Chapter 29

America during Its Longest War, 

1963–1974 

The years from 1963 to 1974 brought political, social, and cultural upheaval to most 

areas of the world, including the United States. Lyndon Baines Johnson promised to finish what John Kennedy had begun, but popular memory has come to recall LBJ’s troubled 

presidency (1963–69) more negatively than Kennedy’s. When looking at foreign policy, 

Johnson faced a critical question: Should the United States deploy its own combat forces 

to prop up South Vietnam, its beleaguered ally? When surveying the domestic scene, 

where Johnson hoped to focus his attention, he already knew what he would do: mobilize 

the federal government’s power to promote greater liberty and equality. Very quickly, 

however, Johnson saw his domestic dreams begin to vanish in the face of the ongoing foreign nightmare in Vietnam and turmoil at home. By 1968, the United States was politically 

polarized and awash in both foreign and domestic crises. 

The polarization so much in evidence during 1968 seemed to worsen during the years 

that followed. By 1974, when a series of political scandals, known as the “Watergate Crisis,” 

forced Richard Nixon to leave the presidency under pressure of impeachment, the nation’s 

political and social fabrics looked very different from those of 1963. 

The Great Society 

Focus Question 

How did the Johnson administration define Great Society goals, and how did it 

approach problem solving? Why did the Great Society produce so much controversy? 

Lyndon B. Johnson lacked Kennedy’s media-friendly charisma, but he possessed other 

political assets. As a member of the House of Representatives during the late 1930s and early 

1940s and as majority leader of the U.S. Senate during the 1950s Johnson mastered the art 

of interest-group horse trading. Few legislative issues, it appeared, defied an LBJ-forged consensus. Every significant interest group could be flattered, cajoled, or threatened into lending 

this towering Texan its support. During Johnson’s time in Congress, his wealthy Texas benefactors gained valuable oil and gas concessions and lucrative construction contracts, while 

Johnson acquired his own personal fortune. Johnson’s skill in gaining federal funding for 

ambitious building projects brought economic growth to cities such as Dallas and Houston 

and to much of the Southwest. 

Kennedy’s death gave Johnson, who had been frustrated by his limited job description while serving as JFK’s vice president, the opportunity to display his political skills 

on the presidential stage. Confident of being able to forge a national consensus behind a 

bold program for social and economic change, Johnson began his presidency by asking 

Congress to honor JFK’s memory. He urged passage of legislation that Kennedy’s administration had proposed and bombarded legislators with much grander proposals of his 

own. Between January 8, when he delivered his first State of the Union address, until 

August 27, 1964, when he accepted the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination, 

Johnson concentrated on three domestic issues: tax cutting, civil rights, and economic 

inequality. 

Closing the New Frontier 
Even as Johnson closed JFK’s New Frontier, he staked out additional political territory. In 

May 1964, during an address at Michigan University, Johnson declared it was time to 

“move upward to the Great Society,” which rested on “liberty and abundance for all.” The 

Great Society, according to LBJ, would not provide Americans with “a safe harbor, a resting place, a final objective, a finished work,” but rather “a challenge constantly renewed, 

beckoning us toward a destiny where the meaning of our lives matches the marvelous 

products of our labor.” 

To stimulate the economic growth needed to produce the Great Society’s abundance, 

Johnson had first, several months earlier in his presidency, emphasized the importance of 

cutting taxes. Intensively lobbying members of Congress who opposed the budget deficits 

that tax reductions would produce, he secured passage of the $10 billion tax-cut package 

JFK had earlier proposed. Its supporters hailed the measure as the guarantor of continuing economic growth. Although economists continue to disagree as to how much this tax 

measure actually contributed to the economic boom of the mid-1960s, it appeared to work. 

GNP rose 7 percent in 1964 and 8 percent the following year, unemployment dropped, 

and inflation remained low. 

Advocating greater liberty and equality, Johnson pushed a more extensive version of 

Kennedy’s civil-rights proposal through Congress. In early February 1964, the House of 

Representatives passed its own civil-rights bill. It included an amendment, Title VII of the 

measure eventually signed into law, that barred discrimination based not simply on “race” 

but on “sex” as well. Some southern Democrats had hoped that such a provision might 

scuttle the entire bill, but other House members saw the addition as a welcome victory for 

women. This provision would soon assist an already resurgent women’s movement. 
Although Johnson was championing the civil-rights bill as another memorial to 

Kennedy, he fully recognized that southerners in the Democratic Party would continue trying to block it. Consequently, he and his allies in the U.S. Senate courted crucial Republican support for curtailing a southern-led filibuster, for hammering out compromises on key 

provisions, and for reconciling the differing bills passed by the two houses of Congress. 
Johnson finally obtained the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a truly bipartisan measure, in 

July 1964. It strengthened existing federal remedies, to be monitored by a new Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), against job discrimination. More controversially, the act’s “public accommodations” provision, which resembled an 1875 civilrights law that an earlier Supreme Court had invalidated, prohibited racial discrimination 

in all facilities—such as hotels, motels, and restaurants—in any way connected to the flow 

of interstate commerce. Opponents of this section saw it as an overextension of federal 

power and an attack on the personal liberties of property owners. Its proponents predicted, correctly as it turned out, that the current Supreme Court would reject these 

constitutional claims. 
Finally, Congress responded favorably to Johnson’s third domestic priority, legislation to 

deal with socioeconomic inequality. A month after passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

under constant prodding from the White House, legislators adopted another landmark 

measure, the Economic Opportunity Act (EOA). Coming only six months after Johnson 

had called for “an unconditional war on poverty in America,” during his January 1964 

State of the Union address, the EOA provided LBJ with the means to launch a multifront 

campaign. 

A new executive agency, the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) would coordinate 

a variety of different initiatives. LBJ charged the OEO, first headed by R. Sargent Shriver, 

a member-by-marriage of the Kennedy family, with eliminating “the paradox of poverty 

in the midst of plenty.” In addition to establishing the new agency, the EOA mandated 

federal-government loans for rural and small-business development; established a worktraining program called the Jobs Corps; created Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), 

a domestic version of the Peace Corps; provided low-wage, public service jobs for young 

people; and began the “work-study” program to assist college students. In addition, it 

authorized grassroots social initiatives, Community Action Programs (CAPs), to be planned 

by local community groups but funded by Washington. 

Meanwhile, however, Lyndon Johnson and the rest of the nation could already see signs 

that conflict would surely accompany change, particularly on the issue of civil rights. During the same summer that Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and created the 

OEO, violence connected to racial issues broke out in different parts of the country. In 

New York City, tensions between police officers and African American demonstrators, 

protesting policing practices that had led to the fatal shooting of a black youth, flared into 

confrontations during mid-July. 

At almost the same time, a different kind of violence rolled through those parts of 

Mississippi where a coalition of civil-rights groups was sponsoring what it called “Freedom 

Summer.”This campaign to register black voters, by an interracial group of young volunteers including white northern college students, produced a murderous backlash from 

some segregationists. At least six civil-rights workers met violent deaths during that bloodsoaked Mississippi summer. In the most notorious incident, whose legal fallout would last 

into the 21st century, KKK members and law-enforcement officials from Neshoba County, 

Mississippi, conspired to kidnap and brutally murder three volunteers—James Chaney, 

Michael Schwerner, and Andrew Goodman. 

Other activists pressed forward, only to see the grassroots organizing of that summer 

frustrated by Lyndon Johnson and a majority of the national Democratic Party. Pressured 

by LBJ, the 1964 Democratic convention voted to seat Mississippi’s “regular” all-white delegates, people who clearly intended to desert LBJ and the national party during the fall 

election. Democratic leaders gave only token recognition to members of the alternative, 

racially diverse “Freedom Democratic Party” (FDP). This rebuff prompted people, such as 

Fannie Lou Hamer, who had risked their lives to create the FDP, to recall earlier suspicions about Lyndon Johnson. Although LBJ seemed more committed to civil rights than 

John Kennedy had been, where would Johnson—and Hubert Humphrey, his handpicked 

vice presidential running mate—stand after the 1964 election? During a bittersweet meeting 

with Humphrey, Fannie Lou Hamer pointedly wondered if a willingness to reject the FDP 

signaled that this longtime supporter might soon abandon the civil-rights cause altogether. 
The Election of 1964 

By the fall of 1964, changes occurring within GOP ranks made Democratic support seem 

especially important to civil-rights forces. After a series of bitterly contested primary contests, 

the Republicans nominated Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, the hero of conservatives 

from the South and Far West, to challenge Lyndon Johnson. Strategists for Goldwater predicted that an aggressive campaign, based on an unabashedly conservative platform, would 

stir the hearts of the millions of voters who presumably rejected both Democratic policies 

and Dwight Eisenhower’s moderate Republican ones. Goldwater denounced Johnson’s foreign policy for tolerating communist expansion and attacked his domestic agenda, including 

strong support for civil rights, for destroying individual liberties. One of only eight Republican senators who had opposed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Goldwater denounced the measure as an unwarranted extension of national power to meet the kind of problem, discrimination, which only state and local governments could remedy. 

As the presidential campaign heated up, Goldwater’s well-documented tendency for 

making ill-considered pronouncements haunted his candidacy. Goldwater once suggested 

that people who feared nuclear war were “silly and sissified.” He wondered, out loud, if 

Social Security should become a voluntary program. His proclamation, at the 1964 Republican convention, that “extremism in the pursuit of liberty is no vice” and “moderation in 

the pursuit of justice is no virtue,” fed Democratic claims that Goldwater represented political “extremism” rather than Republican, or even principled conservative, values. In time, 

Democrats succeeded in denying Goldwater one of his primary assets, his refusal to temporize on most controversial issues. Instead, they successfully portrayed the blunt-speaking 

Goldwater as wildly mercurial, perhaps even fanatical or mentally unbalanced. Republicans, for their part, leveled equally outsized charges against LBJ. One anti-Johnson tract, 

A Texan Looks at LBJ(1964), accused him of everything from stuffing ballot boxes to plotting murderous violence against political opponents. 
As fantastical name-calling of this kind marked the 1964 campaign trail, a significant 

bloc of normally Republican voters deserted Goldwater, whose candidacy seemed to 

have strayed too far from middle-of-the-road signposts. The senator from Arizona led the 

GOP to a spectacular defeat in November. Johnson carried 44 states and won more than 

60 percent of the popular vote; the Democrats also gained 38 additional seats in Congress. 

On the surface the 1964 election seemed a triumph for Lyndon Johnson’s vision for 

using governmental power to change domestic life. 

In retrospect, however, the 1964 election signaled important political changes that would 

soon rebound against Johnson and, in time, the national Democratic Party. During the 

Democratic primaries, Alabama’s segregationist governor, George Wallace, had run strongly 

as a “protest candidate” against the president in several states. Already well-positioned as an 

opponent of the civil-rights movement, Wallace began to broaden his message, denouncing 

any kind of “meddling” by Washington in local affairs. The 1964 election proved the last 

in which the Democratic Party would capture the White House by proposing to expand 

the domestic reach of the national government. 

The GOP’s 1964 effort, in contrast, merely provided a refueling stop for the conservative political machine that had propelled Goldwater’s candidacy. His staff pioneered several innovative campaign tactics, such as direct-mail fundraising. While working to refine 

these techniques, conservative strategists insisted that 1964 would mark the beginning, 

not the end, of the Republican Party’s movement to the right. 
Goldwater’s stand against national civil-rights legislation, his supporters noted, helped 

him carry five southern states. These victories—along with George Wallace’s earlier appeal 

during the Democratic primaries—suggested just how much the GOP might gain by 

opposing additional civil-rights measures. After many years of tentative courtship, the 

Republican Party finally seemed ready to win over southern whites who had once been 

solidly Democratic. In an important sign of desertions to come, Senator J. Strom Thurmond 

of South Carolina announced during the 1964 campaign that he was permanently leaving 

the Democratic Party and joining the GOP. 
Less-noticed voting trends in California provided conservatives with another sign of 

how racial issues were continuing to reshape political alignments. Although the JohnsonHumphrey ticket easily carried California, winning more than 60 percent of the popular 

vote, a coalition of real-estate interests and suburban activists sponsored a successful referendum, “Proposition 14.” It repealed the state’s recently enacted “Rumford Act,” which prohibited racial discrimination in the sale or renting of housing. To overturn this statewide 

open housing measure, proponents of Proposition 14, which gained 65 percent of the vote 

throughout the state and much higher percentages in newer suburban areas, downplayed 

racial issues. Instead, they denounced the Rumford Act—because it regulated what property owners could do with their homes and apartment buildings—for trampling on personal liberties and constitutionally guaranteed freedoms. 
The Goldwater campaign of 1964, especially in California and the Sunbelt states, also 

introduced an important group of conservative activists to national politics. Ronald Reagan— 

previously a radio personality, Hollywood actor, labor leader, corporate spokesperson, and 

Roosevelt Democrat—proved such an effective campaigner in 1964 that conservative 

Republicans in California began grooming him for electoral politics. Younger conservatives, such as William Rehnquist and Newt Gingrich, entered the national arena by working for Goldwater. Historians now generally credit Goldwater’s 1964 candidacy for helping to refashion conservatism as a political force capable of dismantling the Democratic 

coalition that had dominated national politics since the 1930s. 

Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society 

During the fall of 1964, however, the Democratic ranks seemed stronger than they had 

been in decades. Confident of his political support, Lyndon Johnson hoped to move 

quickly. Detailing plans he had hinted at during his 1964 campaign, Johnson fully 

unveiled a domestic vision designed, in his words, to “enrich and elevate our national life.” 
Some parts of LBJ’s Great Societyseemed constructed on top of the designs of his 

Democratic predecessors. Nationally funded medical coverage for the elderly (Medicare) 

and for low-income citizens (Medicaid) appeared to be capstones to efforts begun during 

the New Deal and Fair Deal eras. Similarly, an addition to the president’s cabinet, the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), built on earlier plans for improving coordination and execution of urban revitalization programs. This new cabinet post, LBJ 

promised, would prevent urban renewal from becoming urban removal (see chapter 28). 

In 1965, Congress enacted two other milestone measures, both of which addressed 

matters long discussed—and long avoided. A new immigration law, the first measure ever 

directed through the Senate by newly elected Edward Kennedy, finally abolished the geographically discriminatory “national origins” quota system established in 1924. Henceforth, all nationalities of people wishing to immigrate to the United States faced roughly 

the same set of hurdles. This change, in practice, removed some of the previous barriers 

to people coming from regions outside of Europe (see chapter 31). The Voting Rights Act 

of 1965, which created a federal oversight system to monitor election procedures in the 

South, capped a long-term effort to end racial discrimination at the ballot box. 
Other Great Society proposals rested on the economic growth that seemed, during the 

mid-1960s, destined to go on forever. Even an increasingly costly war in Southeast Asia 

could not dampen Johnson’s optimism. Continuing prosperity would provide the tax dollars 

the president needed to underwrite his bold expansion of national power. 

The array of Johnson-sponsored initiatives that rolled through Congress in 1965 and 

1966 heartened LBJ’s supporters and appalled his conservative critics. By one count, legislators passed nearly 200 new laws. The “Model Cities Program” offered smaller-scale 

alternatives to urban renewal efforts. Rent supplements and an expanded food stamp program went to help feed low-income families. Head Start provided educational opportunity 

for children who came from backgrounds social scientists labeled “disadvantaged.” New 

educational programs targeted federal funds for upgrading classroom instruction, especially 

in low-income neighborhoods, and the Legal Services program promised government 

lawyers for clients who could not afford private attorneys. Planners of the Great Society 

stressed that measures such as these would provide social services that could help people 

fight their own way out of economic distress. This service-based approach to domestic 

social policy, Johnson insisted, would give people a “hand up” rather than a “handout.” 

The CAP initiative, part of the earlier EOA legislation, took a significantly different tack. 

Although drawing on social-science expertise, which had guided and informed other Great 

Society measures, this initiative ultimately sought to free ordinary citizens from the dictates 

and directions of social-service bureaucracies. CAP proposed to empower grassroots 

activists, working through neighborhood organizations rather than through political channels dominated by local city hall establishments, to design community-based projects. The 

most promising of these, EOA legislation promised, could gain funding from Washington. 

Those who embraced CAP hailed its potential for redistributing power. It offered local 

communities the leverage that came from enjoying adequate financial resources while still 

allowing them, rather than outside bureaucracies, the political power to make crucial decisions about their own needs and priorities. By promoting “maximum feasible participation” 

by ordinary citizens rather than relying entirely on the expertise of social planners or on 

the political clout of party leaders, the architects of CAP hoped to grow new varieties of 

grassroots democracy that could change U.S. political culture from the bottom up. 

Evaluating the Great Society 

How did the Great Society—most of which initially enjoyed large, sometimes bipartisan 

majorities in Congress—become so controversial, so quickly? Most obviously, programs 

that further extended Washington’s influence rekindled old debates about the use of the 

powers of the national government, as both an issue of constitutional law and a matter of 

pragmatic policy making. The Great Society, in this sense, gave an already well-positioned 

conservative movement another set of convenient targets. In addition, Johnson’s extravagant rhetoric, such as promising to win an “unconditional” victory over poverty, raised 

expectations that no administration could possibly satisfy within the time frames voters 

normally use to judge the success or failure of governmental initiatives. 
Perhaps most importantly, the expectation that continued economic growth would generate tax revenues sufficient to finance new social programs faded as the nation’s economic 

engine began to sputter. Facing financial worries of their own, many people who had initially been willing to accept the Great Society became receptive to the argument, first popularized by George Wallace and the Goldwater campaign, that bureaucrats in Washington 

were taking their hard-earned dollars and wasting them on flawed social experiments. 

Worsening economic conditions, exacerbated by the escalating cost of the war in Vietnam, 

made federal expenditures on domestic social welfare measures more controversial than at 

any time since the 1930s. 

Although historians agree about how Johnson’s domestic programs lost support, there 

has been considerable disagreement about the Great Soiety’s impact on daily life. Charles 

Murray’s influential Losing Ground (1984) framed one powerful view. This study first 

charged that LBJ’s social programs encouraged antisocial behavior. It argued that too many 

people, lured by what they could gain from Great Society measures, abandoned the goals 

of marrying, settling down, and seeking employment. Moreover, the money given over to 

Great Society programs created government deficits that slowed economic growth. Had illadvised social spending not undermined personal initiative and disrupted the nation’s 

economy, continued economic growth could have provided virtually all workers with a 

comfortable lifestyle. This conservative argument portrayed the Great Society as the cause 

of, not the solution for, economic distress and social disarray. 
Most other close students of social policy treated the Great Society slightly more kindly. 

They found scant evidence, as opposed to colorful anecdotes, for the claim that most people preferred receiving welfare to seeking meaningful work. They generally blamed spending in the military sector because of the U.S. commitment in Vietnam, rather than outlays 

for domestic social programs, for generating the soaring budget deficits and a burgeoning 

national debt. Funds actually spent on Great Society programs, in this view, neither 

matched Johnson’s promises nor reached the lavish levels claimed in conservative studies 

such as Losing Ground. 

From a different perspective, many antipoverty activists faulted the Great Society for 

not seriously challenging the prevailing distribution of political and economic power in the 

United States. The Johnson administration, they argued, remained closely wedded to largescale bureaucratic solutions, forged and then directed by people connected to Washington 

elites and entrenched interest groups. The White House jettisoned, for example, the CAP 

model for grassroots empowerment after local political officials complained about having 

to compete with activist groups for federal funds. In addition, by assuming that economic 

growth would continue to underwrite the financing of most federal initiatives, the people 

who planned the Great Society had also failed to consider revision of the tax code and 

other measures designed to redistribute income and wealth more equitably. Proponents of 

this critique concluded that the Johnson administration never seriously tried to fulfill its 

own domestic promises. 

Most economists and historians have come to agree that the Great Society signaled a 

significant, though not revolutionary, break with the past. The national government, for 

the first time in several decades, devoted substantial new funding to social welfare programs. Washington’s financial outlay on the domestic front increased more than 10 percent 

during every year of LBJ’s presidency. According to one study, federal spending on social 

welfare in 1960 constituted 28 percent of total governmental outlays; by 1970, this figure 

had risen to more than 40 percent. Moreover, some Great Society programs produced significant change. Medicaid, the legal services program, and job training initiatives gave 

many low-income families access to things that more affluent families had long taken for 

granted. Civil-rights laws, even if they failed to eliminate all forms of discrimination, did 

use federal power to expand legally protected freedoms. 

The Great Society, however, proved a political failure, unable to retain the popular support it had claimed in 1964–65. Variations on the severe evaluation framed in Losing Ground 

came to dominate popular memory and political culture. Continued allegiance to the Great 

Society agenda, as a matter of political pragmatism, could become a serious liability for 

nearly all Republican and most Democratic politicians during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

Over time, as a highly critical view of the Great Society’s flaws and failures helped energize 

the conservative wing of the GOP, fewer Democrats would risk stepping forward to defend 

Lyndon Johnson’s vision. In short, Johnson’s domestic policies helped inflame political passions, which soon turned against LBJ and his Great Society. A new generation of Democrats 

eventually came to dismiss “big government” as a relic of the past (see chapter 32). 

Escalation in Vietnam 

Focus Question 

Through what incremental steps did the Johnson administration involve the 

United States ever more deeply in the war in Vietnam? What seemed to be the 

goal of its policies? 

Meanwhile, Lyndon Johnson’s ultimately divisive crusade to build a Great Society at home 

found its counterpart abroad. His pledge to preserve South Vietnam as a noncommunist, 

pro-U.S. enclave demanded ever more of his nation’s resources. Even as Johnson’s policies 

in Vietnam strained the U.S. economy, they polarized its politics and culture. 

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 

Immediately after John Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson hesitated to widen the war in 

Southeast Asia. A committed Cold Warrior, however, LBJ hated the thought that his political associates—let alone the general electorate—might judge him “soft” on communism. He 

soon accepted the recommendation of his military advisers: Only the use of air strikes against 

targets in North Vietnam could save the South Vietnamese government from imminent collapse. He prepared a congressional resolution authorizing such an escalation of hostilities. 

Events in the Gulf of Tonkin, off the coast of North Vietnam, provided the rationale for 

taking this resolution to Capitol Hill. On August 1, 1964, the U.S. destroyer Maddox,while 

on an intelligence-gathering mission in disputed waters that North Vietnam claimed as its 

own, exchanged gunfire with North Vietnamese ships. Three days later, the Maddox 

returned to the same area, accompanied by the Turner Joy. During severe weather, which 

distorted radar and sonar readings, U.S. naval commanders reported what possibly could 

have been signs of a failed North Vietnamese torpedo attack. 
Although the Maddox’s commander later radioed that the episode needed further analysis, Johnson immediately denounced “unprovoked aggression” by North Vietnam against 

the United States and appealed to Congress for support. (A subsequent study concluded 

that the initial attack had likely occurred, but that reports of hostile fire on the second 

occasion lacked credible supporting evidence.) Congress quickly, and overwhelmingly, 

authorized the president to take “all necessary measures to repel armed attack.” Johnson 

treated this “Gulf of Tonkin Resolution”as tantamount to a congressional declaration of 

war and cited it as legal justification for all subsequent U.S. military action in Vietnam. 

Despite his vigorous response to events in the Gulf of Tonkin, Lyndon Johnson successfully positioned himself as a cautious moderate during the presidential campaign of 

1964. When Barry Goldwater demanded stronger measures against North Vietnam and 

even hinted at possible use of tactical nuclear weapons, Johnson’s campaign managers 

cited Goldwater’s proposed strategies as further evidence of his extremist bent. One notorious TV ad even portrayed the Republican candidate as a threat to the survival of civilization. Johnson seemed to promise he would not commit U.S. combat troops to any land 

war in Southeast Asia. 

Soon after the election, however, Johnson decisively deepened the U.S. involvement 

there. More than a year after the 1963 coup against Diem (see chapter 28), South Vietnam 

faced continued political chaos. The incompetence of successive governments in Saigon 

was still fueling popular discontent, and South Vietnamese troops were still deserting at 

an alarming rate. In January 1965, another Saigon regime collapsed, and factional discord 

stalled the emergence of any viable alternative. 

Lacking an effective ally in South Vietnam, Johnson once more pondered his options. 

His close aides offered conflicting advice. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy predicted Saigon’s defeat unless the United States greatly increased its own military role. 

Arguing for this same option, Walt W. Rostow assured Johnson that once North Vietnam 

recognized the United States would never abandon its commitment, this small nation 

could only conclude that it would never overrun South Vietnam. Undersecretary of State 

George Ball, by contrast, warned that the introduction of U.S. combat troops could not 

preserve South Vietnam. He wrote that “no one has demonstrated that a white ground 

force of whatever size can win a guerrilla war . . . in jungle terrain in the midst of a population that refuses cooperation to the white forces.” Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield, 

who held an advanced degree in Asian history, urged Johnson to find some way of reuniting Vietnam as a neutral country. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, afflicted by interservice rivalries, provided conflicting readings of the current military situation and no clear guidance 

on how Johnson might proceed. 

Although privately doubting U.S. chances of preserving an anticommunist South Vietnam, 

Johnson became obsessed about the political and diplomatic consequences of a U.S. pullout. He feared that the domestic reaction to anything resembling a communist victory— 

such as Washington’s acceptance of a coalition government in Saigon that included the 

NLF—would enrage conservative activists in the United States and thereby endanger his 

Great Society programs. Moreover, Johnson accepted the familiar Cold War proposition 

that a U.S. withdrawal would undoubtedly set off a “domino effect,” toppling noncommunist governments in Asia. A pullback there would, then, encourage communist-leaning 

insurgencies in Latin America, increase Soviet pressure on West Berlin, and damage U.S. 

credibility around the world. Both Eisenhower and Kennedy, before him, had staked U.S. 

prestige on preserving a noncommunist South Vietnam. Johnson either had to abandon 

that commitment, by allowing South Vietnam’s government to collapse, or chart an uncertain course by employing U.S. power to prop it up. 

While remaining pessimistic about the results of his decision, Johnson chose the second 

option: dramatically expanding U.S. military involvement in Southeast Asia. He ordered a 

sustained campaign of bombing in North Vietnam, code-named “Rolling Thunder.” He 

also deployed U.S. ground forces in order to help the government in Saigon regain lost territory, expanded U.S.-directed covert operations, and stepped up economic aid to the 

beleaguered South Vietnamese government. Only six months after the 1964 presidential 

election, with his advisers still divided, Johnson decided the United States had no choice 

but to wage a wider war. 

The War Continues to Widen 

The war grew more intense during 1965. Hoping to break the enemy’s will, U.S. military 

commanders sought to inflict ever-increasing casualties. The Johnson administration 

authorized use of napalm, a toxic chemical that almost instantly charred both foliage and 

people, and allowed the Air Force to bomb new targets. Additional U.S. combat troops 

also arrived in South Vietnam, but every U.S. escalation seemed to require a further one. 

After North Vietnam rejected a Johnson-sponsored peace plan, which it viewed as little 

more than an offer for Hanoi to surrender, the United States once again stepped up its military effort. North Vietnam’s leader, Ho Chi Minh, who was now pursuing a long-term strategy of attrition, became convinced that Johnson could not continue to find public or congressional support in the United States to fight such a costly war so far from U.S. shores. 

In April 1965, Johnson applied his Cold War, anticommunist foreign policy closer to 

home. Responding to exaggerated reports about a communist threat to the government of 

the Dominican Republic, Johnson sent U.S. troops to unseat a left-leaning, but legally 

elected, president and to install a Dominican government eager to support U.S. interests. 

This U.S. incursion into the Dominican Republican violated a long-standing “good neighbor” 

pledge, by the United States, to avoid military intervention in Latin America. Although 

Johnson’s action angered critics throughout the hemisphere, the overthrow of a leftist 

government in the Dominican Republic seemed to steel the White House’s determination 

to hold the line against communism in Vietnam. 

Later that same spring as yet another government, the fifth since Diem’s 1963 murder, 

appeared in Saigon, U.S. strategists continued to wonder how they might stabilize South 

Vietnam. General William Westmoreland, who directed the U.S. military effort there, recommended moving even more aggressively and sending additional numbers of U.S. troops on 

 “search and destroy” missions against communist forces. In July 1965, Johnson publicly 

announced he would send 50,000 additional military personnel to Vietnam. Privately, LBJ 

pledged that the Pentagon could have another 50,000, and he left open the possibility of sending even more. To supplement the search-and-destroy strategy, he also approved “saturation 

bombing”in the South Vietnamese countryside and an intensified air campaign against North 

Vietnam. (See Map 29.1, Vietnam War, in the color insert following page 1248.) 

Some advisers urged Johnson to admit candidly the greatly expanded scope of the U.S. 

effort. They recommended seeking an outright declaration of war by Congress or at least 

legislation allowing the executive branch to wield the economic and informational controls 

that previous presidential administrations had used during wartime. But Johnson worried 

about arousing greater protests in Congress and from a growing antiwar movement. Rather 

than risk debates that could ramp up dissent against his policies, Johnson decided to stress 

the administration’s willingness to negotiate and to act as if the war the United States was 

now fighting was not really a war. As the Johnson administration talked of seeing “light at 

the end of the tunnel” in Vietnam, it apparently hoped that most people in the United 

States would remain largely in the dark. 
Over the remaining years of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency, U.S. involvement steadily 

grew. By late 1965, the number of U.S. combat troops in Vietnam totaled more than 

200,000; three years later, this figure had more than doubled, to about 535,000. The level 

of violence escalated as well. In pursuit of “Operation RANCHHAND,” an effort to eliminate the natural cover for enemy troop movements, the United States dropped huge quantities of herbicides, scorching South Vietnam’s croplands and defoliating roughly half of its 

forests. Approximately 1.5 million tons of bombs—more than all the tonnage dropped 

during the Second World War—pounded North Vietnamese cities and pummeled villages 

and hamlets in the South. Still, Johnson carefully avoided bombing close to the North 

Vietnamese–Chinese border or doing anything else that might provoke either China or the 

Soviet Union to go beyond supporting and supplying North Vietnam. 

Despite all of the troops and violence, Vietnam remained a “limited” war. The U.S. strategy concentrated on straining the NLF and North Vietnam by continually escalating the cost 

they would pay, in lost lives and bombed-out infrastructure. Once the price of continuing 

to fight became too high, the Johnson administration reasoned, the other side would finally 

stop its effort to displace a pro-U.S., anticommunist government in South Vietnam. 
The weekly “body count” of enemy purportedly killed became the primary measure for 

gauging U.S. progress in South Vietnam. Pentagon estimates that a kill ratio of 10 to 1 would 

force North Vietnam and the NLF to pull back not only encouraged the U.S. military to 

unleash more firepower but also to inflate enemy casualty figures. This same calculation 

provided an automatic justification for more U.S. troops: Whenever the number of 

enemy forces seemed to increase, the Pentagon required additional U.S. troops to maintain the desired kill ratio. Johnson, whose notorious temper flared at the first hint of bad 

news, welcomed improving kill statistics as a tangible sign that victory was around the 

corner. North Vietnam, assisted by the Soviet Union and China, however, managed to 

match every U.S. escalation. 

Conscripting younger fighters 

and employing more women in 

support positions, the North 

Vietnamese continued to funnel 

troops and supplies into the 

South, using a shifting network 

of roads and paths called the 

“Ho Chi Minh Trail.” By the end 

of 1967, several of Johnson’s 

key aides, most notably Secretary of Defense Robert 

McNamara, decided that the 

United States could not sustain, 

from any reasonable costs versus benefits perspective, its 

seemingly open-ended commitment to South Vietnam. The 

majority of Johnson’s advisers, 

however, refused to accept such 

a gloomy assessment. 

Meanwhile, the destruction wreaked by U.S. forces was giving NLF, North Vietnamese, 

Chinese, and Soviet leaders a decided advantage in what had become an international war 

of images. Critics of the U.S. effort, in the United States and around the world, highlighted pictures showing the results of Johnson’s strategy. Demonstrations against the 

United States became especially prominent features of political life in Western 

Europe. Antiwar protestors hounded LBJ and members of his administration, everywhere they went, and the president began complaining of becoming a prisoner in his 

own White House. 

In addition, the United States failed to find an attractive, or even very effective, ally in 

South Vietnam. The devastation of the countryside, the economic destabilization caused 

by the flood of U.S. dollars, and the corruption in Saigon took their toll. The “pacification” 

and “strategic hamlet” programs, which gathered Vietnamese farmers into tightly guarded 

villages, sounded viable in Washington but created greater chaos by uprooting at least onequarter of the South Vietnamese citizenry from its villages and ancestral lands. Buddhist 

priests persistently demonstrated against foreign influence. When, in 1967, two generals, 

Nguyen Van Thieu and Nguyen Cao Ky, after having sustained a military regime longer 

than any of their predecessors, tried to legitimate their rule with a nationwide election, 

the effort fell short. A voting process marked by corruption only highlighted the precariousness of their political position and underscored their dependence on support from 

Washington. 

The Media and the War 

Johnson continually gave presidential lectures about the necessity for upholding the 

nation’s honor and diplomatic commitments, but dissent slowly mounted. During the 

SecondWorld War and the conflict in Korea, presidential administrations had restricted 

media coverage. Hoping to avoid the controversy that overt censorship would surely have 

caused, the Johnson administration employed informal ways of managing the flow of 

information about Vietnam. Many of the print reporters sent to Southeast Asia seemed 

content, at first, to accept the reassuring reports handed out by U.S. officials in Saigon. 

Only a relatively few, such as David Halberstam, ventured into the South Vietnamese 

countryside, where they saw a different conflict than the one being described back at U.S. 

headquarters. Even before media pundits started talking about television making Vietnam 

a “living room war”—one that people in the United States could watch in their own 

homes—Johnson kept three sets playing in his office in order to monitor what viewers 

might be seeing. Most of what he saw, early on, he liked. 
Antiwar activists continually assailed what they viewed as the U.S. media’s uncritical 

reporting about events and policies in Vietnam. According to a common complaint, too many 

media executives appeared willing to accept story frames constructed by the White House, 

and too many journalists seemed to base their stories on official handouts. During the early 

years of U.S. involvement, few print publications or TV reports contained stories that dissected either the U.S. military effort or the travails of Washington’s South Vietnamese ally. 

In time, however, the tone and substance of media coverage changed. Images of unrelenting destruction came across television screens. After gazing at his TV sets, LBJ began 

telephoning network executives, castigating them for critical broadcasts and urging them 

to root for the United States, not its communist enemies. Print journalists generally outpaced their TV counterparts in breaking away from the government line, and some followed Halberstam in forthrightly challenging U.S. officials in Saigon. Gloria Emerson’s 

grim reports portrayed the U.S. effort as one in which poor and disproportionately nonwhite 

troops seemed to be fighting, and dying, so that wealthy families, many with “fortunatesons” 

who held draft exemptions, might reap war-related profits. In 1966 and 1967, Harrison 

Salisbury of theNew York Times sent back stories from North Vietnam that highlighted 

the impact U.S. bombing missions exacted on civilian targets. Accounts by younger journalists, such as those published by Michael Herr in Esquire, represented the war as a violent, 

amoral, and drug-drenched venture into the surreal. 

As the conflict dragged on, the media began to talk about a “war at home” that paralleled the one in Vietnam. TV and most print media adopted a stark, bipolar story frame: 

It pictured “hawks”—those who wanted to fight, as long and as hard as necessary, until 

the United States defeated the communist forces—fighting against “doves”—those who, 

whatever their earlier views, now desired to end U.S. involvement in Vietnam as quickly as 

possible. In response to those who called for an even greater use of military force, President 

Johnson insisted his administration was following time-tested containment policies. His 

secretary of state, Dean Rusk, warned doves of the dangers of “appeasement.” But an 

increasing number of influential U.S. politicians, led by J. William Fulbright of Arkansas, 

dissented. This influential head of the powerful Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

warned of misplaced priorities and of an “arrogance of power.” Meanwhile, the antiwar 

movement merged into several other movements, many of which were coming to challenge the larger direction of U.S. politics and culture. 

The War at Home 

Focus Question 

What domestic social movements emerged during America’s longest war? How did 

they seek to change U.S. political culture and the direction of public policy? What 

role did commercial media play in the “movement of movements”? 

Millions came to oppose the war in Southeast Asia, and support for the Great Society at 

home began to erode. By 1968, tensions escalated into confrontation, violence, and one of 

the most divisive presidential election campaigns in U.S. history. 

The Movement of Movements 

Popular memories generally will recall the 1960s as the time of a “youth revolt.” Young people from a “New Left,” most of them college students, protested against the war in Vietnam 

and in favor of social change, especially in race relations. Other imagery from the 1960s 

displays the colorful signs of a “Counterculture,”again viewed as a preoccupation of the 

college-aged population. Devotees of this Counterculture urged people to expand their 

minds, often with a little help from drugs and rock music, and to seek alternative ways of 

seeing, and then living out, their everyday world. Another set of iconic images from this time 

represents new forms of racial and ethnic consciousness, beginning with the “Black Power” 

movement. Now more easily accessible than ever before, all of this memorable imagery has 

etched pictures of life during America’s longest war deeply into historical memory. 

Increasingly, though, historians look beyond individual pictures of separate movements, 

each of which can claim its own background and trajectory, to a kaleidoscopic panorama 

composed of what one historian calls a “movement of movements.” All across the political 

and cultural spectrum—not simply on some New Left or among the young or African 

Americans or cultural dissenters—people joined movements that aimed to challenge key 

parts of the established order. Activists from a wide variety of different backgrounds and 

circumstances placed their energies at the active service of one movement or another. 

The combined energy produced by this movement of movements tended to tilt, albeit 

in different ways, against two dominant ideals of the 1950s and early 1960s: the faith in 

political (or interest group) pluralism and the parallel conviction that deeply held spiritual beliefs ultimately united, rather than divided, the nation and its diverse people (see 

chapter 28). As the war in Vietnam dragged on, people increasingly doubted that the 

existing political system could actually solve problems. At the same time, disparate movements based on deeply held values—involving issues such as war and peace, race relationships, gender politics, the environment, and sexuality—appeared headed in different 

directions or on collision courses. 
Ultimately, this movement of movements produced political, social, and cultural polarization. No one group, say a New Left or a youth culture, could lay exclusive claim to the 

historical era often called “the Long Sixties,” the period from roughly 1963 to 1974, which 

coincided with America’s longest war. Numerous social movements sought to redirect 

national life down different paths, often with no clear maps. 

Most movements could not avoid dealing with commercial, particularly visual, media. 

Media imagery did not create or manufacture, for popular consumption, this movement 

of movements. Activists recognized, however, that even the briefest of time in the media 

spotlight could help them display their deep personal commitments and demonstrate 

their passionate disdain for policies they opposed. Often beginning with posters and pamphlets, movements such as the one pressing for a rapid U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam 

began to produce increasingly sophisticated imagery and to stage media-catching public 

demonstrations. 
Television, in particular, offered these social movements a potentially vast audience. 

Some movement activists became media celebrities. In a 1965 internal memo, the then-head 

of SNCC referred to himself, tongue in cheek, as “Mr. Stokely Carmichael (star of stage, 

screen, and television).” Behind the scenes, less famous activists worked both to sustain their 

movements as viable organizations and to help script the kind of political performances that 

could attract media attention. 

Four of the earliest and most prominent of the movements that accompanied America’s 

longest war involved the New Left, the Counterculture, “Black Power,” and antiwar protest. 
Movements on College Campuses: A New Left 

Colleges and universities became important sites for mobilizing students and organizing 

them as forces for social change. Only a relatively small number of college students ever 

became active in social movements, but their activities set the tone for campus politics, 

attracted extensive media interest, and eventually generated popular controversy. 

In 1962, two years after conservatives had already formed the YAF (see chapter 28), 

students at the left end of the political spectrum established Students for a Democratic 

Society (SDS). Young men, mostly of European descent and eager to link their grand ideals 

to specific political activities, dominated the early SDS effort. Beginning with a call for 

mobilizing the power of government to expand liberty and promote equality, SDS 

endorsed measures, such as civil-rights laws, that seemed little different from those that 

Lyndon Johnson would soon champion. 

SDS attracted far greater attention, however, for the more spiritual and personalized 

style of its politics. The “Port Huron Statement” of 1962, SDS’s founding manifesto, 

pledged opposition to the “loneliness, estrangement, isolation” that supposedly afflicted 

so many people. It charged that arrogant political elites, immersed in the techniques of 

interest-group pluralism, ignored underlying moral values. These insiders allegedly 

prized the expertise of bureaucrats over active engagement by ordinary citizens and 

favored policies promoting economic growth over opportunities for meaningful work. 

SDS claimed to speak for alternative visions. In politics, it called for “participatory 

democracy”—grassroots political activities and small-scale institutions responsive to the 

needs of local communities. 

Students from North Carolina A&T University had earlier sparked the sit-in movement 

of 1960 (see chapter 28), and college students continued to play important roles in many 

of the civil-rights dramas that followed. Localized struggles in communities throughout 

the South, such as those waged during Freedom Summer in Mississippi, seemed tangible 

examples of participatory democracy. They appeared to promise a regeneration of the 

nation’s politics and a reorientation of its moral compass. Organizing efforts in the Deep 

South thus attracted idealistic white students from schools in the North. Only partially 

aware of the violence and social challenges they would face, these activists left their own 

campuses to work alongside those from historically black institutions, such as Tuskegee, 

who were trying to register African American voters and organize them for political action. 

Some of these students remained in the South; others turned their energies to neighborhoodbased political projects in northern cities; and some brought their experiences in the South 

back to their own campuses. 

New Left activists insisted on a constantly expanding view of what counted as “politics.” 

Political practice should be broadly participatory, but active participation by large numbers of ordinary people only provided the starting point. Although voter registration drives in the South did seek greater access to the existing political process, New Left activists 

placed far greater emphasis on alternative, often disruptive political forms, such as sit-ins 

and demonstrations. 

Their emerging vision of politics favored action over contemplation, improvisation 

over careful advance planning, and personal feelings over extended political analysis. 

As Mario Savio, a Berkeley graduate student who had participated in the Mississippi 

Freedom Summer, proclaimed in 1964, the dominant political machinery sometimes 

“becomes so odious” that “you can’t even tacitly take part” in its operations. Instead, 

people needed to put their own “bodies upon the gears” and try “to make it stop.” Later, 

a prominent Jewish rabbi, Abraham Herschel, offered a similar formulation of this basic 

political ideal: “Mere knowledge or belief” could sometimes be “too feeble a cure,” and 

the “only remedy was the kind of personal sacrifice” exemplified by activists such as 

Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Students attracted to an expansive concept of personalized politics saw their own campuses as centers for testing new political styles more than as places for ingesting the wisdom of the past. Seeing older academic-activists, such as C. Wright Mills, as attractive role 

models, these college students viewed their generation as uniquely situated to confront a 

political system dominated by powerful and entrenched interests. Although a worldview 

focused on personally expanding the range of political options seemed to appeal more to 

students in the humanities and social sciences than to those in the “hard” sciences, business, or engineering, plenty of potential recruits remained. The rapid expansion of higher 

education, along with the Baby-Boom population bulge, greatly swelled the number of 

young people who enrolled in colleges and universities during the early 1960s. 

Students who embraced movement politics, following in the footsteps of academics such 

as Mills, saw activism and intellectualism as complementary pursuits. They denounced 

courses and research projects that appeared irrelevant to the pressing issues of the day. They 

confronted administrators who tried to impose lifestyle restrictions, such as sex-segregated 

living arrangements and dorm hours, on students that state laws otherwise treated as adults. 

Far worse, these politically active students argued, giant universities, accepting funding from 

the Pentagon and corporations, seemed oblivious to the social and moral implications of 

their war-related research. Although accounts of campus activism once highlighted only a 

few institutions, such as the University of California at Berkeley, recent histories have shown 

most schools, some even earlier than Berkeley, played host to social and political movements. 

Still, events at a few select schools, including Berkeley, dominated the media spotlight. 

Initially working to mobilize around domestic issues such as civil rights, student-led 

movements at Berkeley became generational lightning rods. Protests on and around the 

Berkeley campus, which began in earnest in 1964, over restrictions against on-campus 

political activity, provided some of the most prominent, and lasting, symbols of what media 

pundits came to call “the war on campus.” After organizing a “Free Speech Movement,” in 

opposition to limits on political expression, students and sympathetic faculty mounted 

the “Berkeley Revolt.” This effort included sit-ins, boycotts of classes, contention among faculty members, and intermittent clashes between dissenting students and law enforcement 

officials. Activists demanded an end to any cultural divide, let alone legal regulations, 

which tried to separate activism on campus from that in the wider world. 

The Counterculture 

Berkeley also came to symbolize the interrelationship, however uneasy, between political 

movements associated with a New Left and the vertiginous energies of a Counterculture. 

The Counterculture of the 1960s has always seemed a difficult “movement” to identify, 

especially since one of its self-defining slogans proclaimed “Do Your Own Thing.” It elected 

no officers, held no formal meetings, and maintained no central office to issue manifestos. 

Bursting into view in low-income neighborhoods, such as San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury 

area, and along thoroughfares bordering college campuses, such as Berkeley’s Telegraph 

Avenue, the Counterculture maintained a vague sense of unity through a loose infrastructure of small shops, restaurants, and overcrowded living units. People who claimed to 

speak for the Counterculture espoused values, styles, and institutions hailed as both 

“utopian” and as “realistic” alternatives to those of the prevailing or “straight” culture. 

Countercultural groups such as San Francisco’s Diggers, a commune that mixed improvisational street-theater productions with social-service projects, distanced themselves from 

Great Society organizations. 

Dissenting cultural ventures did not spring up spontaneously but drew on earlier models, such as the “Beat movement” of the 1950s. A loosely connected group of writers and 

poets, the Beats had denied that either the material abundance or conventional spiritual 

ideals of the 1950s fulfilled the promise of liberty. Rejecting the “people of plenty” credo, 

the Beats claimed that an overabundance of consumer goods, a commercialized culture 

industry, and oppressive technologies condemned most people to wander through alienated lives that seemed oppressive, emotionally crippling, or just plain boring. 

Beat writers such as Jack Kerouac, author of On the Road(1957), praised the rebels of 

their generation. They saw nonconformists like themselves challenging settled social routines and seeking more instinctual, more sensual, and more authentic ways of living. The 

Beat poet Allen Ginsberg, in works such as Howl (1956), decried soulless materialism and 

puritanical moral codes for tempting a culture already awash in alienation to acts of madness and despair. In search of alternative visions and oppositional lifestyles, Ginsberg’s 

poetry celebrated the kind of liberty that drugs, Eastern mysticism, and same-sex love 

affairs could supposedly provide. Beats such as Ginsberg, in contrast to critics who merely 

condemned conformity (see chapter 28), seemed commited to testing the possibilities of 

liberty by seeking to live their everyday lives beyond conventional boundaries. 

Many of the Beats, especially Ginsberg, nonetheless had recognized how conventional 

commercial media might play to their advantage. Media exposure, respectful and (more 

often) disdainful, helped the Beats sustain bohemian-style communities in San Francisco’s 

North Beach and New York City’s Greenwich Village. In time, as influential cultural critics and college professors praised the Beats, young people began encountering their writings and poetry in humanities courses and literary-minded bookstores. Ginsberg’s status 

as a dissenting celebrity continued to grow, especially on college campuses, and he eagerly 

promoted his iconic status as a link between the Beat movement of the 1950s and the 

Counterculture of the 1960s. 

This Counterculture—perhaps best seen as a collection of alternative subcultures rather 

than a single impulse—left its imprint on a wide range of movements. These included 

nonprofit urban cooperatives, radical strains of feminism, environmentalism, and the 

fight against restrictions, especially involving sexuality, on lifestyle choices. 
Mass media of the 1960s, however, initially treated the Counterculture as a source for 

titillating stories about longish and unkempt hair styles, flamboyant clothing, and uninhibited sexuality. The media also liked to portray countercultural lifestyles, among young 

people who came to be known as “hippies,”as being on the cutting edge of a supposedly 

massive, fun-filled youth rebellion. Observers of this Counterculture also highlighted its 

use of drugs, particularly marijuana and LSD, and its preference, often because of financial necessity, for communal living arrangements. 
New musical stylings, such as the folk-rock of The Byrds and the acid-rock of The 

Grateful Dead, also helped identify the Counterculture. The singer-songwriter Bob Dylan, 

who had abandoned acoustic folk music and “gone electric” in 1965, gained unwanted 

recognition as the Counterculture’s prophet-laureate. Fusing musical idioms used by 

African American blues artists such as Muddy Waters with poetic touches indebted to the 

Beats, Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” (1965) exploded onto both the Top-40 charts of AM 

radio and the freewheeling play lists of the alternative FM stations and college radio stations 

linked to the Counterculture. Publications primarily aimed at college students, including 

the magazine Rolling Stone, dispatched youthful journalists to report on—and also participate in—the countercultural scene. 

The more traditional commercial marketplace also welcomed images and products from 

the Counterculture. The ad agency for Chrysler Motors, alert to the appeal of countercultural 

imagery, urged car buyers to break away from older patterns, purchase a youthful-looking 

1965 model, and thereby join the “Dodge Rebellion.” The clothing industry marketed colorful countercultural-looking styles as the latest in “hip” fashions. For women, this generally 

meant expensive versions of bohemian-style garb, which typically displayed a considerable 

amount of skin (as with the miniskirt) and avoided restrictive foundation garments (as in the 

braless look). Marketers urged men seeking a more youthful appearance to exchange white 

shirts and regimental neckties for more colorful and more casual clothing styles. 

Recognizing the appeal of bands such as San Francisco’s Jefferson Airplane, the popular 

music industry saw profits to be made from the sound, as well as the look, of the Counterculture. An early countercultural happening, “the Human Be-In,” organized by community 

activists from San Francisco in early 1967, provided a model for subsequent, commercially 

dominated music festivals such as Monterrey Pop (later in 1967) and Woodstock (in 1969). 

Back on college campuses, some of the students and faculty attracted to New Left 

political movements seemed baffled by the Counterculture. The novelist and LSD-guru 

Ken Kesey, for example, shocked a 1965 political demonstration at Berkeley with a style 

of politics indebted to the theatrics of the Counterculture. Accompanied by veterans from 

the Beat movement and youthful members of his communal group, “the Merry 

Pranksters,” Kesey ridiculed other speakers. They were playing the same tired political 

game—parsing the details of alternative foreign policies—as Lyndon Johnson. Between 

singing choruses of “Home on the Range,” Kesey advised pursuing pleasurable activities of 

genuine interest to oneself and, ultimately, of real help to others. Everyone should abandon conventional politics and pursue a more personalized political agenda, one focused 

on revolutionizing, especially through drugs such as LSD, how they lived their own lives. 

African American Social Movements 

Meanwhile, this movement of movements—and changing ideas about the nature of politics— 

also reshaped specific efforts to achieve freedom and equality for people of African 

descent. Initiatives that still looked to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., faced growing criticism 

for embracing too limited a vision of political action. Moreover, as with other areas of 

movement politics, the battle against discrimination involved differences over how to 

address the ever-present commercial mass media. 

Early on, Dr. King tacitly acknowledged how much SCLC campaigns depended on commercial media, especially the weekly news magazines and television. Network TV images of 

the violence directed against his 1965 voter registration drive in Selma, Alabama, substantially 

aided his cause. In a moment that dramatically framed the politics at stake in Selma, ABC television interrupted the network premiere of Judgment at Nuremberg, an anti-Nazi movie, in 

favor of pictures showing all-white squads of Alabama state troopers beating peaceful votingrights marchers. Lyndon Johnson also recognized the power of these images. Going on television several nights later, to urge Congress to speed passage of the landmark Voting Rights 

Act of 1965, he promised that “we shall overcome” the nation’s “crippling legacy of bigotry 

and injustice,” supposedly evident to people looking at TV images from Selma. 

At the same time, however, other people interpreted such TV images differently. Growing 

numbers of people saw direct-action movements for liberty and equality as subversive agitation and demanded a renewed commitment to conventional forms of politics and to measures 

restoring law and order. 
Less than a week after congressional passage of the Voting Rights Act, six days of violent 

conflict devastated parts of Los Angeles. The violence apparently began with an altercation, 

near the largely African American community of Watts, between a white California highway 

patrol officer and a black motorist. A growing crowd, additional law-enforcement officers, 

long-standing differences over policing practices in LA, and deep-seated grievances within 

Watts soon spiraled into what some called a “riot,” others an “insurrection” or an “uprising.” 

By whatever name, burning and looting swept over Watts and edged into other areas of 

south-central Los Angeles. Thirty-four people died; fires consumed hundreds of businesses 

and homes; heavily armed National Guard troops patrolled the city’s streets; and platoons of 

television camera crews carried images from LA across the nation and around the world. 

What should be the response to events in Watts, people immediately asked? Most local 

political leaders, including LA’s mayor and police chief, denied any responsibility for the 

violence, blamed civil-rights “agitation” for the troubles, and sought additional resources 

for the LAPD. Dr. King rushed to the scene, preaching the politics of nonviolence, only to 

encounter, as he had expected, anger from both LA’s political establishment and local 

black organizations. Only aggressive, sometimes even violent, forms of political action, 

some black activists were insisting, could get the attention of Californians who ignored 

racial inequalities in jobs, housing, and law enforcement. Only the previous year, white 

suburbanites had voted overwhelmingly to scrap the Rumford Act, the hard-won openhousing law. Lyndon Johnson, stunned by what he saw on his trio of TV sets, quickly 

responded through the kind of politics he understood best. Even as fires continued to 

burn, LBJ ordered up new social-welfare resources for LA: “Let’s move in—money, marbles, and chalk.” Groups more attuned to participatory democracy began reorganizing 

local movements and creating new ones, such as the Watts Writers’ Workshop, convinced 

that changing times dictated shifting forms of response. 

Among African Americans, new movement initiatives had been appearing throughout the 

1950s and 1960s (see chapter 28). Some of the most recent looked to Malcolm X, a charismatic African American minister whose February 1965 death amplified, rather than silenced, 

his powerful voice. While still calling himself Malcolm Little, he had engaged in petty criminal activities, served time in prison, and reoriented his life by joining the Nation of Islam 

during the 1950s. As Malcolm X, he soon became a leader of this North American–based 

group, popularly known as the “Black Muslims,” which had emerged during the 1930s. 
Malcolm X’s fiery denunciations of the civil-rights movement, which gained him a lurid 

reputation in commercial media, found a receptive grassroots audience in many urban 

black neighborhoods in the North and West. Dr. King’s gradualist, nonviolent campaign 

for new civil-rights laws, Malcolm X charged, simply ignored the everyday problems of 

most African Americans and the undesirability—indeed, the impossibility—of integration. 

“White America” would never accept persons of African descent as equals, and darkskinned people should thus work, as the Nation of Islam and other “black nationalist” 

groups had long urged, to build and strengthen their own communities. Although he 

never advocated initiating confrontation, Malcolm X strongly endorsed self-defense, “by 

any means necessary.” 

Although mainstream media continued to portray Malcolm X as a dangerous subversive, he offered more than angry rhetoric. He called for pride in African American cultural 

practices and for economic reconstruction. He urged African Americans to “recapture our 

heritage and identity” and “launch a cultural revolution to unbrainwash an entire people.” 

Seeking a broader movement, one that could forge multiracial coalitions, Malcolm X eventually broke from the Black Muslims and established his own Organization of Afro-American 

Unity. Murdered by enemies from the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X soon became, especially 

after the posthumous publication of his Autobiography(1965), a source for black-oriented 

political and cultural visions. 

These visions, which reshaped many older movements and inspired new ones, diverged 

from the political perspectives that dominated Lyndon Johnson’s administration. Officially 

committed to additional civil-rights legislation, particularly a national open-housing law and 

to new Great Society programs, the president was also coming to sense that manyfederal 

laws ignored the root causes of current conflicts. He began listening to members of his 

administration who suggested social programs, which would later be called “affirmative 

action” measures, specifically intended to assist African Americans. In a 1965 speech, he 

suggested that centuries of racial discrimination against people of African descent had produced “wounds” and “weaknesses” that had become “the special handicaps of those who 

are black in a Nation that happens to be mostly white.” 

Although Johnson intended his words to soothe, they tended to inflame. African 

Americanswho now viewed empowering black communities as a major civil-rights goal, 

for example, wondered if the president’s subliminal message might be that laws could not 

adequately advance liberty and equality because black culture and society seemed, from 

his perspective, “inadequate”? Could Johnson be hinting that differences in America arose 

because of “superior” and “inferior” societies and cultures? 

Disparate answers from different movements to questions such as these—along with 

growing opposition to specific Johnson administration policies—became evident during 

the fall of 1965. When the president invited several hundred black leaders to the White 

House for a “racial summit,” two veteran activists, A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin, 

used the occasion to lobby for their “Freedom Budget,” an implicit indictment of LBJ’s 

funding priorities. They called for a 10-year plan for spending $100 billion on infrastructure projects in low-income neighborhoods. Other critics denounced a recent study written by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a social scientist who had worked for both JFK and LBJ. 

The Moynihan Report, apparently intended as a prelude to new White House proposals but 

widely seen as a response to Watts, argued that social conditions within African American 

communities often made laws mandating equality largely irrelevant. It singled out the 

prevalence of families headed by single women. “The harsh fact is that . . .in terms of ability 

to win out in the competition of American life,” this report concluded, African Americans 

were simply “not equal to most of the groups with which they will be competing.” 
People such as Rustin, who focused on pocketbook issues and on brick-and-mortar 

matters, dismissed this “black family debate” as a distraction. Most younger movement 

activists, however, argued that Moynihan’s single report spoke volumes about the Johnson 

administration’s paternalistic mindset. Accustomed to dealing with competing interests 

from which he could cobble a consensus, Lyndon Johnson privately denounced movement leaders for using, in reference to the Freedom Budget, hissummit to start “raising unshirted hell and saying it’s got to be a 100 billion.” 

Meanwhile, events in the South also highlighted the increasingly frenetic—and the also 

gradually more effective—movement-of-movements phenomenon. SNCC and Dr. King’s 

SCLC continued to press forward, though often along separate paths. Their movements constantly faced the threat of violence and death and confronted state and local legal systems 

seemingly unable to restrain or punish vigilantes who attacked, or even killed, civil-rights 

workers. White southern legal officials, moreover, appeared no better at overseeing electoral 

contests. Charging that vote-counters had robbed of victory a SNCC-sponsored slate in a 

local election in Lowndes County, Alabama, Stokely Carmichael began toorganize, against 

the advice of King’s SCLC, an all-black political organization in that locale. To symbolize 

the militancy of this third-party movement, the “Lowndes County Freedom Organization,” 

SNCC commissioned a special logo: a coiled black panther. 

The following spring, SNCC joined other movements in a well publicized foray into 

Mississippi. In June 1966, a KKK gunman shot James Meredith, who was conducting a 

one-person “March against Fear” from Memphis, Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi. Convinced of the need to defy violence, representatives from most of the individual movements that comprised the wider antidiscrimination cause hastily gathered in Mississippi. 

Although state officials provided only minimal protection and armed KKK vigilantes assembled at almost every crossroad, most activists, including Stokely Carmichael and Dr. King, 

remained determined to stay on course. 

An enlarged March against Fear became the first large-scale movement project—in 

contrast to the 1963 March on Washington or the 1965 voting-rights campaign in 

Alabama—that did not seek new civil-rights legislation. In this sense, it seemed an effort 

to demonstrate that movements for liberty and equality now also emphasized struggles 

for dignity, pride, and empowerment. Moreover, highly symbolic political activities of the 

kind coming into prominence obviously relied on media visibility, and Meredith’s shooting had already focused national news coverage on Mississippi. Considerations such as 

these seemingly justified a difficult and dangerous group effort to complete the quixotic 

crusade one person had begun. Displaying a remarkable degree of solidarity—if not 

always unanimity—the March Against Fear ended with an interracial crowd of 15,000 

people, most of whom had arrived in Mississippi just before the finale, marching into 

Jackson in late June. 

This march also underscored differences, in rhetorical and programmatic emphases, 

among (and within) various movements. As Stokely Carmichael played to the omnipresent 

TV cameras, Dr. King, an old hand at this political art form, admiringly acknowledged 

the younger activist’s shrewd grasp of media routines. After being hauled off to jail, during one of the local voter registration campaigns that accompanied the march, an enraged 

Carmichael claimed he would never again, passively and nonviolently, submit to arrest. 
Carmichael now explicitly urged that the struggle not remain just one for “Freedom,” 

the byword of the SCLC, but also for “Black Power.” As different movements within this 

march’s ranks chanted “Black Power,” others called for “Freedom.” During one lengthy 

debate among the marchers, Carmichael rejected a compromise slogan, “Black Equality,” 

and insisted that Black Power best described the kind of politics that direct-action movements such as SNCC should now embrace. 
Black Power did not magically spring forth from the March against Fear. Always a slippery concept to grasp, especially when applied to constantly shifting political values and 

strategies, Black Power provided an apparently inflammatory label for a sometimes commonsensical set of claims. At different times and places during the 1960s, African American 

activists determined that they should seek greater on-the-ground power both in—and 

for—their own communities. If black-led movements in cities such as LA and Oakland, 

for example, could not count on their state’s hard-won open-housing law to remain in force 

or if local political establishments could block federal funding of CAP initiatives, seeking 

greater power for a grassroots black politics seemed a logical, if politically uncertain, move. 

Operating from this perspective, in 1966, several college students from Oakland, who 

were already active in community-based projects, announced formation of a new Black 

Power organization. Taking its name, the “Black Panther Party,” from SNCC’s earlier effort 

in Lowndes County, this movement issued a platform that employed militant rhetoric on 

behalf of 10 objectives, many already familiar to local civil-rights groups. These included 

greater economic opportunities—for housing, education, and employment—and greater 

legal protections, especially against police misconduct and flawed legal proceedings. The 

group also created its own grassroots social programs, including ones to improve health 

and nutrition in low-income black neighborhoods. 

The Panthers quickly became a media phenomenon. Adapting quasi-military symbols 

and organizational forms from Third World revolutionary movements, a trio of media-savvy 

young men—Huey Newton, Bobby Seale, and Eldridge Cleaver—quickly gained national 

attention for the Black Panthers. A 1967 rally on behalf of the Second Amendment right 

to use firearms for self-defense, against what armed demonstrators called “fascist pig” 

police officers, attracted the notice of J. Edgar Hoover. The FBI head eventually made 

destroying the Black Panther Party, by almost any available means, a key goal. 
Far less flamboyantly than the Black Panthers, other groups and movements extended 

Black Power ideals to a wide range of issues. Fully embracing the word blackand a cultural 

agenda that stressed racial identity, they asserted their power to pursue separate, African 

American–directed routes not just toward liberty and equality but, sometimes, “liberation” 

from the prevailing U.S. political culture. Receiving a more generous hearing from commercial media than Malcolm X had gained during his lifetime, many Black Power efforts, 

more importantly, forged political links and cultural networks within African American 

communities. “Black Is Beautiful” became a watchword. James Brown, the “Godfather” of 

soul music, captured this new spirit with his “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud” (1968). 

Against this rapidly changing backdrop, the U.S. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act 

of 1968. A central provision of this omnibus measure, the last newcivil-rights legislation of 

the 20th century, sought to eliminate racial discrimination in the real estate market. This section of the law, popularly known as the “Fair Housing Act,” provided a national version of 

open housing legislation. Its initial proponents, however, considered the final version shot 

through with exemptions and plagued by enfeebled enforcement mechanisms. Moreover, 

another section of the same Civil Rights Act declared it a crime to cross state lines in order 

to incite a “riot.” Supporters hailed this provision as a law-and-order measure, while critics 

insisted it illegally targeted specific political activists, especially ones espousing Black Power. 

Whenever tested in federal court, though, this section passed constitutional scrutiny. 

The Antiwar Movement 

Meanwhile, one movement began to overshadow all others. Even as campus-centered ferment, countercultural activities, and African American empowerment efforts continued— 

and other movements, such as environmentalism and second-wave feminism, began to 

emerge—the one that sought to pressure Lyndon Johnson into abandoning his crusade in 

Vietnam dominated U.S. politics and culture. 
The antiwar movement, as with the broader movement-of-movements impulse, never 

fell into neat categories. The dominant media frame of the day, hawks against doves, failed 

to account for the diverse coalition that came to oppose the Johnson administration. Some 

of the strongest “antiwar” sentiment, for example, blamed LBJ for not prosecuting the war 

aggressively enough. Convinced that he would never strive for a clear-cut victory, some people in this camp decided to oppose continued U.S. involvement, at least on Johnson’s 

terms. At the other end of the antiwar spectrum, as the White House and its supporters 

constantly noted, were small movements that called for a North Vietnam–NLF victory. 

“Ho, Ho, Ho Chi-Minh/NLF’s Gonna Win” went a chant that enraged Johnson and distressed many members of the antiwar coalition. 

The broad middle ground of the anti-Johnson, antiwar alliance could never fully agree 

on many issues. A diverse constituency, in another concrete example of participatory 

democracy, continually debated how and why the United States had ever become committed to preserving a noncommunist South Vietnam. They also split over how and if the 

antiwar movement could change LBJ’s course. In addition, the antiwar cause faced the 

same questions as all other movements of the 1960s: What kind of politics best expressed 

the ethical and spiritual values of its supporters? And how might mass-mediated images of 

this movement’s activities represent its politics to a broader audience? 

By 1967, the issue of Vietnam had become thecontroversy on most college campuses. 

At a series of “teach-ins,” supporters and opponents of the war had already debated their 

positions. Later, these events had given way to street demonstrations, in both local communities and in Washington, D.C., against Johnson’s Vietnam policies. Most malestudents 

possessed a direct stake in such activities. Their local draft boards normally granted them 

educational deferments, but these expired at graduation and could be revoked or denied, 

sometimes because of a young man’s view of Johnson’s policies. Many students, joining 

the less fortunate sons who did not attend college, complied with draft regulations, and 

a good number volunteered for service in Vietnam. A strong draft-resistance movement, 

often symbolized by the burning of draft cards and sometimes marked by the flight to foreign countries, especially Canada, also emerged. During October 1967, campus protests 

against war-related activities passed a crucial threshold when a pitched, bloody battle broke 

out between antiwar demonstrators and police at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. 
That same year, 1967, saw two other important antiwar milestones. Long critical of the 

war, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. now faced intensive pressure, especially from activists 

among the clergy, to spell out his moral and spiritual position. At the same time, many of 

his civil-rights allies warned against doing anything that might break his already severely 

strained relationship with the Johnson White House and escalate attacks from enemies 

such as J. Edgar Hoover. Speaking in early April 1967, at New York’s Riverside Church, 

Dr. King boldly laid out his views. In an analysis similar to that of Black Power spokespeople 

and of critical journalists such as Gloria Emerson, Dr. King noted a black-and-white truth. 

African American troops, mostly from low-income communities, served and died in 

numbers far greater than their proportion of the U.S. population “for a nation that has 

been unable to seat them together in the same schools” with the white soldiers now at 

their side in Vietnam. The immoral “madness” in Vietnam “must cease,” Dr. King thundered, but he also wondered if “the world now demands a maturity of America that we 

may not be able to achieve.” 

This speech provided an important gauge of both the growing antiwar movement and 

the expanding polarization within the country. Although Dr. King had expected a backlash, he failed to anticipate that voices from all across the political-media spectrum would 

condemn his address. Although the editorial board of the New York Timesdid not, as some 

commentators did, call King a “traitor,” it read his antiwar pronouncement through the 

familiar frame of narrowly imagined interest groups. The Timescharged him with seeking 

media attention and with damaging the civil-rights cause by expounding on a matter about 

which he likely knew little and on which he might lack the political credentials to comment 

intelligently. Why should people give his foreign policy opinions more weight than those 

of the boxer Muhammad Ali, who had been widely condemned for his antiwar statements? 

The same interrelated issues raised by King’s speech—the nature of politics and the role 

of the media—also surrounded popular discussion of a massive 1967 antiwar demonstration in Washington, D.C. This event underscored how the politics of the New Left and the 

spirit of the Counterculture marched together, at least when in opposition to Lyndon 

Johnson’s policies in Vietnam. 
Noting the visual media’s voracious appetite for pictures of political and cultural dissent, 

a small group of experienced activists decided to feed media outlets a uniquely prepared 

supply of imagery. To do this, they invented a kind of “nonmovement movement,” which 

bypassed the hard work of mobilization and organization in favor of hoping media images 

would do the mobilizing and organizing for them. Two members of this group, Abbie 

Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, proclaimed themselves leaders of a (nonexistent) “Youth International Party”—or “YIPPIE!”—and simply waited for media coverage to surround their 

activities, as they knew it would. 

Hoffman and Rubin raised the curtain on a neo-vaudevillian, countercultural style of 

politics. In one famous incident, they tossed fake money onto the floor of the New York 

Stock Exchange. Invoking the sit-in movement, they joked about staging department-store 

“loot-ins” to strike at “the property fetish that underlies genocidal war” in Vietnam. Even 

more audaciously, they announced their contribution to the 1967 antiwar march would 

be a separate trek to the Pentagon. There, they claimed, marchers chanting mystical incantations would levitate this five-sided head of the military-industrial complex several hundred feet into the air. 
Although the Pentagon remained firmly planted, events around its perimeter generated 

eye-catching TV footage and gained novelist Norman Mailer a National Book Award for his 

first-person report. According to Mailer’s admirers, his book Armies of the Night(1968),by 

interweaving Mailer’s personal politics with a journalistic account of a public event, reinvented 

orthodox political reporting in a way that seemed to parallel how activists were reinventing 

what counted as politics. 

1968 

Other observers of events at the Pentagon and harsher critics of Armies of the Night’s journalistic style dissented. Might not media images of colorful quipsters such as Hoffman and Rubin 

be helping to fuel cultural polarization rather than to provide new models of useful political 

action? Might the media’s taste for spectacular demonstrations be trivializing underlying 

issues, including moral ones? Questions such as these became even more pressing during the 

tumultuous 12 months of 1968, a year that saw violence and upheaval span most of the globe. 

Turmoil in Vietnam 

January of 1968 had not even concluded when Lyndon Johnson’s crusade in Vietnam, 

though not the violence accompanying it, effectively ended. Late that month during a truce 

declared in observance of Tet, the Vietnamese lunar New Year celebration, NLF and North 

Vietnamese forces suddenly went on the attack throughout South Vietnam. One group 

even temporarily seized the grounds of the U.S. embassy in Saigon. U.S. strategists had 

fully expected some violation of the Tet truce, but they never anticipated the breadth and 

ferocity of the communist offensive. 
The Johnson administration tried to assess the fallout. Militarily, U.S. forces emerged 

victorious from this Tet offensive. After regrouping, they inflicted heavy casualties on 

NLF and North Vietnamese troops, who gained relatively little territory at considerable 

cost. Supporters of the war in the United States soon blamed media imagery for exaggerating the effect of the early attacks, ignoring NLF and North Vietnamese losses, and 

thereby turning “victory” into “defeat.” Critics of the war countered that the Tet offensive 

had initially caught U.S. military commanders ill-prepared and, later, highlighted their 

inability to effectively pursue the badly mauled enemy forces. 

In any case, Tet proved a defeat for the Johnson administration. Events seemed to belie 

its constant assurances of improving fortunes and imminent victory. Walter Cronkite, the 

esteemed CBS-TV anchor, returned from a post-Tet tour of Vietnam and proclaimed, to a 

national television audience, that the United States would never prevail militarily on the 

battlefield and needed to consider negotiating its withdrawal. Reportedly, Lyndon Johnson 

mused that if he had lost the celebrity anchor then known as “the most trusted person in 

America,” he had also lost much of the rest of the country. 
LBJ received more bad news when he summoned his most trusted advisers and a distinguished group of elderly statespeople, the so-called wise men, to consider General 

Westmoreland’s request for an additional 206,000 U.S. troops. To Johnson’s surprise, a 

majority advised against another massive infusion of U.S. troops. If South Vietnam were to 

survive, its own forces needed to shoulder more of the military burden. Johnson capitulated 

to this argument, conceding that another large increase in U.S troops, even if forces could 

have been spared from other duties, would have further fanned opposition to his policies. 

The Tet offensive threw Lyndon Johnson’s own political future into question. Faced 

with open revolt by antiwar Democrats, who rallied behind a presidential bid by Senator 

Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota, Johnson reconsidered, for the final time, his political 

options. Although LBJ controlled enough party-selected delegates to bury McCarthy’s candidacy at the Democratic national convention, McCarthy’s primary campaigns against 

Johnson, which attracted youthful volunteers and abundant media coverage, revealed how 

little political capital the president now possessed. 
Eugene McCarthy, who was athletic enough to have considered a professional baseball 

career and sufficiently academic to have been a college professor, had always seemed 

uncomfortable with the path he did choose, electoral politics. After serving, capably but as 

if on autopilot, in both houses of Congress, McCarthy suddenly achieved instant political 

fame as an unorthodox presidential hopeful. LBJ technically defeated McCarthy in the 

1968 New Hampshire primary, but the antiwar message of “Clean Gene” (as media pundits dubbed him) resonated both with voters who favored the United States bombing its 

way to victory and with those who favored a speedy withdrawal. 

With McCarthy poised to defeat LBJ in the Wisconsin primary, Johnson surprised all but 

his closest aides and reconfigured the diplomatic and political landscapes. On March 31, 

1968, he went on TV to declare a halt to the U.S. bombing of North Vietnam, to announce 

an offer to begin peace negotiations, and to proclaim he would not seek reelection. Deprived 

of his greatest asset, not being LBJ, Eugene McCarthy pledged to continue his fight for the 

Democratic nomination, He prepared to square off against his former senatorial colleague 

from Minnesota and Johnson’s ever-loyal vice president, Hubert H. Humphrey. 

Turmoil at Home 

Among the many former LBJ supporters gladdened by the turn in political events, was 

Dr. MartinLuther King., Jr. He hoped that the Democratic Party would reject Humphrey 

and embrace an antiwar candidate, preferably Senator Robert Kennedy (RFK) of New 

York, JFK’s younger brother, who had belatedly entered the presidential sweepstakes after 

Johnson’s surprise announcement. 

Less than a week after seeing glimmers of political hope, on April 4, 1968, King met 

the violent death he had long anticipated. While visiting Memphis, Tennessee, in support of a labor strike by African American sanitation workers, the civil-rights leader 

received an almost instantly fatal head wound, as he stood on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. Law enforcement officials soon identified (and eventually apprehended) the 

alleged shooter: James Earl Ray, a drifter with a lengthy criminal record. Ray quickly 

pleaded guilty to having assassinated King, waived a jury trial, and received a 99-year 

sentence. Subsequently, though, Ray recanted and claimed to have been a pawn in some 

larger white supremacist conspiracy. Ray died in 1998, still insisting on his innocence, a 

claim that intrigued several members of the King family but convinced very few legal 

observersor historians. 

As news of King’s murder spread, violent protests swept through urban neighborhoods. 

More than 100 cities and towns witnessed outbreaks; 39 people died; 75,000 regular and 

National Guard troops were called to duty. When President Johnson proclaimed Sunday, 

April 7, as a day of national mourning for the slain civil-rights leader, 

parts of the nation’s capital city, 

including neighborhoods near the 

White House, remained ablaze. 

Claiming he would devise policies to end violence at home and in 

Vietnam, Robert Kennedy mounted 

a nonstop campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination. Unwilling to risk a test of his personal 

popularity, Humphrey stayed out of 

the Democratic primaries, inheriting 

most of the nonelected delegates 

previously pledged to LBJ and leaving RFK and McCarthy to fight over 

the rest. His celebrity-assisted campaign recalling memories of JFK’s, 

Robert Kennedy sought to convince 

Democrats pledged to Humphrey or 

favoring McCarthy that only another 

Kennedy could win the presidency 

in November. 

Then, on June 5, after besting 

Eugene McCarthy in California’s primary, RFK fell victim to an assassin’s 

bullets. Bystanders immediately grabbed Sirhan Sirhan, a Palestinian-born immigrant, who 

was later charged and convicted of killing Kennedy. Television coverage of Kennedy’s body 

being returned to Washington, D.C., and of his funeral provided poignant, and disturbing, 

reminders of Dr. King’s recent murder and of the assassination of JFK five years earlier. Was 

there, some people wondered, some “sickness” afflicting U.S. political culture? Did “government by gunplay” rather than political pluralism best describe the prevailing system of 

governance? 

The violence of 1968 continued. During the Republican national convention in Miami, 

presidential candidate Richard Nixon promised to restore law and order. Inside the convention hall, he unveiled a surprise choice as his running mate, Governor Spiro Agnew of 

Maryland, an outspoken critic of movement activists. Outside, in a largely African American 

section of Miami, clashes broke out between police and citizens, during which four people 

lost their lives. Later that summer, in Chicago, thousands of people, drawn from a crosssection of the antiwar movement, converged on the Democratic Party’s convention to 

protest the nomination of Hubert Humphrey, who was still loyally supporting Johnson’s 

policy in Vietnam. Responding to acts of provocation by some demonstrators, including 

Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, police officers struck back. Some used indiscriminate force 

against antiwar activists and members of the media. Although an official report later talked 

about a “police riot,” opinion polls showed that most people approved of how police officers 

had acted in Chicago. Humphrey easily captured the Democratic presidential nod, but differing views over Johnson’s Vietnam policy and over the meaning of the violence in Chicago 

left his party bitterly divided. 

The Election of 1968 

Both Humphrey and Nixon worried about the candidacy of Alabama’s George Wallace. After 

adroitly organizing a third-party run, Wallace stumbled badly by tabbing retired general Curtis LeMay, who immediately hinted at the possibility of using nuclear weaponry against North 

Vietnam, as a running mate. With his own views in favor of victory in Vietnam and against 

civil rights well established, Wallace could play to opinion polls that suggested growing 

sentiment against the Counterculture and the antiwar movement. If any “hippie” protestor 

ever blocked his motorcade, Wallace once announced, “it’ll be the last car he’ll ever lay down 

in front of.” Declaring his independence from the interest groups that supposedly controlled 

the political process, Wallace also courted voters who saw themselves as captive to “tax-andspend” bureaucracies in Washington. 
George Wallace never expected to 

gain the presidency. He hoped, however, to secure enough electoral votes 

to deny Humphrey or Nixon a majority. Then, as the U.S. Constitution 

prescribed, the selection of a president would rest with the House of 

Representatives, where Wallace 

might act as a power broker on 

behalf of his favorite issues and his 

own political fortunes. 

Nixon narrowly prevailed in 

November. Hinting at a secret plan 

to honorably end the war in Vietnam, Nixon also promised to 

restore tranquility at home. 

Although the former vice president 

won 56 percent of the electoral 

vote, he outpolled Humphrey in the 

popular vote by less than 1 percent. 

Humphrey had benefited when 

Johnson ordered a pause in the 

bombing of North Vietnam and pledged to begin peace talks in Paris, an initiative that 

Nixon secretly worked to undermine through back-channel negotiations with the South 

Vietnamese government. In the end, Humphrey carried only Texas in the South. George 

Wallace picked up 46 electoral votes, all from states in the Deep South, and 13.5 percent 

of the popular vote nationwide. Nixon won five crucial southern states and claimed the support, from all across the country, of those whom he called “the forgotten Americans, the 

non-shouters, the non-demonstrators.” 
The Nixon Years,1969–1974 

Focus Question 

What new domestic and foreign policies did the Nixon administration initiate? 

Raised in a modest Quaker home in southern California, Richard Nixon campaigned for the 

presidency in 1968 as the kind of leader who could restore domestic tranquility. The beginning of Richard Nixon’s presidency, however, coincided with more, rather than less, turmoil. 

Lawbreaking and Violence 

A handful of people on the political fringe, such as those in a tiny group known as the 

“Weather Underground,” openly embraced violence. According to one assessment, 

authorities logged approximately 40,000 bomb threats, most unfounded, during the first 

18 months of Nixon’s first term. There were, though, nearly 200 actual and attempted 

bombings on college campuses during the 1969–70 academic year, with an explosion at the 

University of Wisconsin claiming the life of a late-working grad student. Nonlethal attacks 

rocked other targets, including the Bank of America, the Chase Manhattan Bank, and even 

the U.S. Congress. On one highly publicized occasion in 1970, three members of the 

Weather Underground blew themselves apart when their own bomb factory exploded. 
At the same time, governmental officials stepped up their use of force. Several prominent Black Power figures, including Fred Hampton of the Black Panthers and the celebrated prison activist George Jackson, died under circumstances their supporters likened 

to political assassination but public officials considered normal law enforcement activities. 

J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI went beyond shadowing members of entirely peaceful antiwar and 

women’s organizations to harass activists, plant damaging rumors, and even operate as 

agent provocateurs,urging protestors to undertake actions that officials might later prosecute 

as criminal offenses. After a lengthy investigation of COINTELPRO—a once-secret FBI 

program aimed at disrupting a wide range of activist groups—a congressional committee 

concluded that the FBI had illegally ruined careers, severed friendships, besmirched reputations, bankrupted businesses, and even endangered lives. The Bureau terminated 

COINTELPRO in 1971, only after documents stolen by antiwar activists from an FBI office 

in Pennsylvania revealed its existence. 
State and local officials stepped up their own efforts to restore order. During the fall of 

1971, for instance, New York’s Governor Nelson Rockefeller suddenly broke off negotiations 

with representatives for more than a thousand prison inmates, who had seized several cell 

blocks and taken a number of guards hostage while protesting what they considered to be 

intolerable living conditions at Attica State Prison. Rockefeller then ordered heavily armed 

state troopers and National Guard forces into the complex. When this “Attica Uprising” 

finally ended, 29 prisoners and 11 guards lay dead. At the same time, on college campuses, 

local officials and administrators seemed increasingly ready to employ force against demonstrators, a course praised by law-and-order advocates and decried by civil libertarians. 

A New President 

Richard Nixon continued to insist that his vast public experience made him the ideal president for such troubled times. After graduating from Whittier College, Nixon had studied 

law at Duke University and served in the Navy during the Second World War. He then 

enjoyed a meteoric political career that took him to the House of Representatives in 1946, 

the Senate in 1950, and the vice presidency in 1952. His 1960 presidential defeat, at the 

hands of John Kennedy, began an equally rapid descent. After his failure, in 1962, to win 

the California governorship, Nixon denounced media commentators and announced his 

retirement from politics. 

Nixon, however, seemed to thrive on confronting a constant series of personal challenges. He entitled an early memoir of his political life Six Crises. The defeat of Goldwater, 

for whom Nixon had doggedly campaigned in 1964, and Johnson’s problems resurrected 

the former vice president’s political fortunes. He emerged from the 1968 election more 

confident than ever before, it seemed, of his leadership abilities. 

Once in the White House, Nixon even expected to tame a media that had long bedeviled him. Although his staff remained suspicious of media figures, and eventually 

clashed with many of them, the president and his key aides felt they possessed more skill 

than Johnson’s administration in the image-making arts. Media personalities might be 

considered “con artists,” Nixon once mused, but politicians could expend “energy to try 

to rig the news . . . their way.” Public officials and media reporters entered “the ring 

together, each trying to bamboozle the other.” Nixon’s close advisers, many with backgrounds in advertising and in Southern California’s image-driven popular culture, threw 

themselves into the sport of shaping media portrayals of the Nixon White House. 

The Economy 

One area in which Nixon seemed less prepared to act almost immediately threatened to 

upset his political plans. Nixon’s presidency coincided with economic problems that 

would have been unthinkable only a decade earlier. No single cause can account for these 

difficulties, but most economic analyses begin with the war in Vietnam. This expensive 

military commitment, along with increased domestic spending and a volatile international 

economy, began curtailing economic growth. 

Lyndon Johnson, determined to stave off defeat in Indochina without cutting Great 

Society programs or raising taxes, had concealed the true costs of the war, even from his 

own economic advisers. Nixon inherited a deteriorating (although still favorable) balance 

of trade and rising rate of inflation. Between 1960 and 1965, consumer prices grew an 

average of only about 1 percent per year; by 1968, this figure exceeded 4 percent. 

By 1971, just as the Nixon administration began planning for the 1972 election, economic conditions worsened, with the unemployment rate topping 6 percent. According to 

conventional wisdom, expressed in a technical economic concept called “the Phillips 

curve,” when unemployment increases, prices should stay flat or even decline. Yet both 

unemployment and inflation remained on the rise. Economists coined the term stagflation 

to describe this puzzling convergence of economic stagnation and price inflation. Stagflation contributed to another disturbing trend: U.S. exports becoming less competitive in 

international markets. For the first time in the 20th century, the United States ran a trade 

deficit in 1971, importing more products than it exported. 

With his plans for a two-term presidency perhaps in jeopardy, Richard Nixon faced yet 

another of his crises. Long opposed to governmental regulation of the economy but now 

fearful of the political consequences of stagflation and trade imbalances, he needed a quick 

cure for the nation’s economic ills. Suddenly, in what one observer likened to a religious 

conversion, Nixon proclaimed his belief in governmentally imposed economic controls 

and announced, in August 1971, his “new economic policy.” It included a 90-day freeze 

on any increases in both wages and prices, to be followed by government monitoring to 

detect “excessive” increases in either. 

Seeking to address the trade deficit, Nixon radically revised the relationship between 

the United States and the world monetary structure. Dating from the 1944 Bretton 

Woods agreement (see chapter 26), the United States had tied the value of its dollar to 

that of gold, at the rate of $35 per ounce of the precious metal. To guarantee stability in 

currency markets, the United States stood ready to exchange, at this rate, its dollars for 

gold whenever any other nation’s central bank requested it to do so. As dollars piled up 

in foreign banks because of trade deficits and military spending abroad, however, the 

fixed value of the U.S. dollar came under pressure from the threat that foreign banks 

might suddenly demand massive gold conversion. There had been a brief flurry of this 

kind of activity toward the end of LBJ’s presidency, prompting Johnson to institute a “tax 

surcharge,” but gold again steadily poured out of the United States under Nixon’s watch. 

The president had little choice but to abandon the fixed gold-to-dollar ratio in August 1971. 

Henceforth, the U.S. dollar would “float” in world currency markets. This meant its value, no 

longer pegged to a fixed price in gold, could fluctuate in relationship to that of all other currencies. The U.S. dollar, consequently, quickly devalued, and the Nixon administration 

expected U.S. goods would become cheaper, and thus more competitive, in global markets. 
Social Policy 

At the urging of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the Democrat who had written the controversial 

1965 report on black family structures, Nixon also proposed an equally dramatic overhaul 

of social welfare policy. A special presidential adviser on domestic issues, Moynihan suggested Nixon could sponsor truly “radical” changes because his popular political image as 

a “conservative” would help deflect criticism from within his own Republican party and 

from southern Democrats. 
Following Moynihan’s lead, Nixon advanced a “Family Assistance Plan” (FAP). Under FAP, 

every family would be guaranteed an annual income of $1,600. FAP also proposed scrapping 

most existing welfare measures, particularly the controversial and increasingly costlyAid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), which provided government payments to cover 

basic care for low-income children who had lost the support of a bread-winning parent. 

Moynihan touted FAP as advancing equality because it would replace existing arrangements, 

which assisted onlythose with special circumstances (such as mothers eligible for AFDC), with 

a system that aided alllow-income families. The sheer simplicity of FAP, Nixon also promised, 

would allow for significantly trimming back federal bureaucracies 
The FAP proposal debuted to tepid reviews. Conservatives decried the prospect of governmental income supplements for families with regularly employed, albeit low-paid, wage 

earners. From this perspective, FAP looked too costly—and too much like “socialism.” 

People with a more favorable view of assistance programs, in contrast, argued that FAP’s 

income guarantee seemed too miserly. The U.S. House of Representatives approved a 

modified version of FAP in 1970, but a curious alliance of senators who opposed Nixon’s 

proposal for very different public policy reasons blocked its passage. In time, Nixon 

seemed to lose interest in pressing his own plan, and the nation’s welfare system would 

not be overhauled until the 1990s. 

Meanwhile, however, the Nixon White House and Congress agreed on several significant changes in domestic policy. In one important move, Congress passed the president’s 

revenue-sharing plan, part of Nixon’s “new federalism.” It returned a portion of federal tax 

dollars to state and local governments in the form of “block grants.”Instead of Washington 

specifying how these funds could be used, the block grant concept allowed state and local 

officials, within general guidelines, to spend the funds as they saw fit. In some areas, such 

as the construction of low-income housing, Nixon’s new federalism provided state and 

local governments with significantly more federal money than they had earlier received 

under Great Society programs. 
A Democratic-controlled Congress and a Republican White House also cooperated on 

other social-welfare matters. Although Nixon vetoed a congressional measure that would 

have established federally funded day-care centers for use by women who worked outside 

of their homes, he endorsed a less comprehensive bill that provided tax benefits for those 

who used existing facilities. The two branches of government also agreed to increase funding for many Great Society initiatives, including Medicare, Medicaid, rent subsidies for 

low-income people, and Supplementary Security Insurance (SSI) payments to those who 

were elderly, blind, or disabled. Moreover, in 1972, Social Security benefits were 

“indexed,” which meant they would increase along with the inflation rate. 

The reach of federal social-welfare programs actually expanded during Nixon’s presidency. According to one estimate, the amount spent for nondefense programs grew nearly 

50 percent during the years between Lyndon Johnson’s last budget and Richard Nixon’s 

1971–72 one. In addition, the percentage of people living below the governmentally defined 

“poverty line” dropped during Nixon’s first term as president. After reflecting on Nixon’s 

domestic record, a prominent political scientist suggested, only partly in jest, that this Republican chief executive might well be called “the last Democratic president” of the 20th century. 

Environmentalism 

A new environmental movement became a significant political force during Nixon’s presidency. Landmark legislation of the 1960s—such as the Wilderness Act of 1964, the 

National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968, and the National Trails Act of 1968—had 

already protected large areas of the country from commercial development. During the 

early 1970s, a broader environmental movement focused on people’s health and on ecological balances. Accounts such as Rachel Carson’sSilent Spring(1962) had raised concern that the pesticides used in agriculture, especially DDT, threatened bird populations. 

Air pollution in cities such as Los Angeles had become so toxic that simply breathing 

became equivalent to smoking several packs of cigarettes per day. Industrial processes, 

atomic weapons testing, and nuclear power plants had prompted fear of cancer-causing 

materials. The Environmental Defense Fund, a private organization formed in 1967, 

went to court in an effort to limit use of DDT and other dangerous toxins. “Earth Day,” 

a festival-like event first held in 1970 and growing out of countercultural movements, 

aimed at raising popular awareness about the hazards of environmental degradation. 

Although the Nixon administration did not sign up to help sponsor Earth Day, it 

did take environmental issues seriously. The White House supported creation of the 

EnvironmentalProtection Agency (EPA),and Nixon signed several major pieces of congressional legislation. These included the Resources Recovery Act of 1970 (dealing with 

waste management), the Clean Air Act of 1970, the Water Pollution Control Act of 1972, 

the Pesticides Control Act of 1972, and the Endangered Species Act of 1973. National parks 

and wilderness areas were expanded, and a new law required that “environmental impact 

statements” be prepared in advance of any major government project. 

The new environmental standards brought both unanticipated problems and significant 

improvements. The Clean Air Act’s requirement for taller factory smokestacks, for example, moved pollutants higher into the atmosphere, where they produced a dangerous byproduct, “acid rain.” Still, the act’s restrictions on auto and smokestack emissions cleared 

smog out of city skies and helped people with respiratory ailments. This law would reduce 

six major airborne pollutants by one-third in a single decade. Lead emissions into the 

atmosphere would soon decline by 95 percent. 

Controversies over Rights 

New legislation on social and environmental concerns accompanied political struggles 

over constitutionally guaranteed rights. The struggle to define these rights embroiled the 

U.S. Supreme Court in controversy. 

A majority of justices, supporters of the Great Society’s political vision, had stood ready 

to announce an expanding list of constitutional rights. As this group had charted the 

Court’s path during the 1960s, two Eisenhower appointees, Chief Justice Earl Warren and 

Associate Justice William Brennan, often led the way. Although nearly all of the Warren 

Court’s decisions involving rights issues drew critical fire, perhaps the most emotional 

cases involved persons entangled in the criminal justice system. 
Mirandav. Arizona(1966) had held that the Constitution required police officers to 

advise persons suspected of having committed a felony offense of their constitutional 

rights to remain silent and to consult an attorney, with the government providing a 

lawyer to people without money to hire their own. Defenders of this decision, which 

established the famous “Miranda warning,” saw it as the logical extension of precedents 

involving libertyand equality. The Court’s critics, in contrast, accused its majority of 

inventing liberties not found in the original Constitution or in any of its amendments. 

Amid rising public concern over crime, political conservatives made Mirandaa symbol of 

the judicial coddling of criminals and the Warren Court’s supposed disregard for constitutional limits on its own power. 

Richard Nixon had campaigned for president as an opponent of the Warren Court and 

promised to appoint federal judges who would “apply” rather than “make” the law. Apparently 

worried about a Nixon victory, Earl Warren announced, prior to the 1968 election, his 

intention to retire as Chief Justice. A Republican–Southern Democratic alliance in the Senate, 

however, blindsided Lyndon Johnson and blocked his plan to anoint Associate Justice 

Abe Fortas, an LBJ confidante, as Warren’s successor. Consequently, the victorious Nixon 

could appoint a Republican loyalist, Warren Burger, to replace Earl Warren. Subsequent 

vacancies, including one produced by the resignation of a scandal-plagued Fortas, allowed 

Nixon to bring three additional Republicans—Harry Blackmun, William Rehnquist, and 

Lewis Powell—onto the High Court. 

This new “Burger Court” faced controversial rights-related cases of its own. Lawyers 

sympathetic to the Great Society vision advanced claims of a constitutionally protected 

right to receive federal economic assistance sufficient to provide an adequate living standard. The Supreme Court, however, rejected this claim when decidingDandridge v. 

Williams(1970). It held that states could limit the amount they paid to welfare recipients 

and that payment schedules could vary from state to state without violating the constitutional requirement of equal protection of the law. 

Rights-related claims involving health-and-safety legislation generally fared better. A 

vigorous consumer movement, drawing much of its inspiration from Ralph Nader’s exposé 

about auto safety (Unsafe at Any Speed, 1965), joined with environmentalists to gain laws 

that recognized rights to workplace safety, consumer protection, and nontoxic environments. Overcoming opposition from many business groups, their efforts found congressional expression in such legislation as the Occupational Safety Act of 1973 and stronger 

consumer and environmental protection laws. The Burger Court invariably supported the 

constitutionality of these measures. 

At the same time, a newly energized women’s rights movement pressed another set of 

issues. It first sponsored an “Equal Rights Amendment” (ERA)to the Constitution. This 

measure, initially proposed during the 1920s and supported by both Republicans and 

Democrats, promised to explicitly guarantee that women possessed the same legal rights 

as men. Easily passed by Congress in 1972 and quickly ratified by more than half the 

states, the ERA suddenly stalled. Conservative women’s groups, such as Phyllis Schlafly’s 

“Stop ERA,” charged that this constitutional change would undermine traditional “family 

values” and expose women to new dangers, such as those they would encounter when 

serving in the U.S. military on a equal basis with men. The ERA failed to attain approval 

from the three-quarters of states needed to ratify any amendment to the Constitution. Ultimately, women’s groups abandoned the ERA effort in favor of using the judicial system to 

adjudicate equal rights claims on a case-by-case, issue-by-issue basis. 

One of these issues, whether a woman possessed a constitutional right to terminate a 

pregnancy, became far more controversial than the ERA. In Roev. Wade (1973), the 

Burger Supreme Court narrowly ruled, with Republican Harry Blackmun writing the key 

opinion, that a state law making abortion a criminal offense violated a woman’s “right to 

privacy.” The Roedecision outraged antiabortion groups, which countered with their own 

rights-based arguments on behalf of unborn fetuses. This “Right-to-Life” movement soon 

provided important new sources of support, especially from religious groups, for the still 

expanding conservative wing of the Republican Party. On the other side, movements organizing on behalf of women’s issues made the rights of privacy and individual liberty, especially as related to reproductive decisions, central rallying calls. 

Outside of the Supreme Court spotlight, Richard Nixon’s administration pressed forward, often relatively quietly, on several rights-related matters. With little controversy, the 

president signed a bipartisan congressional extension of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

Another Nixon-approved measure, popularly known as “Title IX,” banned sexual discrimination in higher education. In time, it became the legal basis for pressing colleges to adopt 

“gender equity” in all areas of their programming, including intercollegiate athletics. In 

addition, Republican appointees of the Nixon administration, who assumed leadership 

positions in agencies such as the EEOC, successfully pressed for small policy changes that 

expanded the federal government’s role in monitoring and enforcing laws barring both 

gender and racial discrimination in employment. 

Perhaps most surprisingly, members of Nixon’s administration refined the “affirmative 

action” concept, which had surfaced during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency. Beginning with 

the limited “Philadelphia Plan” of 1969, which was applicable to a single city, the White 

House built on a campaign pledge to give African Americans tangible economic assistance. 

Ultimately, Nixon’s Department of Labor required that all hiring and contracting that 

depended on federal funding take “affirmative” steps to enroll, without being held to any 

bright-line quota, greater numbers of African Americans as union apprentices. When 

Nixon’s critics claimed to detect a clever plan to unsettle labor–union politics, other political observers noted how an important group in the Nixon administration hoped to chart 

a political course that could gain the GOP new support from African Americans. 

Foreign Policy under Nixon and Kissinger 

In 1968, while campaigning for the White House, Richard Nixon had promised an administration that would “bring us together.” Instead, as it struggled with the issue that had 

brought down Lyndon Johnson, U.S. policy in Vietnam, Nixon’s administration found 

itself making decisions that seemed to promote greater violence in Indochina and more 

divisiveness on the home front. 

Even as it wrestled with domestic policy concerns, the Nixon White House appeared 

far more interested in international matters. Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security 

adviser and then secretary of state, laid out a grand, three-part strategy: (1) “détente”with 

the Soviet Union, (2) normalization of relations with China, and (3) disengagement from 

direct military involvement in South Vietnam. 

Détente and Normalization 

Although Richard Nixon had built his early political career on a hard-line version of anticommunism, he and Kissinger considered themselves “realists” who favored flexibility 

when trying to advance the interests of the United States in the international arena. By 

seeking to ease tensions with the Soviet Union and China, the Nixon-Kissinger team 

expected that improving relations could lead these two major communist nations to 

reduce their support to North Vietnam, thus increasing chances for a successful U.S. pullback from the war in Southeast Asia. 
Arms-control talks took top priority in U.S.–Soviet relations. In 1969, the two superpowers opened the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT); after several years of high-level 

diplomacy, they signed an agreement (SALT I) that limited further development of both 

antiballistic missiles (ABMs) and offensive intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). SALT I’s 

impact on the arms race proved relatively limited because it said nothing about the number 

of nuclear warheads that a single missile might carry. Still, the ability to conclude any armscontrol pact signaled the possibility of improving relations between Washington and Moscow. 

Nixon’s overtures toward the People’s Republic of China brought an even more dramatic 

break with the Cold War past. Secret negotiations, often conducted personally by Kissinger, 

led to a slight easing of U.S. trade restrictions and, then, to an invitation from China for 

U.S. table-tennis players to compete against Chinese teams. This much-celebrated“ping-pong 

diplomacy” presaged more significant exchanges. Most spectacularly, in 1972 Nixon visited China, with the U.S. media firmly in tow. TV crews pictured the president, once a bitter foe of “Red China,” talking with communist leaders, including Mao Zedong, and 

strolling along China’s Great Wall. A few months later, the UN admitted the People’s 

Republic as the sole representative of China, and in 1973 the United States and China 

exchanged informal diplomatic missions. 

Vietnamization 

In Vietnam, the Nixon administration decided to speed withdrawal of U.S. ground forces, 

the policy called “Vietnamization.”Putting this move, which had quietly begun under 

Johnson, in a grander frame, the president announced, in July 1969, a “Nixon Doctrine.” 

It pledged that the United States would extend military assistance to anticommunist governments in Asia but would require them to supply their own combat forces. From the outset, 

Vietnamization imagined the removal of U.S. ground troops without accepting a coalition 

between the NLF and the government in 

Saigon or permitting North Vietnamese 

forces to defeat those of South Vietnam. 

While officially adhering to Johnson’s 

1968 bombing halt over the North, 

Nixon and Kissinger accelerated both 

the ground and air wars by launching 

new offensives inside South Vietnam. In 

1970, they approved a controversial military invasion of Cambodia, an ostensibly neutral country, through which 

North Vietnam had been sending troops 

and military supplies into the South. A 

quick strike into Cambodia, the White 

House gambled, would buy further time 

for executing its Vietnamization strategy. 

The 1970 Cambodian invasion, 

which gained the United States a scant 

military payoff, set off a new wave of 

protests around the world and in the 

United States. As the campus antiwar 

movement revived, many colleges and 

universities exploded in angry demonstrations. Bomb threats prompted some 

schools, which were besieged by student protestors, to begin the 1970 summer vacation earlier than originally planned. White police officers fatally shot two students 

at the all-black Jackson State Collegein Mississippi, and National Guard troops at Kent 

State University in Ohio opened fire on unarmed protestors, killing four students. As antiwar demonstrators descended on Washington, President Nixon seemed personally 

unnerved by the domestic furor surrounding his Vietnam policies. 

The continuing controversy over the “My Lai incident” further polarized sentiment 

over continuing the war. Shortly after the 1968 Tet episode, troops had entered the 

small Vietnamese hamlet of My Lai and murdered more than 200 civilians, most of 

them women and children. After a bungled cover-up, news of this massacre became 

public in 1969 and refocused debate over U.S policy. Military courts convicted only 

one officer, Lieutenant William Calley, of any offense. This controversial decision 

prompted charges that higher-ups had offered Calley up as a scapegoat for a failed 

strategy that emphasized body counts and lax rules of engagement. (Nearly forty years 

later, researchers found evidence of many other smaller-scale incidents resembling that 

at My Lai.) Injecting the White House into the Calley controversy, Nixon ordered that 

the young lieutenant, pending the results of his appeal, be confined to his officer’s 

quarters rather than imprisoned. Ultimately, a higher military court ordered that Calley, 

because of procedural irregularities, be released from custody. 

Meanwhile, the Nixon administration widened its operations to include Laos as well as 

Cambodia. Although the United States denied waging any such campaign, its bombing ravaged 

large areas of these largely agricultural countries. As the number of refugees in Cambodia 

swelled and food supplies dwindled, the communist guerrilla force there—the Khmer 

Rouge—became a well-disciplined army. The Khmer Rouge eventually came to power and, 

in a murderous attempt to eliminate dissent, turned Cambodia into a “killing field.” It slaughtered more than a million Cambodians. While Nixon continued to talk about U.S. troop 

withdrawals and to conduct peace negotiations with North Vietnam and the NLF in Paris, 

the Vietnam Warbroadened into a conflict that seemed to be destabilizing all of Indochina. 

Even greater violence was yet to come. In spring 1972, a North Vietnamese offensive 

approached within 30 miles of Saigon, and U.S. generals warned of imminent defeat. 

Nixon responded by resuming the bombing of North Vietnam and by mining its harbors. 

Just weeks before the November 1972 election, though, Kissinger again promised peace 

and announced a ceasefire. After Nixon’s reelection, when peace negotiations again stalled, 

the United States unleashed even greater firepower. During the “Christmas bombing” of 

December 1972, the heaviest bombardment in history, B-52 planes pounded military and 

civilian targets in North Vietnam around the clock. 

By this time, however, the Nixon administration found it increasingly difficult to carry 

out its war policies. Support, all across the political spectrum, seemed to grow ever thinner. Critics condemned the violence in Asia and the administration’s effort to expand its 

domestic power when responding to dissent at home. Perhaps most importantly, sagging 

morale among troops in the field began to undermine the U.S. effort. An increasing number of soldiers questioned the purpose of their sacrifices; some refused to engage the 

enemy; and a few openly defied their own superiors. At home, Vietnam Veterans against 

the War (VVAW), a new organization, joined the antiwar coalition. 
Running out of options, Nixon proceeded toward full-scale Vietnamization. In January 

1973, the United States signed peace accords in Paris that provided a timetable for the 

withdrawal of U.S. troops. As U.S. ground forces departed, an increasingly demoralized 

and ineffectual South Vietnamese government, headed by Nguyen Van Thieu,continued 

to fight with U.S. support. In spring 1975, nearly two years after the Paris accords and 

with Nixon’s successor in office, South Vietnam’s army and Thieu’s government would 

collapse as North Vietnamese armies entered the capital of Saigon. America’s longest 

war ended in defeat. 

The Aftermath of War 

Between 1960 and 1973, approximately 3.5 million American men and women served in 

Vietnam: 58,000 died, 150,000 were wounded, and 2,000 were classified as missing. In the 

aftermath of this costly, divisive war, people struggled to understand why the United States 

failed to prevail over a small, barely industrialized nation. Those who supported the war 

to the end argued that it had been lost on the home front. They blamed an irresponsible 

media, a disloyal antiwar movement, and a Congress afflicted by a “failure of will.” The 

war, they still insisted, had been for a laudable cause. Politicians, by setting unrealistic limits on the Pentagon, had prevented military strategists from attaining victory. 

By contrast, others doubted the possibility of any U.S. “victory,” short of devastating 

North Vietnam and risking a wider war with China. These analysts stressed the overextension of U.S. power, the misguided belief in national omnipotence, and the miscalculations of decision makers. Many concluded that the United States had waged a war in the 

wrong place for the wrong reasons. The conflict’s human costs, to the United States and 

the people of Indochina, outweighed any possible gain from preserving a pro-U.S., noncommunist South Vietnam. 

Regardless of their positions on the war, most Americans seemed to agree on a single 

proposition, which carried different meanings: There should be “no more Vietnams.” For 

most national leaders, this meant the United States should not undertake another substantial 

military operation unless it involved clear and compelling political objectives, sustained 

public support, and realistic means to accomplish a goal that clearly advanced the national 

interest. Eventually, however, the people who wanted to aggressively reassert U.S. power 

in the world, worried that what they called “the Vietnam syndrome” might shape a timid 

and ineffective foreign policy. 

Expanding the Nixon Doctrine 

Meanwhile, Nixon and Kissinger extended the premise of the Nixon Doctrine to the entire 

world. The White House made it clear that the United States would not dispatch its own 

troops to quash insurgencies but would generously aid anticommunist governments or 

factions willing to fight their own battles. 

During the early 1970s, U.S. Cold War strategy came to rely on supporting staunchly 

anticommunist regional powers. These included nations such as Iran under Shah Reza 

Pahlavi, South Africa with its apartheid regime, and Brazil with its repressive military dictatorship. All of these countries built large, U.S.-trained military establishments. U.S. military 

assistance, together with covert CIA operations, also incubated and protected anticommunist dictatorships in South Korea, the Philippines, and much of Latin America. U.S. arms 

sales to the rest of the world skyrocketed. In one of its most controversial foreign policies, 

moreover, the Nixon administration employed covert action against the elected socialist 

government of Salvador Allende Gossens in Chile in 1970. After Allende took office, 

Kissinger pressed for the destabilization of his government. On September 11, 1973, the 

Chilean military overthrew Allende, immediately suspended democratic rule, and announced 

that Allende had committed suicide. 

Subsequent debates about U.S. foreign policy under Nixon and Kissinger often highlighted events in Chile in order to illustrate broader claims. Democratic Senator Frank 

Church, for example, directed Senate hearings during the mid-1970s that suggestedpolicies 

toward Chile exemplified how the Nixon administration, in the name of anticommunism, 

often had wedded the United States to questionable covert activities and military dictators. 

Supporters of Nixon and Kissinger, in contrast, praised the pair for conducting a pragmatic 

foreign policy that combined détente directed toward the communist giants, the USSR and 

China, with containment directed toward the spread of revolutionary movements, including that of Allende’s government in Chile. 

The Wars of Watergate 

Focus Question 

What political and legal controversies entrapped the Nixon administration, and how 

did Watergate-related events ultimately force Nixon’s resignation? 

Nixon’s presidency ultimately collapsed as a result of fateful decisions made in the Oval Office. 

Nixon and his closest aides came to Washington with a view of politics that was as expansive 

as that espoused by many of the social movements the Nixon White House abhorred. The 

“new Nixon” endorsed a “new politics”—evidenced in his foreign policy moves toward China 

and the Soviet Union and in his short-lived enthusiasm for FAP. 
At the same time, reminders of the “old Nixon” constantly surfaced. Long known as 

a political loner, who ruminated about taking revenge against his enemies, Nixon often 

seemed to be his own greatest foe. Even as his administration publicly built a domestic record that often seemed sympathetic to matters of liberty and equality, it secretly 

pressed the power of the presidency in constitutionally suspect, and often simply foolish, ways. It ordered the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to harass prominent Democrats 

with expensive audits, placed antiwar and Black Power activists under illegal surveillance, and conducted risky covert activities on the domestic front. Some of these activities even rattled the constitutional sensibilities of an old Nixon ally, J. Edgar Hoover, 

who rarely worried about legal niceties when his own FBI swung into action. 
The Nixon administration prosecuted leading antiwar activists for allegedly impeding 

the Selective Service process and on various conspiracy charges. It also encouraged Vice 

President Spiro Agnew to assail media commentators for daring to criticize White 

House policies. 

Largely isolated from political give-and-take, with a close-knit group of advisers, Nixon 

eventually created his own secret intelligence unit, which set up shop in the White House. 

The Nixon administration planned to use this group to undertake secret presidential missions against selected enemies. Its first job, to plug “leaks” of information about Vietnam 

to the media, soon provided the unit with a name, “thePlumbers.” 

During the summer of 1971, stories in the Washington Post and, later, the New York 

Timesenraged the president. These papers had culled their revelations about deceptions 

and miscalculations by previous presidential administrations from a top-secret history of 

U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, popularly known as the Pentagon Papers. Daniel 

Ellsberg, an antiwar activist who had once worked in the national security bureaucracy, 

had sent photocopies of this lengthy, classified document, commissioned in 1967 by 

Robert McNamara, to selected media outlets. 
Although the material in the Pentagon Papersconcerned events that preceded Nixon’s 

presidency, his administration responded angrily. It became determined to make an example of what would happen to anyone else who trafficked in leaked and classified documents. The administration’s legal counterattack failed when the Supreme Court rejected, 

by a 6-3 margin, an attempt to halt through court injunction all media publications based 

on the Papers. More ominously, the White House unleashed its “plumbers.” Seeking information that might discredit Ellsberg, this clandestine unit burglarized his psychiatrist’s 

office. Thus began a series of “dirty tricks” and outright crimes, sometimes financed by 

funds solicited for Nixon’s 1972 reelection campaign, which would culminate in the constitutional crisis that became known as “Watergate.” 

The Election of 1972 

Because Republicans had fared rather poorly in the mid-term elections of 1970, Nixon’s political strategists worried that domestic and foreign troubles might deny the president another 

term. Creating a campaign organization separate from that of the Republican Party, with the 

ironic acronym of “CREEP” (Committee to Re-elect the President), they 

secretly raised millions of dollars, 

much of it from illegal contributions. 

As the 1972 presidential campaign took shape, Nixon’s chances 

for reelection dramatically improved. 

An assassin’s bullet crippled George 

Wallace. Senator Edmund Muskie 

of Maine, initially Nixon’s leading 

Democratic challenger, made a 

series of blunders (some of them, 

perhaps, precipitated by Republican 

dirty tricksters) that derailed his 

campaign. Eventually, Senator 

George McGovern of South Dakota, 

an outspoken opponent of the 

Vietnam War but a lackluster 
campaigner, won the Democratic 

nomination. 

McGovern never seriously challenged Nixon. Early on, opinion 

pollsters suggested, a majority of 

voters decided that McGovern 

seemed too closely tied to the antiwar movement, New Left activists, and the Counterculture. His key issues—a call for higher taxes on the wealthy, a guaranteed minimum income 

for all Americans, amnesty for Vietnam War draft resisters, and the decriminalization of 

marijuana—fell outside of what most potential voters considered the “political mainstream.” In foreign policy, McGovernurged deep cuts in defense spending and an immediate peace initiative in Vietnam. Nixon successfully portrayed these proposals as signs of 

the South Dakota senator’s “softness” on communism and “weakness” on foreign policy. 
Nixon won an easy victory in November. He received the Electoral College votes of all but 

one state and the District of Columbia. Although the 26th Amendment, ratified one year 

before the election, had lowered the voting age to 18, a surprisingly small number of newly 

enfranchised voters cast ballots. Never seriously interested in helping other GOP candidates, 

Nixon watched the Democrats retain control of Congress. 

Nixon Pursued 

In achieving victory, the president’s supporters left a trail of crime and corruption. In June 

1972, a surveillance team with links to both CREEP and the White House Plumbers had 

been arrested while fine-tuning eavesdropping equipment in the Democratic Party’s headquarters in Washington’s Watergate office complex. Apparently, Nixon and his aides 

feared that Democratic leaders possessed documents that might hinder the president’s 

reelection drive. In public, Nixon’s spokespeople initially dismissed the Watergate breakin as a “third-rate burglary” and, then, as an unseemly incident unconnected to anyone of 

substance at the White House. Privately, though, the president and his inner circle immediately launched a cover-up campaign, which gradually unraveled. They paid hush money 

to the Watergate burglars and ordered CIA officials to misinform the FBI that any investigation by that agency would jeopardize national security operations. The White House 

succeeded in limiting the political damage until after the 1972 election, but events soon 

overtook their efforts. 

While reporters from the Washington Post pursued the taint of scandal around the White 

House, Democrats in Congress and federal prosecutors sought evidence of illegal activities 

during the 1972 campaign. In 1973, Judge John Sirica, a Republican appointee presiding 

over the trial of the Watergate burglars, pushed for additional information, and Senate 

leaders convened a special, bipartisan Watergate Committee. Headed by North Carolina’s 

conservative Democratic senator Sam Ervin, it enjoyed broad power to investigate electionrelated issues, including the Watergate break-in. Then, prosecutors uncovered evidence 

that seemed to link key administration figures, including John Mitchell, Nixon’s former 

attorney general and later the head of CREEP, to illegal activities. 

During the spring of 1973, one of the Watergate burglars and other witnesses testified 

before the Senate’s Watergate Committee about various illegal activities committed by 

CREEP and the White House. Senator Ervin called Nixon’s closest aides, though not the 

president, before the committee, and the televised hearings became a daily political drama 

that attracted a large and loyal viewer audience. Ultimately, testimony from John Dean, 

who had been the president’s chief legal counsel, linked Nixon to attempts to conceal the 

Watergate episode and to other seemingly illegal activities. The president steadfastly denied 

Dean’s charges. 

Along the way, though, Senate investigators discovered that Nixon had ordered installation 

of voice-activated taping machines, which had recorded every conversation in his Oval Office. 

These tapes (now housed at the National Archives) opened the way to determining whether 

the president or Dean, Nixon’s primary accuser, was lying. While maintaining he was not “a 

crook,” Nixon also claimed an “executive privilege” to keep the tapes from being released to 

either Congress or federal prosecutors, but Judge Sirica, Archibald Cox (a special, independent 

prosecutor in the Watergate case), and Congress all demanded access to the tapes. 

If Nixon’s own problems were not enough, his outspoken vice president resigned in 

October 1973, after pleading no contest to charges of income-tax evasion. Spiro Agnew 

agreed to a plea-bargain arrangement to avoid prosecution for having accepted illegal 

kickbacks, which he had not reported as income, while in Maryland politics. Acting under 

the 25th Amendment (ratified in 1967), Nixon appointed—and both houses of Congress 

confirmed—Representative Gerald Ford of Michigan, a Republican Party stalwart, as the 

new vice president. 

Nixon’s Final Days 

Nixon’s clumsy efforts to protect himself, while retaining his tapes, backfired. During 

the fall of 1973, Nixon ordered the Justice Department to dismiss Archibald Cox, a 

move intended to prevent the special prosecutor’s office from gaining access to the 

White House tapes. When Cox’s firing only seemed to confirm suspicions of a Nixon 

cover-up, political pressure forced the president to agree to the appointment of an 

equally tenacious and independent replacement, Leon Jaworski. Nixon’s own release of 

edited transcripts of some Watergate-related conversations delivered another self-inflicted 

wound. These flawed documents only helped strengthen the case for independent ears hearing the original recordings. Finally, by proclaiming that he would obey only a “definitive” 

Supreme Court decision, Nixon all but invited the justices, including ones he had 

appointed, to deliver a unanimous ruling on the question of the tapes. On July 24, 1974, 

the Court did just that in the case of U.S. v. Nixon. A claim of executive privilege could 

not override the refusal to release evidence required in an ongoing criminal investigation. 

Meanwhile, the Democratic-controlled Congress, with support from some Republican 

members, began steps to impeach Nixon and remove him from office. After televised deliberations, a bipartisan majority of the House Judiciary Committee voted three formal articles 

of impeachment against the president—for obstruction of justice, violation of constitutional liberties, and refusal to produce evidence. Nixon promised to rebut these accusations before the Senate, the body authorized by the Constitution (Article I, Section 3) to 

render a verdict of guilty or not guilty after impeachment by the House. 

Nixon’s aides, however, were already orchestrating his departure. One of his own attorneys had discovered that a tape Nixon had been withholding contained the long-sought 

 “smoking gun,” clear evidence of a criminal offense. This recording confirmed, during a 

1972 conversation, that Nixon had helped hatch the plan by which the CIA would advance 

its fraudulent claim of national security in order to stop the FBI from investigating the 

Watergate break-in. At this point, Nixon’s own secretary of defense ordered militarycommanders to ignore any order from the president, the constitutional commander-in-chief, 

unless the secretary countersigned it. Now abandoned by almost every prominent Republican, most notably Barry Goldwater, and confronted with enough Senate votes to convict 

him of the impeachment charges, Nixon capitulated. He went on television on August 8, 

1974, to announce his resignation. On August 9, Gerald Ford, who had never even been 

elected to the vice presidency, became the nation’s 38th president. 

The events that ended Nixon’s presidency have helped to highlight some of the dynamics of historical memory. Shortly after Nixon’s departure, most people told pollsters they 

considered the “Watergate Crisis” to be one of the gravest threats by unchecked power to 

constitutional liberty in the long history of the republic. As time passed, though, the details 

of Watergate faded away. Opinion polls conducted on the 20th anniversary of Nixon’s resignation suggested that most people already only dimly recalled what had prompted 

Nixon to leave office. 
What specific forces could account for this change? One of these might be that Nixon 

avoided being prosecuted for his actions. Although nearly a dozen members of his 

administration—including its chief law enforcement officer, John Mitchell—were convicted or pleaded guilty to having committed criminal offenses, Nixon received an 

unconditional pardon from his successor. Gerald Ford claimed he wanted to spare the 

nation another media spectacle: one featuring a former president undergoing a lengthy 

trial process. Ford’s action, however, also prevented any authoritative accounting, in a 

court of law, of a traumatic political-legal episode. 

Another reason for changing memories may be the media’s habit of affixing the Watergate label to nearly every political scandal of the post-Nixon era. The suffix-gatebecame 

attached to apparently grave constitutional episodes and to obviously trivial political 

events. As the Nixon presidency receded in time, many people came to consider “Watergate” a synonym for “politics as usual.” Finally, the specific images of what the historian 

Stanley Kutler calls the “wars of Watergate” have tended to blend into the broader pictures 

of the political, social, economic, and cultural turmoil that accompanied U.S. involvement 

in the nation’s longest war. 

Conclusion 

Attempts to extend the power of the national government marked the years between 1963 

and 1974. Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society provided a blueprint for waging a War on 

Poverty, and his administration dramatically escalated the war in Vietnam. This use of governmental power prompted divisive debates that helped polarize the country. During 

Johnson’s presidency, both the war effort and the economy faltered, top leaders became 

discredited, and Johnson abandoned the office he had so long sought. His Republican successor, Richard Nixon, became implicated in abuses of power that ultimately drove him 

from the White House. The hopes of the early 1960s—that the U.S. government could 

aggressively promote liberty and equality both at home and throughout the rest of the 

world—ended in frustration. 

The era of America’s longest war was also a time of changing ideas about politics, cultural and racial patterns, and definitions of patriotism. It saw the slow convergence of a 

wide array of social movements, a veritable movement of movements. As different groups 

invoked different explanations for the failures of both the Great Society and the war effort, 

divisions from this era would shape U.S. politics and culture for years to come. Many people became skeptical, some even cynical, about enlarging the power of the federal government in the name of expanding liberty and equality. 

