Ch 27 America at Midcentury
I. American Society at Midcentury | WHAT ROLE did federal programs play in expanding economic opportunities?

With the title of his influential work, The Affluent Society (1958), economist John Kenneth Galbraith
gave a label to postwar America. Galbraith observed that American capitalism had worked “quite
brilliantly” in the years since World War II. But Americans, he argued, needed to spend less on personal
consumption and devote more public funds to schools, medical care, cultural activities, and social
services. For most Americans, however, strong economic growth was the defining fact of the postwar
period. A fierce desire for consumer goods and the “good life” imbued American culture, and the deeply
held popular belief in a continuously expanding economy and a steadily increasing standard of living—
together with the tensions of the cold war—shaped American social and political life.
American Communities: Popular Music in Memphis
The nineteen-year-old Elvis Presley peered nervously out over the large crowd at Overton Park,
Memphis’s outdoor amphitheater. He knew that people had come that hot, sticky July day in 1954 to
hear the headliner, country music star Slim Whitman. Sun Records, a local Memphis label, had just
released Elvis’s first record, and it had begun to receive some airplay on local radio. The singer and his
two band-mates had never played in a setting even remotely as large as this one. And their music defied
categories: it wasn’t black and it wasn’t white; it wasn’t pop and it wasn’t country. But when Elvis
launched into his version of a black blues song called “That’s All Right,” the crowd went wild. “I came
offstage,” he later recalled, “and my manager told me that they was hollering because I was wiggling my
legs. I went back out for an encore, and I did a little more, and the more I did, the wilder they went.”
Elvis Presley had arrived.
Elvis combined a hard-driving, rhythmic approach to blues and country music with a riveting
performance style, inventing the new music known as rock ’n’ roll. An unprecedented cultural
phenomenon, rock ’n’ roll was made largely for and by teenagers. In communities all over America, rock
n’ roll brought teens together around jukeboxes, at sock hops, in cars, and at private parties. It also
demonstrated the enormous consumer power of an emerging youth culture. Postwar teenagers would
constitute the most affluent generation of young people in American history. Their ability and eagerness
to buy records, phonograph players, transistor radios, clothing, makeup, and even cars forced business
and advertisers to recognize a new teen market. Their buying power helped define the affluent society
of the postwar era.
Located halfway between St. Louis and New Orleans on the Mississippi River, Memphis enjoyed
healthy growth during World War II, with lumber mills, furniture factories, and chemical manufacturing
supplementing the cotton market as sources of jobs and prosperity. Memphis also boasted a remarkable
diversity of popular theater and music, including a large opera house, numerous brass bands, vaudeville
and burlesque, minstrel shows, jug bands, and blues clubs. And like the rest of the South, Memphis was
a legally segregated city; whites and blacks lived, went to school, and worked apart. Class differences
among whites were important as well. Like thousands of other poor rural whites in these years, Elvis
Presley had moved from Mississippi to Memphis in 1949, where his father found work in a munitions
plant. The Presleys were poor enough to qualify for an apartment in Lauderdale Courts, a Memphis
public housing project. To James Conaway, who grew up in an all-white, middle-class East Memphis
neighborhood, people like the Presleys were “white trash.” Negroes, he recalled, were “not necessarily
below the rank of a country boy like Elvis, but of another universe, and yet there was more affection for
them than for some whites.”
Gloria Wade-Gayles, who lived in the all-black Foote Homes housing project in Memphis, vividly
remembered that her family and neighbors “had no illusion about their lack of power, but they believed
in their strength.” For them, strength grew from total immersion in a black community that included
ministers, teachers, insurance men, morticians, barbers, and entertainers. “Surviving meant being black,
and being black meant believing in our humanity, and retaining it, in a world that denied we had it in the
first place.”
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Yet in the cultural realm, class, and racial barriers could be challenged. Elvis Presley grew up a
dreamy, shy boy, who turned to music for emotional release and spiritual expression. He soaked up the
wide range of music styles available in Memphis. The Assembly of God Church his family attended
featured a renowned hundred-voice choir. Elvis and his friends went to marathon all-night “gospel
singings” at Ellis Auditorium, where they enjoyed the tight harmonies and emotional style of white
gospel quartets.
Elvis also drew from the sounds he heard on Beale Street, the main black thoroughfare of
Memphis and one of the nation’s most influential centers of African American music. In the postwar
years, local black rhythm and blues artists like B. B. King, Junior Parker, and Muddy Waters attracted
legions of black and white fans with their emotional power and exciting showmanship. Elvis himself
performed along with black contestants in amateur shows at Beale Street’s Palace Theater. Nat D.
Williams, a prominent black Memphis disc jockey and music promoter, recalled how black audiences
responded to Elvis’s unique style. “He had a way of singing the blues that was distinctive. He could sing
’em not necessarily like a Negro, but he didn’t sing ’em altogether like a typical white musician. . . .
Always he had that certain humanness about him that Negroes like to put in their songs.” Elvis himself
understood his debt to black music and black performers. “The colored folks,” he told an interviewer in
1956, “been singing and playing it just like I’m doing now, man, for more years than I know. They played
it like that in the shanties and in their juke joints and nobody paid it no mind until I goosed it up. I got it
from them.”
Dissatisfied with the cloying pop music of the day, white teenagers across the nation were
increasingly turning to the rhythmic drive and emotional intensity of black rhythm and blues. They
quickly adopted rock ’n’ roll (the term had long been an African American slang expression for dancing
and sexual intercourse) as their music. But it was more than just music: it was also an attitude, a
celebration of being young, and a sense of having something that adult authority could not understand
or control. For millions of young people, rock ’n’ roll was an expression of revolt against the conformity
and blandness found in so many new postwar suburbs.
When Sun Records sold Presley’s contract to RCA Records in 1956, Elvis became an international
star. Records like “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Don’t Be Cruel,” and “Jailhouse Rock” shot to the top of the
charts and blurred the old boundaries between pop, country, and rhythm and blues. His appearances on
network television shows contributed to his enormous popularity and demonstrated the extraordinary
power of this new medium of communication. Television helped Elvis attract legions of new fans
despite—and partly because of—the uproar over his overtly sexual performance style.
By helping to accustom white teenagers to the style and sound of black artists, Elvis helped
establish rock ’n’ roll as an interracial phenomenon. Institutional racism would continue to plague the
music business—many black artists were routinely cheated out of royalties and severely underpaid—but
the music of postwar Memphis at least pointed the way toward the exciting cultural possibilities that
could emerge from breaking down the barriers of race. It also gave postwar American teenagers a
newfound sense of community. In a broader sense, rock ’n’ roll heralded a generational shift in
American society. In 1960 the nation elected John F. Kennedy, the youngest president in its history, and
a leader who came to symbolize youthful idealism. His assassination cut short the promise of the new
frontier, but not before young people had established a crucial new presence in the nation’s economy,
culture, and political life.
The Eisenhower Presidency
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s landslide election victory in 1952 set the stage for the first full two-term
Republican presidency since that of Ulysses S. Grant. At the core of Eisenhower’s political philosophy lay
a conservative vision of community. He saw America as a corporate commonwealth, similar to the
“associative state” envisioned by Herbert Hoover a generation earlier (see Chapter 23). Eisenhower
believed the industrial strife, high inflation, and fierce partisan politics of the Truman years could be
corrected only through cooperation, self-restraint, and disinterested public service. As president,
Eisenhower emphasized limiting the New Deal trends that had expanded federal power, and he
encouraged a voluntary, as opposed to regulatory, relationship between government and business.
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Social harmony and “the good life” at home were closely linked, in his view, to maintaining a stable and
American-led international order abroad.
Consciously, Eisenhower adopted an evasive style in public, and he was fond of the phrase
“middle of the road.” He told a news conference, “I feel pretty good when I’m attacked from both sides.
It makes me more certain I’m on the right track.” Intellectuals and liberals found it easy to satirize
Eisenhower for his blandness, his frequent verbal gaffes, his vagueness, and his often contradictory
pronouncements. The majority of the American public, however, evidently agreed with Eisenhower’s
easygoing approach to his office. He kept the conservative and liberal wings of his party united and
appealed to many Democrats and independent voters.
Eisenhower wanted to run government in a businesslike manner while letting the states and
corporate interests guide domestic policy and the economy. He appointed nine businessmen to his first
cabinet, including three with ties to General Motors. Former GM chief Charles Wilson served as
Secretary of Defense and epitomized the administration’s economic views with his famous aphorism
“What was good for our country was good for General Motors, and vice versa.” In his appointments to
the Federal Trade Commission, the Federal Communications Commission, and the Federal Power
Commission, Eisenhower favored men congenial to the corporate interests they were charged with
regulating. Eisenhower also secured passage of the Submerged Lands Act in 1953, which transferred $40
billion worth of disputed offshore oil lands from the federal government to the Gulf states. This transfer
ensured a greater role for the states and private companies in the oil business—and cost the Treasury
billions in lost revenues.
At the same time, Eisenhower accepted the New Deal legacy of greater federal responsibility for
social welfare. He rejected calls from conservative Republicans, for example, to dismantle the Social
Security system. His administration agreed to a modest expansion of Social Security and unemployment
insurance and small increases in the minimum wage. Ike also created the Department of Health,
Education and Welfare, appointing Oveta Culp Hobby as its secretary, making her the second woman to
hold a cabinet post. In agriculture, Eisenhower continued the policy of parity payments designed to
sustain farm prices. Between 1952 and 1960, federal spending on agriculture jumped from about $1
billion to $7 billion.
Eisenhower proved hesitant to use fiscal policy to pump up the economy, which went into
recession after the Korean War ended in 1953 and again in 1958, when the unemployment rate reached
7.5 percent. The administration refused to cut taxes or increase spending to stimulate growth.
Eisenhower feared starting an inflationary spiral more than he worried about unemployment or poverty.
By the time he left office, he could proudly point out that real wages for an average family had risen 20
percent during his term. With low inflation and steady, if modest, growth, the Eisenhower years brought
greater prosperity to most Americans. Long after he retired from public life, Ike liked to remember his
major achievement as having created “an atmosphere of greater serenity and mutual confidence.”
Subsidizing Prosperity
During the Eisenhower years the federal government played a crucial role in subsidizing programs that
helped millions of Americans achieve middle-class status. Federal aid helped people to buy homes,
attend college and technical schools, and live in newly built suburbs. Much of this assistance expanded
on programs begun during the New Deal and World War II. The Federal Housing Administration (FHA),
established in 1934, extended the government’s role in subsidizing the housing industry. The FHA
insured long-term mortgage loans made by private lenders for home building. By putting the full faith
and credit of the federal government behind residential mortgages, the FHA attracted new private
capital into home building and revolutionized the industry. A typical FHA mortgage required less than 10
percent for a down payment and spread low-interest monthly payments over thirty years.
Yet FHA policies also had long-range drawbacks. FHA insurance went overwhelmingly to new
residential developments, usually on the fringes of urban areas, hastening the decline of older, inner-city
neighborhoods. A bias toward suburban, middle-class communities manifested itself in several ways: it
was FHA policy to favor the construction of single-family projects while discouraging multi-unit housing,
to refuse loans for the repair of older structures and rental units, and to require for any loan guarantee
an “unbiased professional estimate” rating the property, the prospective borrower, and the
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neighborhood. In practice, these estimates resulted in blatant discrimination against communities that
were racially mixed. The FHA’s Underwriting Manual bluntly warned: “If a neighborhood is to retain
stability, it is necessary that properties shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial
classes.” FHA policies in effect inscribed the racial and income segregation of suburbia in public policy.
The majority of suburbs were built as planned communities. One of the first was Levittown,
which opened in Hempstead, Long Island, in 1947, on 1,500 acres of former potato fields. Developer
William Levitt, who described his firm as “the General Motors of the housing industry,” was the first
entrepreneur to bring mass-production techniques to home building. All building materials were precut
and prefabricated at a central factory, then assembled on-site into houses by largely unskilled, nonunion
labor. In this way Levitt put up hundreds of identical houses each week. Eventually, Levittown
encompassed more than 17,000 houses and 82,000 people. Yet in 1960 not one of Levittown’s residents
was African American, and owners who rented out their homes were told to specify that their houses
would not be “used or occupied by any person other than members of the Caucasian race.” Levitt
himself angrily rejected any criticism of his racial policies: “As a company our position is simply this: we
can solve a housing problem, or we can try to solve a racial problem, but we cannot combine the two.”
The revolution in American life wrought by the 1944 Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, known as
the GI Bill of Rights, extended beyond its impact on higher education (see Chapter 26). In addition to
educational grants, the act provided returning veterans with low-interest mortgages and business loans,
thus subsidizing the growth of the suburbs as well as the postwar expansion of higher education.
Through 1956, nearly 10 million veterans received tuition and training benefits under the act. Veteran’s
Administration–insured loans totaled more than $50 billion by 1962, providing assistance to millions of
former GIs who started businesses.
The Federal Highway Act of 1956 gave another key boost to postwar growth, especially in the
suburbs. It originally authorized $32 billion for the construction of a national interstate highway system.
Financing was to come from new taxes on gasoline, as well as on oil, tires, buses, and trucks. Key to this
ambitious program’s success was that these revenues were held separately from general taxes in a
Highway Trust Fund. By 1972 the program had become the single largest public works program in
American history; 41,000 miles of highway were built at a cost of $76 billion. Federal subsidy of the
interstate highway system stimulated both the automobile industry and suburb building. But it also
accelerated the decline of American mass transit and older cities. By 1970, the nation possessed the
world’s best roads and one of its worst public transportation systems.
The shadow of the cold war prompted the federal government to take new initiatives in aid for
education. After the Soviet Union launched its first Sputnik satellite in the fall of 1957, American officials
worried that the country might be lagging behind the Soviets in training scientists and engineers. The
Eisenhower administration, with the bipartisan support of Congress, pledged to strengthen support for
educating American students in mathematics, science, and technology. The National Defense Education
Act (NDEA) of 1958 allocated $280 million in grants—tied to matching grants from the states—for state
universities to upgrade their science facilities. The NDEA also created $300 million in low-interest loans
for college students, who had to repay only half the amount if they went on to teach in elementary or
secondary school after graduation. In addition, the NDEA provided fellowship support for graduate
students planning to go into college and university teaching. The NDEA represented a new consensus on
the importance of high-quality education to the national interest.
Suburban Life
The suburban boom strengthened the domestic ideal of the nuclear family as the model for
American life. In particular, the picture of the perfect suburban wife—efficient, patient, always
charming—became a dominant image in television, movies, and magazines. Suburban domesticity was
usually presented as women’s only path to happiness and fulfillment. This cultural image often masked a
stifling existence defined by housework, child care, and boredom. In the late 1950s, Betty Friedan, a
wife, mother, and journalist, began a systematic survey of her Smith College classmates. She found “a
strange discrepancy between the reality of our lives as women and the image to which we were trying
to conform.” Friedan expanded her research and in 1963 published The Feminine Mystique, a landmark
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book that articulated the frustrations of suburban women and helped to launch a revived feminist
movement.
For millions of suburban families the middleclass life could be achieved only with two incomes.
The expansion of the female labor force, growing from 17 million in 1946 to 22 million in 1958, was a
central economic fact of the post-World War II years. By 1960, 40 percent of women were employed
full-time or part-time, and 30 percent of all married women worked outside of the home. Taking jobs
largely in clerical, white collar, and other service fields, married women looked to supplement income
and ensure a solidly middle-class standard of living for their families. The opportunity to move to a more
fashionable neighborhood, to purchase a second car, or take a family vacation often depended upon a
wife’s second income.
The postwar rebirth of religious life was strongly associated with suburban living. In 1940 less
than half the American population belonged to institutionalized churches; by the mid-1950s nearly
three-quarters identified themselves as church members. A church-building boom was centered in the
expanding suburbs. Bestselling religious authors such as Norman Vincent Peale and Bishop Fulton J.
Sheen offered a shallow blend of reassurance and “the power of positive thinking.” They stressed
individual solutions to problems, opposing social or political activism. Their emphasis on the importance
of belonging, of fitting in, meshed well with suburban social life and the ideal of family-centered
domesticity.
California came to embody postwar suburban life. At the center of this lifestyle was the
automobile. Cars were a necessity for commuting to work. California also led the nation in the
development of drive-in facilities: motels, movies, shopping malls, fast-food restaurants, and banks.
More than 500 miles of highways would be constructed around Los Angeles alone. In Orange County,
southeast of Los Angeles, the “center-less city” emerged as the dominant form of community. The
experience of one woman resident was typical: “I live in Garden Grove, work in Irvine, shop in Santa
Ana, go to the dentist in Anaheim, my husband works in Long Beach, and I used to be the president of
the League of Women Voters in Fullerton”.
Contemporary journalists, novelists, and social scientists contributed to the popular image of
suburban life as essentially dull, conformist, and peopled exclusively by the educated middle class. John
Cheever, for example, won the National Book Award for The Wapshot Chronicle (1957), a novel set in
fictional Remsen Park, “a community of four thousand identical homes.” Yet these writers tended to
obscure the real class and ethnic differences found among and between suburban communities. Many
new suburbs had a distinctively blue-collar cast. Milpitas, California, for example, grew up around a Ford
auto plant about fifty miles outside San Jose. Its residents were blue-collar assembly-line workers and
their families, rather than salaried, college-educated, white-collar employees. Self-segregation and
zoning ordinances gave some new suburbs distinctively Italian, Jewish, or Irish ethnic identities, similar
to older urban neighborhoods. For millions of new suburbanites, architectural and psychological
conformity was an acceptable price to pay for the comforts of home ownership, a small plot of land, and
a sense of security and status.
Organized Labor and the AFL-CIO
By the mid-1950s American trade unions reached an historic high-point in their penetration of
the labor market, reflecting the enormous gains made during the organizing drives in core massproduction industries during the New Deal and World War II. Whereas only one in eight nonagricultural
workers were union members on the eve of the Great Depression, twenty-five years later the figure
stood at one in three. Union influence in political life, especially within the Democratic Party, had also
increased. Yet the Republican sweep to power in 1952 meant that for the first time in a generation
organized labor was without an ally in the White House. New leaders in the nation’s two major labor
organizations, the American Federation of Labor (AFL, dominated by old-line construction and craft
unions) and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO, centered around unions in mass-production
industry), now pushed for a merger of the two rival groups as the way to protect and build on the
movement’s recent gains.
George Meany, the brusque, cigar-chomping head of the AFL, seemed the epitome of the
modern labor boss. Originally a plumber, he had worked his way through the AFL bureaucracy and had
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played a leading role on National War Labor Board during World War II. An outspoken anti-Communist,
Meany had pushed the AFL closer to the Democratic Party, and he took pride in never having been on a
strike or a picket line. Unions, he believed, must focus on improving the economic well-being of their
members. Meany’s counterpart in the CIO was Walter Reuther, originally a tool-and-die maker in the
auto shops of Detroit. Reuther had come to prominence as a leader of the United Automobile Workers
during the tumultuous organizing drives of the 1930s and 1940s. Although he had moved away from his
early socialist leanings, Reuther believed strongly that American unions ought to stand for something
beyond the bread-and-butter needs of their members. His support of a broader social vision, including
racial equality, aggressive union organizing, and expansion of the welfare state, reflected the more
militant tradition of CIO unions. Despite their differences, both Meany and Reuther believed a merger of
their two organizations offered the best strategy for the labor movement. In 1955 the newly combined
AFL-CIO brought some 12.5 million union members under one banner, with Meany as president and
Reuther as director of the Industrial Union Department.
The merger marked the apex of trade union membership, and after 1955 its share of the labor
market began a slow and steady decline. To be sure, union membership helped bring the trappings of
middle-class prosperity to millions of workers and their families: home ownership, higher education for
children, travel, and comfortable retirement. But the AFL-CIO showed little commitment to bringing
unorganized workers into the fold. Scandals involving union corruption and racketeering hurt the labor
movement’s public image. In 1957 the AFL-CIO expelled its largest single affiliate, the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters, because of its close ties to organized crime. In 1959, after highly publicized
hearings into union corruption, Congress passed the Landrum-Griffin Act, which widened government
control over union affairs and further restricted union use of picketing and secondary boycotts during
strikes. While union membership as a percentage of the total workforce declined, important growth did
take place in new areas, reflecting a broader shift in the American workplace from manufacturing to
service jobs. During the 1950s and 1960s union membership among public sector employees, especially
at the state and local level, increased dramatically. Only 400,000 government workers belonged to
unions in 1955. By the early 1970s the figure reached 4 million, as civil servants, postal employees,
teachers, police, and firefighters joined unions for the first time.
Lonely Crowds and Organization Men
Perhaps the most ambitious and controversial critique of postwar suburban America was
sociologist David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950). Riesman argued that modern America had given
birth to a new kind of character type, the “other-directed” man. Previously the nation had cultivated
“inner-directed” people—self-reliant individualists who early on in life had internalized self-discipline
and moral standards. By contrast, the “other-directed” person typical of the modern era was peeroriented. Morality and ideals came from the overarching desire to conform. Americans, Riesman
thought, were now less likely to take risks or act independently. Their thinking and habits had come to
be determined by cues they received from the mass media.
Similarly, William H. Whyte’s Organization Man (1956), a study of the Chicago suburb of Park
Forest, offered a picture of people obsessed with fitting into their communities and jobs. In place of the
old Protestant ethic of hard work, thrift, and competitive struggle, Whyte believed, middle-class
suburbanites now strove mainly for a comfortable, secure niche in the system. They held to a new social
ethic, he argued: “a belief in the group as the source of creativity; a belief in ‘belongingness’ as the
ultimate need of the individual.”
The most radical critic of postwar society, and the one with the most enduring influence, was
Texas-reared sociologist C. Wright Mills. In White Collar (1951), Mills analyzed the job culture that
typified life for middle-class salaried employees, office workers, and bureaucrats. “When white collar
people get jobs,” he wrote, “they sell not only their time and energy, but their personalities as well.
They sell by the week or month their smiles and their kindly gestures, and they must practice the
prompt repression of resentment and aggression.” In The Power Elite (1956), Mills argued that a small,
interconnected group of corporate executives, military men, and political leaders had come to dominate
American society. The arms race in particular, carried out in the name of cold war policies, had given an
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unprecedented degree of power to what President Eisenhower later termed the military-industrial
complex.
The Expansion of Higher Education
American higher education experienced rapid growth after the war. This expansion both
reflected and reinforced other trends in postwar society. The number of students enrolled in colleges
and universities climbed from 2.6 million in 1950 to 3.2 million in 1960. It then more than doubled—to
7.5 million—by 1970, as the baby boom generation came of age. Most of these new students attended
greatly enlarged state university systems. Several factors contributed to this explosion. A variety of new
federal programs, including the GI Bill and the National Defense Education Act, helped subsidize college
education for millions of new students. Government spending on research and development in
universities, especially for defense-related projects, promoted a postwar shift to graduate education and
faculty research and away from traditional undergraduate teaching.
Colleges and universities by and large accepted the values of postwar corporate culture. By the
mid-1950s, 20 percent of all college graduates majored in business or other commercial fields. The
college degree was a gateway to the middle class. It became a requirement for a whole range of
expanding white-collar occupations in banking, insurance, real estate, advertising and marketing, and
other corporate enterprises. Most administrators accommodated large business interests, which were
well represented on university boards of trustees. Universities themselves were increasingly run like
businesses, with administrators adopting the language of input-output, cost effectiveness, and quality
control.
Health and Medicine
Dramatic improvements in medical care allowed many Americans to enjoy longer and healthier
lives. New antibiotics such as penicillin were manufactured and distributed on a mass basis, and after
the war they became widely available to the general population. Federal support for research continued
after the war with the reorganization of the National Institutes of Health in 1948.
By 1960 many dreaded epidemic diseases, such as tuberculosis, diphtheria, whooping cough,
and measles, had virtually disappeared from American life. Perhaps the most celebrated achievement of
postwar medicine was the victory over poliomyelitis. Between 1947 and 1951 this disease, which usually
crippled those it did not kill, struck an annual average of 39,000 Americans. In 1952, 58,000 cases, most
of them children, were reported. Frightened parents warned children to stay away from crowded
swimming pools and other gathering places. In 1955 Jonas Salk pioneered the first effective vaccine
against the disease, using a preparation of killed virus. A nationwide program of polio vaccination, later
supplemented by the oral Sabin vaccine, virtually eliminated polio by the 1960s.
Yet the benefits of “wonder drugs” and advanced medical techniques were not shared equally
by all Americans. More sophisticated treatments and expensive new hospital facilities sharply increased
the costs of health care. The very poor and many elderly Americans found themselves unable to afford
modern medicine. Thousands of communities, especially in rural areas and small towns, lacked doctors
or decent hospital facilities. Critics of the medical establishment charged that the proliferation of
medical specialists and large hospital complexes had increased the number of unnecessary surgical
operations, especially for women and children. The decline of the general practitioner—the family
doctor—meant fewer physicians made house calls; more and more people went to hospital emergency
rooms or outpatient clinics for treatment.
The American Medical Association (AMA), which certified medical schools, did nothing to increase the
flow of new doctors. The number of physicians per 100,000 people actually declined between 1950 and
1960; the shortage was made up by doctors trained in other countries. The AMA also lobbied hard
against efforts to expand government responsibility for the public’s health. President Harry Truman had
advanced a plan for national health insurance, to be run along the lines of Social Security. President
Dwight Eisenhower had proposed a program that would offer government assistance to private health
insurance companies. The AMA denounced both proposals as “socialized medicine.” It helped block
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direct federal involvement in health care until the creation of Medicare (for the elderly) and Medicaid
(for the poor) in 1965.
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II. Youth Culture |WHAT WERE the origins of postwar youth culture, and how did popular culture both
reflect and distort the lives of American youth?
The term “teenager,” describing someone between thirteen and nineteen, entered standard usage only
at the end of World War II. According to the Dictionary of American Slang, the United States is the only
country with a word for this age group and the only country to consider it “a separate entity whose
influence, fads, and fashions are worthy of discussion apart from the adult world.” The fifteen years
following World War II saw unprecedented attention to America’s adolescents. Deep fears were
expressed about everything from teenage sexuality and juvenile delinquency to young people’s driving
habits, hairstyles, and choice of clothing. At the same time, advertisers and businesses pursued the
disposable income of America’s affluent youth with a vengeance. Teenagers often found themselves
caught between their desire to carve out their own separate sphere and the pressure to become an
adult as quickly as possible.
The Youth Market
Birthrates had accelerated gradually during the late 1930s and more rapidly during the war
years. The children born in those years had by the late 1950s grown into the original teenagers, the
older siblings of the celebrated baby boomers of 1946–64. They came of age in a society that, compared
with that of their parents and the rest of the world, was uniquely affluent. Together, the demographic
growth of teens and the postwar economic expansion created a burgeoning youth market.
Manufacturers and advertisers rushed to cash in on the special needs and desires of young consumers:
cosmetics, clothing, radios and phonographs, and cars.
In 1959, Life summarized the new power of the youth market. “Counting only what is spent to
satisfy their special teenage demands,” the magazine reported, “the youngsters and their parents will
shell out about $10 billion this year, a billion more than the total sales of GM.” In addition, advertisers
and market researchers found that teenagers often played a critical, if hard-to-measure, role as “secret
persuaders” in a family’s large purchase decisions. Specialized market research organizations, such as
Eugene Gilbert & Company and Teen-Age Survey Incorporated, sprang up to serve business clients eager
to attract teen consumers and instill brand loyalty. Through the 1950s and into the 1960s, teenagers had
a major, sometimes dominant, voice in determining America’s cultural fads.
To many parents, the emerging youth culture was a dangerous threat to their authority. One
mother summarized this fear in a revealing, if slightly hysterical, letter to Modern Teen:
Don’t you realize what you are doing? You are encouraging teenagers
to write to each other, which keeps them from doing their school work
and other chores. You are encouraging them to kiss and have physical
contact before they’re even engaged, which is morally wrong and you
know it. You are encouraging them to have faith in the depraved
individuals who make rock and roll records when it’s common
knowledge that ninety percent of these rock and roll singers are people
with no morals or sense of values.
The increasing uniformity of public school education also contributed to the public recognition of the
special status of teenagers. In 1900, about one of every eight teenagers was in school; by the 1950s, the
figure was six out of eight. Psychologists wrote guidebooks for parents, two prominent examples being
Dorothy Baruch’s How to Live with Your Teenager (1953) and Paul Landis’s Understanding Teenagers
(1955). Social scientists stressed the importance of peer pressure for understanding teen behavior.
“Traditional sources of adult authority and socialization—the marketplace, schools, childrearing
manuals, the mass media—all reinforced the notion of teenagers as a special community, united by age,
rank, and status”.
“Hail! Hail! Rock ’n’ Roll!”
The demands of the new teen market, combined with structural changes in the postwar
American mass media, reshaped the nation’s popular music. As television broadcasting rapidly replaced
radio as the center of family entertainment, people began using radios in new ways. The production of
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portable transistor radios and car radios grew rapidly in the 1950s as listeners increasingly tuned them
in for diversion from or an accompaniment to other activities. By 1956, some 2,700 AM radio stations
were on the air across the United States, with about 70 percent of their broadcast time given to record
shows. Most of these concentrated on popular music for the traditional white adult market: pop ballads,
novelty songs, and show tunes.
In the recording industry, meanwhile, a change was in the air. Small independent record labels
led the way in aggressively recording African American rhythm and blues artists. Atlantic Records, in
New York, developed the most influential galaxy of artists, including Ray Charles, Ruth Brown, the
Drifters, Joe Turner, LaVerne Baker, and the Clovers. Chess, in Chicago, had the blues-based,
singer/songwriter-guitarists Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley, and the “doo-wop” group the Moonglows. In
New Orleans, Imperial had the veteran pianist-singer Fats Domino, while Specialty unleashed the
outrageous Little Richard on the world. On radio, over jukeboxes, and in record stores, all of these
African American artists “crossed over,” adding millions of white teenagers to their solid base of black
fans. In 1954 the music trade magazine Billboard noted this trend among white teenagers: “The present
generation has not known the rhythmically exciting dance bands of the swing era. It therefore satisfies
its hunger for ‘music with a beat’ in modern r&b (rhythm and blues) groups.”
The older, more established record companies, such as RCA, Decca, M-G-M, and Capitol, had
largely ignored black music. Their response to the new trend was to offer slick, toned-down “cover”
versions by white pop singers of rhythm and blues originals. Cover versions were invariably pallid
imitations, artistically inferior to the originals. One has only to compare, say, Pat Boone’s covers of Fats
Domino’s “Ain’t That a Shame” or Little Richard’s “Tutti Frutti” with the originals to hear how much was
lost. While African American artists began to enjoy newfound mass acceptance, there were limits to
how closely white kids could identify with black performers. Racism, especially in so sexually charged an
arena as musical performance, was still a powerful force in American life. Because of the superior
promotional power of the major companies and the institutional racism in the music business, white
cover versions almost always outsold the black originals. But some disc jockeys refused to play cover
versions and attracted enthusiastic audiences of both black and white young people. Alan Freed, a white
Cleveland disc jockey, popularized the term “rock ’n’ roll” to describe the black rhythm and blues that he
played on the air and promoted in live concerts before enthusiastic and racially mixed audiences of
teenagers.
The stage was thus set for the arrival of white rock ’n’ roll artists who could exploit the new
sounds and styles. As a rock ’n’ roll performer and recording artist, Elvis Presley reinvented American
popular music. His success challenged the old lines separating black music from white, and pop from
rhythm and blues or country. As a symbol of rebellious youth and as the embodiment of youthful
sexuality, Elvis revitalized American popular culture. In his wake came a host of white rock ’n’ rollers,
many of them white southerners like Elvis: Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Holly, the Everly Brothers, Roy
Orbison. But the greatest songwriter and the most influential guitarist to emerge from this first “golden
age of rock ’n’ roll” was Chuck Berry, an African American from St. Louis who worked part-time as a
beautician and house painter. Berry proved especially adept at capturing the teen spirit with humor,
irony, and passion. He composed hits around the trials and tribulations of school (“School Days”), young
love (“Memphis”), cars (“Maybellene”), and making it as a rock ’n’ roller (“Johnny B. Goode”). As much
as anyone, Berry created music that defined what it meant to be young in postwar America.
Almost Grown
Teenage consumers remade the landscape of popular music into their own turf. The dollar value
of annual record sales nearly tripled between 1954 and 1959, from $213 million to $603 million. New
magazines aimed exclusively at teens flourished in the postwar years. Modern Teen, Teen Digest, and
Dig were just a few. Most teen magazines, like rock ’n’ roll music, focused on the rituals, pleasures, and
sorrows surrounding teenage courtship. Paradoxically, behavior patterns among white middle-class
teenagers in the 1950s and early 1960s exhibited a new kind of youth orientation and at the same time a
more pronounced identification with adults.
While many parents worried about the separate world inhabited by their teenage children,
many teens seemed determined to become adults as quickly as possible. Postwar affluence multiplied
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the number of two-car families, making it easier for sixteen-year-olds to win driving privileges formerly
reserved for eighteen-year olds. Girls began dating, wearing brassieres and nylon stockings, and using
cosmetics at an earlier age than before—twelve or thirteen rather than fifteen or sixteen. Several
factors contributed to this trend, including a continuing decline in the age of menarche (first
menstruation), the sharp drop in the age of marriage after World War II, and the precocious social
climate of junior high schools (institutions that became widespread only after 1945). The practice of
going steady, derived from the college custom of fraternity and sorority pinning, became commonplace
among high schoolers. By the late 1950s, eighteen had become the most common age at which
American females married.
Teenagers often felt torn between their identification with youth culture and pressures to
assume adult responsibilities. Many young people juggled part-time jobs with school and very active
social lives. Teen-oriented magazines, music, and movies routinely dispensed advice and sympathy
regarding this dilemma. Rock ’n’ roll songs offered the most sympathetic treatments of the conflicts
teens experienced over work (“Summertime Blues”), parental authority (“Yakety Yak”), and the desire to
look adult (“Sweet Little Sixteen”). By 1960, sociologist James S. Coleman reflected a growing consensus
when he noted that postwar society had given adolescents “many of the instruments which can make
them a functioning community: cars, freedom in dating, continual contact with the opposite sex, money,
and entertainment, like popular music and movies, designed especially for them.”
Deviance and Delinquency
Many adults held rock ’n’ roll responsible for the apparent decline in parental control over
teens. Much of the opposition to rock ’n’ roll, particularly in the South, played on long-standing racist
fears that white females might be attracted to black music and black performers. The undercurrent
beneath all this opposition was a deep anxiety over the more open expression of sexual feelings by both
performers and audiences.
Paralleling the rise of rock ’n’ roll was a growing concern with an alleged increase in juvenile
delinquency. An endless stream of magazine articles, books, and newspaper stories asserted that
criminal behavior among the nation’s young was chronic. Gang fights, drug and alcohol abuse, car theft,
and sexual offenses received the most attention. The U.S. Senate established a special subcommittee on
juvenile delinquency. Highly publicized hearings in 1955 and 1956 convinced much of the public that
youthful criminals were terrorizing the country. Although crime statistics do suggest an increase in
juvenile crime during the 1950s, particularly in the suburbs, the public perception of the severity of the
problem was surely exaggerated.
In retrospect, the juvenile delinquency controversy tells us more about anxieties over family life
and the erosion of adult authority than about crime patterns. Teenagers seemed more defined by and
loyal to their peer culture than to their parents. A great deal of their music, speech, dress, and style was
alien and threatening. The growing importance of the mass media in defining youth culture brought
efforts to regulate or censor media forms believed to cause juvenile delinquency. In 1954, for example,
psychiatrist Fredric Wertham published Seduction of the Innocent, arguing that crime comic books
incited youngsters to criminal acts. Mass culture, he believed, could overwhelm the traditional
influences of family, school, and religion. He led a highly publicized crusade that forced the comic book
industry to adopt a code strictly limiting the portrayal of violence and crime.
As reactions to two of the most influential “problem youth” movies of the postwar era indicate,
teens and their parents frequently interpreted depictions of youthful deviance in the mass media in very
different ways. In The Wild One (1954), Marlon Brando played the crude, moody leader of a vicious
motorcycle gang. Most adults thought of the film as a critique of mindless gang violence, but many
teenagers identified with the Brando character, who, when asked, “What are you rebelling against?”
coolly replied, “Whattaya got?” In Rebel Without a Cause (1955), James Dean, Natalie Wood, and Sal
Mineo played emotionally troubled youths in an affluent California suburb. The movie suggests that
parents can cause delinquency when they fail to conform to conventional roles—Dean’s father wears an
apron and his mother is domineering.
Brando and Dean, along with Elvis, were probably the most popular and widely imitated teen
idols of the era. For most parents, they were vaguely threatening figures whose sexual energy and lack
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of discipline placed them outside the bounds of middle-class respectability. For teens, however, they
offered an irresistible combination of rough exterior and sensitive core. They embodied, as well, the
contradiction of individual rebellion versus the attractions of a community defined by youth.
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III. Mass Culture and Its Discontents | HOW DID mass culture become even more central to American
everyday life in the two decades following World War II?
No mass medium ever achieved such power and popularity as rapidly as television. The basic technology
for broadcasting visual images with sound had been developed by the late 1930s but World War II and
corporate competition postponed television’s introduction to the public until 1946. By 1960, nearly nine
in ten American families owned at least one set, which was turned on an average of more than five
hours a day. Television reshaped leisure time and political life. It also helped create a new kind of
national community defined by the buying and selling of consumer goods.
Important voices challenged the economic trends and cultural conformity of the postwar years.
Academics, journalists, novelists, and poets offered a variety of works criticizing the overall direction of
American life. These critics of what was dubbed “mass society” were troubled by the premium American
culture put on conformity, status, and material consumption. Although a distinct minority, these critics
were persistent. Many of their ideas and prescriptions would reverberate through the political and
cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s.
Television: Tube of Plenty
Television constituted a radical change from radio, and its development as a mass medium was
quicker and less chaotic. The three main television networks—NBC, CBS, ABC—grew directly from radio
organizations. The networks led the industry from the start, rather than following individual stations, as
radio had done. Nearly all TV stations were affiliated with one or more of the networks; only a handful
of independent stations could be found around the country.
Television not only depended on advertising, it also transformed the advertising industry. The
television business, like radio, was based on the selling of time to advertisers who wanted to reach the
mass audiences tuning into shows. Radio had offered entire shows produced by and for single sponsors,
usually advertisers who wanted a close identification between their product and a star. But the higher
costs of television production forced key changes. Sponsors left the production of programs to the
networks, independent producers, and Hollywood studios.
Sponsors now bought scattered time slots for spot advertisements rather than bankrolling an
entire show. Ad agencies switched their creative energy to producing slick thirty-second commercials
rather than entertainment programs. A shift from broadcasting live shows to filming them opened up
lucrative opportunities for reruns and foreign export. The total net revenue of the TV networks and their
affiliated stations in 1947 was about $2 million; by 1957 it was nearly $1 billion. Advertisers spent $58
million on TV shows in 1949; ten years later the figure was almost $1.5 billion.
The staple of network radio, the comedy-variety show, was now produced with pictures. The
first great national TV hit, The Milton Berle Show, followed this format when it premiered in 1948. Radio
stars such as Jack Benny, Edgar Bergen, George Burns and Gracie Allen, and Eddie Cantor switched
successfully to television. Boxing, wrestling, the roller derby, and other sporting events were also quite
popular. For a brief time, original live drama flourished on writer-oriented shows such as Goodyear
Television Playhouse and Studio One. In addition, early television featured an array of situation
comedies with deep roots in radio and vaudeville.
Set largely among urban ethnic families, early shows like I Remember Mama, The Goldbergs,
The Life of Riley, Life with Luigi, and The Honeymooners often featured working-class families struggling
with the dilemmas posed by consumer society. Most plots turned around comic tensions created and
resolved by consumption: contemplating home ownership, going out on the town, moving to the
suburbs, buying on credit, purchasing a new car. Generational discord and the loss of ethnic identity
were also common themes. To some degree, these early shows mirrored and spoke to the real
dilemmas facing families that had survived the Great Depression and the Second World War and were
now finding their place in a prosperous consumer culture.
By the late 1950s all the urban ethnic comedy shows were off the air. A new breed of situation
comedies presented nonethnic white, affluent, and insular suburban middle-class families. Shows like
Father Knows Best, Leave It to Beaver, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, and The Donna Reed Show
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epitomized the ideal suburban American family of the day. Their plots focused on genial crises, usually
brought on by children’s mischief and resolved by kindly fathers. In retrospect, what is most striking
about these shows is what is absent—politics, social issues, cities, white ethnic groups, African
Americans, and Latinos were virtually unrepresented.
Television also demonstrated a unique ability to create overnight fads and crazes across the
nation. Elvis Presley’s 1956 appearances on several network television variety shows, including those
hosted by Milton Berle and Ed Sullivan, catapulted him from regional success to international stardom.
Successful television advertising campaigns made household names out of previously obscure products.
A memorable example of TV’s influence came in 1955 when Walt Disney produced a series of three onehour shows on the life of frontier legend Davy Crockett. The tremendous success of the series instantly
created a $300 million industry of Davy Crockett shirts, dolls, toys, and coonskin caps.
Television and Politics
Prime-time entertainment shows carefully avoided any references to the political issues of the
day. Network executives bowed to the conformist climate created by the domestic cold war. Any hint of
political controversy could scare off sponsors, who were extremely sensitive to public protest. AntiCommunist crusaders set themselves up as private watchdogs, warning of alleged subversive influence
in the broadcasting industry. Television executives responded by effectively blacklisting many talented
individuals.
As in Hollywood, the cold war chill severely restricted the range of political discussion on
television. Any honest treatment of the conflicts in American society threatened the consensus
mentality at the heart of the television business. Even public affairs and documentary programs were
largely devoid of substantial political debate. An important exception was Edward R. Murrow’s See It
Now on CBS—but that show was off the air by 1955. Television news did not come into its own until
1963, with the beginning of half-hour nightly network newscasts. Only then did television’s
extraordinary power to rivet the nation’s attention during a crisis become clear.
Still, some of the ways that TV would alter the nation’s political life emerged in the 1950s.
Television made Democratic senator Estes Kefauver of Tennessee a national political figure through live
coverage of his 1951 Senate investigation into organized crime. It also contributed to the political
downfall of Senator Joseph McCarthy in 1954 by showing his cruel bullying tactics during Senate
hearings into alleged subversive Communist influence in the army. In 1952, Republican vice presidential
candidate Richard M. Nixon effectively used an emotional, direct television appeal to voters—the
“Checkers” speech—to counter charges of corruption.
The 1952 election also brought the first use of TV political advertising for presidential
candidates. The Republican Party hired a high-powered ad agency, Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn
(BBD&O), to create a series of short, sophisticated advertisements touting Dwight D. Eisenhower. The
BBD&O campaign saturated TV with twenty-second Eisenhower spots for two weeks before Election
Day. Ever since then, television image-making has been the single most important element in American
electoral politics.
Culture Critics
The urge to denounce the mass media for degrading the quality of American life tended to unite
radical and conservative critics. Thus Marxist writer Dwight Macdonald sounded an old conservative
warning when he described mass culture as “a parasite, a cancerous growth on High Culture.” Society’s
most urgent problem, Macdonald claimed, was “a tepid, flaccid Middlebrow Culture that threatens to
engulf everything in its spreading ooze.”
Critics of mass culture argued that the audiences for the mass media were atomized,
anonymous, and detached. The media themselves had become omnipotent, capable of manipulating the
attitudes and behavior of the isolated individuals in the mass. Many of these critics achieved great
popularity themselves, suggesting that the public was deeply ambivalent about mass culture. One of the
best-selling authors of the day was Vance Packard, whose 1957 exposé The Hidden Persuaders showed
how advertisers exploited motivational research into the irrational side of human behavior. These critics
undoubtedly overestimated the power of the media. They ignored the preponderance of research
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suggesting that most people watched and responded to mass media in family, peer group, and other
social settings. The critics also missed the genuine vitality and creative brilliance to be found within mass
culture: African American music; the films of Nicholas Ray, Elia Kazan, and Howard Hawks; the
experimental television of Ernie Kovacs; the satire of Mad magazine.
Some of the sharpest dissents from the cultural conformity of the day came from a group of
writers known collectively as the Beats. Led by the novelist Jack Kerouac and the poet Allen Ginsberg,
the Beats shared a distrust of the American virtues of progress, power, and material gain. The Beat
sensibility celebrated spontaneity, friendship, jazz, open sexuality, drug use, and the outcasts of
American society. Kerouac, born and raised in a working-class French Canadian family in Lowell,
Massachusetts, coined the term “beat” in 1948. It meant for him a “weariness with all the forms of the
modern industrial state”—conformity, militarism, blind faith in technological progress. Kerouac’s 1957
novel On the Road, chronicling the tumultuous adventures of Kerouac’s circle of friends as they traveled
by car back and forth across America, became the Beat manifesto. Allen Ginsberg had grown up in New
Jersey in an immigrant Jewish family. His father was a poet and teacher, and his mother had a history of
mental problems. After being expelled from Columbia University, Ginsberg grew close to Kerouac and
another writer, William Burroughs. At a 1955 poetry reading in San Francisco, Ginsberg introduced his
epic poem Howl to a wildly enthusiastic audience:
I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed
by madness, starving hysterical naked,
dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn
looking for an angry fix,
angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection
to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night.
Howl became one of the best-selling poetry books in the history of publishing, and it established
Ginsberg as an important new voice in American literature.
Beat writers received a largely antagonistic, even virulent reception from the literary
establishment. But millions of young Americans read their work and became intrigued by their
alternative visions. The mass media soon managed to trivialize the Beats. A San Francisco journalist
coined the term “beatnik,” and by the late 1950s it had become associated with affected men and
women dressed in black, wearing sunglasses and berets, and acting rebellious and alienated. But Beat
writers like Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Diane DiPrima, Gary Snyder, LeRoi Jones, and others
continued to produce serious work that challenged America’s official culture. They foreshadowed the
mass youth rebellion and counterculture to come in the 1960s.
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IV. The Cold War Continued | WHAT WERE the key interventions the United States made in Europe and
the third world?
Dwight Eisenhower’s experience in foreign affairs had been one of his most attractive assets as a
presidential candidate. His success as supreme commander of the Allied forces in World War II owed as
much to diplomatic skill as to military prowess. As president, Eisenhower sustained the anti-Communist
rhetoric of cold war diplomacy, and his administration persuaded Americans to accept the cold war
stalemate as a more or less permanent fact. Eisenhower developed new strategies for containment and
for the support of United States power abroad, including a greater reliance on nuclear weapons and the
aggressive use of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for covert action. Yet Eisenhower also resolved to
do everything he could to forestall an all-out nuclear conflict. He recognized the limits of raw military
power. He accepted a less than victorious end to the Korean War, and he avoided a full military
involvement in Indochina. Ironically, Eisenhower’s promotion of high-tech strategic weaponry fostered
development of a military-industrial complex. By the time he left office in 1961, he felt compelled to
warn the nation of the growing dangers posed by burgeoning military spending.
The “New Look” in Foreign Affairs
Although Eisenhower recognized that the United States was engaged in a long-term struggle
with the Soviet Union, he feared that permanent mobilization for the cold war might overburden the
American economy and result in a “garrison state.” He therefore pursued a high-tech, capital-intensive
defense policy that emphasized America’s qualitative advantage in strategic weaponry.
The emphasis on massive retaliation, the administration claimed, would also make possible cuts
in the military budget. As Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson said, the goal was to “get more bang for
the buck.” Eisenhower largely succeeded in stabilizing the defense budget. Between 1954 and 1961
absolute spending rose only $800 million, from $46.6 billion to $47.4 billion. Military spending as an
overall percentage of the federal budget fell from 66 percent to 49 percent during his two terms. Much
of this saving was gained through the increased reliance on nuclear weapons and long-range delivery
systems, which were relatively less expensive than conventional forces.
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles gave shape to the “new look” in American foreign policy in
the 1950s. Raised a devout Presbyterian and trained as a lawyer, Dulles had been involved in diplomatic
affairs since World War I. He brought a strong sense of righteousness to his job, an almost missionary
belief in America’s responsibility to preserve the “free world” from godless, immoral communism. Dulles
articulated a more assertive policy toward the Communist threat by calling not simply for containment
but for a “rollback.” The key would be greater reliance on America’s nuclear superiority. This policy
appealed to Republicans, who had been frustrated by the restriction of United Nations forces to
conventional arms during the Korean War. But the limits of a policy based on nuclear strategy became
painfully clear when American leaders faced tense situations that offered no clear way to intervene
without provoking full-scale war.
When East Berliners rebelled against the Soviets in 1953, cold war hard-liners thought they saw
the long awaited opportunity for rollback. But precisely how could the United States respond? Public
bitterness over the Korean conflict merged with Eisenhower’s sense of restraint and in the end, apart
from angry denunciations, the United States did nothing to prevent the Soviets from crushing the
rebellion. U.S. leaders faced the same dilemma on a grander scale when Hungarians revolted against
their Soviet-dominated Communist rulers in 1956, staging a general strike and taking over the streets
and factories in Budapest and other cities. The United States opened its gates to thousands of Hungarian
refugees, but despite urgent requests, it refused to intervene when Soviet tanks and troops crushed the
revolt. Eisenhower recognized that the Soviets would defend their own borders, and all of Eastern
Europe as well, by all-out military force if necessary.
The death of Josef Stalin in 1953 and the worldwide condemnation of his crimes, revealed by his
successor, Nikita Khrushchev, in 1956, gave Eisenhower fresh hope for a new spirit of peaceful
coexistence between the two superpowers. Khrushchev, in a gesture of goodwill, withdrew Soviet
troops from Austria. The first real rollback had been achieved by negotiations and a spirit of common
hope, not threats or force. In 1958 Khrushchev, probing American intentions and hoping to redirect the
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Soviet economy toward the production of more consumer goods, unilaterally suspended nuclear testing.
Khrushchev made a twelve-day trip to America in 1959 during which he visited an Iowa farm, went
sightseeing in Hollywood, and spent time with Eisenhower at Camp David, the presidential retreat in
Maryland.
The two leaders achieved nothing concrete, but with summit diplomacy seeming to offer at
least a psychological thaw in the cold war. In early 1960, Khrushchev called for another summit in Paris,
to discuss German reunification and nuclear disarmament. Eisenhower, meanwhile, planned his own
friendship tour of the Soviet Union. But in May 1960 the Soviets shot down an American U-2 spy plane
gathering intelligence on Soviet military installations. A deeply embarrassed Eisenhower at first denied
the existence of U-2 flights, but the Soviets produced the pilot, Francis Gary Powers, who readily
confessed. The summit collapsed when Eisenhower refused Khrushchev’s demands for an apology and
an end to the spy flights. The U-2 incident demonstrated the limits of personal diplomacy in resolving
the deep structural rivalry between the superpowers.
Eisenhower often provided a moderate voice on issues of defense spending and missile
development. The Soviet Union’s dramatic launch of Sputnik, the first space-orbiting satellite, in October
1957 upset many Americans’ precarious sense of security. In particular, this demonstration of Soviet
technological prowess raised fears about Russian ability to deploy intercontinental ballistic missiles
(ICBMs) against American cities. Critics attacked the Eisenhower administration for failure to keep up
with the enemy. Senator Stuart Symington (D-MO) bluntly warned that, “Unless our defense policies are
promptly changed, the Soviets will move from superiority to supremacy.” In addition to huge increases
in defense spending, some urged a massive program to build “fallout shelters” for the entire population
in case of nuclear attack. But Eisenhower rejected these more radical responses. He knew from evidence
provided by U-2 spy planes that the Soviet Union in fact trailed far behind the United States in ICBM
development, but he kept this knowledge secret. Instead of panicking before Sputnik, he held to a
doctrine of “sufficiency”: maintaining enough military strength to survive any foreign attack and enough
nuclear capability to deliver a massive counterattack. In 1958 Eisenhower did support creation of the
National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA), to coordinate space exploration and missile
development. And he also backed the National Defense Education Act that year, which funneled more
federal aid into science and foreign language education. Yet, in Congress a bipartisan majority voted to
increase the military budget by another $8 billion in 1958, thereby accelerating the arms race and
expanding the defense sector of the economy.
Covert Action
Eisenhower combined the overt threat of massive retaliation in his “new look” approach to
foreign affairs with a heavy reliance on covert interventions by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). He
had been an enthusiastic supporter of covert operations during World War II, and during his presidency
CIA-sponsored covert paramilitary operations became a key facet of American foreign policy. With the
American public wary of direct U.S. military interventions, the CIA promised a cheap, quick, and quiet
way to depose hostile or unstable regimes, or prop up more conservative governments under siege by
indigenous revolutionaries.
For CIA director, Eisenhower named Allen Dulles, brother of the secretary of state and a former
leader in the CIA’s World War II precursor, the Office of Strategic Services. The CIA’s mandate was to
collect and analyze information, but it did much more under Dulles’s command. Thousands of covert
agents stationed all over the world carried out a wide range of political activities. Some agents arranged
large, secret financial payments to friendly political parties, such as the conservative Christian
Democrats in Italy and in Latin America, or foreign trade unions opposed to socialist policies.
The Soviet Union tried to win influence in Africa, Asia, and Latin America by appealing to a
shared “anti-imperialism” and by offering modest amounts of foreign aid. In most cases, Communists
played only small roles in third world independence movements. But the issue of race and the popular
desire to recover national resources from foreign investors inflamed already widespread anti-European
and anti-American feelings. When new nations or familiar allies threatened to interfere with U.S.
regional security arrangements, or to expropriate the property of American businesses, the Eisenhower
administration turned to covert action and military intervention.
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Intervening Around the World
The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) produced a swift, major victory in Iran in 1953. The
country’s popular Prime Minister, Mohammed Mossadegh, had nationalized Britain’s Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company, and the State Department worried that this might set a precedent throughout the oil-rich
Middle East. Kermit Roosevelt, CIA chief in Iran, organized and financed an opposition to Mossadegh
within the Iranian army and on the streets of Teheran. This CIA-led movement forced Mossadegh out of
office and replaced him with Riza Shah Pahlavi. The shah proved his loyalty to his American sponsors by
renegotiating oil contracts so as to assure American companies 40 percent of Iran’s oil concessions.
The rivalry between Israel and its Arab neighbors complicated U.S. policy in the rest of the
Middle East. The Arab countries launched an all-out attack on Israel in 1948 immediately after the
United States and the Soviet Union had recognized its independence. Israel repulsed the attack, drove
thousands of Palestinians from their homes, occupied territory that hundreds of thousands of others
had fearfully fled, and seized lands far in excess of the terms of a United Nations-sponsored armistice of
1949. The Arab states refused to recognize Israel’s right to exist and subjected it to a damaging
economic boycott. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of Palestinians languished in refugee camps.
Eisenhower believed that Truman had perhaps been too hasty in encouraging the Israelis. Yet most
Americans supported the new Jewish state as a refuge for a people who had suffered so much
persecution, especially during the Holocaust.
Israel stood as a reliable U.S. ally in an unstable region. Arab nationalism continued to vex
American policymakers, culminating in the Suez crisis of 1956. Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, a
leading voice of Arab nationalism, looked for American and British economic aid. He had long dreamed
of building the Aswan High Dam on the Nile to create more arable land and provide cheap electric
power. When negotiations broke down, Nasser announced he would nationalize the strategically
sensitive Suez Canal, and he turned to the Soviet Union for aid. Eisenhower refused European appeals
for U.S. help in seizing the Suez Canal and returning it to the British. When British, French, and Israeli
forces attacked Egypt in October 1956, the United States sponsored a UN resolution calling for a ceasefire and a withdrawal of foreign forces. Yielding to this pressure and to Soviet threats of intervention,
the British and French withdrew, and eventually so did the Israelis. Eisenhower had won a major
diplomatic battle through patience and pressure, but he did not succeed in bringing lasting peace to the
troubled region.
The most publicized CIA intervention of the Eisenhower years took place in Guatemala, where a
fragile democracy had taken root in 1944. President Jácobo Arbenz Guzmán, elected in 1950,
aggressively pursued land reform and encouraged the formation of trade unions. At the time, 2 percent
of the Guatemalan population owned 72 percent of all farmland. Arbenz also challenged the longstanding dominance of the American-based United Fruit Company by threatening to expropriate
hundreds of thousands of acres that United Fruit was not cultivating. The company had powerful friends
in the administration (CIA director Dulles had sat on its board of trustees), and it began intensive
lobbying for U.S. intervention. United Fruit linked the land-reform program to the evils of international
communism, and the CIA spent $7 million training antigovernment dissidents based in Honduras.
The American navy stopped ships bound for Guatemala and seized their cargoes, and on June
14, 1954, a U.S.-sponsored military invasion began. Guatemalan citizens resisted by seizing United Fruit
buildings, but U.S. Air Force bombing saved the invasion effort. Guatemalans appealed in vain to the
United Nations for help. Meanwhile, President Eisenhower publicly denied any knowledge of CIA
activities. The newly appointed military leader, Carlos Castillo Armas, flew to the Guatemalan capital in a
U.S. embassy plane. Widespread terror followed, unions were outlawed, and thousands arrested. United
Fruit circulated photos of Guatemalans murdered by the invaders, labeling them “victims of
communism.” In 1957 Castillo Armas was assassinated, and a decades-long civil war ensued between
military factions and peasant guerrillas.
American intervention in Guatemala increased suspicion of and resentment against American
foreign policy throughout Central and Latin America. Vice President Nixon declared that the new
Guatemalan government had earned “the overwhelming support of the Guatemalan people.” But in
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1958, while making a “goodwill” tour of Latin America, Nixon was stoned by angry mobs in Caracas,
Venezuela, suggesting that U.S. actions in the region had triggered an anti-American backlash.
In Indochina, the United States provided France with massive military aid and CIA cooperation in
its desperate struggle to maintain its colonial empire. From 1950 to 1954 the United States poured $2.6
billion (about three-quarters of the total French costs) into the fight against the nationalist Vietminh
movement, led by Communist Ho Chi Minh. When Vietminh forces surrounded 25,000 French troops at
Dien Bien Phu in March 1954, France pleaded with the United States to intervene directly. Secretary of
State Dulles and Vice President Nixon, among others, recommended the use of tactical nuclear weapons
and a commitment of ground troops. But Eisenhower, recalling the difficulties of the Korean conflict,
rejected this call. “I can conceive of no greater tragedy,” he said, “than for the United States to become
engaged in all-out war in Indochina.”
At the same time, Eisenhower feared that the loss of one country to communism would
inevitably lead to the loss of others. As he put it, “You have a row of dominoes set up, and you knock
over the first one and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over quickly.”
According to this so-called domino theory, the “loss” of Vietnam would threaten other Southeast Asian
nations, such as Laos, Thailand, the Philippines, and perhaps even India and Australia. After the French
surrender at Dien Bin Phu, a conference in Geneva established a cease-fire and a temporary division of
Vietnam along the 17th parallel into northern and southern sectors. The Geneva accord called for
reunification and national elections in 1956. But the United States, although it had attended the
conference along with the Soviet Union and China, refused to sign the accord. In response to the
Vietnam situation the Eisenhower administration created the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
(SEATO) in 1954. This NATO-like security pact included the United States, Great Britain, France,
Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, the Philippines, and Pakistan, and was dominated by the United
States.
South Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh Diem, a former Japanese collaborator and a Catholic in a
country that was 90 percent Buddhist, quickly alienated many peasants with his corruption and
repressive policies. American economic and military aid, along with continuing covert CIA activity, was
crucial in keeping the increasingly isolated Diem in power. Both Diem and Eisenhower refused to permit
the 1956 elections stipulated in Geneva because they knew popular hero Ho Chi Minh would easily win.
By 1959 Diem’s harsh and unpopular government in Saigon faced a civil war; thousands of peasants had
joined guerrilla forces determined to drive him out. Eisenhower’s commitment of military advisers and
economic aid to South Vietnam, based on cold war assumptions, laid the foundation for the Vietnam
War of the 1960s.
Ike’s Warning: The Military-Industrial Complex
Throughout the 1950s small numbers of peace advocates in the United States had pointed to
the ultimate illogic of the “new look” in foreign policy. The increasing reliance on nuclear weapons, they
argued, did not strengthen national security but rather threatened the entire planet with extinction.
They demonstrated at military camps, atomic-test sites, and missile-launching ranges, often getting
arrested to make their point. Reports of radioactive fallout around the world rallied a larger group of
scientists and prominent intellectuals against further nuclear testing. In Europe, a Ban the Bomb
movement gained a wide following; an American counterpart, the National Committee for a Sane
Nuclear Policy (SANE), claimed 25,000 members by 1958. Small but well-publicized actions against civil
defense drills took place in several big cities: protesters marched on the streets rather than entering
bomb shelters.
As he neared retirement, President Eisenhower came to share some of the protesters’ anxiety
and doubts about the arms race. Ironically, Eisenhower found it difficult to restrain the system he
helped create. He chose to devote his Farewell Address, delivered in January 1961, to warning the
nation about the dangers of what he termed the “military-industrial complex.” Its total influence, he
cautioned, “economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every statehouse, every office of the
federal government.” The conjunction of a large military establishment and a large arms industry,
Eisenhower noted, was new in American history. “The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced
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power exists and will persist. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or
democratic processes.”
The old soldier understood perhaps better than most the dangers of raw military force.
Eisenhower’s public posture of restraint and caution in foreign affairs accompanied an enormous
expansion of American economic, diplomatic, and military strength. Yet the Eisenhower years also
demonstrated the limits of power and intervention in a world that did not always conform to the simple
dualistic assumptions of cold war ideology.
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V. John F. Kennedy and the New Frontier | WHAT WERE the domestic and international policies
associated with John F. Kennedy and the New Frontier?
No one could have resembled Dwight Eisenhower less in personality, temperament, and public image
than John Fitzgerald Kennedy. The handsome son of a prominent, wealthy Irish American diplomat,
husband of a fashionable, trend-setting heiress, forty-two-year-old JFK embodied youth, excitement,
and sophistication. As only the second Catholic candidate for president—the first was Al Smith in 1928—
Kennedy ran under the banner of the New Frontier. His liberalism inspired idealism and hope in millions
of young people at home and abroad. In foreign affairs, Kennedy generally followed, and in some
respects deepened, the cold war precepts that dominated postwar policymaking. But by the time of his
assassination in 1963, he may have been veering away from the hard-line anti-Communist ideology he
had earlier embraced. What a second term might have brought remains debatable, but his death ended
a unique moment in American public life.
The Election of 1960
John F. Kennedy’s political career began in Massachusetts, which elected him to the House in
1946 and then the Senate in 1952. Kennedy won the Democratic nomination after a bruising series of
primaries in which he defeated party stalwarts Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota and Lyndon B. Johnson
of Texas. Vice President Richard M. Nixon, the Republican nominee, had faithfully served the
Eisenhower administration for eight years, and was far better known than his younger opponent. The
Kennedy campaign stressed its candidate’s youth and his image as a war hero. During his World War II
tour of duty in the Pacific, Kennedy had bravely rescued one of his crew after their PT boat had been
sunk. Kennedy’s supporters also pointed to his intellectual ability. JFK had won the Pulitzer Prize in 1957
for his book Profiles in Courage, which in fact had been written largely by his aides.
The election featured the first televised presidential debates. Political analysts have long argued
over the impact of these four encounters, but agree that they moved television to the center of
presidential politics, making image and appearance more critical than ever. Nixon appeared nervous and
the camera made him look unshaven. Kennedy, in contrast, benefited from a confident manner and
telegenic good looks. Both candidates emphasized foreign policy. Nixon defended the Republican record
and stressed his own maturity and experience. Kennedy hammered away at the alleged “missile gap”
with the Soviet Union and promised more vigorous executive leadership. He also countered the antiCatholic prejudice of evangelical Protestants with a promise to keep church and state separate.
Kennedy squeaked to victory in the closest election since 1884. He won by a little more than
100,000 votes out of nearly 69 million cast. He ran poorly in the South, but won the Catholic vote so
overwhelmingly that he carried most of the Northeast and Midwest. Though the margin of victory was
tiny, Kennedy was a glorious winner. Surrounding himself with prestigious Ivy League academics,
Hollywood movie stars, and talented artists and writers, he imbued the presidency with an aura of
celebrity. The inauguration brought out a bevy of poets, musicians, and fashionably dressed politicians
from around the world. The new administration promised to be exciting and stylish, a modern-day
Camelot peopled by heroic young men and beautiful women. The new president’s ringing inaugural
address (“Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country”) had special
resonance for a whole generation of young Americans.
New Frontier Liberalism
Kennedy promised to revive the long-stalled liberal domestic agenda. His New Frontier
advocated such liberal programs as a higher minimum wage, greater federal aid for education, increased
Social Security benefits, medical care for the elderly, support for public housing, and various antipoverty
measures. Yet the thin margin of his victory and the stubborn opposition of conservative southern
Democrats in Congress made it difficult to achieve these goals. Congress refused, for example, to enact
the administration’s attempt to extend Social Security and unemployment benefits to millions of
uncovered workers. Congress also failed to enact administration proposals for aid to public schools,
mass-transit subsidies, and medical insurance for retired workers over sixty-five.
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There were a few New Frontier victories. Congress did approve a modest increase in the
minimum wage (to $1.25 per hour), agreed to a less ambitious improvement in Social Security, and
appropriated $5 billion for public housing. It also passed the Manpower Retraining Act, appropriating
$435 million to train the unemployed. The Area Redevelopment Act provided federal funds for rural,
depressed Appalachia. The Higher Education Act of 1963 offered aid to colleges for constructing
buildings and upgrading libraries. One of the best-publicized New Frontier programs was the Peace
Corps, in which thousands of mostly young men and women traveled overseas for two-year stints in
underdeveloped countries. There they provided technical and educational assistance in setting up
health-care programs and improving agricultural efficiency. As a force for change, the Peace Corps
produced modest results, but it epitomized Kennedy’s promise to provide opportunities for service for a
new generation of idealistic young people.
Kennedy helped revive the issue of women’s rights with his Presidential Commission on the
Status of Women, led by Eleanor Roosevelt. The commission’s 1963 report was the most comprehensive
study of women’s lives ever produced by the federal government. It documented the ongoing
discrimination faced by American women in the workplace and in the legal system, as well as the
inadequacy of social services such as day care. It called for federally supported day-care programs,
continuing education programs for women, and an end to sex bias in Social Security and unemployment
benefits. The commission also insisted that more women be appointed to policy-making positions in
government. President Kennedy also directed executive agencies to prohibit sex discrimination in hiring
and promotion. The work of the commission contributed to a new generation of women’s rights
activism.
Kennedy took a more aggressive stance on stimulating economic growth and creating new jobs
than had Eisenhower. The administration pushed lower business taxes through Congress, even at the
cost of a higher federal deficit. The Revenue Act of 1962 encouraged new investment and plant
renovation by easing tax depreciation schedules for business. Kennedy also gained approval for lower
U.S. tariffs as a way to increase foreign trade. To help keep inflation down, he intervened in the steel
industry in 1961 and 1962, pressuring labor to keep its wage demands low and management to curb
price increases.
Kennedy also increased the federal commitment to a wholly new realm of government
spending: the space program. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) had been
established under Eisenhower in response to the Soviet success with Sputnik. In 1961, driven by the cold
war motivation of beating the Soviets to the moon and avoiding “another Sputnik,” Kennedy won
approval for a greatly expanded space program. He announced the goal of landing an American on the
moon by the end of the decade. NASA eventually spent $33 billion before reaching this objective in
1969. This program of manned space flight—the Apollo missions—appealed to the public, acquiring a
science fiction aura. In space, if not on earth, the New Frontier might actually be reached.
Overall, Kennedy’s most long-lasting achievement as president may have been his strengthening
of the executive branch itself. He insisted on direct presidential control of details that Eisenhower had
left to advisers and appointees. Moreover, under Kennedy the White House staff assumed many of the
decision-making and advisory functions previously held by cabinet members. This arrangement
increased Kennedy’s authority, since these appointees, unlike cabinet secretaries, escaped congressional
oversight and confirmation proceedings. White House aides also lacked an independent constituency;
their power and authority derived solely from their ties to the president. Kennedy’s aides, “the best and
the brightest,” as he called them, dominated policymaking. Kennedy intensified a pattern whereby
American presidents increasingly operated through small groups of fiercely loyal aides, often acting in
secret.
Kennedy and the Cold War
During Kennedy’s three years in office his approach to foreign policy shifted from aggressive
containment to efforts at easing U.S.–Soviet tensions. Certainly when he first entered office, Kennedy
and his chief aides considered it their main task to confront the Communist threat. In his first State of
the Union Address, in January 1961, Kennedy told Congress that America must seize the initiative in the
cold war. The nation must “move outside the home fortress, and . . . challenge the enemy in fields of our
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own choosing.” To head the State Department Kennedy chose Dean Rusk, a conservative former
assistant to Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, a
Republican and Ford Motor Company executive, was determined to streamline military procedures and
weapons buying. McNamara typified the technical, cost-efficient, super-rational approach to
policymaking. Allen Dulles, Eisenhower’s CIA director, remained at his post. These and other officials
believed with Kennedy that Eisenhower had timidly accepted stalemate when the cold war could have
been won.
Between 1960 and 1962 defense appropriations increased by nearly a third, from $43 billion to
$56 billion. JFK expanded Eisenhower’s policy of covert operations, deploying the army’s elite Special
Forces as a supplement to CIA covert operations in counterinsurgency battles against third world
guerrillas. These soldiers, fighting under the direct orders of the president, could provide “rapid
response” to “brush-fire” conflicts where Soviet influence threatened American interests. The Special
Forces, authorized by Kennedy to wear the green berets that gave them their unofficial name, reflected
the president’s desire as president to acquire greater flexibility, secrecy, and independence in the
conduct of foreign policy.
The limits on the ability of covert action and the Green Berets to further American interests
became apparent in Southeast Asia. In Laos, where the United States had ignored the 1954 Geneva
agreement and installed a friendly military regime, the CIA-backed government could not defeat Sovietbacked Pathet Lao guerrillas. The president had to arrange with the Soviets to neutralize Laos. In
neighboring Vietnam, the situation proved more difficult. When Communist Vietcong guerrillas
launched a civil war in South Vietnam against the U.S.-supported government in Saigon, Kennedy began
sending hundreds of Green Berets and other military advisers to support the rule of Ngo Dinh Diem. In
May 1961, in response to North Vietnamese aid to the Vietcong, Kennedy ordered a covert action
against Ho Chi Minh’s government that included sabotage and intelligence gathering.
Kennedy’s approach to Vietnam reflected an analysis of the situation in that country by two
aides, General Maxwell Taylor and Walt Rostow, who saw it through purely cold war eyes. “The
Communists are pursuing a clear and systematic strategy in Southeast Asia,” Taylor and Rostow
concluded, ignoring the inefficiency, corruption, and unpopularity of the Diem government. By 1963,
with Diem’s army unable to contain the Vietcong rebellion, Kennedy had sent nearly 16,000 support and
combat troops to South Vietnam. By then, a wide spectrum of South Vietnamese society had joined the
revolt against the hated Diem, including highly respected Buddhist monks and their students. Americans
watched in horror as television news reports showed footage of Buddhists burning themselves to death
on the streets of Saigon—the ultimate protest against Diem’s repressive rule. American press and
television also reported the mounting casualty lists of U.S. forces in Vietnam. The South Vietnamese
army, bloated by U.S. aid and weakened by corruption, continued to disintegrate. In the fall of 1963,
American military officers and CIA operatives stood aside with approval as a group of Vietnamese
generals removed President Diem, killing him and his top advisers. It was the first of many coups that
racked the South Vietnamese government over the next few years.
In Latin America, Kennedy looked for ways to forestall various revolutionary movements that
were gaining ground. Millions of impoverished peasants were forced to relocate to already overcrowded
cities. In 1961 Kennedy unveiled the Alliance for Progress, a ten-year, $100 billion plan to spur economic
development in Latin America. The United States committed $20 billion to the project, with the Latin
nations responsible for the rest. The main goals included greater industrial growth and agricultural
productivity, more equitable distribution of income, and improved health and housing.
Kennedy intended the Alliance for Progress as a kind of Marshall Plan that would benefit the
poor and middle classes of the continent. The alliance did help raise growth rates in Latin American
economies. But the expansion in export crops and in consumption by the tiny upper class did little to aid
the poor or encourage democracy. The United States hesitated to challenge the power of dictators and
extreme conservatives who were staunch anti-Communist allies. Thus the alliance soon degenerated
into just another foreign aid program, incapable of generating genuine social change.
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The Cuban Revolution and the Bay of Pigs
The direct impetus for the Alliance for Progress was the Cuban Revolution of 1959, which
loomed over Latin America. The U.S. economic domination of Cuba that began with the SpanishAmerican War had continued through the 1950s. American-owned businesses controlled all of Cuba’s oil
production, 90 percent of its mines, and roughly half of its railroads and sugar and cattle industries.
Havana, the island’s capital, was an attractive tourist center for Americans, and U.S. crime syndicates
shared control of the island’s lucrative gambling, prostitution, and drug trade with dictator Fulgencio
Batista. As a response to this, in the early 1950s, a peasant-based revolutionary movement, led by Fidel
Castro, began gaining strength in the rural districts and mountains outside Havana.
On New Year’s Day 1959, after years of guerrilla war, the rebels entered Havana and seized
power amid great public rejoicing. For a brief time, Castro seemed a hero to many North Americans as
well. The New York Times had conducted sympathetic interviews with Castro in 1958, while he was still
fighting in Cuba’s mountains. The CIA and President Eisenhower, however, shared none of this
exuberance. Castro’s land-reform program, involving the seizure of acreage from the tiny minority that
controlled much of the fertile land, threatened to set an example for other Latin American countries.
Although Castro had not joined the Cuban Communist Party, he turned to the Soviet Union after the
United States withdrew economic aid. He began to sell sugar to the Soviets and soon nationalized
American-owned oil companies and other enterprises. Eisenhower established an economic boycott of
Cuba in 1960, then severed diplomatic relations.
Kennedy inherited from Eisenhower plans for a U.S. invasion of Cuba, including the secret
arming and training of Cuban exiles. The CIA drafted the invasion plan, which was based on the
assumption that a U.S.-led invasion would trigger a popular uprising of the Cuban people and bring
down Castro. Kennedy went along with the plan, but at the last moment decided not to supply an Air
Force cover for the operation. On April 17, 1961, a ragtag army of 1,400 counterrevolutionaries led by
CIA operatives landed at the Bay of Pigs, on Cuba’s south coast. Castro’s efficient and loyal army easily
subdued them.
The debacle revealed that the CIA, blinded by cold war assumptions, had failed to understand
the Cuban Revolution. There was no popular uprising against Castro. Instead, the invasion strengthened
Castro’s standing among the urban poor and peasants, already attracted by his programs of universal
literacy and medical care. As Castro stifled internal opposition, many Cuban intellectuals and
professionals fled to the United States. An embarrassed Kennedy reluctantly took the blame for the
abortive invasion, and his administration was censured time and again by third world delegates to the
United Nations. American liberals criticized Kennedy for plotting Castro’s overthrow, while conservatives
blamed him for not supporting the invasion. Despite the failure, Kennedy remained committed to
getting rid of Castro and keeping up the economic boycott. The CIA continued to support anti-Castro
operations and launched at least eight attempts to assassinate the Cuban leader.
The Missile Crisis
The aftermath of the Bay of Pigs led to the most serious confrontation of the cold war: the
Cuban missile crisis of October 1962. Frightened by U.S. belligerency, Castro asked Soviet premier
Khrushchev for military help. Khrushchev responded in the summer of 1962 by shipping to Cuba a large
amount of sophisticated weaponry, including intermediate-range nuclear missiles. In early October, U.S.
reconnaissance planes found camouflaged missile silos dotting the island. Several Kennedy aides
demanded an immediate bombing of Cuban bases, arguing that the missiles had decisively eroded the
strategic global advantage the United States had previously enjoyed. The president and his advisers
pondered their options in a series of tense meetings. Kennedy’s aggressive attempts to exploit Cuba in
the 1960 election now came back to haunt him, as he worried that his critics would accuse him of
weakness in failing to stand up to the Soviets. The disastrous Bay of Pigs affair still rankled. Even some
prominent Democrats, including Senator J. William Fulbright, chair of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, called for an invasion of Cuba.
Kennedy went on national television on October 22. He announced the discovery of the missile
sites, demanded the removal of all missiles, and ordered a strict naval blockade of all offensive military
equipment shipped to Cuba. He also requested an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council and
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promised that any missiles launched from Cuba would bring “a full retaliatory response upon the Soviet
Union.” For a tense week, the American public wondered if nuclear Armageddon was imminent. Eyeball
to eyeball, the two superpowers waited for each other to blink. On October 26 and 27 Khrushchev
yielded, ordering twenty-five Soviet ships off their course to Cuba, thus avoiding a challenge to the
American blockade.
Khrushchev offered to remove all the missiles in return for a pledge from the United States not
to invade Cuba. Khrushchev later added a demand for removal of American weapons from Turkey, as
close to the Soviet Union as Cuba is to the United States. Kennedy secretly assured Khrushchev that the
United States would dismantle the obsolete Jupiter missiles in Turkey. On November 20, after weeks of
delicate negotiations, Kennedy publicly announced the withdrawal of Soviet missiles and bombers from
Cuba. He also pledged to respect Cuban sovereignty, and promised that U.S. forces would not invade the
island.
The crisis had passed. The Soviets, determined not to be intimidated again, began the largest
weapons buildup in their history. For his part Kennedy, perhaps chastened by this flirtation with nuclear
disaster, made important gestures toward peaceful coexistence with the Soviets. In a June 1963 address
at American University, Kennedy called for a rethinking of cold war diplomacy. Both sides, he said, had
been “caught up in a vicious and dangerous cycle in which suspicion on one side breeds suspicion on the
other, and new weapons beget counter-weapons.” Shortly after, Washington and Moscow set up a “hot
line”—a direct phone connection to permit instant communication during times of crisis. More
substantial was the Limited Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty, signed in August 1963 by the United States, the
Soviet Union, and Great Britain. The treaty prohibited aboveground, outer space, and underwater
nuclear weapons tests. It eased international anxieties over radioactive fallout. But underground testing
continued to accelerate for years. The limited test ban was perhaps more symbolic than substantive, a
psychological breakthrough in East-West relations after a particularly tense three years.
The Assassination of President Kennedy
The assassination of John F. Kennedy in Dallas on November 22, 1963, sent the entire nation
into shock and mourning. Just forty-six years old and president for only three years, Kennedy quickly
ascended to martyrdom in the nation’s consciousness. Millions had identified his strengths—
intelligence, optimism, wit, charm, coolness under fire—as those of American society. In life, Kennedy
had helped place television at the center of American political life. Now in the aftermath of his death,
television riveted a badly shocked nation. One day after the assassination, the president’s accused killer,
an obscure political misfit named Lee Harvey Oswald, was himself gunned down before television
cameras covering his arraignment in Dallas. Two days later tens of millions watched the televised
spectacle of Kennedy’s funeral, trying to make sense of the brutal murder. Although a special
commission headed by Chief Justice Earl Warren found the killing to be the work of Oswald acting alone,
many Americans doubted this conclusion. Kennedy’s death gave rise to a host of conspiracy theories,
none of which seems provable.
We will never know, of course, what Kennedy might have achieved in a second term. But in his 1,000
days as president, he demonstrated a capacity to change and grow in office. Having gone to the brink
during the missile crisis, he managed to launch new initiatives toward peaceful coexistence. At the time
of his death, relations between the United States and the Soviet Union were more amicable than at any
time since the end of World War II. Much of the domestic liberal agenda of the New Frontier would be
finally implemented by Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, who dreamed of creating a Great
Society.
Conclusion
America in 1963 still enjoyed the full flush of its postwar economic boom. To be sure, millions of
Americans, particularly African Americans and Latinos, did not share in the good times. But millions of
others had managed to achieve middle-class status since the early 1950s. An expanding economy, cheap
energy, government subsidies, and a dominant position in the world marketplace had made the
hallmarks of “the good life” available to more Americans than ever. The postwar “American dream”
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promised home ownership, college education, secure employment at decent wages, affordable
appliances, and the ability to travel—for one’s children if not for one’s self. The nation’s public culture—
its schools, mass media, politics, advertising—presented a powerful consensus based on the idea that
the American dream was available to all who would work for it.
The presidential transition from the grandfatherly Dwight Eisenhower to the charismatic John F.
Kennedy symbolized for many a generational shift as well. By 1963 young people had more influence
than ever before in shaping the nation’s political life, its media images, and its burgeoning consumer
culture. Kennedy himself inspired millions of young Americans to pursue public service and to express
their political idealism. But even by the time of Kennedy’s death, the postwar consensus and the
conditions that nurtured it were beginning to unravel.
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