CHAPTER 30 
The Turbulent Sixties, 1960–1968
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How did the Cold War intensify under Kennedy?
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How did Johnson’s Vietnam policy evolve?
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Why were there protests during the 1960s?
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How did the Vietnam War influence American politics?
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How did American goals and views of the war in Vietnam change from the early 1950s to the early 1970s?
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Chapter Summary

Introduction: Kennedy Versus Nixon: The First Televised Presidential Candidate Debate 

The Kennedy-Nixon 1960 TV debate demonstrates several important themes of the 1960s. Kennedy won a narrow victory because he had mastered the art of television and projected a fresh, exciting image. After his election, Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon Johnson, achieved many of their goals, but the war in Vietnam and violent protests at home made the 1960s an especially stormy era in American history. 

30.1 Kennedy Intensifies the Cold War 

How did the Cold War intensify under Kennedy?

John F. Kennedy, who made foreign policy a priority over domestic issues, surrounded himself with bright young men who shared his belief that the United States should take a hard line against Russia. 

30.1.1 Containment in Southeast Asia: Kennedy wanted to provide financial and technical assistance to help Third World nations achieve stable pro-Western governments. Vietnam was divided between a Communist regime in the North and an anti-Communist government in the South. Kennedy provided economic aid and military advisors to the southern leader, Ngô Đình Diệm to slow the Communist insurgency, but by 1963 Diem had lost the support of his own people. Kennedy accepted a military coup against Diem in November 1963 in the hope that a stronger government would take his place. The coup, however, backfired, resulting in even greater political instability. 
30.1.2 Containing Castro: The Bay of Pigs Fiasco: The Cold War peaked in Cuba. Kennedy inherited a CIA plan to overthrow Fidel Castro from the Eisenhower administration and pushed it ahead. The defeat of invasion forces, CIA-trained Cuban exiles, at the Bay of Pigs in no way lessened Kennedy’s determination to topple the Castro regime. 

30.1.3 Containing Castro: The Cuban Missile Crisis: The climax of Kennedy’s anti-Soviet crusade came in Cuba in October 1962. The Soviet Union, probably trying to neutralize America’s increasing military superiority, placed offensive missiles in Cuba. Kennedy and his advisors worked out a strategy to blockade Cuba and demand the removal of missiles already there, to be followed by an invasion, if necessary. The president informed the nation of the crisis on October 22, and for six days the world was on the edge of catastrophe. Khrushchev finally backed down and agreed to remove the missiles. Kennedy’s popularity soared, his party gained in the congressional elections, and the American people felt a sense of superiority over the Russians. The crisis had one good effect: the United States and the Soviet Union began to moderate the Cold War, installing a “hot line” between the two capitals for direct communication and resuming negotiations on reducing nuclear testing. However, the crisis had ill effects, too. The Russians began a crash program to build up their navy and their nuclear arsenal. 

30.2 The New Frontier at Home

What was the “New Frontier,” and what did it accomplish?

Kennedy assembled a competent staff of activists, including his brother Robert. The president himself—cool, intelligent, and articulate—was the administration’s greatest asset. 
30.2.1 Moving Slowly on Civil Rights: Kennedy campaigned on a strong civil rights platform but did not want to alienate southern Democrats in Congress. Rather than work toward legislative action, Kennedy favored executive action. His brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, expanded efforts to achieve voting rights. When a mob attacked a “freedom bus” in Birmingham, Alabama, the attorney general sent federal marshals to protect the Freedom Riders. In addition, the administration acted to avoid violence when the states of Alabama and Mississippi attempted to prevent African Americans from attending state universities, but those efforts had mixed results.
30.2.2 “I Have a Dream”: Civil rights activists forced Kennedy to take a more active role in the struggle for racial justice. In 1963 in Birmingham, Martin Luther King organized a massive protest against segregation that was broken up by the local police using brutal tactics. This violence was televised to a national audience. Kennedy intervened on the side of the African Americans and finally asked Congress for civil rights laws. To keep the pressure on Kennedy, civil rights leaders organized a March on Washington in August 1963, which featured a speech by King describing an integrated America. 

30.3 LBJ’s Great Society 
What were Johnson’s domestic priorities and what were his achievements?

Kennedy’s assassination by Lee Harvey Oswald left the nation stunned, but Lyndon Johnson moved quickly to restore confidence by promising to continue Kennedy’s programs. 

30.3.1 Johnson in Action: Johnson was energetic and forceful but appeared awkward on television. He had spent thirty years in Congress, however, and knew how to manipulate and persuade, focusing on consensus over ideology. He got Kennedy’s tax cut passed and, by putting pressure on northern Republicans, succeeded in gaining passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, banning all public segregation and protecting voting rights. 

30.3.2 Past and Present: LBJ’s Prediction Comes True: President Johnson predicted that many southern Democrats would switch to the Republican Party after passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. This shift pushed many liberal Republicans to the Democratic Party. By 2000, the two political parties were almost purely liberal or conservative, a polarization that contributed to a political gridlock that continues into the twenty-first century, making it difficult for presidents to get any support from the opposing political party.
30.3.3 The Election of 1964: Johnson chose to make America’s persistent poverty his own special issue. In 1964 he pushed Congress to pass a variety of programs in his War on Poverty. The programs generally encouraged self-help and reduced poverty by a significant degree. When the Republicans ran Barry Goldwater, an outspoken conservative, to oppose Johnson in 1964, the result was a Democratic landslide.
30.3.4 The Triumph of Reform: Johnson acted quickly to get Congress to enact Medicare and Medicaid and to pump more than $1 billion into education. After one of King’s demonstrations in Selma, Alabama, was attacked brutally by the police, Johnson sent the National Guard to protect the demonstrators and asked Congress for the Voting Rights Act of 1965. This act led to a dramatic increase in black voters. In nine months, Lyndon Johnson enacted the entire Democratic reform agenda. Yet Johnson’s personal popularity was always low, and his foreign policy problems caused many to forget his great achievements. 

30.4 Johnson Escalates the Vietnam War

How did Johnson’s Vietnam policy evolve?

Johnson continued Kennedy’s foreign policy, with the goal of containing Communism. To avoid Communism spreading into the Western Hemisphere, he offered covert aid and even sent troops to the Dominican Republic in 1965. Above all, he feared the political damage if he “lost” Vietnam to the Communists. 

30.4.1 The Vietnam Dilemma: Johnson inherited a commitment to support Vietnam. In 1964, South Vietnam struggled with seven different governments. Johnson continued Kennedy’s Vietnam policies, refusing to send American combat forces. He relied instead on economic aid, military advisors, and covert actions. During one such operation, U.S. destroyers and North Vietnamese gunboats engaged in a skirmish in the Gulf of Tonkin. The incident gave Johnson the opportunity to ask Congress for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution in August 1964, which gave him a blank check to escalate the Vietnam War, a move that would impress on the North Vietnamese America’s determination to defend South Vietnam and would outmaneuver his rival, Barry Goldwater, on the domestic front.
30.4.2 Escalation: As South Vietnam came closer to defeat, Johnson began a steady escalation of the war. Some of LBJ’s advisors pressed for more bombing and ground troops, while others wanted to seek a political settlement. Johnson chose a large-scale but limited military intervention because he believed withdrawal would destroy American credibility and cause a backlash domestically while an invasion would end his social programs and lead to World War III. The president adopted a policy of secrecy and deceit, failing to inform the American people about the hard choices being made about Vietnam. 

30.4.3 Stalemate: Johnson’s policy of gradual escalation failed. Even after committing half a million troops by 1968, and after massive bombing raids, the United States was no closer to victory. General William Westmoreland, the American commander, adopted a policy of destruction and attrition that increased American losses and pushed the people of South Vietnam into the arms of the guerrillas. 

30.5 Years of Turmoil 

Why were there protests during the 1960s?

American youth created a counterculture in the 1960s. The period between 1965 and 1968 was one of exceptional unrest at home and continued escalation of the war in Vietnam.

30.5.1 Protesting the Vietnam War: College students vigorously protested the Vietnam War. Ironically, college students were able to avoid military service through a process of draft deferment. Demonstrations grew bigger and bolder. In October 1967, more than 100,000 protesters besieged the Pentagon, and in the spring of 1968, police brutally repressed protests at Columbian University, leading to sit-ins and marches at more than 100 colleges. Public and university authorities finally suppressed the demonstrations using a combination of force and concessions. 

30.5.2 The Cultural Revolution: American youth led a cultural rebellion, challenging adult values in all aspects of life, including clothing, hairstyles, sexual conduct, work, drug use, and music. Music was the foundation of the youth culture, from folk singers to rock groups. The Woodstock music festival in New York represented the climax of the decade. 
30.5.3 “Black Power”: Civil rights activists, having achieved some victories over southern bigotry, now faced the more complex problem of obtaining economic equality in the North. Riots in New York and Los Angeles affirmed the problems facing urban cities. In this atmosphere, nonviolent protest lost influence to militants, some of whom urged black separatism and armed struggle. King tried to regain his position by leading a crusade against poverty. His assassination in 1968 sparked riots across America. One of the enduring achievements of this rise of a militant black power movement was a great increase in African Americans’ pride in their ethnic heritage. 

30.5.4 Ethnic Nationalism: Other minority groups, such as Native Americans, Puerto Ricans, Italians, and Poles, emulated African Americans by asserting their own cultural distinctions. Mexican Americans carried their ethnic nationalism into a labor protest when César Chávez organized the National Farm Workers’ Association in 1965. Chávez struggled for five years to force farm operators to pay decent wages to workers in the California grape fields. Chicanos also succeeded in gaining support for bilingual education. 

3.5.5 Women’s Liberation: In 1963, Betty Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique inspired a new feminist crusade. Women began to use the 1964 Civil Rights Act to attack inequality in employment, and the movement took distinct positions on abortion and rape. More extreme views emerged, but most women were moderates who simply wanted equality. 

30.6 The Return of Richard Nixon 

How did the Vietnam War influence American politics?

The years of turmoil reached a peak in 1968. As the war in Vietnam abroad and the culture clashes at home continued, Richard Nixon became president in an election marked with riots and the assassination of Robert Kennedy. 

30.6.1 Vietnam Undermines Lyndon Johnson: In early 1968, the Vietcong surprised American forces by launching the Tet offensive. Although the assault was eventually repulsed, the Communists had won a decisive political victory. Influential Americans, including prominent CBS anchorman Walter Cronkite, concluded that the war could not be won. In March, President Johnson, defeated by Vietnam, announced that he would not seek another term as president. American involvement in Vietnam cost Johnson the presidency and cast a long shadow over American life.

30.6.2 The Republican Resurgence: In contrast to the Democrats, Republicans harmoniously nominated Richard Nixon, who promised to end the Vietnam War. Humphrey’s campaign started to gain when he finally attacked the war, but Humphrey was hurt by the third-party candidacy of George Wallace, whose populist campaign appealed to white ethnic groups in the North as well as to southern whites. Nixon narrowly won the 1968 election. 

30.7 Charting the Past: The Vietnam War

How did American goals and views of the war in Vietnam change from the early 1950s to the early 1970s?
The United States was committed to preventing Communist forces from taking control of Vietnam.

30.7.1 Politics of Quagmire: America was committed to its alliance with France in the Cold War and feared the expansionist plans of Communist China. When Vietnamese nationalists fought for independence against France, the United States provided financial support. When France was unable to hold on to Vietnam, Eisenhower wanted a separate South Vietnamese regime and did not sign the Geneva Accords of 1954.
30.7.2 Vietnam and the Kennedy Administration: After Vietnam was divided, the United States sent “military advisers” to support the government in South Vietnam. However, the South Vietnamese leader, Ngô Đình Diệm, was unpopular, and eventually the United States supported a military coup against him.
30.7.3 The Escalation of the War in Vietnam: President Johnson slowly escalated U.S. military involvement in Vietnam after the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964. Regular ground troops were dispatched to Vietnam in 1965.
30.7.4 Fighting the War: Troop deployments increased between 1965 to 1968 but then were gradually reduced in the following years, up to 1973. Although technologically and militarily superior, U.S. forces were unable to secure lasting victories. The environment of Vietnam challenged U.S. soldiers, whose prior combat experiences were mostly from World War II.
30.7.5 The Tet Offensive: The Tet Offensive in 1968 eroded the credibility of the U.S. military, who had been stating that the end of the war was within reach.
30.7.6 The War at Home: Protests on college campuses had expanded after the draft was instituted and ground troops were deployed, but general American opposition to the war grew after the Tet Offensive. Protesters at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago escalated into a violent confrontation with police. Vietnam veterans were the most effective protesters, demonstrating in Washington, D.C., and testifying before members of Congress. Nixon campaigned on a promise to get America out of the Vietnam War. His strategy included reducing the number of U.S. troops in direct combat. Campus protests were revived when Nixon announced plans to invade Cambodia; at Kent State four students were killed by the National Guard troops that responded to student antiwar protests.
Conclusion: The End of an Era 

By the end of the 1960s, a silent majority of the American people wanted less violence and confrontation. The Republican victory in 1968 ended the liberal reform impulse and activist foreign policy. 
Key Terms

Introduction

· New Frontier: President John F. Kennedy’s program to revitalize the stagnant economy and enact reform legislation in education, health care, and civil rights.

30.1

· Bay of Pigs: In April 1961, a group of Cuban exiles organized and supported by the CIA landed on the southern coast of Cuba in an effort to overthrow Fidel Castro. When the invasion ended in disaster, President Kennedy took full responsibility for it.
· Cuban missile crisis: In October 1962, the United States and the Soviet Union came close to nuclear war when President John F. Kennedy insisted that Nikita Khrushchev remove the 42 missiles he had secretly deployed in Cuba. The Soviets eventually did so, and the crisis ended.
30.2

· Freedom Rides: Sponsored by the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), Freedom Rides on buses by civil rights advocates in 1961 in the South were designed to test the enforcement of federal regulations that prohibited segregation in interstate public transportation.
· March on Washington: In August 1963, civil rights leaders organized a massive rally in Washington to urge passage of President John F. Kennedy’s civil rights bill. The high point was Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech.
30.3

· War on Poverty: Lyndon Johnson declared war on poverty in his 1964 State of the Union address. A new Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) oversaw programs to help the poor.
· Great Society: President Lyndon Johnson’s name for his version of the Democratic reform program. In 1965, Congress passed many Great Society measures, including Medicare, civil rights legislation, and federal aid to education.

· Medicare: The 1965 Medicare Act provided Social Security funding for hospitalization insurance for people over age 65 and the disabled and a voluntary plan to cover doctor bills paid in part by the federal government.

· Voting Rights Act of 1965: The Voting Rights Act banned literacy tests for voting rights and provided for federal registrars to assure the franchise to minority voters.

30.4

· Gulf of Tonkin Resolution: After a North Vietnamese attack on an American destroyer in the Gulf of Tonkin in 1964, Congress gave President Lyndon Johnson authority in this resolution to use force in Vietnam.
30.5

· Students for a Democratic Society (SDS): Founded in 1962, the SDS was a popular college student organization that protested shortcomings in American life, notably racial injustice and the Vietnam War. It led thousands of protests before it split apart in the late 1960s.
· National Organization for Women (NOW): Founded in 1966, NOW called for equal employment opportunity and equal pay for women. It also championed the legalization of abortion and an equal rights amendment to the Constitution.

30.6

· Tet Offensive: Beginning in late January 1968, the Vietcong launched a major offensive in the cities of South Vietnam. Although caught by surprise, American and South Vietnam forces quashed this attack. But the Tet Offensive was a blow to American public opinion and led President Lyndon Johnson to seek a negotiated peace.

Shared Writing and Journal Prompts
30.1 Kennedy Intensifies the Cold War 

How did the Cold War intensify under Kennedy?

Kennedy increased American support to South Vietnam and pressured the Cuban government of Fidel Castro. Kennedy raised troop levels in Vietnam and authorized the overthrow of Diem. He ordered a covert operation against Castro at the Bay of Pigs, which failed, and he delivered an ultimatum to the Soviets to pull their missiles out of Cuba, which succeeded. 
30.2 The New Frontier at Home

What was the “New Frontier,” and what did it accomplish?

The “New Frontier” was Kennedy’s domestic program, and on its most important issue, civil rights, it achieved mixed results. Kennedy supported civil rights but hesitantly. Black activists, especially Martin Luther King, Jr., pushed the cause of racial equality further than Kennedy was prepared to take it.
30.3 LBJ’s Great Society 

What were Johnson’s domestic priorities, and what were his achievements?

Johnson’s “Great Society” included the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act; Medicare, which provided health insurance for the elderly; and federal aid to education. His War on Poverty dramatically reduced the number of Americans living in poverty.
Past and Present: LBJ’s Prediction Comes True

Lyndon Johnson broke the gridlock over civil rights but contributed to partisan gridlock a half-century later. How did this happen?

When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, conservative southern Democrats switched to the Republican Party. This change encouraged liberal Republicans to switch to the Democratic Party. Because both parties became significantly polarized, it created a political gridlock that continues to stall the passage of legislation.
Shared Writing

Do you have any ideas about how the gridlock in Washington might be broken?

Answers will vary, but here is a possible response: The gridlock of partisan politics in Washington could be broken if additional political parties were created to represent a more diverse range of beliefs. For example, socially conservative but economically liberal politicians might form a subgroup to vote for issues that they believe to be important. Another way to break the gridlock could be to set term limits so that representatives and senators do not need to form such strong alliances as they will only be serving in government for a limited time and can therefore vote on legislation based on beliefs rather than party affiliation.
30.4 Johnson Escalates the Vietnam War

How did Johnson’s Vietnam policy evolve?

Johnson planned to continue Kennedy’s foreign policy in Vietnam, providing economic aid and military advisors. Johnson seized on an incident in the Gulf of Tonkin in 1965 to persuade Congress to grant him authority to escalate American involvement in Vietnam. He initiated a major troop buildup and air attacks against North Vietnam. The escalation produced only a bloody stalemate.

30.5 Years of Turmoil 

Why were there protests in the 1960s?

During the 1960s, students protested the war in Vietnam. Many young people also rebelled against traditional values, experimenting with new kinds of music, clothing styles, and drugs. Black militants demanded faster progress toward racial equality and sometimes employed violence to achieve it. César Chávez improved the lot of Mexican American farmworkers. Feminists sought greater equality for women. 

30.6 The Return of Richard Nixon 

How did the Vietnam War influence American politics?

Johnson’s failure in Vietnam discredited his administration and produced desire for change. He abandoned plans to run for reelection in 1968, opening the door to Richard Nixon. 
30.7 Charting the Past: The Vietnam War

How did American goals and views of the war in Vietnam change from the early 1950s to the early 1970s?
In the 1950s under Eisenhower, America provided financial support to France as it attempted to maintain control of its colony, Vietnam, following World War II. In the early 1960s under Kennedy, America slowly increased the number of “military advisors” sent to support the South Vietnamese leader at the time, Ngô Đình Diệm. Under Johnson, America’s involvement escalated as ground troops were sent to Vietnam in 1965. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, under Nixon, a plan was made for “Vietnamization,” reducing the number of U.S. troops in direct combat and replacing them with South Vietnamese troops.
Class Activities
1. Protest Murals: Find images of murals from the 1960s and 1970s in which an artist or artists protested a social, political, or economic issue, and share them with students, discussing what can be inferred from looking at each mural in terms of its message. Examples might include images from the Chicano Mural Movement or from African American muralists of the 1970s in Los Angeles. Then, break the class into groups of three to four students and have each group create its own mural that focuses on one of the controversial topics from the chapter, such as the Vietnam War or civil rights. Afterward, post the murals and hold a discussion about what can be inferred from each of the student murals.
2. Great Society Graphic Organizer: Have students research the various programs President Johnson created under his Great Society domestic agenda. Then, in groups of three or four, have students organize the programs into overarching categories, such as “fighting poverty” or “consumer protection” or “education” or “health.” After students have organized the programs into groups, conduct a class discussion in which students determine the area where President Johnson was the most successful. 
3. Dissenting Views: Have students read the excerpt from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and the excerpt from George Ball found in Charting the Past: The Vietnam War, which appears only in Revel. Afterward, have students create two-column charts in which they list the main arguments and rhetorical strategies used by each author. Finally, students will use the notes in their charts to write a one- to two-page comparison of their arguments about American involvement in Vietnam. Students should also evaluate which author’s argument is stronger.
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