Chapter 29

Civil

ix-year-old Ruby knew the lessons. She was to look
straight ahead—not to one side or the other—and es-
pecially not at them. She was to keep walking. Above
all, she was not to look back once she’d passed, because
that would encourage them. Ruby’s parents had in-
structed her carefully, but she still struggled to keep her
eyes straight. The first day of school, federal marshals
were there along with her parents. So were hundreds of
nasty white people who came near enough to yell things like “You little nigger,
we’ll get you and kill you.” Then she was within the building’s quiet halls and alone
with her teacher. She was the only person in class: none of the white students had
come. As the days went by during that autumn of 1960, the marshals stopped walk-
ing with her but the hecklers

still waited. And once in a while

° Ruby couldnt help looking

RI g hts back, trying to see if she recog-

nized the face of one woman in

particular.
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cial activists. They signed their
daughter up for the white school

preview < Largely walled out from the prosperity of the 1350s, African Amer-  because “we thought it was for
icans and Latinos campaigned to gain the freedoms denied them through all the colored to do, and we
widespread racism and, in the South, a system of segregation. As the civil never thought Ruby would be
rights movement blossomed, young and relatively affluent baby boomers 2lone.” Her fathers white em-

spread the revolution to other areas of American life. Their radical goals some-
times clashed with President Lyndon Johnson’s liberal strategy of using fed-

ployer fired him; letters and
phone calls threatened the fam-
ilys lives and home. Ruby

eral programs to alleviate inequality and create a Great Society. seemed to take it all in stride,
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though her parents worried that
she was not eating the way she used to. Often she left her school lunch untouched
or refused anything other than packaged food such as potato chips. It was only af-
ter a time that the problem was traced to the hecklers. “They tells me I'm going to
die, and that it'll be soon. And that one lady tells me every morning I'm getting poi-
soned soon, when she can fix it.” Ruby was convinced that the woman owned the
variety store nearby and would carry out her threat by poisoning the family’s food.

Over the course of a year, white students gradually returned to class and life
settled into a new routine. By the time Ruby was 10, she had developed a remark-
ably clear perception of herself. “Maybe because of all the trouble going to school
in the beginning I learned more about my people. Maybe I would have anyway; be-
cause when you get older you see yourself and the white kids; and you find out the
difference. You try to forget it, and say there is none; and if there is you won't say
what it be. Then you say it's my own people, and so I can be proud of them instead
of ashamed.”

If the new ways were hard for Ruby, they were not easy for white southerners
either—even those who saw the need for change. One woman, for years a dedi-
cated teacher in Atlanta, vividly recalled a traumatic summer 10 years earlier, when
she went north to New York City to take courses in education. There were black
students living in the dormitory, an integrated situation she was not used to. One
day as she stepped from her shower, so did a black student from the nearby stall.
“When I saw her I didn’t know what to do,” the woman recalled. “I felt sick all
over, and frightened. What I remember—T'1l never forget it—is that horrible feel-
ing of being caught in a terrible trap, and not knowing what to do about it. I thought




of running out of the room and screaming, or screaming at the woman to get out,
or running back into the shower. . . . My sense of propriety was with me, though—
miraculously—and I didn’t want to hurt the woman. It wasn'’t her that was upset-
ting me. I knew that, even in that moment of sickness and panic.” So she ducked
back into the shower until the other woman left.

Summer was almost over before she felt comfortable eating with black students
at the same table. And when she returned home, she told no one about her expe-
riences. “At that time people would have thought one of two things: I was crazy

On August 28, 1963, more than
250,000 demonstrators joined
the great civil rights march on
Washington. The day belonged
to the Reverend Martin Luther
King Jr., who movingly called
on black and white Americans
to join together in a color-blind
society.
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Ruby’s drawings of a white girl (left) and herself

(for being so upset and ashamed) or a fool who in a summer had become a dan-
gerous ‘race mixer.’” She continued to love the South and to speak up for its tra-
ditions of dignity, neighborliness, and honor, but she saw the need for change. And
so in 1961 she volunteered to teach one of the first integrated high school classes
in Atlanta, even though she had her doubts. By the end of two years she concluded
that she had never spent a more exciting time teaching. “I've never felt so useful,
so constantly useful, not just to the children but to our whole society. American
as well as Southern. Those children, all of them, have given me more than I've
given them.”

For Americans in all walks of life, the

The Civil Rights Movement upheavals that swept America in the

1960s were wrenching. From the school-
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rooms and lunch counters of the South to the college campuses of the North, from
eastern slums to western migrant labor camps, American society was in ferment.

On the face of it, such agitation seemed to be a dramatic reversal of the placid
1950s. Turbulence and change had overturned stability and consensus. Yet the
events of the 1960s grew naturally out of the social conditions that preceded those
years. The civil rights movement was not brought about by a group of far-sighted
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leaders in government, but by ordinary folk who sought change, often despite the
reluctance or even fierce opposition of people in power. After World War 11, grass-
roots organizations like the NAACP for blacks and the American GI Forum for
Latinos acted with a new determination to achieve the equality of opportunity
promised by the American creed.

Thus the 1950s were a seedbed for the more turbulent revolutions of the 1960s.
The booming postwar economy held out the possibility of better lives for minori-
ties; yet systematic discrimination and racism, long embedded in American life by
custom and law, prevented prosperity from spreading equally. Time and again, ac-
tivists challenged the poltical system to deal with what the 1950s had done—and
what had been left undone. As one friend of Martin Luther King predicted in 1958,
“If the young people are aroused from their lethargy through this fight, it will af-
fect broad circles throughout the country.”

The Changing South and African Americans

The struggle of African Americans for equality during the postwar era is filled with
ironies. By the time barriers to legal segregation in the South began to fall, millions
of black families were leaving for regions where discrimination was less easily chal-
lenged in court. The South they left behind was in the early stages of an economic
boom. The cities where many migrated had entered a period of decline. Yet, as if to
close a circle, the rise of large black voting blocs in major cities created political
pressures that helped force the nation to dismantle the worst legal and institutional
barriers to racial equality.

After World War II the southern economy began to grow significantly faster
than the national economy. The remarkable about-face began during the New Deal
with federal programs like the Tennessee Valley Authority. World War II brought
even more federal dollars to build and maintain military bases and defense plants.
And the South attracted new business because it offered a “clean slate.” In contrast
to the more mature economies of the Northeast and Upper Midwest, the region had
few unions, little regulation and bureaucracy, and low wages and taxes. Finally, there
was the matter of climate, which later caused the region to be nicknamed the Sun-
belt. Especially with improvements in air conditioning, the South grew more at-
tractive to skilled professionals, corporate managers, and affluent retirees.

Before World War 11, 80 percent of African Americans lived in the South. Most
raised cotton as sharecroppers and tenant farmers. But the war created a labor short-
age at home, as millions of workers went off to fight and others went to armament
factories. This shortage gave cotton growers an incentive to mechanize cotton pick-
ing. In 1950 only 5 percent of the crop was picked mechanically; by 1960 at least
half was. Farmers began to consolidate land into larger holdings. Tenant farmers,
sharecroppers, and hired labor of both races, no longer in short supply, left the coun-
tryside for the city.

The national level of wages also profoundly affected southern labor. When fed-
eral minimum wage laws forced lumber or textile mills to raise their pay scales, the
mills no longer expanded. In addition, steel and other industries with strong na-
tional unions and manufacturers with plants around the country set wages by na-
tional standards. Those changes brought southern wages close to the national av-
erage by the 1960s. As the southern economy grew, what had for many years been
a distinct regional economy became more diversified and more integrated into the
national economy.

Mechanized cotton
farming
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Thurgood Marshall

Overton Park Zoo in Memphis,
Tennessee, was segregated like
thousands of other public facili-
ties throughout the South in the
late 1950s. In the case of the
zoo, Tuesdays were “colored”
days, the only time when blacks
could attend—except if the
Fourth of July fell on a Tuesday.
Then “colored” day was moved
to Thursday.

The United States in a Nuclear Age

As wages rose and unskilled work disappeared, job opportunities for black south-
erners declined. Outside of cotton farming, the lumber industry provided the largest
number of jobs for young black men. There, the number of black teenagers hired by
lumber mills dropped 74 percent between 1950 and 1960. New high-wage jobs were
reserved for white southerners, because outside industries arriving in the South made
no effort to change local patterns of discrimination. So the ultimate irony arose. As
per capita income rose and industrialization brought in new jobs, black laborers poured
out of the region in search of work. They arrived in cities that showed scant tolerance
for racial differences and little willingness or ability to hire unskilled black labor.

The NAACP and Civil Rights

In the postwar era the NAACP decided it would use the judicial system to attack
Jim Crow laws. That stepped-up attack reflected the increased national political in-
fluence that African Americans achieved as they migrated in great numbers out of
the South. No longer could northern politicians readily ignore the demands black
leaders made for greater equality. The Swedish scholar Gunnar Myrdal had amply
documented the black case in his landmark work The American Dilemma (1944),
sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation. Presidents Roosevelt and Truman had taken
small but significant steps to address the worst forms of legal and economic dis-
crimination. And across the South black churches and colleges became centers for
organized resistance to segregation.

Thurgood Marshall emerged as the NAACP’s leading attorney. Marshall had at-
tended law school in the 1930s at Howard University in Washington. There, the
law school’s dean, Charles Houston, was in the midst of revamping the school and
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turning out sharp, dedicated lawyers. Marshall was not only sharp, he had the com-
mon touch. “Before he came along,” one observer noted,

the principal black leaders—men like Du Bois and James Weldon Johnson and
Charles Houston—didn't talk the language of the people. They were upper-class
and upper-middle-class Negroes. Thurgood Marshall was of the people. . .. Out in
Texas or Oklahoma or down the street here in Washington at the Baptist church,
he would make these rousing speeches that would have ’em all jumping out of
their seats. . . . “We ain’t gettin’ what we should,” was what it came down to, and
he made them see that.

During the late 1930s and early 1940s Marshall toured the South (in “a little
old beat-up 29 Ford”), typing out legal briefs in the back seat, trying to get teach-
ers to sue for equal pay, and defending blacks accused of murder in a Klan-infested
county in Florida. He was friendly with whites, not shy, and black citizens who had
never even considered the possibility that a member of their race might win a legal
battle “would come for miles, some of them on muleback or horseback, to see ‘the
nigger lawyer’ who stood up in white men’s courtrooms.”

For years NAACP lawyers had worked hard to organize local chapters, to sup-
port members of the community willing to risk their jobs, property, and lives in or-
der to challenge segregation. But they waged a moderate, pragmatic campaign. They
chose not to attack head-on the Supreme Court decision (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896)
that permitted “separate but equal” segregated facilities. They simply demonstrated
that a black college or school might be separate, but it was hardly equal if it lacked
a law school or even indoor plumbing.

The Brown Decision

In 1950 the NAACP changed tactics: it would now try to convince the Supreme
Court to overturn the separate but equal doctrine itself. Oliver Brown was one of
the people who provided a way. Brown was dissatisfied that his daughter Linda had
to walk past an all-white school on her way to catch the bus to her segregated black
school in Topeka, Kansas. A three-judge federal panel rejected Brown’s suit because
the schools in Topeka, while segregated, did meet the test of equality. But the NAACP
had been making headway with other cases in other courts. After two years of ar-
guments the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) over-
turned the lower court ruling.

Marshall and his colleagues succeeded in part because of a change in the Court
itself. The year before, President Eisenhower had appointed Earl Warren, a liberal
Republican from California, as chief justice. Warren, a forceful advocate, managed
to persuade the last of his reluctant judicial colleagues that segregation as defined
in Plessy rested on an untenable theory of racial supremacy. The Court thus ruled
unanimously that separate facilities were inherently unequal. To keep black chil-
dren segregated solely on the basis of race, it ruled, “generates a feeling of inferi-
ority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in
a way unlikely ever to be undone.”

At the time of the Brown decision, 21 states and the District of Columbia op-
erated segregated school systems. All of them had to decide, in some way, how to
comply with the new ruling. The Court allowed a certain amount of leeway, hand-
ing down a second ruling in 1955 that required that desegregation be carried out
“with all deliberate speed.” Some border states reluctantly decided to comply, but

Overturning Plessy
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Delgado and segregated
schools

Attorney Gus Garcia (left) was
one of the key leaders of the
American Gl Forum, founded by
Mexican American veterans to
pursue their civil rights. He and
his colleagues successfully ap-
pealed the conviction of Pete
Hernéndez (center) before the
Supreme Court in 1954.

in the Deep South, many citizens called for die-hard defiance. In 1956, a “Southern
Manifesto” was issued by 19 U.S. senators and 81 representatives; it declared their
intent to use “all lawful means” to reestablish legalized segregation.

Latino Civil Rights

Mexican Americans also considered school desegregation as central to their cam-
paign for civil rights. At the end of World War II, only one percent of children of
Mexican descent in Texas graduated from high school. Both the American GI Fo-
rum (page 915) and the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC; page
816) supported legal challenges to the system.

In a 1947 case, Mendez et al. v. Westminster School District of Orange County, the
courts had ordered several California school districts to integrate. LULAC saw a way
to apply that ruling in Texas. The superintendent in the town of Bastrop had re-
fused a request to enroll first-grader Minerva Delgado in a nearby all-white school.
Civil rights lawyer and activist Gus Garcia, a legal adviser to both LULAC and the
GI Forum, helped bring a case on Minerva’s behalf against the school district. Be-
fore Delgado et al. v. Bastrop et al. went to trial a Texas judge ordered an end to seg-
regated schools beyond the first grade (based on the assumption that the youngest
Mexican American children needed special classes to learn English). Delgado served
notice that Mexicans would no longer accept second-class citizenship. It also served
as a precedent in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954.

Two weeks before the Supreme Court made that landmark civil rights ruling, it
also decided a case of great importance to Latinos. Unlike African Americans, Latinos
did not face a Jim Crow system of laws imposing segregation. Throughout the South-
west the states recognized just two races: black and white. That left Mexican Ameri-
cans in legal limbo. Though legally grouped with whites, they were by longstanding
social custom barred from many public places, they could not serve on juries, and
they faced widespread job discrimination. To remedy the situation, Mexican Ameri-
cans had to establish themselves in the courts as a distinct class of people.
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An opportunity arose in the case of Pete Hernandez, who had been convicted
of murder by an all-white jury in Jackson County, Texas. Indeed, as Mexican Amer-
ican lawyer Gus Garcia realized, no Mexican American had served on a Jackson jury
in the previous 25 years. Garcia, one of the leaders of the American GI Forum, saw
in the tactics of Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP a way to use the Hernandez
case to extend to Mexicans the benefits of the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal pro-
tection clause.

The key to the case was ingenious but direct. The state argued that because
Mexicans were white, a jury without Mexicans was still a jury of peers. Yet the court-
house in which Hernandez was tried had two men’s rooms. One said simply, “MEN.”
The other, labeled with a crudely hand-lettered sign, said “coLorep MEN” and be-
low that in Spanish, “HOMBRES AQuI [MEN HERE].” As one of Gus Garcia’s colleagues
recalled, “In the jury pool, Mexicans may have been white, but when it came to na-
ture’s functions they were not.” This and similar examples of discrimination per-
suaded the Supreme Court, in Herndndez v. Texas, to throw out the state’s argument.
Latinos in south Texas, like African Americans across the South, were held to be a
discrete group.whose members deserved equal protection under the law. “The Four-
teenth Amendment is not directed solely against discrimination due to a ‘two-class
theory,” that is, based upon differences between ‘white’ and Negro,” ruled Chief Jus-
tice Earl Warren. Warren’s reasoning made it possible for Latinos to seek redress as
a group rather than as individuals. After Herndndez, the Mexican American com-
munity had both the legal basis and the leadership to broaden its attack against dis-
crimination.

A New Civil Rights Strategy
Neither the Brown nor the Herndndez decisions ended segregation, but they com-
bined with political and economic forces to usher in a new era of southern race re-
lations. In December 1955 Rosa Parks, a 43-year-old black civil rights activist, was
riding the bus home in Montgomery, Alabama. When the driver ordered her to give
up her seat for a white man, as Alabama Jim Crow laws required, she refused. Po-
lice took her to jail and eventually fined her $14.

Determined to overturn the law, a number of women from the NAACP, friends
of Parks, met secretly at midnight to draft a letter of protest.

Another Negro woman has been arrested and thrown into jail because she re-
fused to get up out of her seat on the bus and give it to a white person. . . . Un-
til we do something to stop these arrests, they will continue. The next time it
may be you, or you or you. This woman’s case will come up Monday. We are,
therefore, asking every Negro to stay off the buses on Monday in protest of the
arrest and trial.

Thousands of copies of the letter were distributed, and the Monday boycott was
such a success it was extended indefinitely. Buses wheeled around the city virtually
empty, losing over 30,000 fares a day. The white community, in an effort to halt the
unprecedented black challenge, resorted to various forms of legal and physical in-
timidation. No local agent would insure cars used to carpool black workers. A bomb
exploded in the house of the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., the key boycott leader.
And when that failed to provoke the violence that whites could use to justify harsh
reprisals, 90 black leaders were arrested for organizing an illegal boycott. Still, the

Herndndez and
desegregation

Rosa Parks
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Martin Luther King Jr.

campaign continued until November 23, 1956, when the Supreme Court ruled that
bus segregation was illegal.

The triumph was especially sweet for Martin Luther King Jr., whose leadership
in Montgomery brought him national fame. Before becoming a minister at the Dex-
ter Street Baptist Church, King had little personal contact with the worst forms of
white racism. He had grown up in the relatively affluent middle-class black com-
munity of Atlanta, Georgia, the son of one of the city’s most prominent black min-
isters. He attended Morehouse College, an academically respected black school in
Atlanta, and Crozer Theological Seminary in Philadelphia before entering the doc-
toral program in theology at Boston University. As a graduate student, King em-
braced the pacifism and nonviolence of the Indian leader Mohandas Gandhi and the
activism of Christian reformers of the progressive era. King heeded the call to Dex-
ter Street in 1954 with the idea of becoming a theologian after he served his active
ministry and finished his dissertation.

As boycott leader it was King’s responsibility to rally black support without trig-
gering violence. Because local officials were all too eager for any excuse to use force,
King’s nonviolent approach was the ideal strategy. King offered his audience two vi-
sions. First, he reminded them of the many injustices they had been forced to en-
dure. The boycott, he asserted, was a good way to seek redress. Then he counseled
his followers to avoid the actions of their oppressors: “In our protest there will be
no cross burnings. No white person will be taken from his home by a hooded Ne-
gro mob and brutually murdered.” And he evoked the Christian and republican
ideals that would become the themes of his civil rights crusade. “If we protest coura-
geously, and yet with dignity and Christian love,” he said, “when the future history
books are written, somebody will have to say, ‘There lived a race of people, of black
people, of people who had the moral courage to stand up for their rights. And
thereby they injected a new meaning into the history of civilization.””

Indeed, the African Americans of Montgomery did set an example of moral
courage that rewrote the pages of American race relations. Their firm stand caught
the attention of the national news media. King and his colleagues were developing
the tactics needed to launch a more aggressive phase of the civil rights movement.

Little Rock and the White Backlash

The civil rights spotlight moved the following year to Little Rock, Arkansas. White
officials there had reluctantly adopted a plan to integrate the schools with a most
deliberate lack of speed. Nine black students were scheduled to enroll in Septem-
ber 1957 at the all-white Central High School. Instead, the school board urged them
to stay home. Governor Orval Faubus, generally a moderate on race relations, called
out the Arkansas National Guard on the excuse of maintaining order. President
Eisenhower tacitly supported Faubus in his defiance of court-ordered integration by
remarking that “you cannot change people’s hearts merely by laws.”

Still, the Justice Department could not simply let Faubus defy the federal courts.
It won an injunction against the governor, but when the nine blacks returned on
September 23 a mob of 1000 abusive whites greeted them. So great was national at-
tention to the crisis that President Eisenhower felt compelled to uphold the au-
thority of the federal courts. He sent in federal troops and took control of the Na-
tional Guard. For a year the Guard preserved order until Faubus, in a last-ditch
maneuver, closed the schools. Only in 1959, under pressure of another federal court
ruling, did Little Rock schools reopen and resume the plan for gradual integration.
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In the face of such attitudes, King and other civil rights leaders recognized that
the skirmishes of Montgomery and Little Rock were a beginning, not the end. In
fact, segregationist resistance increased in the wake of King’s Montgomery success.
From 1955 to 1959 civil rights protesters endured over 200 acts of violence in the
South. Legislatures and city councils passed scores of laws attempting either to out-
law the NAACP or prevent it from functioning. Black leaders were unable to achieve
momentum on a national scale until 1960. Then, a series of spontaneous demon-
strations by young people changed everything.
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Angry white students, opposed
to integration, menace black
students during a recess at Lit-
tle Rock’s Central High. This
civil rights crisis was the first
covered by television; for
weeks NBC correspondent
John Chancellor took a char-
tered plane daily from Little
Rock to Oklahoma City to de-
liver film footage for the nightly
news program. Such national
attention made people outside
the South more sensitive to civil
rights issues.

On January 31, 1960, Joseph McNeill got
off the bus in Greensboro, North Car-
olina, a freshman on the way back to col-

A Movement Becomes a Crusade

lege. When he looked for something to eat at the lunch counter, the waitress gave
the familiar reply. “We don’t serve Negroes here.”

It was a refrain repeated countless times and in countless places. Yet for some
reason this rebuke particularly offended McNeill. He and his roommates had read
a pamphlet describing the 1955 bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama. They decided
it was time to make their own protest against segregation. Proceeding the next day
to the “whites only” lunch counter at a local store, they sat politely waiting for serv-
ice. “The waitress looked at me as if I were from outer space,” recalled one of the
protesters. Rather than serve them, the manager closed the counter. Word of the ac-
tion spread. A day later—Tuesday—the four students were joined by 27 more.
Wednesday, the number jumped to 63, Thursday, to over 300. Come the weekend,
1600 students rallied to plan further action.
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On Monday, February 8, sit-ins began in nearby
Durham and Winston-Salem. Tuesday it was Charlotte.
Thursday, High Point and Portsmouth, Virginia. A

N VIRGINIA Ponsmf\;é;m news broadcast reassured white residents in Raleigh

Feb. 11 that black students there would not follow Greens-

_—’M\ boro’s example. In response, angry black students

Winston-Salem  Greenshoro K}BN\ launched massive sit-ins at variety stores in Raleigh.
Feb. 8 Feb. 1 urham ) . 5 . .

> < JFeb.8 0 *\ By Lincoln’s birthday, the demonstrations had spread

High point ‘E:'Iaei?zh R )'J | to Tennessee and Florida; by April, to 78 different

i O CATEL N /J southern and bgrder communities. By September at

JFeb.9 \g % least 70,000 African Americans as well as whites had

M\ /j—m/ participated. Thousands had been arrested and jailed.

/QQ/W The campaign for black civil rights gained mo-

/ ATLANTIC mentum not so much by the power of national move-

canolA ?J/ OCEAN ments as through a host of individual decisions by lo-

S cal groups and citizens. When New Orleans schools

were desegregated in 1960, young Ruby’s parents had

The Spontaneous Spread of Sit-
ins, February 1960

Newer civil rights
organizations

not intended to make a social statement. But once involved, they refused to back
down. The students at Greensboro had not been approached by the NAACP, but
acted on their own initiative.

Riding to Freedom

Of course, organizations channeled these discontents and aspirations. But the new
generation of younger activists also shaped and altered the organizations. Beginning
in the 1960s, the push for desegregation moved from court actions launched by the
NAACP and the Urban League to newer groups determined to take direct action. Since
organizing the Montgomery boycott, Martin Luther King and his Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) had continued to advocate nonvio-
lent protest: “To resist without bitterness; to be cursed and not reply; to be
beaten and not hit back.” A second key organization, the Congress of Racial
Equality (CORE), was more willing than the SCLC to force confrontations
with the segregationist system. Another group, the Student Non-Violent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “Snick”) grew out of the Greens-
boro sit-in. SNCC represented the more militant, younger generation of black
activists who grew increasingly impatient with the slow pace of reform.

In May 1961 CORE director James Farmer led a group of black and white
“freedom riders” on a bus trip into the heart of the South. They hoped their
trip from Washington to New Orleans would focus national attention on the
inequality of segregated facilities. Violent southern mobs gave them the kind of
attention they feared. In South Carolina, thugs beat divinity student John Lewis as he
tried to enter an all-white waiting room. Mobs in Anniston and Birmingham, Alabama,
assaulted the freedom riders as police ignored the violence. One of the buses was burned.

President Kennedy had sought to avoid forceful federal intervention in the
South. When the freedom riders persisted in their plans, he tried to convince Al-
abama officials to protect the demonstrators so that he would not have to send fed-
eral forces. His hopes were dashed. From a phone booth outside the bus terminal,
John Doar, a Justice Department official in Montgomery, relayed the horror to At-
torney General Robert Kennedy, the president’s brother:

Now the passengers are coming off. They're standing on a corner of the platform.
Oh, there are fists, punching! A bunch of men led by a guy with a bleeding face
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are beating them. There are no cops. Its terrible! It’s terrible! There’s not a cop in
sight. People are yelling, “There those niggers are! Get ’em, get 'em!” It's awful.

Appalled, Robert Kennedy ordered in 400 federal marshals, who barely managed
to hold off the crowd. Martin Luther King, addressing a meeting in town, phoned
the attorney general to say that their church had been surrounded by an angry
mob of several thousand—jeering, throwing rocks, and carrying firebombs. As
Kennedy later recalled, “I said that we were doing the best that we could and that
he’d be as dead as Kelsey’s nuts if it hadn’t been for the marshals and the efforts
that we made.”

Both Kennedys understood that civil rights was the most divisive issue the ad-
ministration faced. For liberals, civil rights measured Kennedy’s credentials as a re-
former. Kennedy needed black and liberal votes to win reelection. Yet an active fed-
eral role threatened to drive white southerners from the Democratic party. It was
for that reason that Kennedy had hedged on his promise to introduce major civil
rights legislation. Through executive orders, he assured black leaders, he could elim-
inate discrimination in the government civil service and in businesses filling gov-
ernment contracts. He appointed several African Americans to high administrative
positions and five, including Thurgood Marshall, to the federal courts. The Justice
Department beefed up its civil rights enforcement procedures. But the freedom rid-
ers, by their bold actions, forced the Kennedys to do more.

Civil Rights at High Tide

By the fall of 1961 Robert Kennedy had persuaded SNCC to shift tactics to voter
registration, which he assumed would stir less violence. Voting booths, Kennedy
noted, were not like schools, where people would protest, “We don’t want our lit-
tle blond daughter going to school with a Negro.”

As SNCC and CORE workers arrived in southern towns in the spring of 1962,
they discovered that voting rights was not a peaceful issue. Over two years in Mis-
sissippi they registered only 4000 out of 394,000 black adults. Angry racists attacked
with legal harassment, jailings, beatings, bombings, and murders. Terrorized work-
ers who called on the administration for protection found it woefully lacking. FBI
agents often stood by taking notes while SNCC workers were assaulted. Undaunted,
SNCC workers made it clear that they intended to stay. They fanned out across the
countryside to speak with farmers and sharecroppers who had never before dared
to ask for a vote.

Confrontation increased when a federal court ordered the segregated University
of Mississippi to admit James Meredith, a black applicant. When Governor Ross Bar-
nett personally blocked Meredith’s registration in September 1962, Kennedy faced
the same crisis that had confronted Eisenhower at Little Rock in 1957. The presi-
dent ordered several hundred federal marshals to escort Meredith into a university
dormitory. Kennedy then announced on national television that the university had
been integrated and asked students to follow the law of the land. Instead, a mob
moved on campus, shooting out streetlights, commandeering a bulldozer, and throw-
ing rocks and bottles. To save the marshals, Kennedy finally sent in federal troops,
but not before 2 people were killed and 375 wounded.

In Mississippi, President Kennedy had begun to lose control of the civil rights
issue. The House of Representatives, influenced by television coverage of the vio-
lence, introduced a number of civil rights measures. And Martin Luther King led a
group to Birmingham, Alabama, to force a showdown against segregation. From a
prison cell there, he produced one of the most eloquent documents of the civil rights

James Meredith
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In Birmingham, Alabama, fire-
fighters used high-pressure
hoses to disperse civil rights
demonstrators. The force of the
hoses was powerful enough to
tear bark off trees. Pictures like
this one aroused widespread
sympathy for the civil rights

movement.

“Letter from
Birmingham Jail”

The march on
Washington

movement, his “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” Addressed to local ministers who had
counseled an end to confrontation, King defended the use of civil disobedience. The
choice, he warned, was not between obeying the law and nonviolently breaking it
to bring about change; it was between his way and streets “flowing with blood,” as
restive black citizens turned toward more militant ideologies.

Once freed, King led new demonstrations. Television cameras were on hand that
May as Birmingham police chief “Bull” Connor, a man with a short fuse, unleashed
attack dogs, club-wielding police, and fire hoses powerful enough to peel the bark
off trees. When segregationist bombs went off in African American neighborhoods,
black mobs retaliated with their own riot, burning a number of shops and busi-
nesses owned by whites. In the following 10 weeks, more than 750 riots erupted in
186 cities and towns, both North and South. King’s warning of streets “flowing with
blood” no longer seemed far-fetched.

Kennedy sensed that he could no longer compromise on civil rights. In phrases
that, like King’s, drew heavily on Christian and republican rhetoric, he asked the
nation, “If [an American with dark skin] cannot enjoy the full and free life all of us
want, then who among us would be content to have the color of his skin changed
and stand in his place? Who among us would then be content with counsels of pa-
tience and delay?” The president followed his words with support for a strong civil
rights bill to end segregation and protect black voters. When King announced a
massive march on Washington for August 1963, Kennedy objected that it would un-
dermine support for his bill. “I have never engaged in any direct action movement
which did not seem ill-timed,” King replied. Faced with the inevitable, Kennedy
convinced the organizers to use the event to promote the administration’s bill, much
to the disgust of militant CORE and SNCC factions.

On August 28 some 250,000 people gathered at the Lincoln Memorial to march
and sing in support of civil rights and racial harmony. Appropriately, the day be-
longed to King. In the powerful tones of a southern preacher, he reminded the crowd
that the Declaration of Independence was a promise that applied to all people, black
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and white. “I have a dream,” he told them, that one day “all of God’s children, black
men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to
join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at
last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!’” Congress began deliberation of the
civil rights bill, which was reported out of the Judiciary Committee on October 23.

The Fire Next Time

While liberals applauded Kennedy’s stand on civil rights and appreciative African
Americans rejoined the Democratic party, substantial numbers of southern whites
and northern ethnics deserted. The president scheduled a trip to Texas to recoup
some southern support. On November 22, 1963, the people of Dallas lined the streets
for his motorcade. Suddenly, a sniper’s rifle fired several times. Kennedy slumped
into his wife’s arms, fatally wounded. His assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was caught
several hours later. Oswald seemed a mysterious figure: emotionally unstable, he
had spent several years in the Soviet Union. But his actions were never fully ex-
plained, because only two days after his arrest—in full view of television cameras—
he was gunned down by a disgruntled nightclub operator named Jack Ruby. An in-
vestigative commission headed by Chief Justice Earl Warren concluded that Oswald
had acted alone, a conclusion with which historians generally agree. But the com-
mission acted so hastily that a host of critics arose and rejected its conclusions in
favor of theories placing Oswald as part of various conspiracies.

In the face of the violence surrounding the civil rights campaign as well as the as-
sassination of the president, many Americans came to doubt that programs of gradual
reform could hold the nation together. A few black radicals believed that the Kennedy
assassination was a payback to a system that had tolerated its own racial violence—
the “chickens coming home to roost,” as separatist Malcolm X put it. Many younger
black leaders observed that civil rights received the greatest national coverage when
white, not black, demonstrators were killed. They wondered, too, how Lyndon John-
son, a consummate southern politician, would approach the civil rights programs.

The new president, however, saw the need for action. Just as the Catholic is-
sue had tested Kennedy’ ability to lead, Johnson knew that without strong leader-
ship on civil rights, “I'd be dead before I could ever begin.” On November 23, his
tirst day in office, he promised civil rights leaders that he would pass Kennedy’s bill.
Despite a southern filibuster in the Senate, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 became law
the following summer. The bill marked one of the great moments in the history of
American reform. It barred discrimination in public accommodations such as lunch
counters, bus stations, and hotels; it authorized the attorney general to bring suit
to desegregate schools, museums, and other public facilities; it outlawed discrimi-
nation in employment by race, color, religion, sex, or national origin; and it gave
additional protection to voting rights.

Still, the Civil Rights Act did not bar the techniques that southern registrars rou-
tinely used to prevent black citizens from voting. A coalition of idealistic young black
and white protesters had continued the Mississippi voting drive in what they called
“Freedom Summer.” In 1965 Martin Luther King led a series of demonstrations, cli-
maxed by a 54-mile walk from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. As pressure mounted,
Johnson sent Congress a strong Voting Rights Act that was passed in August 1965.
The act suspended literacy tests and authorized federal officials to supervise elections
in many southern districts. With some justice Johnson called the act “one of the most
monumental laws in the entire history of American freedom.” Within a five-year pe-
riod black registration in the South jumped from 35 to 65 percent.

Tragedy in Dallas

LBJ and the Civil Rights
Act of 1964

Voting Rights Act
of 1965
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Black Power

The civil rights laws, as comprehensive as they were, did not strike at the de facto
segregation found outside the South. These forms of segregation were not codified
in law but practiced through unwritten custom. In large areas of America, African
Americans were locked out of suburbs, kept out of decent schools, barred from ex-
clusive clubs, and denied all but the most menial jobs. Nor did the Voting Rights
Act deal with the sources of urban black poverty. The median income for urban
black residents was approximately half that for white residents.

In such an atmosphere, militants sharply questioned the liberal goal of inte-
gration. Since the 1930s the Black Muslim religious sect, dedicated to complete sep-
aration from white society, had attracted as many as 100,000 members, mostly young
men. During the early 1960s the sect drew even wider attention through the ener-
getic efforts of Malcolm X. This charismatic leader had learned the language of the

downtrodden from his own experience as a former hustler, gambler, and

Black Panthers

prison inmate. His militancy alarmed whites, though by 1965 Malcolm
was in fact moving toward a more moderate position. He accepted inte-
gration but emphasized black community action. After he broke with the
Black Muslims he was gunned down by rivals.

But by 1965-1966, even CORE and SNCC had begun to give up
working for nonviolent change. If black Americans were to liberate them-
selves fully, militants argued, they could not merely accept rights “given”
to them by whites—they had to claim them. Some members began car-
rying guns to defend themselves. In 1966 Stokely Carmichael of SNCC
gave the militants a slogan—“Black Power”—and the defiant symbol of
a gloved fist raised in the air. In its moderate form, the black power move-
ment encouraged African Americans to recover their cultural roots, their
African heritage, and a new sense of identity. African clothes and natural
hairstyles became popular. On college campuses black students pressed
universities to hire black faculty, create black studies programs, and provide segre-
gated social and residential space.

For more militant factions like the Black Panther party of Oakland, California,
violence became a revolutionary tool. Led by Huey P. Newton and Eldridge Cleaver,
the Panthers called on the black community to arm. Because California law forbade
carrying concealed weapons, Newton and his followers openly brandished shotguns
and rifles as they patrolled the streets protecting blacks from police harassment. In
February 1967 Newton found the showdown he had been looking for. “O.K., you
big fat racist pig, draw your gun,” he shouted while waving a shotgun. A gun bat-
tle with police left Newton wounded and in jail.

Eldridge Cleaver, who assumed leadership of the party, attracted the attention of
whites with his searing autobiography, Soul on Ice. But even at the height of the Black
Panthers’ power, the group never counted more than 2000 members nationwide. Most
African Americans remained committed to the goals defined by the civil rights move-
ment: nonviolence, not armed confrontation; integration, not segregation.

Violence in the Streets

No ideology shaped the reservoir of frustration and despair that existed in the ghet-
tos. Often, a seemingly minor incident such as an arrest or an argument on the
streets would trigger widespread violence. A mob would gather, and police cars and
white-owned stores would be firebombed or looted. As police and the National



Guard were ordered in, the violence es-
calated. Riots broke out in Harlem and
Rochester, New York, in 1964, the
Watts area of Los Angeles in 1965,
Chicago in 1966, and Newark and De-
troit in 1967. In the riot at Watts, more
than $200 million in property lay in ru-
ins and 34 people died, all of them
black. It took nearly 5000 troops to end
the bloodiest rioting in Detroit, where
40 died, 2000 were injured, and 5000
were left homeless.

To most whites the violence was
unfathomable and inexcusable. Lyn-
don Johnson spoke for many when he
argued that “neither old wrongs nor
new fears can justify arson and mur-
der.” Martin Luther King, still pursu-
ing the tactics of nonviolence, came to
understand the anger behind it. Tour-
ing Watts only days after the riots, he
was approached by a band of young
blacks. “We won,” they told him
proudly. “How can you say you won,”
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A National Guardsman watches
as flames consume large areas
of the Watts section of Los An-
geles during the 1965 riot. Of-
ten, a seemingly trivial event
set off such scenes of violence,
revealing the depth of explosive
rage harbored within ghettos.

King countered, “when thirty-four Negroes are dead, your community is destroyed,
and whites are using the riot as an excuse for inaction?” The youngsters were un-
moved. “We won because we made them pay attention to us.”

Civil Rights: Patterns of Protest and Unrest The first phase of the civil rights movement was confined
largely to the South, where the freedom riders of 1961 dramatized the issue of segregation. Beginning in
the summer of 1964, urban riots brought the issue of race and politics home to the entire nation. Severe
rioting followed the murder of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, after which the worst violence subsided.
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For Johnson, ghetto violence and black militance mocked his efforts to achieve
racial progress. The Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts were essential parts of the
Great Society he hoped to build. In that effort he had achieved a legislative record
virtually unequaled by any president in the nation’s history. What Kennedy had
promised, Johnson delivered. But the growing white backlash and the anger ex-
ploding in the nation’s cities exposed serious flaws in the theory and practice of lib-
eral reform.

Like the state he hailed from, Lyndon

@ I.yndﬂn Johnson and the Great SOCiety Baines Johnson was in all things bigger

than life. His gifts were greater, his flaws

more glaring. Insecurity was his Achilles heel and the engine that drove him. If
Kennedy had been good as president, Johnson would be “the greatest of them all,
the whole bunch of them.” If FDR won in a landslide in 1936, Johnson would pro-
duce an even larger margin in 1964. And to anyone who displeased him, he could
be ruthlessly cruel. His scatological language and preoccupa-

The irrepressible Lyndon John-
son had difficulty playing sec-
ond fiddle to anyone, even
when he was vice president.
But his shrewd political in-
stincts and folksy charm, which
he knew how to deploy to good
effect, often allowed him to out-
maneuver his opponents.

tion with barnyard sex amused few and offended many. He
counted himself among history’s great figures. A visiting head
of state once asked Johnson if he was born in a log cabin. “No,
no,” the president responded. “You have me confused with Abe
Lincoln. I was born in a manger.” Yet Johnson could not un-
derstand why so few people genuinely liked him; one coura-
geous diplomat, when pressed, found the nerve to respond,
“Because, Mr. President, you are not a very likable man.”

Johnson was born in Stonewall, Texas, in the hill country
outside Austin, where the dry climate and rough terrain only
grudgingly yielded up a living. Schooled in manners by his
overbearing mother and in politics by his father and his cronies,
Johnson arrived in Washington in 1932 as an ardent New
| Dealer who loved the political game. When he became major-
ity leader of the Senate in 1954, he cultivated an image as a
moderate conservative who knew what strings to pull or levers
to jog to get the job done. Johnson knew what made his col-
leagues run. On an important bill, he latched onto the unde-
cided votes until they succumbed to the famous “Johnson treat-
ment,” a combination of arguments, threats, emotional or
patriotic appeals, and enticing rewards. Florida Senator George
Smathers likened Johnson to “a great overpowering thunder-
storm that consumed you as it closed around you.” Or as Ben
Bradlee of the Washington Post recalled, “He never just shook hands with you. One
hand was shaking your hand; the other was always someplace else, exploring you,
examining you.”

Despite his compulsion to control every person and situation, Johnson pos-
sessed certain bedrock strengths. No one was better at hammering out compromises
among competing interest groups. To those who served him well he could be loyal
and generous. As president, he cared sincerely about society’s underdogs. His sup-
port for civil rights, aid to the poor, education, and the welfare of the elderly came
from genuine conviction. He made the betterment of such people the goal of his ad-
ministration.
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The Origins of the Great Society

In the first months after the assassination, Johnson acted as the conservator of the
Kennedy legacy. “Let us continue,” he told a grief-stricken nation. Liberals who had
dismissed Johnson as an unprincipled power broker grudgingly came to respect the
energy he showed in steering reform through Congress. The Civil Rights Act and
tax cut legislation were only two of the most conspicuous pieces of Kennedy busi-
ness Johnson quickly finished.

Kennedy had come to recognize that prosperity alone would not ease the plight
of America’s poor. In 1962 Michael Harrington’s book The Other America brought at-
tention to the widespread persistence of poverty despite the nation’s affluence. Har-
rington focused attention on the hills of Appalachia that stretched from western Penn-
sylvania south to Alabama. In some counties a quarter of the population survived on
a diet of flour and dried-milk paste supplied by federal surplus food programs. Un-
der Kennedy Congress had passed a new food stamp program as well as laws designed
to revive the economies of poor areas, replacing urban slums with newer housing and
retraining the unemployed. Robert Kennedy also headed a presidential committee to
fight juvenile delinquency in urban slums by involving the poor in “community ac-
tion” programs. Direct participation, they hoped, would overcome “a sense of resig-
nation and fatalism” that sociologist Oscar Lewis had found while studying the Puerto
Rican community of New York City.

Such forces for change brought hope and energy to the liberal tradition. Like the
New Dealers and the progressives before them, liberals of the 1960s did not wish to
overturn capitalism. They looked primarily to tame its excesses, taking a pragmatic ap-
proach to reforming American society. Like Franklin Roosevelt, they
believed that the government should play an active role in manag-
ing the economy in order to soften the boom-and-bust swings of
capitalism. Like progressives from the turn of the century, liberals
looked to improve society by applying the intelligence of “experts.”

Liberals had confidence, at times bordering on arrogance, that
poverty could be eliminated and the good society achieved. “The
world seemed more plastic, more subject to human will,” one lib-
eral recalled. He and his fellow reformers believed that “the energy
and commitment of multitudes could be linked to compel the en-
richment of human life.” That faith might prove naive, but during
the 1960s such optimism was both infectious and energizing.

It fell to Lyndon Johnson to fight Kennedy’s “war on poverty.”
By August 1964 this master politician had driven through Congress
the most sweeping social welfare bill since the New Deal. The Eco-
nomic Opportunity Act addressed almost every major cause of
poverty. It included training programs such as the Job Corps, granted
loans to rural families and urban small businesses as well as aid to
migrant workers, and launched a domestic version of the Peace
Corps, known as VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America). The
price tag for these programs was high. Johnson committed almost
$1 billion to Sargent Shriver, a Kennedy brother-in-law, who directed
the new Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO). When Michael Harrington com-
plained that even $1 billion could barely scratch the surface, Shriver tartly replied,
“Maybe you've spent a billion dollars before, but this is my first time around.”

The speed Johnson demanded led inevitably to confusion, conflict, and waste.
Officials at OEO often found themselves in conflict with other cabinet departments

Discovering poverty

The liberal tradition

The Job Corps was one strategy
that Johnson used to alleviate
unemployment and poverty. The
idea was to train the unskilled
and retrain workers whose
skills were no longer needed.
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Programs in education

Medicare and Medicaid

as well as with state and local officials. For example, OEO workers organized voter
registration drives in order to oust corrupt city officials. Others led rent strikes to
force improvements in public housing. The director of city housing in Syracuse,
New York, reacted typically: “We are experiencing a class struggle in the traditional
Karl Marx style in Syracuse, and I do not like it.” Such battles for power and bu-
reaucratic turf undermined federal poverty programs.

The Election of 1964

In 1964, however, these controversies had not yet surfaced. Johnson’s political stock
remained high. To an audience at the University of Michigan in May, he announced
his ambition to forge a “Great Society,” in which poverty and racial injustice no
longer existed. The chance to fulfill his dreams seemed open to him, for the Re-
publicans nominated Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona as their presidential can-
didate. Ruggedly handsome, Goldwater was a true son of the West who held a nar-
row view of what government should do, for he was at heart a libertarian.
Government, he argued, should not dispense welfare, subsidize farmers, tax incomes
on a progressive basis, or aid public education. At the same time, Goldwater was so
anti-Communist that he championed a large defense establishment.

Goldwater’s extreme views allowed Johnson to portray himself as a moderate.
He chose Minnesota’s liberal Senator Hubert Humphrey to give regional balance to
the ticket. Only the candidacy of Governor George Wallace of Alabama marred John-
son’s election prospects. In Democratic primaries, Wallace’s segregationist appeal
won nearly a third or more of the votes in Wisconsin, Indiana, and Maryland—
hardly the Deep South. He was persuaded, however, to drop out of the race.

The election produced the landslide Johnson craved. Carrying every state ex-
cept Arizona and four in the Deep South, he received 61 percent of the vote. Dem-
ocrats gained better than two-to-one majorities in the Senate and House. All the
same, the election was probably more a repudiation of Goldwater than a mandate
for Johnson. The president realized that he had to move rapidly to exploit the mo-
mentum of his 1964 majority.

The Great Society

In January 1965 Johnson announced a legislative vision that would extend welfare
programs on a scale beyond Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal. By the end of 1965, 50
bills had been passed, many of them major pieces of legislation, with more on the
agenda for the following year.

As a former teacher, Johnson made education the cornerstone of his Great So-
ciety. Stronger schools would compensate the poor for their disadvantaged homes,
he believed. Under the Elementary and Secondary School Act, students in low-
income school districts were to receive educational equipment, money for books,
and enrichment programs like Project Head Start for nursery-school-age children.
As schools scrambled to create programs that would tap federal money, they some-
times spent more to pay middle-class educational professionals than to teach lower-
income students.

President Johnson also pushed through the Medicare Act to provide the elderly
with health insurance to cover hospital costs. Medicare targeted the elderly, because
studies had shown that older people used hospitals three times more than other
Americans and generally had incomes only half as large. Because Medicare made no
provision for the poor who were not elderly, Congress also passed a program called
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Medicaid. Participating states would receive matching grants from the federal gov-
ernment to pay the medical expenses of those on welfare or too poor to afford med-
ical care.

In many ways, Medicare and Medicaid worked. The poor and elderly received
significantly more help when facing catastrophic illnesses. Over the next two
decades, such aid helped to lower significantly the number of elderly poor. But as
more patients used hospital services, Medicare budgets rose. In addition, nothing
in the act restricted hospitals or doctors from raising their fees. The cost of the pro-
grams soared by more than 500 percent in the first 10 years.

Ten days after signing the Medicare bill, Johnson signed the Omnibus Housing
Act, designed to subsidize rents for poor families unable to find adequate public
housing. Four days later came the Voting Rights Act. Within two weeks Congress
approved the creation of a new cabinet-level Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment (HUD). To head it, Johnson named Robert Weaver, a former president
of the NAACP. And in the tradition of the New Deal, which had patronized the arts
under the WPA, Johnson created the National Foundation of the Arts and Human-
ities. Colleges and their students received support for scholarships and loans, re-
search equipment, and libraries.

The Great Society also reformed immigration policy, in ways that reflected the
drastic changes in global economics and culture since the last major immigration
legislation was passed in 1924. Then, the National Origins Act (page 794) had em-
bodied the deeply Eurocentric orientation of American society and its prejudices
against people of color. Almost all the annual admissions quota of 154,000 went to
Northern Europeans. Asians were barred almost entirely. By the 1960s American at-
titudes were changing, in terms of both race and region. American soldiers, after
all, had fought wars to defend Korea, the Philippines, Vietnam, Taiwan, Japan, and
other Asian nations. How could it justify discriminating against citizens from those
countries? President Kennedy had challenged Congress to eliminate the national
origins system, which he argued “satisfies neither national need nor accomplishes
an international purpose.”

By 1965, with Asian economies growing, the war in Vietnam expanding, and
civil rights sentiments at a peak, the need for reform took on special urgency. The
Immigration Act of 1965 abolished the national origins system. It increased annual
admissions to 170,000 people and put a cap of 20,000 on immigrants from any sin-
gle nation. The law gave marked preference to reuniting families of those immi-
grants already in the United States—so much so that some observers nicknamed it
the “brothers and sisters act.” Asians and Eastern Europeans were among its prime
beneficiaries.

The act’s liberalization was offset, however, by prejudice toward Central Amer-
icans, especially Mexicans. The National Origins Act of 1924 had placed no limit
on immigrants from the Americas. But by the 1960s many in Congress feared a mas-
sive influx of workers from south of the border. Widespread poverty in Latin Amer-
ican nations had left thousands unemployed and desperate to find work. Hence the
new act capped arrivals from the Western Hemisphere at 120,000 annually. In that
way immigration reform reflected the shifting balance of the global economy.

Booming economies took an increasing toll on the environment. By the mid-
1960s many Americans had become increasingly concerned about acrid smog from
factories and automobiles; about lakes and rivers polluted by detergents, pesticides,
and industrial wastes; and about the disappearance of wildlife. In 1964 Congress
had already passed the National Wilderness Preservation System Act to set aside 9.1
million acres of wilderness as “forever wild.” Lady Bird Johnson, the president’s wife,

HUD

Immigration reform
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The environment
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campaigned to eliminate the garish billboards and junkyards along many of the na-
tion’s roads. Congress first established pollution standards for interstate waterways
and a year later provided funds for sewage treatment and water purification. Legis-
lation also tightened standards on air pollution. Environmental reform provoked op-
position from groups like mining companies, cattle-grazers, and the timber indus-
try, who wanted to continue using the public domain for their own purposes. But
the public accepted the benefits of the new regulation. Among other accomplish-
ments, by the mid-1990s smog had declined nationwide by about a third and the
number of rivers and lakes suitable for swimming and fishing had doubled.

For all he had done, Johnson wanted to do more. In 1966 he pushed through
bills to raise the minimum wage, improve auto safety, aid mass transit, and develop
“model cities.” But in time opposition mounted. “Doesn’t matter what kind of ma-
jority you come in with,” Johnson had predicted early on. “You've got just one year
when they treat you right, and before they start worrying about themselves.” Yet as
late as 1968 Johnson pushed major legislation through Congress to ban discrimi-
nation in housing (Fair Housing Act), to build public housing, to protect consumers
from unfair credit practices (Truth-in-Lending Act), and to protect scenic rivers and
expand the national park system.

Evaluating the Great Society

Historians have difficulty measuring the Great Society’s impact. It produced more leg-
islation and more reforms than the New Deal. It also carried a high price tag. Economic
statistics suggested that general prosperity, accelerated by the tax cut bill, did more to
fight poverty than all the OEO programs. And the in-
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Growth of Government,
1955-1990 Government has
been a major growth industry
since World War Il. Most peo-
ple think of “big government”
as federal government. But
even during the Great Society,
far more people worked in
state and local government.
Despite the antigovernment
rhetoric, federal employment
grew substantially in the
Reagan-Bush era.

| evitable scandals began to surface: Job Corps retrainees
burglarizing homes in their off-hours, school equipment
purchased that no one knew how to use. Conservatives
and radicals alike objected that the liberal welfare state
was intruding into too many areas of people’s lives. Eth-
nic groups like Italian and Polish Americans objected to
what they considered favoritism accorded black Ameri-

|  cans and Hispanics under many programs.

For all that, the Great Society established the high-
water mark of interventionist government, a trend that
began in the progressive era and flourished during the
Great Depression and in World War II. Although Amer-
icans continued to pay lip service to the notion that
government should remain small and interfere little in
citizens’ lives, no strong movement emerged to eliminate Medicare or Medicaid. Few
Americans disputed the right of the government to regulate industrial pollution or
to control the excesses of large corporations or powerful labor unions. Even con-
servatives granted the government a role in managing the economy and providing
citizens with a safety net of benefits in sickness and in old age. In this sense, the
tradition of liberalism prevailed, whatever Johnson’s failings.

The Reforms of the Warren Court

Although Lyndon Johnson and the Congress left the stamp of liberalism on federal
power during the decade, the third branch of government played a role that, in the
long run, proved equally significant. Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren turned
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Clarence Earl Gideon (left) used this handwritten letter to bring his appeal to the attention of the
Supreme Court. In the Gideon case the court ruled that even poor defendants have the right to legal
counsel. Such incidents, while rare, restore faith in the idea of a government for the people.

what was traditionally the least activist branch of government into a center of lib-
eral reform. His political skills, compassion, and tact had been instrumental in bring-
ing his colleagues to a unanimous ruling on school desegregation in Brown v. Board
of Education. And Warren continued to use these skills, until his retirement in 1969,
to forge a liberal coalition of justices who handed down a series of landmark deci-
sions in broad areas of civil liberties and civil rights.

In 1960 the rights of citizens accused of a crime but not yet convicted were of-
ten unclear. Those too poor to afford lawyers often faced trial without representa-
tion. The police and the courts seldom informed those accused of a crime of their
rights guaranteed under the Constitution. In a series of decisions, the Court ruled
that the Fourteenth Amendment provided broad guarantees of due process under
the law. Gideon v. Wainwright (1963), an appeal launched by a Florida prisoner, made
it clear that all citizens were entitled to legal counsel in any case involving a possi- Protecting due process
ble jail sentence. In Escobedo v. Illinois (1964) and Miranda v. Arizona (1966) the
Court declared that individuals detained for a crime must be informed of the charges
against them, of their right to remain silent, and of their right to have an attorney
present during questioning. Though these decisions applied to all citizens, they were
primarily intended to benefit the poor, who were most likely to be in trouble with
the law and least likely to understand their rights.

In Engel v. Vitale (1962), the Court issued a ruling that especially troubled con- Banning school prayer
servative religious groups. The case involved a nonsectarian prayer written by the
New York State Board of Regents that public school students were required to re-
cite. Even if dissenting children could be excused, the Court ruled, they faced in-
direct pressure to recite the prayer. That violated the constitutional separation of
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One person, one vote

church and state. The following year the Court extended the ban on school prayer
to cover the reading of the Bible and the Lord’s Prayer.

Other decisions promoted a more liberal social climate. In Griswold v. Con-
necticut (1964) the Warren Court overturned a nineteenth-century law banning the
sale of contraceptives or providing medical advice about their use. The Court demon-
strated its distaste for censorship by greatly narrowing the legal definition of ob-
scenity. A book had to be “utterly without redeeming social value” to permit cen-
sorship. The combination of decisions reforming criminal rights, prayer, free speech,
and morality angered conservatives of almost all social and political backgrounds.
These issues would again become a political battleground in the 1980s and 1990s.

The Court’s most far-reaching decision was probably one of its least contro-
versial, though politically most sensitive. As cities and suburbs grew, few states re-
drew their legislative districts to reflect the change. Rural (and generally conser-
vative) elements continued to dominate state legislatures. In Baker v. Carr (1962)
and a series of later cases the Court ruled that the states must apportion seats not
by “land or trees or pastures,” but as closely as possible by the principle of “one
person, one vote.”

In 1964 some 800 students from Berke-

@ The Counterculture ley, Oberlin, and other colleges met in

western Ohio to be trained for the voter

registration campaign in the South. Middle-class students who had grown up in
peaceful white suburbs found themselves being instructed for this “Mississippi Free-
dom Summer” by protest-hardened SNCC coordinators. The lessons were sobering.
When beaten by police, the SNCC staff advised, assume the fetal position—hands
protecting the neck, elbows covering the temples. That minimized injuries from
nightsticks. A few days later, grimmer news arrived. A volunteer who had left for
Mississippi two days earlier had already been arrested by local police. Now he and
two others were reported “missing.” Six weeks later, their mangled bodies were
found, bulldozed into the earthworks of a freshly finished dam. That did not stop
other sobered volunteers from heading to Mississippi.

By the mid-1960s dissatistied members of the middle class—and especially the
young—had launched a revolt against the conventions of society and politics as
usual. The students who returned to campus from the voter registration campaign
that summer of 1964 were the shock troops of a much larger movement. They in-
cluded a curious mix of political activists and apolitical dropouts, labeled hippies.

Activists on the New Left

More than a few students had become disillusioned with the slow pace of reform.
Since the “establishment”—whether it was liberal or conservative—blocked mean-
ingful change, why not overthrow it? Tom Hayden, raised in a working-class fam-
ily outside Detroit, went to college at the University of Michigan, then traveled to
Berkeley, and soon joined civil rights workers in Mississippi. “At first, you thought,
well, the southern system is some kind of historical vestige,” he recalled. “Instead,
we found out that the structure of power was very tied into the structure of power
in the whole U.S. Youd find that Harvard was investing in Mississippi Power and
Light, which was a company that economically dominated Mississippi.”
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Hayden, along with Al Haber, another student at the University of Michigan,
was a driving force in forming the radical Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).
SDS had little sympathy with an “old left” generation of radicals who grew up in
the 1930s and still debated the merits of Marxism. Action was the route to change,
Hayden argued: through sit-ins, protest marches, and direct confrontation. At a meet-
ing in Port Huron, Michigan, in 1962 the group condemned the modern bureau-
cratic society exemplified by the organization man of the 1950s. The Port Huron
Statement called for “participatory democracy,” in which large organizations run by
bureaucrats would be decentralized and turned into face-to-face communities in
which individual participation mattered. The Port Huron Statement did not exactly
revolutionize America; only 60,000 copies of it were ever sold. It did, however, an-
ticipate the dramatic increase in political and cultural conflict that was spreading
across the nation.

Historians have debated the causes of the turbulent 1960s. Some scholars have favored a
generational explanation. The United States has undergone periodic cycles of reform as each
new generation has come of age—about once every 30 years. Thus the twentieth century
began with progressive reformers pushing for change, only to give way to the quiet “nor-
malcy” of the 1920s, which in turn was succeeded by the activist New Deal in the 1930s. Sim-
ilarly, the “consensus” decade of the 1950s preceded liberalism’s high tide in the 1960s. In
that light, the Port Huron Statement can be read as a call for a new cycle of reform led by
the nation’s young baby boomers, who grew up during the 1950s. “There had to be a critical
mass of students, and enough economic fat to cushion them,” suggested one historian.

Other historians are more leery of the generational approach. Consider some of the fig-
ures who played pivotal roles in the decade’s social reforms: civil rights advocates like Mar-
tin Luther King and Cesar Chavez, feminist Betty Friedan, environmentalist Rachel Carson, con-
sumer advocate Ralph Nader, drug-promoter Timothy Leary, and rock stars like Bob Dylan and
the Beatles. All were born before or during World War Il and were not a part of the baby boom
generation. In fact, it is possible to argue that, by and large, baby boomers served mainly as
foot soldiers in a crusade led by a generation that came of age during the consensus years
of the 1950s.

In the end, it may be more useful to focus on specific catalytic events that bonded dif-
ferent generations. Mississippi Freedom Summer was such an event. Student volunteers for
Mississippi underwent a kind of on-the-job boot camp, often tutored by radical “veterans”
half a dozen years older who had already come to the voting rights project. The newly arrived
baby boomers gave up their suburban dress for overalls and work shirts of the sort worn by
poor African American laborers in the Mississippi Delta. Workers shared in the terror of fre-
quent harassment and even possible death. Once SNCC volunteers returned to their college
campuses, they themselves became catalysts for much of the turmoil that followed. They did
not necessarily “cause” the rebellion of the 1960s, but they did help shape much of the dis-
content stirring beneath the veneer of campus conformity.

The Free Speech Movement at the University of California, Berkeley, was a case
in point. To most liberals, Berkeley seemed the gem of the California state univer-
sity system. Like so many other universities, it had educated a generation of Gls
following World War II. But to people like Tom Hayden and the SDS, Berkeley was
a bureaucratic monster, enrolling more than 30,000 students. Students at Berkeley,

SDS and Port Huron

What Triggered the
Upheavals of the
1960s?

The Free Speech
Movement
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Edie Black from Smith College
was one of hundreds of middle-
class students who volunteered
during Freedom Summer of
1964. Here she teaches in a
school at Mileston, Mississippi.
Many students returned to their
campuses in the fall radical-
ized, ready to convince others
to join them in finding alterna-
tives to “the system.”

like at other large universities, filed into impersonal classrooms to hear lectures from
remote professors. In the fall of 1964, Berkeley declared off limits the one small area
in which political organizations had been allowed to advertise their causes. When uni-
versity police tried to remove a recruiter for CORE, thousands of angry students sur-
rounded the police car for 32 hours. They were led by a student named Mario Savio.

Before traveling south to Freedom Summer in 1964, Savio had been an undis-
tinguished graduate student in philosophy. Mississippi changed him. “There was
this single-mindedness of purpose and moral certainty that pushed him,” a fellow
Berkeley volunteer commented. And not just Savio. Twelve of the 21 Freedom Sum-
mer veterans at Berkeley were arrested during the protest. “In our free-speech fight,”
Savio proclaimed, “we have come up against what may emerge as the greatest prob-
lem of our nation—depersonalized, unresponsive bureaucracy.” When the univer-
sity’s president, Clark Kerr, threatened to expel Savio, 6000 students took control
of the administration building, stopped classes with a strike, and convinced many
faculty members to join them. Kerr backed down, placing no limits to free speech
on campus except those that applied to society at large. But the lines between stu-
dents and administrators had been drawn. The rebellious spirit spread to other ma-
jor universities such as Michigan, Yale, and Columbia and then to campuses across
the nation.

The Rise of the Counterculture

Disaffection of a less political kind produced rebels who condemned an American
society that they found too materialistic and shallow. These alienated students, of-
ten from conservative backgrounds, began to grope toward spiritual, nonmaterial
goals. “Turn on to the scene, tune in to what is happening, and drop out of high
school, college, grad school, junior executive,” advised Timothy Leary, a Harvard
psychology professor who dropped out himself. People who heeded Leary’s call to
spiritual renewal rejected politics for a lifestyle of experimentation with music, sex,
and drugs. Observers labeled their movement a “counterculture.”
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The counterculture of the 1960s had much in common with earlier religious
revival and utopian movements. It admired the quirky individualism of Henry David
Thoreau, and like Thoreau, it turned to Zen Buddhism and other Oriental philoso-
phies. Like Brook Farm and other nineteenth-century utopian communities, the new
hippie communes sought perfection along the fringes of society. Communards built
geodesic domes based on the designs of architect Buckminster Fuller; they “learned
how to scrounge materials, tear down abandoned buildings, use the unusable,” as
one member of the Drop City commune put it. Sexual freedom became a means to
liberate them from the repressive inhibitions that distorted the lives of their “up-
tight” parents. Drugs appeared to open the inner mind to a higher state of con-
sciousness or pleasure. No longer would people be bound by conventional rela-
tionships and the goals of a liberal, bourgeois society.

The early threads of the 1960s counterculture led back to the 1950s and the
subculture of the beat generation (page 951). For the beats, unconventional drugs
had long been a part of the scene, but now their use expanded dramatically. Timo-
thy Leary began experimenting with hallucinogenic mushrooms in Mexico and soon
moved on to LSD. The drug “blew his mind,” he announced, and he became so en-
thusiastic in making converts that Harvard blew him straight out of its hallowed
doors.

Whereas Leary’s approach to LSD was cool and contemplative, novelist Ken Ke-
sey (One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest) embraced it with antic frenzy. His ragtag com-
pany of druggies and freaks formed the “Merry Pranksters” at Kesey’s home outside
San Francisco. Writer Tom Wolfe chronicled their outrageous style in The Electric
Kool-Aid Acid Test, a book that pioneered the “New Journalism.” Wolfe dropped the
rules of reporting that demanded objectivity and distance by taking himself and his
readers on a psychedelic tour with Kesey and his fellow Pranksters. Their example
inspired others to drop out.

The Rock Revolution

In the 1950s rock and roll defined a teen culture preoccupied with young love, cars,
and adult pressures. One exception was the Kingston Trio, which in 1958 popular-
ized folk music that appealed to
young adult and college audi-

ences. As the interest in folk |
music grew, the lyrics increas- [
ingly focused on social or po-
litical issues. Joan Baez helped
define the folk style by dressing
simply, wearing no makeup,
and rejecting the commercial-
ism of popular music. She
joined folksinger Bob Dylan in |
the civil rights march on Wash- |
ington in 1963, singing “We |
Shall Overcome” and “Blowin’
in the Wind.” Such folksingers
reflected the activist side of the |
counterculture as they sought
to provoke their audiences to |
political commitment.
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Rock groups like the Grateful
Dead were closely associated
with the drug culture. LSD in-
spired the genre of psychedelic
art that adorned album covers
and posters with freaked-out
lettering (the album is Ameri-
can Beauty Rose) that seemed
to dazzle and dance even if the
viewer had not inhaled or in-
gested.




Daily Lives

CLOTHING AND
FASHION
The Politics of Dress

Three-piece suits, fur coats, berets,
Grateful Dead T-shirts—clothing
has always made a statement about
the values of the wearer. In the
1950s that statement was con-
formity. The khaki slacks and
brush-cut hair popular with mid-
dle-class boys hinted at military
regimentation. Rock-and-rollers,
lower-class kids, and farm boys of-
ten wore dungarees and T-shirts,
perhaps with a cigarette pack
tucked in the rolled-up sleeve.
Beatniks advertised their noncon-
formity by adopting an exotic look:
long hair, goatees, turtlenecks, and
sandals.

During the 1960s nonconfor-
mity became the norm. The revo-
lution began in earnest with the
coming of the Beatles, four British
rockers from working-class Liver-
pool. John, Paul, George, and
Ringo inspired fan hysteria beyond
anything seen before. Their mod-
style British clothes and longish,
pageboy hair caused as much
commotion as their music. As
young Americans embraced the
Beatles and all things British, Lon-

don supplanted Paris and New
York as a fashion center.
Suddenly it was the young and
working class, not the rich and fa-
mous, who set trends in popular
style. New fashions represented a
desire to break social constraints
in favor of greater sensuality and
freedom of expression. Nowhere
was that more evident than in the
costuming of the counterculture.
Middle-class students began to let
their hair grow. Levis and army-
navy store military surplus re-
placed khakis and pleated skirts.
The original impulse was less re-
bellion than a distinct youthful
identity that blurred social class
lines, just as rock and roll did.
Hippies added a more theatri-
cal twist. They rejected commer-
cial fashion, synthetic fabrics, and
cosmetics in favor of a natural
look. To express a return to na-
ture, they adopted the Hispanic
shawl and serape; the Indian
fringed buckskin, beads, and moc-
casins; and the bright coloring of
African, Oriental, and Caribbean
cotton fabrics. This costuming be-
came standard wear at folk and
rock music festivals and be-ins as
well as at political demonstra-
tions. Much of the clothing and
accessories was handcrafted and
sold largely through street ven-
dors, medieval-style craft fairs,

Men’s fashions moved in two directions—
toward the hippie look and, as shown
here, the mod look imported from England.
Bold prints, flamboyant accessories, and
zany combinations replaced traditionally
conservative men's styles.

In 1964 a new sound, imported from England, exploded on the American scene.
Within a year the Beatles, four musicians from Liverpool, had generated more ex-
citement than any previous phenomenon in popular music. Their concerts and ap-
pearances on television drove teen audiences into frenzies as the mod crooners sang
“I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Part of the Beatles’ appeal came from their distinctly
English style. With hair that was considered long in the 1960s, modish clothes, fresh
faces, and irreverent wit, they looked and sounded like nothing young Americans
had experienced. Their boyish enthusiasm for life captured the Dionysian spirit of
the new counterculture. But the Beatles’ enormous commercial success also reflected
the creativity of their music. Along with other English groups such as the Rolling
Stones, the Beatles reconnected white American audiences with the rhythm-and-
blues roots of rock and roll.

The Beatles
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and small shops. Often these
same shops, located in college
towns and artsy urban neighbor-
hoods, did a lively business sell-
ing paraphernalia of the drug cul-
ture: water pipes, “bongs,” rolling
papers, roach clips, strobe lights,
posters, and Indian print bed-
spreads.

Fashion had become a function
of politics and rebellion. Tradi-
tional Americans saw beads, long
hair, sandals, drugs, radical poli-
tics, and rock and roll as elements
of a revolution. To them, hippies
and radicals were equally threat-
ening. To restore order, they tried
to censor and even outlaw the
trappings of the counterculture.
Schools expelled boys when their
hair was too long and girls when
their skirts were too short. It be-
came indecent to desecrate the
flag by sewing patches of red,
white, and blue on torn blue jeans.
Short-haired blue-collar workers
harassed long-haired hippies and
antiwar protesters. The personal
fashions of the youth rebellion
came to symbolize a “generation
gap” between the young and their
elders.

In time, however, that gap nar-
rowed. Men especially broke with
past tradition. Sideburns length-
ened and mustaches and beards
flourished as they had not since

the nineteenth century. Men be-
gan to wear jewelry, furs, per-
fume, and shoulder-length hair.
Subdued tweeds and narrow
lapels gave way to bell-bottoms,
broad floral ties, and wide-col-
lared, sometimes psychedelic,
shirts. By the early 1970s com-
mercial success, not legal repres-
sion, had signaled an end to the
revolution in fashion. As formerly
hostile blue-collar workers and
Gls began to sport long hair and
hip clothes, fashion no longer
made such clear distinctions.
Even middle-aged men and
women donned boots, let their
hair grow a bit fuller, and slipped
into modified bell-bottoms. Femi-
nists rejected the more extreme
styles as an example of the male-
dominated fashion world that
treated women as sex objects.
Hippie garb, which was impracti-
cal in the office, was replaced by
knee-length skirts or pants suits.
Before long, three-piece suits,
khakis, and short hair were back,
although the democratic and
eclectic spirit of the 1960s per-
sisted. The new informality pro-
vided Americans of both sexes
with a wider choice in fashions.

Until 1965 Bob Dylan was the quintessential folk artist, writing about nuclear
weapons, pollution, and racism. He appeared at concerts with longish frizzy hair,
working-class clothes, an unamplified guitar, and a harmonica suspended on a wire
support. But then Dylan shocked his fans by donning a black leather jacket and
shifting to a “folk-rock” style featuring an electric guitar. His new songs seemed to
suggest that the old America was almost beyond redemption. The Beatles, too, trans-
formed themselves. After a pilgrimage to India to study transcendental meditation,
they returned to produce Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, possibly the
most influential album of the decade. It blended sound effects with music, alluded
to trips taken with “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” (LSD), and concluded, “I'd
love to turn you on.” Out in San Francisco, bands such as the Grateful Dead pio-
neered “acid rock” with long pieces aimed to echo drug-induced states of mind.

Dylan
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Soul music

The United States in a Nuclear Age

The debt of white rock musicians to rhythm and blues led to increased inte-
gration in the music world. Before the 1960s black rhythm-and-blues bands had
played primarily to black audiences, in segregated clubs, or over black radio sta-
tions. The civil rights movement and a rising black social and political conscious-
ness gave rise to “soul” music. One black disc jockey described soul as “the last to
be hired, first to be fired, brown all year round, sit-in-the-back-of-the-bus feeling.”
Soul was the quality that expressed black pride and separatism: “You've got to live
with us or you don’t have it.” Out of Detroit came the “Motown sound,” which com-
bined elements of gospel, blues, and big band jazz. Diana Ross and the Supremes,
the Temptations, Stevie Wonder, and other groups under contract to Berry Gordy’s
Motown Record Company appealed to black and white audiences alike. Yet although
soul music promoted black consciousness, it had little to offer by way of social com-
mentary. It evoked the traditional blues themes of workday woes, unhappy mar-
riages, and the troubles between men and women.

The West Coast Scene

For all its themes of alienation, rebellion, and utopian quest, the counterculture also
signaled the increasing importance of the West Coast in American popular culture.
In the 1950s the shift of television production from the stages of New York to the
film lots of Hollywood helped establish Los Angeles as a communications center.
San Francisco became notorious as a center of the beat movement.

Then in 1958 the unthinkable happened. The Brooklyn Dodgers and the New
York Giants baseball teams fled the Big Apple for Los Angeles and San Francisco.
When Alaska and Hawaii became states in 1959, the national center of gravity shifted
westward. Richard Nixon, a Californian, narrowly missed being elected president in
1960. By 1963 the “surfing sound” of West Coast rock groups like the Beach Boys
and Jan and Dean had made southern California’s preoccupation with surfing and
cars into a national fad.

Before 1967 Americans were only vaguely aware of another West Coast phe-
nomenon, the hippies. But in January a loose coalition of drug freaks, Zen cultists,
and political activists banded together to hold the first well-publicized Be-In. The beat
poet Allen Ginsberg was on hand to offer spiritual guidance. The Grateful Dead and
Jefferson Airplane, acid rock groups based in San Francisco, provided entertainment.
A mysterious group called the Diggers somehow managed to supply free food and
drink, while the notorious Hell’s Angels motorcycle gang policed the occasion. Drugs
of all kinds were plentiful. And a crowd attired in a bizarre mix of Native American,
circus, Oriental, army surplus, and other costumes came to enjoy it all.

The West Coast had long been a magnet for Americans seeking opportunity, es-
cape, and alternative lifestyles; now the San Francisco Bay area staked its claim as
the spiritual center of the counterculture. The more politically conscious dropouts,
or “fists,” gravitated toward Berkeley; the apolitical “flower children” moved into
Haight-Ashbury, a run-down San Francisco neighborhood of apartments, Victorian
houses, and “head shops” selling drug paraphernalia, wall posters, Indian bed-
spreads, and other eccentric accessories. Similar dropout communities and com-
munes sprang up across the country. Colleges became centers of hip culture, offer-
ing alternative courses, eliminating strict requirements, and tolerating the new sexual
mores of their students.

In the summer of 1969 all the positive forces of the counterculture converged
on Bethel, New York, in the Catskill Mountains resort area, to celebrate the prom-
ise of peace, love, and freedom. The Woodstock Music Festival attracted 400,000
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people to the largest rock concert ever organized. For one long weekend the audience
and performers joined to form an ephemeral community based on sex, drugs, and rock
and roll. But even then, the counterculture was dying. Violence intruded on the laid-
back urban communities that hippies had formed. Organized crime and drug pushers
muscled in on the lucrative trade in LSD, amphetamines, and marijuana. Bad drugs
and addiction took their toll. Urban slum dwellers turned hostile to the strange mid-
dle-class dropouts who, in ways the poor could not fathom, found poverty ennobling.
Free sex often became an excuse for rape, exploitation, and loveless gratification.

Much that had once seemed outrageous in the hippie world was readily ab-
sorbed into the marketplace. Rock groups became big business enterprises com-
manding huge fees. Slick concerts with expensive tickets replaced communal dances
with psychedelic light shows. Yogurt, granola, and herbal teas appeared on super-
market shelves. Ironically, much of the world that hippies forged was co-opted by
the society they had rejected.

By the late 1960s most dreams of human betterment seemed shattered—whether
those dreams emanated from the promise of the march on Washington, Lyndon
Johnson’s Great Society, or the communal society of the hippie counterculture. Re-
cession and inflation brought an end to the easy affluence that made liberal reform
programs and alternative lifestyles seem so easily affordable. Poverty and unem-
ployment menaced even middle-class youth who had found havens in communes,
colleges, and graduate schools. Racial tensions divided black militants and the white
liberals of the civil rights movement into sometimes hostile camps.

But the Vietnam War more than any other single factor destroyed the promise of
the Great Society and distracted from the campaign for civil rights. After 1965 the na-
tion divided sharply as the American military role in Southeast Asia grew. Radicals on
the left looked to rid America of a capitalist system that promoted race and class con-
flict at home and imperialism and military adventurism abroad. Conservatives who
supported the war called for a return to more traditional values like law and order.
Both the left and the right attacked the liberal center. Their combined opposition
helped undermine the consensus Lyndon Johnson had worked so hard to build.
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African Americans and Latinos
undertook a series of grass-
roots efforts to gain the
legal and social freedoms denied them by racism and,
in the South, by an entrenched system of segregation.

chapter summary

Largely excluded from the
prosperity of the 1950s,

e Early postwar campaigns focused on legal chal-

lenges to the system, culminating with victories in
the Supreme Court decisions of Brown v. Board of
Education and Herndndez v. Texas.

Later in the 1950s, Martin Luther King and other
civil rights activists used new techniques of protest,

such as the boycott, to desegregate the bus system
in Montgomery, Alabama.

Continued resistance by white southerners sparked
a school integration dispute in Little Rock, Arkansas.

Beginning in 1960, widespread grassroots efforts
from African American churches, students, and po-
litical groups across the South accelerated the drive
for an end to segregation.

Violence against sit-ins, freedom rides, voter regis-
tration drives, and other forms of nonviolent protest
made the nation sympathetic to the civil rights cause.

In the wake of the assassination of President
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson persuaded Congress to
adopt the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting
Rights Act of 1965.
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e The Supreme Court under Chief Justice Earl War-
ren expanded civil rights and liberties through its
Gideon, Escobedo, and Miranda decisions, while also
easing censorship, banning school prayer, and in-
creasing voting rights.

e Lyndon Johnson delivered on the liberal promise of
his Great Society through his 1964 tax cut, aid to
education, Medicare and Medicaid, wilderness

preservation, and urban redevelopment, and
through the many programs of his war on poverty.

* Johnsons liberal reforms did not satisfy student
radicals, minority dissidents, feminists, gays, and
the counterculture whose members sought to trans-
form America into a more just and less materialis-
tic society.

dignificant Events

—— 1947 Delgado et al. v. Bastrop et al. filed in Texas

—— 1954 Hernandez v. Texas; Brown v. Board of
Education

—— 1955 Montgomery bus boycott begun

—— 1956 “Southern Manifesto” issued

1957 Little Rock Crisis
1958 Kingston Trio popularizes folk music
1960 Greenshoro sit-ins
1961 CORE freedom rides begin
1962 James Meredith desegregates University of
Mississippi; Engel v. Vitale; Baker v. Carr; SDS Port
Huron Statement
1963 University of Alabama desegregation crisis;
Kennedy introduces Civil Rights Bill; March on
Washington; Gideon v. Wainwright; Kennedy
assassinated
| — 1964 Escobedo v. lllinois; Griswold v. Connecticut;
Civil Rights Act passed; SNCC freedom Summer;
Harlem and Rochester race riots; Johnson enacts
Kennedy tax cuts; Economic Opportunity Act; VISTA
established; Wilderness Preservation System Act;
Johnson defeats Goldwater; Berkeley “Free Speech”
Movement; Beatles introduce British rock
1965 Johnson launches the Great Society; King’s
Selma protest; Voting Rights Act, Watts riots;
Malcolm X assassinated; Medicare and Medicaid
acts; Elementary and Secondary School Act; Omni-
bus Housing Act; Immigration Act; escalation in
Vietnam
| L 1966 Miranda v. Arizona; Stokely Carmichael of
SNCC coins “black power” slogan; Model Cities
—L Act; minimum wage raised

1967 Black Panthers battle Oakland, California,
police; first “Be-In”
| L— 1968 Fair Housing Act

.

——

—— 1969 Woodstock Music Festival
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Among the many excellent studies of
civil rights are Robert Weisbort, Freedom
Bound: A History of America’s Civil Rights Movement (1990);
Harvard Sitkoff, The Struggle for Black Equality (1981); and
Juan Williams, Eyes on the Prize: Americas Civil Rights Years,
1954-1964 (1987). Taylor Branch’s study of Martin Luther
King and the civil rights era begins with the eloquent Part-
ing the Waters: America in the King Years, 1954—-63 (1988).
Pillar of Fire: America in the King Years, 1963—1965 (1998) is
sometimes slower going. The Autobiography of Malcolm X, as
told to Alex Haley (reissue, 1989) is a classic that provides
sharp contrast to King’s pacifism.

Good recent studies of the civil rights movement at the
grassroots level include John Dittmer, Local People: The
Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi (1994) and Stuart

Burns, ed., Daybreak of Freedom: The Montgomery Bus Boy-
cott (1997). Latino civil rights movements are covered in
Henry A. J. Ramos, American G.I. Forum (1998) and E Ar-
turo Rosales, Chicano! The History of the Mexican American
Civil Rights Movement (1997).

Lyndon Johnson receives a critical but evenhanded treat-
ment in Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American
Dream (1976) and Robert Dallek, Lyndon Johnson: Lone Star
Rising (1991), but is savaged in Robert Caro, The Years of
Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power (1982) and Means of As-
cent (1990). On foreign policy under Kennedy and Johnson,
see Walter LaFeber, America, Russia, and the Cold War (8th
ed., 1997).

For surveys of the upheavals of the 1960s, see Allen Ma-
tusow, The Unraveling of America (1984) and Todd Gitlin,
The Sixties (1987). The counterculture has received no bal-
anced treatment yet, but Terry H. Anderson, The Movement
and the Sixties (1995) and Edward P. Morgan, The 60s Expe-
rience (1991) offer much insight into political activism. For
a fuller list of readings, see the Bibliography.



