of individuals. It extended access to birth control
to unmarried adults and ultimately to minors—an admission by the
Court that law could not reverse the sexual revolution. These decisions led
directly to the most controversial decision that built on the rulings of the
Warren Court (even though it occurred in 1973, four years after Warren’s
retirement). This was Roe v. Wade, which created a constitutional right to
terminate a pregnancy. The Court declared access to abortion a fundamen-
tal freedom protected by the Constitution, a fulfillment of radical feminist-
s’ earliest demand. Roe provoked vigorous opposition, which has continued
to this day. Only two states banned contraception when Griswold was
decided; Roe invalidated the laws of no fewer than forty-six.

Griswold and Roe unleashed a flood of rulings and laws that seemed to
accept the feminist view of the family as a collection of sovereign individ-
uals rather than a unit with a single head. The legal rights of women within
the domestic sphere expanded dramatically. Law enforcement authorities
for the first time began to prosecute crimes like rape and assault by hus-
bands against their wives. Today, some notion of privacy is central to most
Americans’ conception of freedom.

The rights revolution completed the transformation of American free-
dom from a set of entitlements enjoyed mainly by white men into an open-
ended claim to equality, recognition, and self-determination. For the rest of
the century, the government and legal system would be inundated by
demands by aggrieved groups of all kinds, and the Supreme Court would
devote much of its time to defining the rights of Americans.

1 9 6 8

A Y E A R O F T U R M O I L

The Sixties reached their climax in 1968, a year when momentous events
succeeded each other so rapidly that the foundations of society seemed to
be dissolving. Late January 1968 saw the Tet offensive, in which Viet Cong
and North Vietnamese troops launched
well-organized uprisings in cities
throughout South Vietnam, completely
surprising American military leaders.
The United States drove back the offen-
sive and inflicted heavy losses. But the
intensity of the fighting, brought into
America’s homes on television, shat-
tered public confidence in the Johnson
administration, which had repeatedly
proclaimed victory to be “just around
the corner.” Leading members of the
press and political establishment joined
the chorus criticizing American involve-
ment. Eugene McCarthy, an antiwar
senator from Minnesota, announced
that he would seek the Democratic nom-
ination. In March, aided by a small army
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of student volunteers, McCarthy received
more than 40 percent of the vote in the
New Hampshire primary. With public
support dissolving, Johnson rejected the
military’s request to send 200,000 more
troops to Vietnam. In March, he stunned
the nation by announcing that he had
decided not to seek reelection. Peace talks
soon opened in Paris.

Meanwhile, Martin Luther King Jr. was
organizing a Poor People’s March, hoping
to bring thousands of demonstrators to
Washington to demand increased anti-
poverty efforts. On April 4, having traveled
to Memphis to support a strike of the city’s
grossly underpaid black garbage collec-
tors, King was killed by a white assassin.

The greatest outbreak of urban violence in the nation’s history followed in
ghettos across the country. Washington, D.C., had to be occupied by soldiers
before order was restored. As a gesture to King’s memory, Congress passed its
last major civil rights law, the Open Housing Act, which prohibited discrimi-
nation in the sale and rental of homes and apartments, although with weak
enforcement mechanisms.

At the end of April, students protesting Columbia University’s involve-
ment in defense research and its plan to build a gymnasium in a public park
occupied seven campus buildings. New York police removed them in an
assault that left hundreds of protesters and bystanders injured and led to a
strike that closed the campus. In June, a young Palestinian nationalist assas-
sinated Robert F. Kennedy, who was seeking the Democratic nomination as
an opponent of the war. In August, tens of thousands of antiwar activists
descended on Chicago for protests at the Democratic national convention,
where the delegates nominated Vice President Hubert Humphrey as their
presidential candidate. The city’s police, never known for restraint, assaulted
the marchers with nightsticks, producing hundreds of injuries outside the
convention hall and pandemonium inside it.

A later investigation called the event a “police riot.” Nonetheless, the
government indicted eight political radicals for conspiring to incite the
violence. They included Tom Hayden of SDS, yippie leader Abbie Hoffman,
and Bobby Seale of the Black Panthers. Five were found guilty after a tumul-
tuous trial. But an appeals court overturned the convictions because Judge
Julius Hoffman (no relation to Abbie Hoffman) had been flagrantly biased
against the defendants.

T H E G L O B A L 1 9 6 8

Like 1848 and 1919, 1968 was a year of worldwide upheaval. In many coun-
tries, young radicals challenged existing power structures, often borrowing
language and strategies from the decade’s social movements in the United
States and adapting them to their own circumstances. Television carried
events in one country instantaneously across the globe.

Massive antiwar demonstrations took place in London, Rome, Paris,
Munich, and Tokyo, leading to clashes with police and scores of injuries. In
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Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968.



Italy, students occupied university buildings, bring-
ing education to a halt. In Paris, a nationwide student
uprising began in May 1968 that echoed American
demands for educational reform and personal libera-
tion. Unlike in the United States, millions of French
workers soon joined the protest, adding their own
demands for higher wages and greater democracy in
the workplace. The result was a general strike that
paralyzed the country and nearly led to the collapse
of the government before it ended. In communist
Czechoslovakia, leaders bent on reform came to
power by promising to institute “socialism with a
human face,” only to be ousted by a Soviet invasion.
Soldiers fired on students demonstrating for greater
democracy on the eve of the opening of the Olympic
Games in Mexico City, leading to more than 500
deaths. In Northern Ireland, which remained part of
Great Britain after the rest of Ireland achieved independence, the police
attacked a peaceful march of Catholics demanding an end to religious dis-
crimination who were inspired by the American civil rights movement. This
event marked the beginning of The Troubles, a period of both peaceful prot-
est and violent conflict in the region that did not end until the turn of the
twenty-first century.

And throughout the world, the second wave of American feminism
found echoes among women who resented being relegated to unequal citi-
zenship. American women influenced, and were influenced by, move-
ments in other countries, particularly in Europe, which demanded equal
rights and challenged demeaning representations of women in advertising
and the mass media. As in the United States, personal liberation, including
a woman’s right to control her own body, became a rallying cry. In Catholic
European countries like France and Italy, women’s movements won signif-
icant legal changes, making it easier to obtain divorces
and decriminalizing abortion. Our Bodies, Ourselves, a book
originally published in 1973 by a group of Boston women,
dealt frankly with widely misunderstood aspects of
women’s health, including pregnancy and childbirth,
menopause, birth control, and sexually transmitted dis-
eases. It was quickly translated into twenty languages.

N I X O N ’ S C O M E B A C K

In the United States, instead of radical change, the year’s
events opened the door for a conservative reaction.
Turmoil in the streets produced a demand for public order.
Black militancy produced white “backlash,” which played
an increasing role in politics. The fact that the unelected
Supreme Court was inventing and protecting “rights” fed
the argument that faraway bureaucrats rode roughshod
over local traditions.

In August, Richard Nixon capped a remarkable political
comeback by winning the Republican nomination. He cam-
paigned as the champion of the “silent majority”—ordinary
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and Irish independence.



Americans who believed that change had gone too far—and called for a
renewed commitment to “law and order.” Humphrey could not overcome
the deep divide in his party. With 43 percent of the vote, Nixon had only a
razor-thin margin over his Democratic rival. But George Wallace, running
as an independent and appealing to resentments against blacks’ gains,
Great Society programs, and the Warren Court, received an additional 13
percent. Taken together, the Nixon and Wallace totals, which included a
considerable number of former Democratic voters, indicated that four
years after Johnson’s landslide election ushered in the Great Society, liber-
alism was on the defensive.

The year 1968 did not mark the end of the 1960s. The Great Society
would achieve an unlikely culmination during the Nixon administration.
The second wave of feminism achieved its largest following during the
1970s. Nixon’s election did, however, inaugurate a period of growing con-
servatism in American politics. The conservative ascendancy would usher
in yet another chapter in the story of American freedom.

T H E L E G A C Y O F T H E S I X T I E S

The 1960s transformed American life in ways unimaginable when the
decade began. It produced new rights and new understandings of freedom.
It made possible the entrance of numerous members of racial minorities
into the mainstream of American life, while leaving unsolved the problem
of urban poverty. It set in motion a transformation of the status of women.
It changed what Americans expected from government—from clean air
and water to medical coverage in old age. At the same time, it undermined
public confidence in national leaders. Relations between young and old,
men and women, and white and non-white, along with every institution in
society, changed as a result.

Just as the Civil War and New Deal established the framework for future
political debates, so, it seemed, Americans were condemned to refight the
battles of the 1960s long after the decade had ended. Race relations, femi-
nism, social policy, the nation’s proper role in world affairs—these issues
hardly originated in the 1960s. But the events of those years made them
more pressing and more divisive. As the country became more conserva-
tive, the Sixties would be blamed for every imaginable social ill, from crime
and drug abuse to a decline of respect for authority. Yet during the 1960s,
the United States had become a more open, more tolerant—in a word,
a freer—country.
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CHAP T E R REV I EW

F R E E D O M Q U E S T I O N S

1. How was the Great Society rooted in New Deal ideas of freedom?

2. Explain the concepts of freedom held by the conservative Young Americans for
Freedom and the liberal Students for a Democratic Society. Why did conservatives
object to the goal of “participatory democracy”?

3. What were the cultural freedoms embraced by the counterculture?

4. How did the women’s liberation movement expand the idea of freedom?

R E V I E W Q U E S T I O N S

1. What was the significance of the 1963 March on Washington?

2. In what ways were President Kennedy’s foreign policy decisions shaped by Cold
War ideology?

3. Explain the significance of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of
1965.

4. Explain why many blacks, especially in the North, did not believe that the civil
rights legislation went far enough in promoting black freedom.

5. What were the effects of President Johnson’s Great Society and War on Poverty
programs?

6. In what ways was the New Left not as new as it claimed?

7. What were the goals of U.S. involvement in Vietnam?

8. How did the civil rights movement influence the broader rights revolution of the
1960s?

9. Identify the origins, goals, and composition of the feminist, or women’s liberation,
movement.

10. Describe how the social movements of the 1960s in the United States became part
of a global movement for change by 1968.
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The Rights Revolution

Leading Major
Group Figure Organization Platform

Feminists Betty Friedan National To increase opportunities
Organization for women in the
for Women workplace and in

education

Environ- Rachel Carson Sierra Club To reduce harmful
mentalists chemicals in the

environment and bring
awareness through the
celebration of Earth Day

Latinos César Chavez United Farm To improve work
Workers Union conditions and obtain

civil rights for migrant
farm workers

Gays Harry Hay Mattachine To persuade the public
Society that sexual preferences

ought not to be
persecuted

Indians Clyde Warrior American To demand greater tribal
Indian self-government and the
Movement restoration of economic

resources
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