500 long-range bombers, and 600 Polaris missiles on nuclear
submarines targeted on the Soviet Union. The strategic
imbalance had sustained NATO during the Berlin confron-
tation, but 40 launchers in Cuba with two warheads each
would have doubled the Soviet capacity to strike at the
United States.

Soviet missiles in Cuba thus flouted the Monroe Doc-
trine and posed a real military threat. Kennedy and Khrush-
chev had also backed each other into untenable positions.
In September, Kennedy had warned that the United States
could not tolerate Soviet offensive weapons in Cuba, never
dreaming that they were already there. Had Khrushchev
acted openly (as the United States had done when it placed
missiles in Turkey), the United States would have been
hard-pressed to object under international law. By acting
in secret and breaking previous promises, the Soviets out-
smarted themselves.

In the end, both sides were cautious. Khrushchev
backed down rather than fight. Kennedy fended off con-
sistently hawkish advisers who wanted to destroy Castro,
choosing a peaceful compromise rather than war. The world
had trembled, but neither nation wanted war over “the mis-
siles of October.”

28.3.5 Science and Foreign Affairs

The two superpowers competed through science as well as
diplomacy. When Kennedy took office, the United States
was still playing catch-up in space technology. A Russian,
Yuri Gagarin, was the first human to orbit the earth, on April
12, 1961. American John Glenn did not match Gagarin’s
feat until February 1962. Kennedy committed the United
States to placing a U.S. astronaut on the moon by 1970. The
decision narrowed a multifaceted scientific and military
program to a massive engineering project that favored the
economic capacity of the United States (see Table 28.1).
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The Soviet Union and the United States were also fenc-
ing about nuclear weapons testing. After the three-year
moratorium, both resumed tests in 1961-1962. Renewed
testing let the Russians show off huge hydrogen bombs
with yields of 20 and 30 megatons—roughly 1,000 times
the power of the bombs. Both nations worked on multiple-
targetable warheads, antiballistic missiles, and other inno-
vations that might destabilize the balance of terror.

After the missile crisis showed his toughness, how-
ever, Kennedy had enough political maneuvering room
to respond to pressure from liberal Democrats and groups
like Women Strike for Peace and the Committee for a Sane
Nuclear Policy by giving priority to disarmament. In July
1963, the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union signed
the Limited Test Ban Treaty, which outlawed nuclear test-
ing in the atmosphere, in outer space, and under water,
although not underground. France and China, the other
nuclear powers, refused to sign, and the treaty did not
halt weapons development, but it was the most positive
achievement of Kennedy's foreign policy and a step toward
later disarmament treaties.

28.4 Righteousness Like
a Mighty Stream: The
Struggle for Civil Rights

What was the significance of Brown v. Board of
Education of Topeka?

Supreme Court decisions are based on abstract principles,
but they involve real people. One was Linda Brown of
Topeka, Kansas, a third-grader whose parents were fed up
with sending her past an all-white public school to attend
an all-black school a mile away. The Browns volunteered

TABLE 28.1 The United States and the Space Race

&) p

1957 Soviets launch Sputnik, the first artificial satellite.

1961 Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin is the first human to orbit the earth.
John Kennedy commits the United States to land a man on the moon by 1970.

1962 John Glenn is the first American to orbit the earth.

1969 Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin walk on the moorn.

1972 Americans walk on the moon for the last time.

1973 Temporary orbiting space station Skylab in operation.

1975 U.S. Apolle and Soviet Soyuz spacecraft rendezvous and dock in orbit.

1981 First U.S. space shuttle is launched.

1986 Challenger crew dies in space shuttle explosion.

1920 Hubble Space Telescope is launched into orbit.

2000 U.S. and Russian crew begins living aboard Intemational Space Station.

2011 Last space shuttle flight.
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TABLE 28.2 Civil Rights: The Struggle for Racial Equality

Public school integration Federal court cases

Equal access to public facilities Montgomery bus boycott (1955)
Lunch counter sit-ins (1960)
Freedom ricles (1961)

Birmingham demonstrations (1963)

March on Washington (1963)

Equitable voter registration
Summer Project (1964)

Voter registration drives, including Mississippi

Mendez v. Westminster (1946)

Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954)
Enforcement by presidential action, Little Rock (1957)
Follow-up court decisions, including mandatory busing
programs in 1870s

Civil Rights Act of 1964

Smith v. Aliwright (1944)
Voting Rights Act of 1965
Voting Rights Act Amendments and Extension 1975

Demonstrations and marches, including Selma to

Montgomery march (1965)

to help the NAACP challenge Topeka's school segregation
by trying to enroll Linda in their neighborhood school,
beginning a legal case that reached the Supreme Court. On
May 17, 1954, the Court decided Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, opening a new civil rights era. Led by
the persuasive power of the new chief justice, Earl Warren,
the Court unanimously reversed the 1896 case of Plessy v.
Ferguson by ruling that sending black children to “separate
but equal” schools denied them equal treatment under the
Constitution.

28.4.1 Getting to the Supreme Court

The Brown decision climaxed a twenty-five-year campaign
to reenlist the federal courts on the side of equal rights.
(See Table 28.2.) The work began in the 1930s when Charles
Hamilton Houston, from Howard University’s law school,
trained a corps of civil rights lawyers. Working on behalf
of the NAACT, he hoped to erode Plessy by suits focused
on interstate travel and professional graduate schools (the
least defensible segregated institutions, because states sel-
dom provided alternatives). In 1938, Houston’s student
Thurgood Marshall, a future Supreme Court justice, took
over the NAACP job. He and other NAACP lawyers such
as Constance Baker Motley risked personal danger criss-
crossing the South to file civil rights lawsuits wherever
a local case emerged. In 1949, Motley was the first black
lawyer to argue a case in a Mississippi courtroom since
Reconstruction.

Efforts in the 1940s and early 1950s, often fueled by
the experience of World War II soldiers, had important
successes. In Smith v. Allwright (1944), the Supreme Court
invalidated the all-white primary, leading to increased black
voter registration in many southern communities. With new
political power, and often with the cooperation of rela-
tively progressive white leaders, blacks fought for specific
improvements, such as equal pay for teachers or the hiring
of black police officers.

The Brown case combined lawsuits from Delaware,
Virginia, South Carolina, the District of Columbia, and
Kansas. In each instance, students and families braved com-
munity pressure to demand equal access to a basic public
service. Chief Justice Earl Warren brought a divided Court to
unanimous agreement. Viewing public education as central
for the equal opportunity that lay at the heart of American
values, the Court weighed the consequences of segregated
school systems and concluded that separate meant unequal.

Brown also built on efforts by Mexican Americans in the
Southwest. After World War II, Latino organizations such
as the League of United Latin American Citizens battled
job discrimination and ethnic segregation. In 1946, Mexican
American parents sued five California school districts that
systematically placed their children in separate schools. In
the resulting case of Mendez v. Westminster, federal courts
prohibited segregation of Mexican American children in
California schools as a violation of the equal protection
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Fight years later, the
Supreme Court forbade Texas to exclude Mexican Ameri-
cans from juries. These cases provided precedents for the
Court’s decision in Brown and subsequent civil rights cases.

28.4.2 Deliberate Speed

Racial segregation by law was largely a southern prob-
lem, the legacy of Jim Crow laws (see Chapter 17). The
civil rights movement therefore focused first on the South,
allowing Americans elsewhere to think of racial injustice as
a regional issue.

Few southern communities desegregated schools vol-
untarily, for to do so undermined the entrenched principle
of a dual society. Their reluctance was bolstered in 1955
when the Supreme Court allowed segregated states to carry
out the 1954 decision “with all deliberate speed” rather than
immediately.

The following year, 101 southern congressmen and
senators issued the Southern Manifesto, which asserted
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ELIZABETH ECKFORD One of
the first black students to attend
Central High in Little Rock,
Arkansas, in 1957, Elizabeth
Eckford enters the school amid
taunts from white students and
bystanders.

Bettmann/Bettmann Premium/Corbis

that the Court decision was unconstitutional. President
Eisenhower privately deplored the desegregation decision,
which violated his sense of states’ rights and upset Republi-
can attempts to gain southern votes. At the same time, many
in Washington knew that racial discrimination offered, in
the worlds of Dean Acheson, “the most effective kind of
ammunition” for Soviet propaganda.

Fisenhower’s distaste for racial integration left the Jus-
tice Department on the sidelines. Courageous parents and
students had to knock on schoolhouse doors, often carrying
court orders. Responses varied: School districts in border
states, such as Maryland, Kentucky, and Oklahoma, deseg-
regated relatively peacefully; farther south, African Ameri-
can children often met taunts and violence.

The first crisis came in Little Rock, Arkansas, in Sep-
tember 1957. The city school board admitted nine African
Americans, including Melba Pattillo, to Central High, while
segregationist groups, such as the White Citizens Council,
stirred up white fears. Claiming he feared violence, Gov-
ernor Orval Faubus surrounded Central High with the
National Guard and turned the new students away. Under
intense national pressure, Faubus withdrew the Guard.
The black students entered the school, but a mob forced
the police to sneak them out after two hours. Fuming at

the governor’s defiance of federal authority, Eisenhower
reluctantly nationalized the National Guard and sent in the
101st Airborne Division to keep order. Eight of the students
endured a year of harassment in the hallways of Central.

Virginians in 1958-1959 tried avoidance rather than
confrontation. Massive resistance was a state policy that
required local school districts to close rather than accept
black students. When court orders to admit nineteen black
students triggered the shutdown of four high schools and
three junior highs in Norfolk, white parents tried to com-
pensate with private academies and tutoring, but it was
soon apparent that a modern community could not dis-
mantle public education.

Change came slowly to state universities. Border states
desegregated colleges and professional schools with few
incidents. However, the University of Alabama admitted
Autherine Lucy under court order in 1956 but expelled her
before she could attend classes. In 1962, James Meredith tried
to enter the University of Mississippi, igniting a riot that the
state refused to control. Because the governor directly defied
the federal courts and broke promises to the administration,
President Kennedy sent in the army. A year later, Governor
George Wallace of Alabama grabbed headlines by “stand-
ing in the schoolhouse door” to prevent integration of the
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University of Alabama, gaining a national prominence that
culminated in a third-party candidacy for president in 1968.
The breakthrough in school integration did not come
until the end of the 1960s, when the courts rejected further
delays, and federal authorities threatened to cut off educa-
tion funds. As late as 1968, only 6 percent of African Ameri-
can children in the South attended integrated schools. By
1973, the figure was 90 percent. Attention thereafter shifted
to northern communities, whose schools were segregated,
not by law, but by the divisions between white and black
neighborhoods and between white suburbs and multiracial
central cities, a situation known as de facto segregation.

28.4.3 Public Accommodations

The civil rights movement also sought to integrate public
accommodations. Most southern states separated the races
in bus terminals and movie theaters. They required black
riders to take rear seats on buses. They labeled separate rest-
rooms and drinking fountains for “colored” users. Hotels
denied rooms to black people, and restaurants refused them
service.

The struggle to end segregated facilities started in
Montgomery, Alabama. On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks
refused to give up her bus seat to a white passenger and was
arrested. This was not an impulsive act. Parks was a com-
mitted civil rights activist who was part of a network of civil
rights advocates who wanted to challenge segregated buses,
and she was the secretary of the Montgomery NAACP. As
news of her action spread, the community institutions that
enriched southern black life went into action. The Women's
Political Council, a group of college-trained black women,
initiated a mass boycott of the privately owned bus com-
pany. Martin Luther King, Jr., a 26-year-old pastor, led the
boycott. He galvanized a mass meeting with a speech that
invoked the biblical prophet Amos who called for justice
to roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-
flowing stream.

Montgomery’s African Americans organized their boy-
cott in the face of white outrage. A car pool substituted for
the buses despite police harassment. As the boycott survived
months of pressure, the national media began to pay atten-
tion. After nearly a year, the Supreme Court agreed that the
bus segregation law was unconstitutional. Victory in Mont-
gomery depended on steadfast participation from all seg-
ments of the city’s African American community. Success
also revealed the discrepancy between white attitudes in the
Deep South and national opinion. For white southerners,
segregation was a local concern best defined as a legal or con-
stitutional matter. For other Americans, it was increasingly
an issue of the South’s deviation from national moral norms.

The Montgomery boycott won a local victory and
made King famous, but it did not propel immediate
change. King formed the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC) and sparred with the NAACP about

—

community-based versus court-based civil rights tactics, but
four African American college students in Greensboro, North
Carolina, started the next phase of the struggle. On February
1, 1960, they put on jackets and ties and sat down at the segre-
gated lunch counter in Woolworth's, waiting through the day
without being served. Their patient courage brought more
demonstrators; within two days, eighty-five students packed
the store. The tactic had been used successfully in Wichita
eighteen months earlier, but Greensboro caught national
attention. Nonviolent sit-ins spread throughout the South.

In such comparatively sophisticated border cities as
Nashville, Tennessee, sit-ins integrated lunch counters. Else-
where, they precipitated white violence and mass arrests.
Like soldiers on a battlefield, nervous participants in sit-
ins and demonstrations drew strength from one another.
“If you don’t have courage,” said one young woman in
Albany, Georgia, “you can borrow it.” King welcomed non-
violent confrontation. SCLC leader Ella Baker, one of the
movement’s most important figures, helped the students
form a new organization, the Student Nonviolent Coordi-
nating Committee (SNCC).

The year 1961 brought “freedom rides” to test the seg-
regation of interstate bus terminals, which were supposed
to be integrated under federal law. The idea came from
James Farmer of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE),
who copied a little-remembered 1947 Journey of Reconcili-
ation that had tested the integration of interstate trains. Two
buses carrying black and white passengers met only minor
problems in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia, but Ala-
bamians burned one of the buses and attacked the riders in
Birmingham, where they beat demonstrators senseless and
clubbed a Justice Department observer. The riders traveled
into Mississippi under National Guard protection but were
arrested at the Jackson bus terminal. The rides, which con-
tinued through the summer, proved that African Americans
were in charge of their own civil rights revolution.

28.4.4 The March on
Washington, 1963

John Kennedy was a tepid supporter of the civil rights
movement and entered office with no civil rights agenda.
He appointed segregationist judges to mollify southern con-
gressmen and would have preferred that African Americans
stop disturbing the fragile Democratic Party coalition.

In the face of the slow federal response, the SCLC
concentrated for 1963 on rigidly segregated Birmingham.
April began with sit-ins and marches that aimed to inte-
grate lunch counters, restrooms, and stores and secure
open hiring for some clerical jobs. Birmingham’s com-
missioner of public safety, Bull Connor, used fire hoses to
blast demonstrators against buildings and roll children
down the streets. When demonstrators fought back, his
men chased them with dogs. Continued marches brought
the arrest of hundreds of children. King’s “Letter from



Birmingham City Jail” stated the case for protest, arguing
that expanded civil rights were never achieved without
effort and struggle.

The Birmingham demonstrations were inconclusive.
White leaders accepted minimal demands on May 10 but
delayed enforcing them. Antiblack violence continued, includ-
ing a bomb that killed four children in a Birmingham church.
Meanwhile, the events in Alabama had forced President
Kennedy to board the freedom train with an eloquent June 11
speech and to send a civil rights bill to Congress. “Are we to
say ... that this is the land of the free, except for Negroes, that
we have no second-class citizens, except Negroes . . . ? Now
the time has come for the nation to fulfill its promise.”

On August 28, 1963, a rally in Washington transformed
African American civil rights into a national cause. A quar-
ter of a million people, black and white, marched to the
Lincoln Memorial. The day gave Martin Luther King, Jr,, a
national pulpit. His call for progress toward Christian and
American goals had immense appeal. Television cut away
from afternoon programs for his “I Have a Dream” speech.
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The March on Washington drew on activism in the
North as well as the South. It is important to remember
that it was a march for “jobs and freedom,” linking civil
rights and economic opportunity. African Americans in
northern states and cities did not face the legal segrega-
tion of the South, but they had unequal access to jobs and
housing because of private discrimination. They fought
back with demands for fair housing and fair employment
laws, sometimes with success and sometimes triggering
white backlash. A New York law against employment dis-
crimination, for example, was one of the factors that had
pushed the Brooklyn Dodgers to sign Jackie Robinson.
Only two months before the gathering at the national cap-
ital, 125,000 people had participated in a Walk to Freedom
in Detroit.

The March on Washington demoenstrated the mass
appeal of civil rights and its identification with national val-
ues. It also papered over growing tensions within the civil
rights movement. In the mid-1960s a growing militancy split
the civil rights effort and moved younger African Americans,

CIVIL RIGHTS MARCHERS Leaders of the March on Washington on August 28, 1963, lead the way along Constitution Avenue. The Rev.
Martin Luther King, Jr. is at center, seventh from right. At extreme right is A. Philip Randolph, the march director. Alongside Randolph is Roy
Wilkins, executive secretary of the NAACP. The signs held by the marchers are a reminder that it was a march about economic opportunity as

well as civil rights.

files UPI Photo Service/Newscom
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as well as Latinos and Native Americans, to emphasize their
own distinct identities within American society.

28.4.5 Religious Belief

and Civil Rights

Although Brown and other civil rights court decisions
drew on the secular Constitution, much of the success of
the southern civil rights movement came from grassroots
Christianity. A century earlier, the abolitionist crusade had
drawn much of its power from evangelistic revival move-
ments. Now in the 1950s and 1960s, black southerners drew
on prophetic Christianity to forge and act on a vision of a
just society. Religious conviction and solidarity provided
courage in the face of opposition.

At the same time, most white Christians understood
that segregation contradicted the message of the Bible. The
two largest religious groups in the South, the Presbyterian
Church of the United States and the Southern Baptist Con-
vention, took public stands in favor of desegregation in the
mid-1950s. Revival leader Billy Graham shared a pulpit
with Martin Luther King, Jr.,, in 1957 and insisted against
local laws that his revival services be integrated. The oppo-
nents of civil rights thus lacked the moral support of the
South’s most fundamental cultural institutions.

In this context, it was no accident that black churches
were organizing centers for civil rights work. King named
his organization the Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence with clear intent and purpose.

28.5 “Let Us Continue”

How did Lyndon B. Johnson continue the domestic agenda
inherited from the Kennedy administration? In what
ways did he depart from it?

The two years that followed King's speech mingled despair
and accomplishment. The optimism of the March on Wash-
ington shattered with the assassination of John Kennedy
in November 1963. In 1964 and 1965, however, President
Lyndon Johnson pushed through Kennedy’s legislative
agenda and much more in a burst of government activism
unmatched since the 1930s. Federal legislation brought vic-
tory to the first phase of the civil rights revolution, launched
the War on Poverty, expanded health insurance and aid to
education, and opened an era of environmental protection.

28.5.1 Dallas, 1963

In November 1963, President Kennedy visited Texas to raise
money and patch up feuds among Texas Democrats. On
November 22, the president’s motorcade took him near the
Texas School Book Depository building in Dallas, where Lee
Harvey Oswald had stationed himself at a window on the
sixth floor. When Kennedy’s open car swung into the sights
of his rifle, Oswald fired shots that wounded Texas governor
John Connally and killed the president. Vice President Lyndon
Johnson took the cath of office as president on Air Force One
while the blood-spattered Jacqueline Kennedy looked on.
Two days later, as Oswald was being led from one jail cell to

LYNDON JOHNSON TAKES
THE OATH OF OFFICE With the
widowed Jacqueline Kennedy
looking on, Lyndon B. Johnson
takes the oath of office aboard
Air Force One on the ground in
Dallas.

National Archives and Records
Administration




another, Jack Ruby, a Texas nightclub owner, killed him with
a handgun in full view of TV cameras. Despite voluminous
conspiracy theories and weaknesses in the report of an inves-
tigating commission chaired by Chief Justice Earl Warren, the
hard evidence clearly shows that Oswald was a frustrated
misfit who acted alone on the basis of left-wing beliefs and
perhaps a desire to impress the leaders of Cuba.

28.5.2 War on Poverty

Five days after the assassination, Lyndon Johnson claimed
Kennedy's progressive aura for his new administration.
“Let us continue,” he told the nation, promising to imple-
ment Kennedy’s policies. In fact, Johnson was vastly dif-
ferent from Kennedy. He was a professional politician who
had reached the top through Texas politics and congressio-
nal infighting. As Senate majority leader during the 1950s,
he had built a web of political obligations and friendships.
Johnson's upbringing in a poor family in rural Texas and his
early experience as a schoolteacher in South Texas shaped
a man who had a deep commitment to social equality com-
bined with driving ambition that would propel him to the
nation’s highest office. He had entered public life with the
New Deal in the 1930s and believed in its principles. John-
son, not Kennedy, was the true heir of Franklin Roosevelt.
Johnson inherited a domestic agenda that the Kennedy
administration had defined but not enacted. Kennedy’s New
Frontier had met the same fate as Truman'’s Fair Deal. Initia-
tives in education, medical insurance, tax reform, and urban
affairs had stalled or been gutted by conservatives in Congress.
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Kennedy's farthest-reaching initiative was rooted in the
acknowledgment that poverty was a persistent U.S. prob- -
lem. Michael Harrington’s study The Other America became
an unexpected best seller. As poverty captured public atten-
tion, Kennedy’s economic advisers devised a community-
action program that emphasized education and job training,
a national service corps, and a youth conservation corps.
They prepared proposals to submit to Congress in 1964 that
focused on social programs intended to alter behaviors that
were thought to be passed from generation to generation,
thus following the American tendency to attribute poverty
to the personal failings of the poor.

Johnson made Kennedy’s antipoverty package his
own. Adopting Cold War rhetoric, he declared “uncondi-
tional war on poverty.” The core of Johnson’s program was
the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO). Established
under the direction of Kennedy’s brother-in-law R. Sargent
Shriver, the OEO operated the Job Corps for school drop-
outs, the Head Start program to prepare poor children for
school, and VISTA (Volunteers in Service to America), a
domestic Peace Corps. OEO’s biggest effort went to more
than community-action agencies that provided health and
educational services. Despite flaws, the War on Poverty
improved life for millions of Americans.

28.5.3 Civil Rights, 1964-1965

Johnson’s passionate commitment to economic betterment
accompanied a commitment to civil rights. In Johnson'’s
view, segregation not only deprived African Americans of
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With the improvement of federal health insurance, assistance for the elderly, and antipoverty programs, the proportion of Americans living
in poverty dropped dramatically in the later 1960s. It began to inch upward again in the 1980s, when the priorities of the federal government
shifted, and again with the Great Recession in the early twenty-first century.
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access to opportunity but also distracted white southerners
from their own poverty and underdevelopment.

One solution was the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The law
prohibited segregation in public accommodations, such
as hotels, restaurants, theaters, and parks, and outlawed
employment discrimination on federally assisted projects.
It also created the Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (EEOC) and included gender in the list of categories
protected against discrimination, a provision whose conse-
quences were scarcely suspected in 1964,

Even as Congress was debating civil rights legislation,
Freedom Summer moved political power to the top of the
civil rights agenda. Organized by the SNCC, the Mississippi
Summer Freedom P}oj ect was a voter-registration drive that
sent white and black volunteers to the small towns and back
roads of Mississippi. The target was a political system that
used rigged literacy tests and intimidation to keep black south-
erners from voting. In Mississippi in 1964, only 7 percent of eli-
gible black citizens were registered voters. Local black activists
had laid the groundwork for a registration effort with years
of courageous effort through the NAACP and voter leagues.
Now an increasingly militant SNCC took the lead. Freedom
Summer gained 1,600 new voters and taught 2,000 children in
SNCC-run Freedom Schools at the cost of beatings, bombings,
church arson, and the murder of three project workers.

Another outgrowth of the SNCC effort was the Missis-
sippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP), a biracial coalition
that bypassed Mississippi’s all-white Democratic Party, fol-
lowed state party rules, and sent its own delegates to the 1964
Democratic convention. To preserve party harmony, President
Johnson refused to expel the “regular” Mississippi Democrats
and offered instead to seat two MFDP delegates and enforce
party rules for 1968. The MFDP walked out, seething with
anger. Fannie Lou Hamer, an MFDP delegate who had already
suffered in the struggle for voting rights, remembered, “We
learned the hard way that even though we had all the law and
all the righteousness on our side—that white man is not going
to give up his power to us. We have to build our own power.”

Freedom Summer and political realities both focused
national attention on voter registration. Lyndon Johnson
and Martin Luther King, Jr., agreed on the need for fed-
eral voting legislation when King visited the president in
December 1964 after winning the Nobel Peace Prize. For
King, power at the ballot box would help black southern-
ers to take control of their own communities. For John-
son, voting reform would fulfill the promise of American
democracy. It would also benefit the Democratic Party by
replacing with black voters the white southerners who
were drifting toward the anti-integration Republicans.

The target for King and the SCLC was Dallas County,
Alabama, where only 2 percent of eligible black residents
were registered, compared with 70 percent of white resi-
dents. Peaceful demonstrations started in January 1965. By
early February, jails in the county seat of Selma held 2,600
black people whose offense was marching to the courthouse

to demand the vote. The campaign climaxed with a march
from Selma to the state capital of Montgomery. SNCC leader
John Lewis remembered, “I don’t know what we expected.
I think maybe we thought we’d be arrested and jailed, or
maybe they wouldn't do anything to us. I had a little knap-
sack on my shoulder with an apple, a toothbrush, tooth-
paste, and two books in it: a history of America and a book
by [Christian theologian] Thomas Merton.”

On Sunday, March 7, 500 marchers crossed the bridge
over the Alabama River, to meet a sea of state troopers.
The troopers gave them two minutes to disperse and then
attacked on foot and horseback “as if they were mowing
a big field.” The attack drove the demonstrators back in
bloody confusion while television cameras rolled.

As violence continued, Johnson addressed a joint ses-
sion of Congress to demand action on voting rights. “Our
mission is at once the oldest and the most basic of this coun-
try: to right wrong, to do justice, to serve man.” He ended
with the refrain of the civil rights movement: “We shall over-
come.” The Voting Rights Act that he signed on August 6,
1965, outlawed literacy tests and provided for federal voting
registrars in states where registration or turnout in 1964 was
less than 50 percent of the eligible population. It applied
initially in seven southern states. Black registration in these
states jumped from 27 percent to 55 percent within the first
year. In 1975, Congress extended coverage to Hispanic vot-
ers in the Southwest. The act required new moderation from
white leaders, who had to satisfy black voters, and it opened
the way for black and Latino candidates to win positions
at every level of state and local government. By opening
the political process to previously excluded citizens, the
Voting Rights Act was as revolutionary and far-reaching as
the Nineteenth Amendment, which guaranteed women the
right to vote, and the Labor Relations Act of 1935, which
recognized labor unicns as the equals of corporations.

28.5.4 War, Peace, and the Landslide
of 1964

Lyndon Johnson was the peace candidate in 1964. Johnson
had maintained Kennedy’s commitment to South Vietnam.
On the advice of such Kennedy holdovers as Defense Sec-
retary Robert McNamara, he stepped up commando raids
and naval shelling of North Vietnam, on the assumption
that North Vietnam controlled the Viet Cong. On August 2,
North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked the U.S. destroyer
Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin while it was eavesdropping
on North Vietnamese military signals. Two days later, the
Maddox and the C. Turner Joy reported another torpedo
attack (probably false sonar readings). Johnson ordered a
bombing raid in reprisal and asked Congress to authorize
“all necessary measures” to protect U.S. forces and stop fur-
ther aggression. Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Reso-
lution with only two nay votes, effectively authorizing the
president to wage undeclared war.
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TABLE 28.3 Great Society Legislation and Programs

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965)
Higher Education Act (1965)
Teacher Corps (1965-1981)

Health Care Medicare (1965)
Medicaid (1965)
Education Head Start (1965/1966)
Upward Bound (1965)
Transportation

Department of Transportation (1966)

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (1966/1970)

Consumer Protection

Employment and Antipoverty

Fair Packing and Labeling Act (1966)
Office of Economic Opportunity (1864-1981)

Job Corps (1964)

VISTA [Americorps] (1964)
Community Action Program (1964)
Model Cities (1966-1974)

Johnson's militancy paled beside that of his Republi-
can opponent. Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona repre-
sented the new right wing of the Republican Party, which
was drawing strength from the South and West. Goldwater
wanted minimal government interference in free enterprise
and aggressive confrontation with Communist nations.
Campaign literature accurately described him as “a choice,
not an echo.” He declared that “extremism in the defense
of liberty is no vice,” raising visions of vigilantes and mobs.
Goldwater’s campaign made Johnson look moderate.

The election was a landslide. Johnson’s 61 percent of the
popular vote was the greatest margin recorded in a presi-
dential election. Democrats racked up two-to-one majorities
in Congress. For the first time in decades, liberal Democrats
could enact their domestic program without begging votes
from conservative southerners or Republicans, and Johnson
could achieve his goal of a Great Society based on freedom
and opportunity for all (see Table 28.3).

The result was a series of measures that Johnson
pushed through Congress before the Vietnam War eroded
his political standing and distracted national attention.
The National Endowment for the Arts and the National
Endowment for the Humanities seemed uncontroversial at
the time but would later become the focus of liberal and
conservative struggles over the character of American life.

The Wilderness Act (1964), which preserved 9.1 million
acres from development, would prove another political bat-
tlefield in the face of economic pressures in the next century.

The goal of increasing opportunity for all Americans
stirred the president most deeply. The Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act was the first general federal aid pro-
gram for public schools, allocating $1.3 billion for textbooks
and special education. The Higher Education Act funded
low-interest student loans and university research facilities.
The Medical Care Act created Medicare, federally funded
health insurance for the elderly, and Medicaid, which
helped states offer medical care ta the poor.

It is sometimes said that the United States declared
war on poverty and lost. In fact, the nation came closer to
winning the war on poverty than it did the war in Vietnam.
New or expanded social insurance and income-support
programs, such as Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security, and
food stamps, cut the proportion of poor people from 22
percent of the American population in 1960 to 13 percent
in 1970 (see Figure 28.4). Infant mortality dropped by a
third because of improved nutrition and better access to
health care for mothers and children. Taken together, the
political results of the 1964 landslide moved the United
States much closer to the vision of an end to poverty and
racial injustice.

Conclusion

The era commonly remembered as the 1950s stretched from
1953 to 1964. United States foreign policy involved vigilant
anti-communism and the confidence to intervene in trou-
ble spots around the globe. At home, the Supreme Court’s
Brown decision introduced a decade-long civil rights revo-
lution that reached its emotional peak with the March on
Washington and its political climax with the Civil Rights
Act (1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965). However, many
patterns of personal behavior and social relations remained
unchanged. Women faced similar expectations from the

early fifties to the early sixties. Churches showed more con-
tinuity than change.

In retrospect, it is remarkable how widely and deeply
the Cold War shaped U.S. society. Fundamental social insti-
tutions, such as marriage and religion, got extra credit for
their contributions to anti-communism. The nation’s long
tradition of home-grown radicalism was virtually silent in
the face of the Cold War consensus. Even economically mer-
itorious programs like more money for science and better
roads were accepted more easily if linked to national defense.



