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Preface

A glance at any dictionary of quotations will confirm that many prominent
thinkers and writers have acknowledged the importance of biography to history.
Perhaps most famously, the nineteenth-century American essayist Ralph Waldo
Emerson asserted, ‘“There is properly no history—only biography.” An eminent
historian of the same century, Thomas Carlyle, phrased the thought somewhat
differently: “History is the essence of innumerable biographies.” This text has
grown out of the authors’ conviction that the history of contemporary America
can be more thoroughly comprehended, and students more fully engaged,
through an examination of the lives of those individuals who decisively shaped
the course of events in the decades following World War II.

Primary texts on American history since 1945 rarely accord sufficient
coverage to individual lives, most often because of editorial constraints.
At best, students might be offered capsule biographies, often relegated to a
box on the page that isolates the subject from the text and invites less com-
mitted students to ignore the material. Likewise, primary texts designed to
survey broad expanses of time cannot always offer detailed examinations of
all issues; some topics of considerable interest and importance are granted
only superficial coverage. Modern American Lives seeks not only to fill the
biographical void, thereby acquainting students with the lives of a variety
of influential Americans, but also to provide a comprehensive examination,
through those lives, of the critical issues that determined the course of modern
American history.



PREFACE

The individuals presented in these narrative biographies had a significant
and sometimes decisive impact on contemporary American life in a wide
range of areas: national politics, foreign policy, social and political activism,
popular and literary culture, sports, and business. Their origins are as diverse
as the society that produced them; some came from privileged backgrounds,
some from that broad stratum identified as the middle class, and others from
what can only be described as oppressed groups. Clearly, Carlyle’s dictum that
“the history of the world is but the biography of great men” cannot be literally
applied to the course of postwar American history unless one grants a broad
meaning to the terms “great” and “men.” Those American men and women
whose activities and ideas were crucial to shaping the second half of what
Henry Luce deemed the “American Century” were not all great in the sense
of wielding considerable authority and power. Their importance came from
their willingness to engage the central issues of the period and their influence
on the thoughts, habits, and practices of their fellow Americans.

This text is divided into three broad chronological periods; a brief statement
prefaces each section, introducing the major themes covered therein. Each
chapter focuses on two individuals and a key issue, development, or era that
they helped to define. The twenty-six individuals included were selected after
careful deliberation. We have sought to identify men and women who, through
their thoughts and deeds, helped define the key issues and developments of
the postwar era. We have intentionally excluded presidents from this reader
since most core texts offer adequate coverage of important chief executives.
These pages, we believe, are better dedicated to introducing students to sig-
nificant Americans who too often receive only cursory examination in core
texts. Readers should note that Modern American Lives was not designed to
offer a strictly “point-counterpoint” approach to historical biography. To be
sure, some chapters explore a specific issue through the lives of individuals
who represent opposite sides of that issue. In other chapters, however, two
individuals who represent different aspects of a common theme or era are
considered comparatively and in a complementary fashion. This approach
reflects our desire to examine as many cogent issues as possible within a text
of reasonable length. Each chapter begins with a brief introduction of the two
subjects and an explanation of their relationship to the issue under consider-
ation. The biographies, the core of each chapter, present the subjects’ lives
and contributions in the broad context of relevant events in order to illustrate
the connections between individuals and issues. Each chapter concludes with
a short summary, followed by study questions and a selected bibliography.



PREFACE

Observant readers will no doubt discern that this text begins and concludes
with chapters focusing on debates over America’s role in the world. Just as the
transformative events of World War II prompted Americans to reassess their
international role in the years after 1945, the dramatic events of September 11,
2001, compelled a similar reevaluation as the nation faced the uncertainties of
the twenty-first century. The organization of this text reflects that reality.
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Introduction

In the more than six decades since the end of World War 11, the United States
has undergone tremendous transformations in many areas of public and
private life. The war, which demanded unity and common sacrifice, was the
crucible out of which modern America emerged. One of the conflict’s most
significant consequences was the forging of a new national consensus, a
general agreement as to the validity of American ideals and institutions. For
the next two decades, this consensus was a strong cohesive force, providing
a sense of national purpose and bolstering confidence in the future. The war
also established the nation as an international superpower with new global
obligations. As the world’s first nuclear power, the United States wrestled with
numerous challenges and responsibilities, made all the more daunting by the
advent of the Cold War. That lengthy ideological struggle decisively shaped
many areas of American life, affecting both foreign policy and domestic
politics. The United States also emerged from World War II as the dominant
global economic power, and for nearly two decades Americans enjoyed an
unprecedented prosperity that determined material conditions while shaping
American politics, society, and culture.

Nevertheless, during the early postwar era, Americans confronted a number
of serious threats to their way of life and even, as many believed, to their very
existence. International communism, widely perceived as a Soviet-supervised
global conspiracy, seemed poised to challenge American interests around the
world. Domestic subversives, alleged to pervade major American institutions,
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INTRODUCTION

purportedly threatened the nation from within. Yet the same era saw many
Americans enjoying the benefits of an abundant society that promised a future
of material plenty and social harmony. In the 1950s, a generally stable and
affluent society proved receptive to new directions in popular culture, which
produced not only a debate over social and cultural standards but also a new
emphasis on celebrity. The flaws in the abundant society were too evident to
be ignored, however, and even this generally conservative decade produced
individuals willing to challenge American prejudices and conformity. Ironi-
cally, despite the material improvements in national life by the end of the
decade, Americans had a growing if ambiguous sense of a higher national
purpose that remained undefined.

The 1960s dawned as an era of great expectations, encouraged by the con-
fident rhetoric of a young, dynamic president and by a general perception that
the nation’s full potential remained unrealized. Spurred by a belief that many
critical issues could no longer be ignored, Americans from all walks of life
made the decision to engage a diverse array of issues, including civil rights,
social justice, and politics. In some areas, such as civil rights, great progress
was made, often only because of the courage of committed individuals. The
very force of heightened expectations, however, produced demands for more
thoroughgoing and rapid change; a backlash ensued by mid-decade, driven
by the inevitable fears accompanying major social transformations. Even as a
coalescing conservative movement sought to define and give voice to growing
public concerns about the rapidity and direction of change, radicals questioned
the legitimacy of the political system itself, arguing that it was incapable of
providing social, economic, or political justice. The great revelations for those
radicals stemmed from the nation’s glaring racial inequities and the war in
Vietnam. Though the most egregious forms of racial discrimination were ad-
dressed through federal legislation at mid-decade, race relations continued
to deteriorate, creating, as the Kerner Commission—a presidential body
convened to examine U.S. race relations, warned—"“two societies, separate
and unequal.” Many radicals concluded that the sources of racial injustice
were too fundamental to be resolved within the system. The American war
in Vietnam, escalating rapidly after 1965, likewise became a metaphor for
what some saw as the fatal corruption of American ideals and institutions.
At the same time, Middle America, already alarmed by growing racial strife
and political radicalism, was further goaded by the excesses of the counter-
culture, whose advocates dismissed many traditional values as obstacles to
self-realization. By the late 1960s, American society appeared on the verge
of coming apart under the stresses of war, racial strife, and domestic turmoil.
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INTRODUCTION

As the decade came to an end, the results were evident. The radical left and
the counterculture all but self-destructed; more ominously, the consensus
that had assured national cohesion since 1945 was shattered, leaving behind
a badly divided country.

The final three decades of the century brought more shocks to the nation’s
confidence. In the 1970s, the economic vitality of earlier years gave way to
new uncertainties, born out of the transition to a postindustrial economy and
a growing energy crisis. Even as Americans struggled to come to grips with
the meaning of the lost war in Vietnam, trust in the nation’s leadership and
political system was severely undermined in the course of two failed presiden-
cies, one devastated by scandal, the other seemingly dissipated by indirection
and ineptness. Festering social and political divisions grew more evident
in the 1970s as a popular and increasingly potent conservative movement
challenged liberalism and the new values that social activists of the 1960s
had propounded. Concerned over the apparent decline of traditional values,
social conservatives organized to challenge the basic premises of feminism
and other social protest movements of the 1960s. The conservative impulse
drew additional strength from the heightened political activism of evangelical
Christians, many of whom felt that liberalism, together with libertine coun-
terculture values, threatened the nation’s social and moral fabric.

The 1980s were ushered in with stinging electoral rebukes to liberalism as
conservatives won newfound power and influence in the nation’s capital and
elsewhere. In the early years of the decade, Ronald Reagan’s presidency gave
promise of founding a new national consensus based on conservative ideas,
which were widely applied in both foreign and domestic policy. The stumbling
economy gained new momentum, provided in part by the rising strength of
high-technology industries, which would play a growing role in the national
economy in subsequent years. Despite its initial dynamism, however, the
conservative wave ebbed by the end of the decade, having failed to establish
a clear direction for the nation. With the Cold War ended, popular disaffection
due to new economic doldrums and political inertia in the nation’s capital
characterized the early 1990s. Facing unresolved public ills related to race,
crime, poverty, the national debt, and health care, the nation appeared starkly
unprepared to embrace the next millennium. Bill Clinton, elected as president
in 1992, initially gave promise of defining a renewed national covenant and
ending the deep public cynicism about politics, but such hopes soon foun-
dered in the midst of increasingly bitter political partisanship and scandals
reaching into the White House. Even as the American people celebrated the
new millennium, deep divisions over political, economic, social, and cultural
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INTRODUCTION

issues were evident. The extent of the polarization was evident in the 2000
presidential election, which showed the American electorate almost evenly
divided in its political allegiance. The new president, George W. Bush, failed
to win a popular majority and struggled to advance a conservative agenda
prior to the shattering events of September 11, 2001. Though the terrorist
attacks temporarily united the public, disagreements soon arose over Bush’s
determination to invade Iraq as part of the overall “war on terror.” Although
Bush won reelection in 2004, his popularity plummeted in subsequent years
due to divisions over the Republican domestic agenda, apparent government
ineptitude, and the seemingly endless carnage in Iraq. As of 2007, the pos-
sibility of uniting Americans around a consensus as enduring as that which
came out of World War II seemed extremely unlikely in the short term. The
American people were compelled to confront the unprecedented challenges
of the twenty-first century as a nation divided, fundamentally at odds over
the most basic questions that a people might face.

The following chapters trace the lives and legacies of some of those indi-
viduals who, in the past six decades, defined the crucial issues that determined
the course of modern American history. Some achieved great fame through
their achievements; others gained only modest or passing recognition, but
nonetheless significantly influenced American national life. Many experi-
enced, in varying degrees, both triumph and tragedy; a fortunate few gained
their objectives knowing only success and adulation. In common, their lives
illustrate the power of individuals to significantly affect the resolution of
critical issues and the direction of a nation.
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Part 1

The Years of Consensus,

1945-1960

The American people emerged from World War II with their confidence in
the nation’s institutions and ideals greatly strengthened. This newborn con-
sensus, along with unprecedented material abundance, greatly enhanced the
nation’s internal cohesion during a time of perceived peril. As the world’s
first nuclear superpower, the United States embraced new international ob-
ligations as the ideological confrontation with the Soviet Union unfolded in
the postwar years.

This Cold War produced new challenges, and Americans sometimes dis-
agreed as to how the nation’s enemies, at home and abroad, could be overcome.
The great majority of Americans, accepting the prevailing thesis that the Cold
War was the consequence of Soviet aggression, endorsed the “containment”
of communism. Some high-level civilian and military officials argued that an
aggressive nuclear strategy, including the willingness to wage nuclear war, was
a necessity in the face of such an implacable foe. A dissident few, however,
contending that apparent Soviet belligerence was a product of fear rather than
an indication of unlimited ambition, advocated a less confrontational approach
in foreign policy as a means of reducing tensions. The Cold War also had a
significant domestic impact, perhaps most conspicuously in the contentious
debate over how national security needs might be balanced against constitu-
tionally protected civil liberties. The era of the Second Red Scare often pitted
advocates of expanded government investigative and prosecutorial powers
against those who argued that dissent was not necessarily subversion.



THE YEARS OF CoNSENsUS, 1945-1960

Despite the anxieties generated by the Cold War during this period, the new
prosperity and relative social stability were conducive to new directions in
popular culture and entertainment, leading, among other things, to a revolution
in popular music. Abundance and domestic tranquility likewise allowed for a
tentative questioning of core social values. While many Americans unques-
tioningly embraced the pleasures and material comforts of the postwar era,
other individuals were estranged from mainstream society. Some minorities,
excluded because of their race, struggled valiantly for acceptance; others
rejected the basic premises of the abundant society and offered alternative
definitions of a meaningful existence. Thus, even during an era of broad na-
tional consensus, American society still produced the rebellious few. A broader
impulse for significant social and cultural change would not emerge until the
1960s, but the mass social movements of that era have obvious predecessors
in the previous decade.



Defining the Cold War

The Cold War dominated both the international arena and American politics
for nearly a half-century following the end of World War II. Pitting wartime
partners, the United States and the Soviet Union, against each other, this con-
flict involved allies, surrogates, and seemingly neutral countries in military,
paramilitary, economic, cultural, and ideological battles. Although not leading
directly to a martial clash involving American and Russian soldiers, the costs
of the Cold War were enormous, nevertheless, in terms of lives lost, resources
expended, and opportunities missed. Soviet-American hostilities resulted in a
massive arms race and dramatically affected emerging nations across the globe.
In the United States, a domestic version of the Cold War led to a militariza-
tion of American foreign policy, the expansion of a national security state,
the restriction of civil liberties, and a failure to address social and economic
problems. During its early phases, a few perceptive individuals foresaw how
expensive, financially and otherwise, the Cold War would become.

George F. Kennan and Henry A. Wallace, two of the most astute observ-
ers of the Cold War, eventually challenged the activities of their own nation,
seeking to shape U.S. policies, albeit in decidedly different fashions. Indeed,
operating in the midst of humankind’s greatest conflagration, Kennan and
Wallace articulated contrasting visions of the future, representing, however
imperfectly, the so-called realist and idealist schools of foreign policy strate-
gists. At the height of U.S. involvement in World War II, Kennan served as a
little-known adviser in the State Department, while Wallace held the second-
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highest elective office in the land. The impact of both men proved enduring.
Kennan became associated with the doctrine of containment, which called
for the United States to meet the threat posed by the Soviet Union on the Eu-
ropean continent. Eventually, that doctrine came to define American postwar
foreign policy on a global basis, a development that troubled its architect,
ironically enough. Nor was Kennan pleased with this country’s increasing
reliance on military solutions, rather than political or economic ones. At
the same time, he advocated the use of covert operations against pro-Soviet
regimes throughout Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union itself, a policy
he later attempted to downplay.

Wallace, for his part, offered a different perspective, envisioning a “People’s
Century” unfolding in both the United States and elsewhere once the guns
of war were silenced. Unlike Kennan, Wallace hoped to retain the wartime
alliance with the Soviet Union, seeking to draw the leaders of the Politburo
into the world community, rather than isolate them as pariahs with little
vested interest in amicable relationships. Had it not been for the insistence of
Democratic Party bosses at the 1944 Democratic National Comvention that
Wallace be replaced as vice president, he would have become president upon
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. Instead, the succession fell
to Harry S Truman. The new American president viewed the Soviet Union in
a more jaundiced manner and eventually adopted a more hardline approach
than Wallace favored. During Truman’s administration, the Cold War tore apart
the wartime Grand Alliance that allowed the United States, Great Britain, and
the Soviet Union to thwart the Axis powers. It also tilted the United States
away from the liberalism that had characterized the country during the New
Deal era and even throughout much of the war. This shift troubled Wallace
considerably more than Kennan, who was generally less concerned about
domestic developments than the former vice president.



GEORGE FE. KENNAN
Architect of Containment

At 9:00 pm on February 22, 1946, George Kennan, a forty-four-year-old sea-
soned diplomat residing in Moscow, fired off a warning to Secretary of State
James F. Byrnes. His message, which came to be referred to as the Long Tele-
gram, articulated the need for the United States to contain the Soviet Union.
At this defining moment in the Cold War, Kennan, drawing on his familiarity
with Russian history, underscored how “urgent” it was to predict postwar
Soviet policy and devise an appropriate, realistic American response. Accord-
ing to Kennan, Soviet leaders feared “antagonistic ‘capitalist encirclement,””
believed that “no permanent peaceful coexistence” was possible, possessed a
“neurotic view” of world events, and “sacrificed every single ethical value in
their methods and tactics.” The “neurotic” Politburo, exhibiting a “traditional
and instinctive Russian sense of insecurity” and aided by “an elaborate and
far flung apparatus” unprecedented in scope, boasted “a police regime par
excellence” and stood “committed fanatically” to the disruption of American
society and the destruction of “our traditional way of life.” The Soviet threat
posed the gravest problem American diplomats had ever encountered, Kennan
acknowledged, but one that could be confronted without resort to war, in part
because the Soviet Union, unlike Nazi Germany, was “neither schematic nor
adventuristic” and was “highly sensitive to [the] logic of force.”
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Thus, Kennan remained convinced that the “capitalist’ world” could in-
deed live “at peace with itself and Russia” if the “forces of intolerance and
subversion” were held in check. Although this new brand of Russian nation-
alism, drawing on international Marxism, was “more dangerous and insidi-
ous than ever before,” the U.S. government needed to educate the American
people about the great communist state, thereby dampening “hysterical anti-
Sovietism” in the process. Ultimately, Kennan argued, “much depends on
[the] health and vigor of our own society,” for “world communism is like [a]
malignant parasite which feeds only on diseased tissue.” In fact, the greatest
peril confronting the American people “is that we shall allow ourselves to
become like those with whom we are coping.”

Kennan’s Long Telegram provided a blueprint for postwar U.S. foreign
policy by warning that Soviet expansionism could not go unchecked. Yet it
also insisted that the Politburo hardly had a plan for worldwide dominance;
thus, peace was possible and hysteria must be avoided. In the period ahead,
too few U.S. policy makers heeded Kennan’s words regarding the limited
nature of Soviet goals and the need to ensure that the United States remain
an authentic beacon of liberty and freedom. They also failed to appreciate
how conflicted Kennan was in interpreting the moves and designs of the
USSR, how he lacked the certainty that both Sovietphiles and Sovietphobes
possessed in abundance.

The intensely driven, insecure but ambitious man who became known as the
father of containment was a product of the early twentieth-century American
Midwest, a not altogether happy elite education, and lengthy training as a
diplomat with a particular expertise in Russian history, culture, and ideology.
Born in frigid Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on February 16, 1904, George Frost
Kennan boasted Scotch-Irish and English ancestors, some of whose ties to
the North American continent could be traced back to early colonial times.
Overcoming a hardscrabble background, his father, Kossuth Kennan, became
both a lawyer and an engineer before settling in Milwaukee, where he estab-
lished a reputation as a leading tax attorney. Kossuth, whose second wife died
shortly after giving birth to George, had three other children with his third
wife. The family lived in a comfortable, three-story, Victorian-style house.
Kennan'’s father demonstrated a fondness for languages and an elegant writing
style, as would his son; Kossuth also possessed an emotional reserve and a
demanding nature that made for a difficult relationship with his oldest child.
George Kennan undertook his initial trip abroad at the age of eight, joining his
father in traveling to Germany, where he met a cousin of his grandfather. That
gentleman, also named George Kennan, was the renowned author of Siberia

8



GEORGE F. KENNAN

and the Exile System, which condemned penal life under the czar. Consider-
ing his “moody, self-centered, neurotic” son in need of discipline, Kossuth
sent George off to St. John’s Military Academy in Delafield, Wisconsin, and
then to Princeton University. The Ivy League’s snobbery hardly suited the
ill-prepared Kennan, who later self-effacingly suggested, “I may have been
the most undistinguished student Princeton ever had.”

Not wishing to return to Milwaukee, Kennan—tall, thin, and sporting
already rapidly thinning hair—took the examination for the U.S. Foreign
Service. His early diplomatic career took him overseas where, while study-
ing Russian at the University of Berlin, he met a Norwegian woman, An-
nelise Soerensen, whom he married in September 1931. After a brief stint in
Washington, DC, with the State Department’s Division of Eastern European
Affairs, Kennan returned overseas in late 1933, assisting Ambassador William
Bullitt in Moscow. From October 1937 through August 1938, Kennan joined
the Soviet desk for the State Department in Washington, DC. Next, stationed
as second secretary and consul in Prague, Czechoslovakia, Kennan exhibited
certain disturbing attitudes, noting at one point that “benevolent despotism,”
not democracy, possessed “greater possibilities for good,” an astonishing
pronouncement in an era when dictators imperiled democracy’s very exis-
tence. Equally troubling, he demonstrated a disconcerting reluctance to assist
those pleading for assistance in escaping from Nazi-controlled territory. The
entrance of the United States into World War II while Kennan was serving
in the American consulate led to a five-month internment at Bad Nauheim,
Germany. Following his release in June 1942, Kennan returned to the State
Department, before heading overseas to take up posts in Lisbon, London, and
Moscow. In February 1946, now stationed as chargé d’affaires in Moscow,
he received a request from the U.S. Treasury Department to produce a report
on the Soviet Union.

Prior to drafting the Long Telegram, Kennan had achieved a growing rec-
ognition as a Soviet expert highly critical of the Stalinist regime. Kennan’s
analysis of the Soviet Union drew from his sense of history, rather than from
ideological considerations alone. While serving in Tallinn, Estonia, and Riga,
Latvia, in the early 1930s, Kennan and other young diplomats had operated
under the tutelage of Robert Kelley, who served in the East European Af-
fairs division of the State Department and opposed U.S. recognition of the
Soviet Union. Although the Roosevelt administration discarded the policy of
nonrecognition, Kennan remained skeptical about the Soviet Union, having
tracked the Soviet purge trials that resulted in the murder of Old Bolsheviks
and many others, communists and noncommunists alike. While viewing the
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Germans as “the final despair of Western European civilization,” Kennan,
unlike many liberals and radicals in the West, never deemed the Soviet Union
“a fit ally or associate, actual or potential” for the United States. Although
recognizing that financial assistance for the Soviets might be necessary to
further “our own self-interest,” Kennan warned against identifying the United
States with Soviet depredations by welcoming the USSR “as an associate in
the defense of democracy.”

President Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill deter-
mined that the Red Army must be aided in its battle against German invaders.
Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and subsequent declarations
of war against each other by Germany and the United States, the Grand Al-
liance emerged as a kind of antifascist front. Kennan, however, remained
scathingly critical of America’s new Soviet ally. Meanwhile, both liberals
and conservatives, ranging from Vice President Henry Wallace to Henry
Luce, editor and publisher of Time, Fortune, and Life, portrayed the Soviet
Union and its leader, Joseph Stalin, in a glorified, simplistic light, which led
to unrealistic expectations and, ultimately, dashed hopes. It also resulted in
many Americans undertaking the kind of dramatic ideological shift that was
foreign to Kennan.

Shortly after his return to Moscow in 1944, Kennan produced a lengthy
essay, “Russia—Seven Years Later,” which he considered more finely honed
than a more celebrated paper he would draft three years later; this document
displayed his characteristically ambivalent analysis of the communist state.
Though the purges were “enormously destructive in human values,” he com-
mended the Russian people, who had endured the loss of between 25 and 30
million citizens, for “their own extraordinary capacity for heroism and endur-
ance”—yet warned that it would be foolish to downplay the “potential—for
good or for evil” of the 200 million people under Soviet dominion. As the
war in Europe ended, Kennan produced another paper exploring the Soviet
Union’s stance, seeking to contest “the Rooseveltian dream”—shared by
Henry Wallace—of cordial relations with that powerful state, which held
“conquered provinces in submission.” Again, Kennan insisted it was not ideol-
ogy but rather an “age-old sense of insecurity” that drove the Politburo to act
as it did. While the communist movement seemed “unrivaled . . . in energy,
initiative, unity, discipline, and ruthlessness,” Russian control involved “the
inevitable drawbacks of foreign rule.” In addition, the communist leaders had
“lost moral dominion over the Russian people” because “the fire of revolution-
ary Marxism has definitely died out.” Kennan concluded his observations by
indicating that no Russian leader believed that the West could quash Soviet
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demands, a sensibility that he became convinced, shortly after the war, had
to be refuted.

By January 1946, Stalin apparently questioned whether communist and
capitalist states could coexist. Kennan, serving as chargé d’affaires in Moscow,
responded to a request from the United States Treasury for an evaluation of
recent Soviet actions, including demands for certain portions of northern Iran.
Believing that the timing was ripe, Kennan issued the Long Telegram: “They
had asked for it. Now, by God, they would have it.” Although some chroniclers
later disputed the impact of Kennan’s missive, Clark Clifford, then serving as
a presidential assistant, termed it “probably the most important and influential
message ever sent to Washington by an American diplomat.” Propitiously,
President Truman himself was in attendance in Fulton, Missouri, on March 5,
1946, when Winston Churchill delivered his “iron curtain” address. Churchill
indicated that the Soviets, in taking control of countries throughout Eastern
Europe, had divided the continent between free and enslaved peoples. His
speech seemed to underscore Kennan’s argument that the Soviets had to be
viewed realistically, not through utopian-shaded lens.

For Kennan personally, the impact of the Long Telegram, which Secre-
tary of State Byrnes tagged a “splendid analysis,” was considerable. As he
later recorded, the document “changed my life. My name was now known
in Washington.” With the backing of Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal,
Kennan joined the National War College, where he served as deputy for for-
eign affairs. For once, Kennan seemed pleased about returning to the States,
where he hoped to help “restrain the hot-heads and panic-mongers and keep
policy on a firm and even keel.” Thus, in the very period when he was urging
that unrealistic expectations about Soviet intentions—including the kind now
associated with Wallace—should not influence U.S. policy making, he worried
about another impulse—a type of blind anticommunism—that threatened to
become at least equally dangerous. It took considerable fortitude to deliver
the kind of speech Kennan did at the University of Virginia in late 1946, when
he asserted that while no communist himself, he recognized that communist
theory, although “not the practice,” contained “certain elements which . . .
are probably . . . the ideas of the future.” He worried that his own country, if
blinded by ideological concerns, might “reject the good with the bad” and
land “on the wrong side of history.” Thus, he urged “greater coolness, greater
sophistication, greater maturity and self-confidence in our approach to this
whole problem of Russia and communism.” On another occasion, Kennan
deemed it “unrealistic” that the Soviet Union would establish a global “com-
munist sphere of influence.”
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Nevertheless, speaking at the War College, Kennan asked why the United
States could not “contain the Russians indefinitely by confronting them
firmly and politely with superior strength at every turn.” In January 1947,
at Forrestal’s behest, Kennan wrote an essay clarifying the “psychological
background of Soviet foreign policy” while elaborating on the theory of
containment. He called for a policy “designed to confront the Russians with
unalterable counter-force everywhere” they imperiled “the interests of a
peaceful and stable world.” In a speech delivered to members of the Council
of Foreign Relations, in Manhattan, Kennan questioned the effectiveness of
a “get-tough-policy” while also insisting that the Soviets should not be dealt
with in the fashion that Henry Wallace supposedly favored: “on a personal
basis, by the glad hand and the winning smile.”

The next few months witnessed a heightening of both Cold War rhetoric
and Kennan’s standing in top government circles. Notwithstanding Kennan’s
objections, President Truman delivered a strident address to Congress to
garner support for assistance to the beleaguered, but authoritarian govern-
ments of Greece and Turkey. Kennan favored the granting of such aid, but
was troubled by the rhetoric of the Truman Doctrine, which declared, “the
United States would support free peoples who were resisting subjugation by
armed minorities or by outside pressures.” This pronouncement provided an
ideological blueprint for much of U.S. foreign policy throughout the Cold
War era. At the end of April, Secretary of State George Marshall asked Ken-
nan to help establish a State Department policy planning staff, which would
shape the Marshall Plan for reconstructing Western Europe. The Communist
Party in France and Italy could sweep to power, Kennan warned, if economic
conditions in those two countries failed to improve. He also emphasized the
need to economically rebuild both Germany and Austria, arguing that the
United States should provide assistance for a European recovery program.
Somewhat cynically, he also favored offering such assistance to the USSR and
to Soviet-dominated Eastern European states, recognizing that requirements
of openness would not enable them to participate.

Nevertheless, Kennan, as head of the policy planning staff, worried that the
Truman Doctrine would be considered a blank check promising economic and
military support wherever communism threatened. In July, the article Ken-
nan had drafted for Forrestal appeared in the distinguished journal Foreign
Affairs, published by the Council on Foreign Relations. Appearing under the
pseudonym Mr. X, the essay became, for many readers, the clearest articula-
tion of the containment doctrine. To the dismay of George Marshall, who
believed that “planners don’t talk,” Arthur Krock, the Washington columnist
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of the New York Times, unveiled the article’s authorship. Still, its publication
furthered Kennan’s reputation and pinpointed the need to restrain the Soviet
Union. Indeed, Kennan insisted that American policy regarding the USSR
demanded “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian
expansive tendencies.” At the same time, he stressed that a containment
policy required no “outward histrionics . . . threats or blustering or superflu-
ous gestures of outward ‘toughness,”” but rather “the adroit and vigilant ap-
plication of counter-force as a series of constantly shifting geographical and
political points, corresponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy.”
The Soviet Union itself remained an economically vulnerable state with a
“physically and spiritually tired” population. Significantly, the Soviet state
possibly contained “within it the seeds of its own decay . . . the sprouting of
these seeds is well advanced.”

Later, Kennan suggested deficiencies in his analysis. He pointed to his
failure to highlight, as he had previously, the difficulties the Soviet Union
would encounter in retaining control of Eastern Europe. He also had not
stressed the importance of “political containment of a political threat” or
indicated that the policy of containment should be applied only to Western
Europe and Japan. Such “errors,” Kennan believed, led to caustic condemna-
tions by America’s leading print journalist, Walter Lippmann, a friend of his.
In a dozen columns and in his book, The Cold War: A Study in U.S. Foreign
Policy, Lippmann blasted Kennan for suggesting the need for worldwide mili-
tary containment, terming it a “‘strategic monstrosity” that would overextend
the United States. In spite of such criticisms, fairly delivered or not, Kennan
remained a highly influential figure in top government circles at this crucial
juncture in the emerging Cold War dividing East from West. He supported
moves to prop up the governments in both Greece and Italy, which continued
to face challenges, whether of a guerrilla or political cast, from communist
forces. He went so far as to champion plans to send combat troops to either
country if conditions worsened and even suggested the outlawing of the Ital-
ian Communist Party.

As 1947 neared its close, Kennan’s support of another controversial program,
involving U.S. covert operations in the Soviet bloc, even more markedly dem-
onstrated his ambivalent attitude about the communist behemoth. He predicted
the 1948 communist coup in Czechoslovakia, which would be designed to
prevent the “entry of really democratic forces into Eastern Europe in general.”
Following the lead of State Department adviser John Davies, Kennan favored
calling on the large number of political refugees who could purportedly make
political control more troublesome for Stalinist regimes. Like his insistence that
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Soviet machinations be thwarted at every turn, Kennan’s backing of Western
covert activities beyond the Iron Curtain emboldened uncompromising policy
makers. In May 1948, Kennan joined with staff members and State Depart-
ment representatives in examining his memorandum to initiate “organized
political warfare.” Kennan urged establishment of a “directorate” for “overt
and covert political warfare,” which would later be referred to as the Depart-
ment of Dirty Tricks. This proposal was passed on to the National Security
Council, resulting in approval of NSC 10/2, “a directive authorizing a dramatic
increase in the range of covert operations directed against the Soviet Union,
including political warfare, economic warfare, and paramilitary activities.” By
mid-1948, the Truman administration backed Kennan’s call for paramilitary
operations in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, a program that the Joint
Chiefs of Staff considered reckless. Operation Rollback, as the program came
to be known, proved to be largely a disaster, with Kennan later acknowledging
that the activities “were unnecessarily dangerous and provocative” and failed
to shake the stranglehold of existing regimes. More successful were other
political operations for Eastern Europe that Kennan championed, including
Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberation, which transmitted a Western slant on
global and national events. Both Kennan and Davies envisioned the emergence
of communist figures in Eastern Europe, like Josip Tito in Yugoslavia, who
would refuse Soviet dictates. Kennan helped convince U.S. policy makers to
support Tito’s breakaway from the Soviet sphere.

While Kennan later deemed his sponsorship of covert operations “the great-
est mistake I ever made,” he more immediately opposed the establishment of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), designed as a military alliance
against the Soviet Union. In a paper prepared for George Marshall in November
1948, Kennan warned against fixating on military matters, prophesying that
such an approach would not affect Soviet policies. One colleague suggested
that Kennan probably refused to back NATO “because he had neglected to
invent it.”” Kennan’s discarding of his earlier plea for German dismemberment
and his support for German unification and neutralization, as the Americans
instituted an airlift to defeat a Soviet-run blockade of West Berlin, also put
him at odds with the Truman administration. His growing estrangement only
intensified when Dean Acheson replaced Marshall as secretary of state and
Kennan’s access to the nation’s chief of foreign policy diminished. Kennan’s
refusal to back the administration’s plan to develop thermonuclear weapons,
his support for international control of such weapons, and his proposal that the
United States adopt a no-first-strike policy undoubtedly influenced Acheson’s
decision to “gradually exclude” him from top policy-making decisions.
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Kennan, for his part, began to view himself as something of “a court jester,
expected to enliven discussion, privileged to say shocking things, valued as
an intellectual gadfly on the hides of slower colleagues, but not to be taken
fully seriously when it came to the final, responsible decisions of policy.”
Referring to Kennan in a speech before the War College, Acheson stated, “I
have rarely met a man the depth of whose thought, the sweetness of whose
nature combined to bring a real understanding of the problems of modern life.”
But as Kennan continued to emphasize the need to rein in nuclear weapons,
Acheson bristled, suggesting that his friend might depart the Foreign Service
and “go out and preach your Quaker gospel.” Kennan’s disdain for NSC-68, a
National Security Council statement calling for a massive increase in military
spending, further riled the Secretary of State.

Increasingly, the State Department focused on events in Asia, heeding
Kennan’s advice in various instances and ignoring it in others. Kennan and the
policy planning staff had pressed General Douglas MacArthur, who headed
the occupation forces in Japan, to ward off communist activities by promot-
ing political and economic stability for that key Asian state. Worrying that
economic anarchy and coerced “socialization” might result, Kennan opposed
moves to break up the zaibatsu, the great Japanese corporations, a policy that
MacArthur initially favored. Along with John Davies, Kennan argued against
propping up Chiang Kai-shek’s corrupt, despotic regime in China, insisting
that its collapse “would be deplorable” but probably not calamitous for the
U.S. position there. After the communists took control of the mainland, Ken-
nan urged recognition of the People’s Republic of China and normalization
of diplomatic relations. With the outbreak of the Korean War in the summer
of 1950, Kennan supported the expulsion of North Korean forces from South
Korea but condemned carrying the war across the thirty-eighth parallel di-
viding the Korean peninsula. Both Davies and Kennan insisted on Southeast
Asia’s strategic importance. The policy planning staff reasoned that resisting
Stalinism demanded meeting the needs of “militant nationalism,” an astute
analysis but one that U.S. diplomats and politicians freely disregarded. Be-
fore departing from the State Department in late 1950, Kennan attempted to
convince Acheson of the perils of following the Pentagon’s lead in Southeast
Asia. Prophetically, Kennan warned that U.S. support for the French in In-
dochina was problematic, involving “an undertaking which neither they nor
we, nor both of us together, can win.”

While continuing to serve as an adviser to the Truman administration, Ken-
nan began to carve out a new, academically based career. Due to his stellar
reputation as a policy analyst, he received feelers from Columbia, Dartmouth,
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Harvard, and MIT, among other institutions. Eventually, he decided to accept
an offer by his friend Robert Oppenheimer to join Princeton’s Institute for Ad-
vanced Study. In 1951, Kennan published American Diplomacy, 1900-1950,
the first in a series of highly acclaimed books. In December 1951, Kennan
agreed to serve as U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union. “It was a task for
which my whole career had prepared me, if it had prepared me for anything
at all,” Kennan later reported, but the assignment proved something of a
fiasco. The Soviets declared Kennan persona non grata after he carelessly
likened Soviet government operatives to the Nazis and informed a Western
journalist that American diplomats were treated terribly in Moscow. The new
Eisenhower administration and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles viewed
Kennan as a political liability, resulting in his resignation from the Foreign
Service in 1953.

In several instances during this period, Kennan spoke on behalf of Foreign
Service officers and old friends like Oppenheimer whose loyalty was called
into question as the domestic Red Scare escalated. In mass-circulation pub-
lications like Look and the New York Times Magazine, Kennan condemned
Senator Joseph McCarthy’s antics. After Oppenheimer was grilled by the
Atomic Energy Commission he once headed, Kennan penned an article in
the Atlantic Monthly with the following warning: “We have seen . . . the
faith of our people in great and distinguished fellow citizens systematically
undermined; useful and deserving men hounded thanklessly out of honor-
able careers of public service; the most subtle sort of damage done to our
intellectual life.”

More and more, Kennan, perhaps finally able to reconcile his own contra-
dictory positions concerning communist states, devoted himself to academic
pursuits, although he briefly served as U.S. ambassador to Yugoslavia during
the Kennedy administration; that tenure ended following Kennan’s opposition
to Captive Nations Week, which called for the ouster of all Eastern Europe
governments. Kennan’s two-volume study Soviet-American Relations, 1917—
1920 (1956, 1958) was well regarded—the first volume garnered the Pulitzer
Prize for History in 1957—as were other works, such as Russia and the West
under Lenin and Stalin (1960) and Soviet Foreign Policy, 1917-1941 (1960).
Holding the Eastman Visiting Professorship at Oxford College in 1957 and
1958, Kennan presented the BBC’s Reith Lectures; to the dismay of many old
friends and former State Department colleagues, including an outraged Dean
Acheson, Kennan favored the demilitarization and unification of Germany and
the removal of nuclear weapons from the European continent. In subsequent
years, Kennan lectured at Princeton, Harvard, and Oxford while continuing
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to produce acclaimed books. The first volume of his Memoirs: 1925-1950
(1967) won him a second Pulitzer Prize—this time for the field of biography
or autobiography—in 1968.

As U.S. involvement in Vietnam escalated, top government officials and
academics alike revisited Kennan’s earlier warnings against the United States’
serving as a kind of international policing agent. At the request of J. William
Fulbright, Kennan testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
in 1966, questioning whether the fate of Vietnam would dramatically impact
American security interests. Due to ongoing strife between China and Russia,
Kennan suggested, a united Vietnamese state, even one ruled by Ho Chi Minh,
would likely chart its own course. Although dismayed by the antics of many
student protesters, Kennan backed the bid of Minnesota senator Eugene
McCarthy to capture the 1968 Democratic Party presidential nomination,
which largely revolved around opposition to the war.

Increasingly, Kennan focused on the danger posed by nuclear weapons,
blasting President Ronald Reagan’s call for a Strategic Defense Initiative
that seemingly threatened to carry the nuclear arms race into space. Kennan
worried that the United States was involved “in a state of undeclared war—an
undeclared war pursued in anticipation of an outright one now regarded as in-
evitable.” The recipient of the 1981 Einstein Peace Prize, Kennan championed
the nuclear freeze movement that swept across Western Europe during the
early 1980s. Very early, he recognized that Mikhail Gorbachev, who appeared
willing to consider genuine reductions of nuclear weapons, promised to be a
new kind of leader for the Soviet Union. Still, by 1989, Kennan recognized
that “we are seeing today . . . the final overcoming and disappearance of the
Russian Revolution of 1917.”

As the twentieth century neared an end, Kennan reflected on the tragedies
that spanned his lifetime, while insisting that “a return to Soviet communism
... [was] completely impossible.” The most serious issues confronting his
own country, he informed an interviewer, were the global environmental cri-
sis, involving overpopulation, urban problems, and the depletion of resources,
and the existence of weapons of mass destruction; he advocated “their total
abolition.” On March 18, 2005, Kennan died in Princeton, New Jersey, at
the age of 101. Historian Ronald Steele termed him “the nearest thing to a
legend that this country’s diplomatic service has ever produced.” Another
leading historian, John Gaddis, contended that Kennan’s policy of contain-
ment “held up awfully well.” Its architect remained unique in recognizing
the need to contest both Soviet aggression and the dogmatic application of
his own theory of containment.
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Champion of the Common Man and Cooperation

Determined to help frame the rationale for which World War II was being
fought, Vice President Henry A. Wallace delivered a thirty-minute address
titled “The Price of Free World Victory,” in Manhattan on May 8, 1942. The
speech came to be known for its most striking phrase, “the century of the
common man.” Wallace emphatically declared, “This is a fight between a
slave world and a free world.” In typical fashion, Wallace noted that “the idea
of freedom” was “derived from the Bible with its extraordinary emphasis on
the dignity of the individual.” Now, “a long-drawn-out people’s revolution,”
ready to safeguard “the rights of the common man” with “the ferocity of a
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she-bear who has lost a cub,” battled against the “Nazi counter-revolution,”
which seemingly made use of Satan in an effort to plunge the common man
“back into slavery and darkness.” Believing in “the dignity that is in every
human soul,” the people viewed “as their credo the Four Freedoms™ heralded
by Franklin Roosevelt in January 1941. Those freedoms—of speech, of wor-
ship, from want, and from fear—stood at “the very core of the revolution”
associated with the United Nations.

Striving for an “American Century”—the goal of conservative publishing
magnate Henry Luce—made no sense to Wallace. By contrast, he foresaw the
coming era as “the century of the common man.” Perhaps, Wallace declared,
the United States could serve as a beacon of liberty and responsibility. Still,
no state in the new world order would possess “the God-given right to exploit
other nations,” and the American people were “no more a master race than the
Nazis.” Then, like a Biblical prophet, Wallace closed his address by proclaim-
ing, “The people’s revolution is on the march, and the devil and all his angels
can not prevail against it . . . for on the side of the people is the Lord.” Thus,
Wallace envisioned utopian possibilities while offering an astute evaluation
of world events and his own nation.

A product of the American heartland, Henry Agard Wallace was a mem-
ber of a family of Scottish and Irish ancestry, noted for its celebration of the
agrarian life, the American farmer, and democracy. His grandfather, Henry
Wallace, and his father, Henry “Harry” Cantwell Wallace, edited their own
journal, Wallaces’ Farmer, known as the “Wallaces’ gold mine.” The journal
enabled Harry Wallace, who had left his position as professor of agriculture
at Towa State, to build a $50,000 mansion in Des Moines’s finest neighbor-
hood. Henry Agard Wallace was born in 1888 and graduated from Iowa State
College in 1910, determined to work for the family newspaper. In 1913, he
married a fellow lowan, Ilo Browne. Henry and Ilo purchased a forty-acre
farm close to Johnston, Iowa, and rented an additional forty-seven-acre plot
of land from his father. In 1916, Harry and Henry began serving as coeditors
of Wallaces’ Farmer. Having received a wartime occupational deferment for
his work with “a necessary agricultural enterprise,” Henry insisted on the
need to stabilize farm commodity markets and prices, a perspective that led
to publication of his first book, Agricultural Prices (1920), which condemned
classical, laissez-faire economics.

The election of Warren G. Harding to the presidency resulted in Harry Wal-
lace’s appointment as secretary of agriculture, the very position his own father
had declined to accept a generation earlier. Now the lone editor of Wallaces’
Farmer, Henry Wallace dealt with the death of his father in 1924, the year his
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discontent with the Republican Party led Wallace to back Wisconsin Senator
Robert M. La Follette’s third-party presidential bid. Wallace continued his
search for new, improved means to increase agricultural productivity, becom-
ing something of a proselytizer for hybrid corn; his Hi-Bred Corn Company
eventually made a small fortune for Henry and Ilo Wallace. Responding to
the Great Depression, which ravaged American farms and tore through urban
centers as well, Wallace indicated the “cure for hard times . . . is simply that
a greater percentage of the income of the nation be turned back to the mass
of the people.” In 1932, Wallace backed New York governor Franklin Delano
Roosevelt’s candidacy for the presidency; later, the president-elect chose Wal-
lace to fill the same cabinet post Harry Wallace had occupied.

Over the next eight years, Wallace became arguably the nation’s finest
secretary of agriculture. At the same time, any number of his programs and
several of his appointees proved controversial, in their own fashion. His tenure
opened with Rexford Tugwell, one of the New Deal Brain-Trusters, serving
as an assistant secretary, and Jerome Frank, operating as general counsel.
The Wallace team crafted an expansive farm bill establishing the Agricultural
Adjustment Administration (AAA), which sought to control production levels.
A Republican legislator condemned the agency as “the most revolutionary
proposal” ever associated with the U.S. government. However, Wallace’s
unpretentious nature, ruffled appearance, and unrelenting work ethic garnered
favorable journalistic treatment, with Walter Lippmann declaring in May
1934, “You have been doing one of the finest bits of public education that I
have seen done by anybody in a very long time.” For a time, the Department
of Agriculture attracted the brightest, most ambitious individuals, including
young attorneys Abe Fortas and Adlai Stevenson, who sought to help Roos-
evelt transform the national economy. Criticism soon arose, however, over
Wallace’s plan to kill “six million baby pigs” and plow under millions of
acres of cotton in the midst of the Great Depression. Soon Wallace confronted
problems within his own department. Chester Davis, who headed the AAA,
opposed the plans of Jerome Frank and the members of his legal division to
provide greater protection for sharecroppers and tenant farmers, rather than
prop up corporations and planters. In early 1935, under pressure from Davis,
Wallace conducted a “purge of the liberals,” resulting in the ouster of Frank,
Lee Pressman, assistant general counsel of the AAA, and Gardner Jackson,
assistant consumers’ counsel of the AAA, among others.

Increasingly, there was talk of a possible run by Wallace, who had regis-
tered as a Democrat shortly before the previous presidential campaign, for the
nation’s highest elective office in 1940. In the meantime, he strongly backed
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Roosevelt’s call for international collective security in the face of aggression
by Japan and Nazi Germany. In a public address on May 29, 1940, Wallace
asserted, “This is an hour of trial for the entire world. . . . The ideas of the
madmen run beyond all imagination. They respect force and force alone.”
Thus, Wallace said, the United States must be adequately armed and increase
its economic preparedness. Opting for a third-term bid, President Roosevelt
insisted that Wallace replace John Nance Garner as his running mate, not-
withstanding considerable opposition within his own party. Roosevelt angrily
dismissed accusations that Wallace was a mystic, bristling that he was “a
philosopher. He’s got ideas. He thinks right. He’ll help the people think.”
Although the press lauded Wallace’s intellectual makeup and drive, his candi-
dacy was almost derailed by the threatened release of correspondence he had
earlier engaged in with the mystic Nicolas Roerich, revered by theosophists
who believed that knowledge of God could be attained through revelation or
intuition. The letters were not published following the counterthreat that the
press, in turn, would receive information about an affair involving Wendell
Willkie, the Republican presidential nominee.

After the Democratic triumph in November, Roosevelt named Vice Presi-
dent Wallace chair of the Economic Defense Board, which was to oversee the
international financial affairs of the United States. With Roosevelt’s blessing,
Wallace articulated a progressive vision of the postwar world, seemingly
similar to that of the president, who had long championed Wilsonian ideals
involving the spread of democracy and economic liberalism. Wallace argued
that World War II afforded a “second opportunity to make the world safe for
democracy.” Predictably invoking religious imagery, he called for young Amer-
icans to appreciate that “the essence of democracy is belief in the fatherhood
of God, the brotherhood of man and the dignity of the individual soul.”

After the official entry of the United States into the war following the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Wallace’s power only
seemed to grow. He was privy to information about the atomic bomb project,
served as chair of the Supply Priorities and Allocations Board, and headed the
Board of Economic Warfare. James Reston of the New York Times referred
to Wallace as the administration’s “defense chief, economic boss and No. 1
postwar planner. He is not only Vice President, but ‘Assistant President.”” But
Wallace’s stature within the Roosevelt administration would soon be curtailed
by bureaucratic battles, particularly with Secretary of Commerce Jesse Jones.
Through it all, Wallace maintained his efforts to imbue American war efforts
with a moral purpose, as in his “century of the common man” address in May
1942. Although warmly applauded, the speech proved troubling to key figures
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like Adolf Berle Jr. of the State Department, who was displeased with its mis-
sionary quality. The Wall Street Journal also questioned whether Wallace was
promising more than the United States could deliver to poor nations, while
Henry Luce took affront at the seeming challenge to his own championing
of American preeminence. The criticism foreshadowed the later, often highly
partisan domestic clash over postwar U.S. foreign policy, regarding which
interests the great democracy should represent. It also portended a divide
among foreign policy strategists, who viewed themselves as fitting within
either a realist or an idealist camp.

In November 1942, Wallace, at Roosevelt’s bidding, spoke before the
Congress of American-Soviet Friendship. In the fashion of Popular Front
liberals of the 1930s, Wallace delivered a “Tribute to Russia,” declaring that
the American and Russian people had much in common. “A practical balance
between economic and political democracy,” he contended, was needed. The
task of the present generation, he exclaimed on December 28, was “to orga-
nize human affairs” so that “no Adolf Hitler, no power-hungry war mongers
whatever their nationality, can ever again plunge the whole world into war
and bloodshed.” A “worldwide new democracy,” rooted in American ideals of
“Liberty and Unity,” Wallace insisted, must result from the present conflagra-
tion. His concluding remarks, a speech delivered on March 8, 1943, warning
of the likelihood of a third world war should the United States “double-cross
Russia,” produced another firestorm of criticism.

His outspokenness and clashes with rivals like Jesse Jones ultimately led to
a campaign to dump Wallace from the Democratic Party’s 1944 presidential
ticket. Shortly after his removal in mid-1943 as head of the Board of Economic
Warfare, Wallace affirmed at a labor conclave in Detroit that Roosevelt “always
puts human rights first” and that “our choice is between democracy for every-
body or for the few.” Although first lady Eleanor Roosevelt remained supportive,
top presidential advisers Harry Hopkins and James Byrnes, along with party
bosses, urged that Wallace be dropped from the presidential ticket. Speaking
at a Jackson Dinner on January 22, 1944, Wallace defiantly declared, “The
New Deal has yet to attain its full strength.” In an address before the American
Palestine Committee in Washington, DC, on March 9, he cried out, “This is a
people’s war. The peace must be a people’s peace—for all the peoples and races
of mankind.” To the chagrin of the New York Times, he also began to loosely
characterize anti-Semites, Catholic-phobes, and racists as “fascists.” Such reli-
ance on charged language would return to haunt forces on the American left
and liberals too, when the nation’s political atmosphere shifted rightward.

As the 1944 Democratic Party national convention unfolded, Wallace
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desperately battled to hold onto his job. On July 20 in Chicago Stadium,
he delivered a remarkable talk before the crowd of 30,000. The Democrats’
strength, he claimed, “has always been the people—plain people . . . ordinary
folks, farmers, workers, and business men along Main Street.” Now, “the
greatest liberal in the history of the United States” headed that party. The
nation’s priorities, Wallace continued, had to involve both winning the war and
conducting a peace, in a manner that would enable “New World liberalism” to
prevail. As for the future, Wallace declared, it “belongs to those who go down
the line unswervingly for the liberal principles of both political democracy
and economic democracy regardless of race, color or religion.” With a lengthy
ovation forthcoming, Florida senator Claude Pepper, among others, sought to
kick off an early nomination for the vice presidential spot. The crowd roared,
“WE WANT WALLACE! WE WANT WALLACE!” but National Committee
chair Robert Hannegan refused to allow Pepper to speak or the nomination
to be conducted. The following day, Wallace fell one hundred votes short of
the necessary total on the second ballot and his strength soon waned, leading
to Harry Truman’s selection as Roosevelt’s running mate.

During the fall campaign, Wallace stood behind Roosevelt, declaring that
the peace to come “must be a people’s peace.” Having promised Wallace any
cabinet post other than that of secretary of state, which was still manned by an
ailing Cordell Hull, Roosevelt appointed his soon-to-be former vice president
as secretary of commerce, providing the delicious irony, from Wallace’s van-
tage point, of displacing his ardent foe, Jesse Jones. But first Wallace faced a
tough confirmation battle in the U.S. Senate, which he won by the relatively
close vote of 56-32. Recognizing how infirm the president was, Wallace, like
so many Americans, mourned Roosevelt’s death on April 12, 1945.

Within a matter of weeks, Wallace expressed fears that “it begins to look
like the psychology is favorable toward our getting into war with Russia,” a
conflict he believed would enable “world communism” to triumph. In August,
Wallace wrote in his diary that “the cornerstone of the peace of the future
consists in strengthening our ties of friendship with Russia,” but he worried
that the attitude of Truman and the new secretary of state, James F. Byrnes,
“will make for war eventually.” Outspoken and opposed to the administration’s
increasingly hard-line, anti-Soviet posture, Wallace, the only holdover from
Roosevelt’s cabinet, unhappily listened as rhetoric heated up between East
and West. At a dinner party thrown by Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson,
Wallace, like George Kennan, expressed dismay at Churchill’s “iron curtain”
address, which he saw as containing “war-like words.” Speaking at a dinner
hosted by the American Society for Russian Relief two weeks after Churchill’s
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speech, Wallace—who had cleared his talk with Truman—declared his own
country’s large indebtedness to Russia, whose citizens had “paid a heavier price
for our joint victory over fascism than any other people.” Rather than relying
on nuclear weapons, far-flung military bases, and vast defense appropriations,
Wallace said, “the only way to defeat communism in the world is to do a better
and smoother job of maximum production and optimum distribution.” His
reading of international tensions suggested both a desire, perhaps quixotic, to
hold onto the wartime alliance and a more hardheaded analysis of the costly
nature of an expansive, anticommunist U.S. foreign policy.

Political allies like C.B. “Beanie” Baldwin, who had worked with Wallace
in the Department of Agriculture and later headed the Farm Security Adminis-
tration before working for the Congress of Industrial Organizations’ Political
Action Committee; Henry Morgenthau Jr., former Secretary of the Treasury;
and Harold Ickes, the ex-Secretary of the Interior, urged Wallace to resign his
cabinet post and challenge Truman for the 1948 Democratic Party presidential
nomination. Instead, Wallace maintained his efforts to influence both Truman
and a national audience. Again having vetted a speech with Truman, Wallace
spoke on “The Way to Peace” at Madison Square Garden on September 12,
1946, proclaiming, “I am neither anti-British nor pro-British—neither anti-
Russian nor pro-Russian.” Like Kennan, Wallace urged that the American
people closely examine “how the Russian character was formed” through
repeated invasions, czarist rule, Allied intervention after World War I, geogra-
phy, and the strength of the Russian soil. Marxist-Leninist tenets also afforded
“tremendous emotional power” to the Soviet leaders. Seemingly accepting
the notion of spheres of influence, at least temporarily, Wallace indicated
that the Russians had no more right to goad “native communists to political
activity in western Europe, Latin America, and the United States than we have
interfering in the politics of eastern Europe and Russia.”

Considerable criticism of Wallace’s address appeared in both the main-
stream press and the Communist Party’s Daily Worker, while Secretary of State
Byrnes expressed anger about Wallace’s foray into the sphere of foreign policy.
Despite mounting pressure, Wallace refused to retract his statements, leading
Truman to write in his diary that the secretary of commerce was “a pacifist
one hundred percent” and the kind of “‘dreamer” he could not fathom. Indeed,
Truman somewhat hysterically recorded, “The German-American Bund under
Fritz Kuhn was not half so dangerous. The Reds, phonies and the ‘parlor pinks’
seem to be banded together and are becoming a national danger.” Wallace was
forced to resign on September 20, 1946, promising, “I shall continue to fight
for peace.” FBI agents now tailed him and closely followed his activities. At
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the same time, kudos came his way too, with Albert Einstein offering, “Your
courageous intervention deserves the gratitude of all of us who observe the
present attitude of our government with grave concern.”

A new forum became available to Wallace when Michael Straight, publisher
of the New Republic, named him editor of the journal. Wallace informed his
readers on October 21, 1946, that he sought to convince “the liberally minded
people of the whole world” of the “need of stopping this dangerous armament
race.” He also intended, as he indicated two months later, “to help organize
a progressive America.” Pressure continued for Wallace to cast his lot with
various left-leaning organizations, particularly the newly formed Progressive
Citizens of America (PCA), which welcomed any member, including com-
munists, in the very period when political litmus tests were becoming the
norm in labor, academic, and government circles. Talking before a group of
liberals gathered in New York City at the Hotel Commodore on December 29,
Wallace affirmed, “Those who put hatred of Russia first in all their feelings
and actions do not believe in peace.”

Shortly thereafter, anticommunist liberals fired back in their own fashion,
forming Americans for Democratic Action (ADA). Prominent ADA figures in-
cluded Eleanor Roosevelt, famed theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, labor chieftain
Walter Reuther, Walter White of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP), and Minneapolis mayor Hubert H. Humphrey.
In contrast to the PCA, the ADA condemned any linkage “with Communism
or sympathizers with Communism in the United States as completely as we
reject any association with Fascists or their sympathizers.” Appearing on
Meet the Press, Wallace dismissed concerns about communist involvement
in the PCA: “If you allow that little thing to dominate your mind, it means
that you have become a red-baiter, a person who wants to sic the FBI onto
your neighbor; it interferes with everything you want to do.”

The divide pitting liberals against progressives of various sorts widened as
Cold War tensions escalated. The promulgation of the Truman Doctrine and its
seeming support for repressive governments distressed Wallace. Responding
to Truman’s apparent articulation of the containment theory, Wallace spoke on
NBC radio on March 13, 1947, declaring that there was no “Greek crisis that
we face, it is an American crisis. . . . a crisis of the American spirit.” Truman’s
determination to deliver massive military assistance to Greece and Turkey,
Wallace charged, amounted to “a down payment on an unlimited expenditure
aimed at opposing communist expansion.” Wallace went on to declare, “There
is no regime too reactionary for us provided it stands in Russia’s expansionist
path. There is no country too remote to serve as the scene of a contest which
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may widen until it becomes a world war.” Wallace also worried about the
domestic implications of a rigid foreign policy, fearing that civil liberties
would be curtailed and economic costs increased. Eight days later, President
Truman initiated a federal loyalty oath.

Notwithstanding the nation’s obviously altered political atmosphere, Wal-
lace refused to back down, adopting instead a still more strident tone that
infuriated his opponents. Touring Western Europe, he continued to criticize
Truman’s approach, worrying that “the American century of power politics”
would supplant his hoped-for “century of the common man.” Senator James
Eastland of Mississippi accused Wallace of conspiring “with foreign peoples
... toundermine and . . . weaken the hand of his country.” Firing back, Wal-
lace blasted the “witch hunt” that he saw as “part of a larger drive to destroy
the belief, which I share, that capitalism and communism can resolve their
conflicts without resort to war.” Senator Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan
claimed that Wallace was voicing “treasonable utterances.” Members of the
House Un-American Activities Committee sought to have Wallace indicted
under the eighteenth-century Logan Act, which precluded nongovernment
figures from seeking to “influence the measures or conduct of any foreign
government” regarding disputes involving the United States.

The damage to Wallace’s political reputation was considerable. As indicated
by a Gallup poll, his standing with the American public sank precipitously,
never to regain the lofty stature he had earlier attained. Nevertheless, Wallace
remained determined to contest American policy making. Back home, he un-
dertook an extensive tour, during which he blasted the Truman Doctrine as “a
doctrine of unlimited aid to anti-Soviet governments,” a by-product of fear that
fed “hatred and hysteria.” While thousands of citizens turned out to support the
former vice president, others attempted to silence him. Opponents ridiculed
him by sarcastically waving the flag of the USSR or playing the Communist
“Internationale.” At various venues, including a number of academic institu-
tions, officials refused to allow him to speak. He responded with orations like
the one delivered to a crowd of 30,000 at Gilmore Stadium in Los Angeles,
where he warned, “Today an ugly fear is spread across America—the fear
of communism.” Defiantly, he exclaimed, “I say those who fear communism
lack faith in democracy. I am not afraid of communism.”

Michael Straight, Wallace’s publisher at the New Republic and a man who
had earlier idealized the Soviet Union, now expressed concern about the in-
volvement of communists in Progressive Citizens of America, which provided
a necessary forum for his editor. Wallace, who saw himself as a religiously
based “progressive capitalist,” dismissed Straight’s worries, offering that the
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communists “get out the crowds.” By mid-1947, Beanie Baldwin of the PCA
was urging Wallace to consider a third-party presidential bid. At this point,
Wallace was pleased by the announcement of the Marshall Plan to reconstruct
war-torn Europe, but viewed the program less charitably when it became clear
that the Soviet Union and Eastern European states would not participate. On
December 29, 1947, Wallace confirmed on the Mutual Broadcasting System
that he was running for the presidency. Claiming, “The people are on the
march,” Wallace declared, “We have assembled a Gideon’s Army, small in
number, powerful in conviction, ready for action,” and he prophesied, “the
people’s peace will usher in the century of the common man.” His move-
ment stood “for old-fashioned Americanism,” civil liberties, strong unions,
economic security, and racial integration, while he himself opposed any form
“of imperialism or expansion” associated with England, the Soviet Union,
or the United States.

More bitter condemnations of Wallace resulted. The Wallace crusade,
journalist Stewart Alsop declared, “has been indecently exposed for what it
is: an instrument of Soviet foreign policy. . . . The bones revealed are com-
munist bones.” With Senator Glen H. Taylor of Idaho agreeing to stand as his
running mate, Wallace continued his impracticable quest. But the charges of
communist entrapment, fed by Democratic and Republican Party operatives,
doomed the Wallace candidacy. So too did a series of pronouncements and
missteps on Wallace’s part. As a communist coup occurred in Czechoslovakia,
Wallace suggested, “that a ‘get tough’ policy only provokes a ‘get tougher’
policy.” The New York Times charged that Wallace’s presidential bid was
providing support for “the ideology of International Communism.” Follow-
ing George Kennan’s lead, investigators at the State Department sought to
determine whether Wallace had broken federal law in drafting an open letter
to Stalin. Attorney General Tom Clark pushed the FBI to again determine if
Wallace had violated the Logan Act.

As the Progressive Party—as the organization backing Wallace came to be
called—gathered in Philadelphia in July 1948 to nominate him for the presi-
dency, his poll numbers continued to drop. Michael Straight, opposed to the
third-party effort, fired Wallace from the New Republic. Passages from “the guru
letters” that Roosevelt had prevented from being released in 1940 now appeared
in Westbrook Pegler’s syndicated column in the Hearst newspaper chain. Yet
Wallace spoke confidently to the Progressive Party delegates in Shibe Park,
home of both Philadelphia major league teams, the Athletics and the Phillies:
“The future belongs to those who go down the line unswervingly for all the
liberal principles of political democracy regardless of race, color or religion.”
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Wallace’s campaign swing through the South inspired Beanie Baldwin’s
comment that he had never witnessed a political figure display such “sheer
physical courage.” Deliberately challenging Jim Crow ordinances, Wallace
encountered vicious campaign signs, including one urging him to “Peddle
Your Junk in Moscow,” hotels refusing admission, threats of violence, hos-
tile epithets, and both eggs and tomatoes. This display of “human hate in
the raw” led him to tell a huge crowd in Yankee Stadium in New York City,
“Fascism has become an ugly reality.” Although demonstrating consider-
able fortitude on his part, Wallace’s continued campaigning cemented the
unpopularity of many of the ideals associated with him. In the November
election, the American people resoundingly rejected Wallace’s message.
As Truman surprisingly defeated the Republican candidate, Thomas
Dewey, Wallace came in a distant fourth, receiving fewer votes than Strom
Thurmond, the Dixiecrat candidate running on a segregationist platform.
Despite his poor showing, Wallace vowed to continue the struggle, claim-
ing, “to save the peace of the world the Progressive Party is more needed
than ever before.”

Still determined to stand as a public figure, Wallace viewed with dis-
pleasure the formation of NATO, worrying that it would intensify the arms
race. But he also displeased many Progressive Party representatives when
he charged, “The United States and Russia stand out today as the two big
brutes of the world.” After the North Korean invasion of South Korea in
June 1950, Wallace broke with that organization altogether in backing the
military campaign by American and United Nations forces. Still, Wallace
presciently warned, “The United States will fight a losing battle in Asia as
long as she stands behind feudal regimes based on exorbitant charges of land
lords and money lords.”

Wallace soon headed into political oblivion, retiring to his farm in Iowa. He
defended his record when attacks came his way, unaware that the FBI contin-
ued to tail him. He traveled widely, often dealing with agricultural concerns,
while occasionally delivering talks heralding liberal ideals and liberalism
in general. He supported the concept of world government, the abolition of
nuclear weapons, and extensive economic ties across the globe. Wallace’s
reputation rebounded somewhat during the Kennedy and Johnson adminis-
trations, with President John F. Kennedy inviting Wallace to the inaugural
ceremony and Curtis D. MacDougall producing the three-volume Gideon’s
Army on Wallace’s 1948 presidential bid, published in 1965. Suffering from
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, the same disease that felled baseball great Lou
Gehrig, Wallace died on November 18, 1965, leading President Johnson to
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applaud him as “an original American voice.” Secretary of Agriculture Or-
ville Freeman suggested, “No single individual has contributed more to the
abundance of freedom we enjoy.”

Conclusion

At the peak of their influence in the late 1940s, George Kennan and Henry
Wallace appeared to approach world events from wholly different perspectives.
Kennan, who articulated the theory of containment, seemed to be situated
in the realist camp, which argued that the West, and particularly the United
States, must be prepared to stand up against the Soviet Union. Wallace came
across as an idealist, extolling the ideal of a people’s century, but also suggest-
ing that the USSR possessed legitimate security concerns about its borders.
Eventually, both men ended up criticizing large portions of U.S. postwar
foreign policy. Worrying that his containment theory had been oversimpli-
fied and misapplied on a global scale, Kennan became critical of American
operations in Southeast Asia and U.S. nuclear strategy. Distressed that the
Progressive Party he had represented had adopted a doctrinaire stance on the
Korean War, Wallace again became a lonely voice protesting the country’s
Cold War policies. Notwithstanding real differences, the critical perspectives
offered by both figures appeared increasingly aligned, providing a useful
counterweight to triumphalist perspectives pertaining to U.S. dealings with
other nations in the postwar period.

For a time, their challenge to American international policy, albeit derived
from different sources and delivered in contrasting fashions, cast both men
out of the foreign policy establishment. This estrangement undoubtedly pre-
vented both from reaching the diplomatic or political summit, but neither had
demonstrated a readiness to compromise or equivocate in a manner that might
have made that possible. Kennan was welcomed back into the ambassadorial
ranks, but failed to shape U.S. foreign policy as he once had, while Wallace
suffered through political ignominy. Yet the Vietnam War and the continued
battle raging between East and West eventually led many scholars and politi-
cal figures to acknowledge the prophetic nature of the warnings that Kennan
and Wallace had once delivered.

Study Questions

1. Discuss the containment policy that characterized U.S. foreign policy
throughout the Cold War.
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2. Analyze how George Kennan became disenchanted with the contain-
ment policy that he helped define.

3. Discuss Henry Wallace’s estrangement from the Truman administra-
tion and the latter’s policies regarding the Soviet Union.

4. Explain how liberals and conservatives responded to the formation
of the Progressive Party, which supported Wallace’s third-party
presidential bid in 1948.

5. Compare the realist and idealist schools of foreign policy strategy.
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Fighting the Cold War at Home

They stood on opposite sides of many of the controversial issues that arose
at the height of the Red Scare that beset America, as the Cold War emerged
and then intensified during the early postwar period. In print, congressio-
nal hearings, and public addresses, radical journalist I.F. “Izzy” Stone and
J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI),
presented contrasting perspectives on the Communist Party of the United States
(CPUSA), Alger Hiss, the Rosenbergs, and other hotly debated topics. One
condemned the readiness to tag individuals and groups as “subversive,” while
the other insisted on the need to do exactly that, both in public and within the
inner recesses of the federal agency he headed.

The two men viewed each other as despised adversaries. Stone condemned
“our lawless G-men” and asked whether Hoover aspired to become “an Ameri-
can Himmler.” Dismayed by what he considered the FBI’s apparent disdain
for the rule of law, Stone likened the organization to Hitler’s Gestapo or the
OGPU, Stalin’s secret police. He particularly feared that the FBI remained
the bastion of rabid anti-New Dealers who might someday perform “a sinister
role” in the United States. Evidently stung by Stone’s criticism, Hoover had
his agents maintain a close watch on the journalist, eventually compiling a
massive dossier of 2,600 pages. One report to Hoover, dated July 29, 1941,
indicated, “Stone is not his correct name. He is of Jewish descent and . . . is
very arrogant, very loud spoken . . . and is most obnoxious personally.” Hoover
responded by asking, “What is his name? What have we on him?” After yet
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another critical piece by Stone appeared in the Nation, a leading progressive
journal, Hoover informed his top assistants, “I would like a prompt analysis .
.. of this article.” An infuriated Hoover subsequently claimed that Stone was
seeking “to create distrust, lack of confidence in and hatred for the F.B.I1.”
Repeatedly, Hoover and his agents suggested that Stone was fabricating
information about the bureau and doing everything possible to besmirch its
operations. Although most impassioned during this period, the battle between
Stone and Hoover would continue throughout the director’s tenure at the FBI,
which concluded only with his death in 1972.

LLE. STONE
Dissenter in an Age of Conformity

The note from the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee arrived at the home
of LF. Stone and his wife, Esther, in the northwest sector of Washington, DC,
on Friday, December 1, 1955. The note contained a request for a subscription to
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the four-page newsletter 1. F. Stone’s Weekly. The request and the accompanying
five-dollar voucher enraged the tempestuous Stone. On Sunday, he typed out
a note to Senator James Eastland, the prosegregationist chair of the subcom-
mittee, insisting that public funds could not be expended for surveillance of
the press. On Monday, Stone filed suit in U.S. District Court in the nation’s
capital, resulting in the delivery of summonses to the subcommittee members
and their staff. On being informed of the lawsuit, an irate Senator Eastland
blurted out, “It’s bunk,” and indeed the suit would soon be dismissed.

Stone explained to his readers why he had filed the lawsuit. American
journalists, he feared, were about to suffer “intimidation, slander, and guilt-
by-association,” as had government employees during the postwar Red
Scare. Publishers, he insisted, had to demand the right to remain free from
“ideological inquiry.” Despite the brief tussle with Eastland and the Senate
subcommittee—an important instrument in the postwar witch-hunt and a
frequent recipient of materials from the FBI—Stone never suffered a congres-
sional inquest himself. This immunity was surprising, for Stone was one of the
few well-known representatives of the American Old Left who continued to
voice radical ideas throughout the late 1940s and the 1950s. However, because
he was acknowledged as a “goddamned red,” Stone reasoned, investigators
could garner little mileage by investigating him. In addition, thanks to the
newsletter, he was his own boss. Still, the Eastland subcommittee did name
Stone as “one of the eighty-two most active and typical sponsors of Com-
munist-front organizations.”

The early Cold War years had proved both taxing and energizing for Izzy
Stone, a man who often thrived on contention. As the era opened, he stood
as Washington editor of the Nation magazine and a columnist for PM, an
experimental, adless, left-wing newspaper based in Manhattan. By 1952, the
shutting down of the New York Daily Compass, the second in a line of PM’s
successors, left Stone unemployed; earlier, he had cut his ties with the Nation.
Given the country’s rightward drift, Stone believed he stood little chance of
being hired by any reputable newspaper or magazine. His apparent fate seemed
to parallel that of the American Left, which had suffered from the early onset
of the Cold War and Vice President Henry Wallace’s disastrous third-party
presidential bid in 1948 and was now at a nadir, with McCarthyism flourish-
ing and left-wing ideas considered suspect at best.

Born in Philadelphia on December 24, 1907, Stone was the son of Rus-
sian-Jewish immigrants, Bernard and Katherine Feinstein, who maintained a
kosher home. Bernard Feinstein, a peddler and shopkeeper, eventually opened
a dry goods store in Camden, New Jersey. The two-story building provided
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comfortable living space for the family, soon to include four children, includ-
ing Isidor, or Izzy, the eldest. Like many first-generation Jews of that era,
Stone—who always believed he “was sort of born a radical”—was drawn to
left-of-center ideas, early viewing himself as an anarchocommunist. Along
with a small band of friends at the University of Pennsylvania, he championed
the cause of immigrant anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti and
read John Reed’s classic, Ten Days That Shook the World, which spawned
“day dreams about the great new world of the Kremlin.”

By the end of the 1920s, Stone, who had briefly joined the Socialist Party,
dropped out of Penn to pursue a career in journalism. In 1929, the short, stocky,
bespectacled young journalist married Esther Roisman, whom he had “met on
a blind date and a borrowed dollar.” Within two years, he joined the staff of
the Philadelphia Record, owned by newspaper magnate J. David Stern, who
soon moved Stone over to another of his publications, the New York Post. Both
the Record and the Post espoused a liberal editorial slant, presented by Stone
and Sam Grafton, the papers’ top columnists, applauding President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal. Early during Roosevelt’s tenure, however,
Stone, writing under a pseudonym, also contributed articles to the Modern
Monthly, run by the independent radical V.F. Calverton. In “Roosevelt Moves
Toward Fascism,” Stone contended that heading toward ““a Soviet America”
offered “the one way out that could make a real difference to the working
classes.” Less strident articles by the ambitious Stone soon appeared in the
top left-liberal journals of the era, the New Republic and the Nation.

Throughout the decade, Stone remained intimately associated with the band
of radicals—many connected to the Communist Party—Ilater referred to as
the Old Left. The Old Left was caught up in the swirl of ideological currents
that included a belief in some version of socialism, disdain for fascism, and
fascination with the world’s lone “socialist” state. Stone, unlike numerous
other Old Leftists during the 1930s, opted not to join the CPUSA and expressed
ambivalence about the Soviet Union, which he believed exhibited “cruel and
bloody ruthlessness” but remained a great socialist experiment. Revolutions,
Stone recognized, “do not take place according to Emily Post” as “the birth
of anew social order . . . is a painful process.” Stone was particularly pleased
when, in the middle of the decade, the Communist International, or Comin-
tern, supported the Popular Front, an antifascist alliance of left-of-center
forces. From that point forth, Stone remained a confirmed Popular Fronter
and viewed Roosevelt’s New Deal as “history in the making” that must not
be allowed “to go down the drain.” Nevertheless, still fearing that fascism
might envelop America, he opted, in 1937, to change his name to L.F. Stone,
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as his boss had suggested so that the Post would not appear so Jewish. His
relationship with Stern deteriorated, however, after the Post condemned the
very idea of a united front.

The world of the Popular Fronters, along with many of the dreams of the
Old Left, was shaken by the announcement on August 23, 1939, that the Soviet
Union and Nazi Germany had signed a nonaggression pact. Journalist Richard
Rovere recalled that “no one from that period” was “more outraged by that
outrageous document” than Stone. Writing to his friend Michael Blankfort, the
screenwriter, novelist, and playwright, Stone declared, “I"m off the Moscow
axis.” The Soviet Union’s willingness to join with Germany in assaulting
Eastern Europe, he exclaimed, “turned my stomach.” Over the next several
months, Stone walked something of a tightrope, refusing to fully adopt either
an interventionist viewpoint or the isolationist stance that the American Com-
munist Party, like America Firsters, had come to champion.

As the nation readied for war, Stone, in the pages of both the Nation and
PM, condemned the “peculiar kind of Americanism” exhibited by both J. Edgar
Hoover’s FBI and the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC),
which, he charged, was “‘smearing, terrorizing and pillorying” its foes. Adopt-
ing a lonely and prophetic stance, he condemned legal action—which the
CPUSA cheered—undertaken against the Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party.
The prosecution relied on the Alien Registration Act or Smith Act of 1940,
which criminalized advocacy of the violent overthrow of any government.
Stone warned, ““You cannot kill an idea by putting its spokesmen in jail.” And
yet there was a blind side to Stone’s reading of wartime civil liberties. In May
1942, notwithstanding the herding of tens of thousands of Japanese Ameri-
cans and Japanese aliens into relocation centers, which he failed to mention
at this point, Stone proclaimed that only the case involving the Trotskyites
“haunt(ed) our speeches about free government.” In addition, Stone followed
the lead of Freda Kirchwey, editor of the Nation, in demanding that American
fascists face legal restraints.

Though Stone saw “the Red Army, like an avenging juggernaut,” ushering
in the final days of Hitler and the Third Reich, he seemed to overlook the
Soviet Union’s designs on Eastern Europe. Thus, after a cerebral hemorrhage
felled Franklin Roosevelt in April 1945, Stone unhappily watched the new
administration of Harry S Truman adopt a harsher anti-Soviet line. When
Winston Churchill claimed in early 1946 that an “iron curtain” separated free
and unfree peoples on the European continent, Stone, like Henry Wallace,
feared that an anti-Soviet alliance was emerging. Acknowledging that “un-
limited expansionist demands” by the Soviets could not be permitted, Stone
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reasoned that the United States had to determine whether such demands were
“unlimited, and where we draw the line.”

Developments on the home front appeared equally troublesome to Stone. In
1946, the Chamber of Commerce issued a report calling for a crusade against
communist influence in America, with particular emphasis on education, the
media, entertainment, and government service. Wielding the club of anticom-
munism, the Republican Party regained control of the legislative branch in the
1946 congressional elections. Responding to the political debacle suffered
by the Democratic Party, President Truman required that federal employees
take a loyalty oath, while Attorney General Tom Clark devised a list of pur-
portedly subversive organizations. Over Truman’s veto, Congress passed the
Taft-Hartley Act, which compelled union officials to sign an affidavit declaring
that they were not affiliated with subversive groups. Both congressional and
state committees began grilling individuals about their reputed involvement
with such organizations, with blacklists becoming all too common.

Stone viewed such developments, along with the nation’s rightward shift,
with trepidation. As early as October 1946, he pointedly questioned just
what J. Edgar Hoover, in delivering an address on the “Red menace” to an
American Legion convention, desired. Why had the FBI boss not spoken out
on “the menace of racism, or anti-Semitism, or anti-Negro feeling”? Why
was Hoover attempting to turn the CPUSA, “which can’t elect a dog-catcher
outside New York City, into Public Enemy No. 1”’? Stone wondered if “even
the palest pinks” were about to be viewed as suspect. But as talk of commu-
nist-sponsored espionage proliferated, Stone acknowledged, “The Russians
cannot have the cake of conspiracy and the penny of cooperation at the same
time. That is an issue the Kremlin must face.” In the United States, he warned,
“the conspiratorial habits” of a small number of communists might soon result
in the most sweeping Red Scare yet.

Increasingly, Stone worried that his own nation was becoming “the citadel
of world reaction.” In March 1947, the Truman Doctrine proclaimed that
the United States would back “free people” who battled against “outside
pressures” or “armed revolts.” Congress supported Truman’s call to provide
$400 million in aid to the tottering, right-wing regimes in Greece and Turkey.
Sadly, Stone wrote, “we seem to have opened a military shopping service for
dictators, guns for the asking to anti-democratic regimes from Iran to Turkey
to Brazil and Argentina, guns for use against their own people, guns marked
U.S.A., not the best kind of advertising.”

During this early phase of the Cold War, Stone, in contrast to many people
on both the right and the left, also championed an expansive civil libertarian
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perspective. He decried those who urged the silencing of the anti-Semitic Chris-
tian Front and a right-wing, Jew-baiting priest named Arthur W. Terminiello.
Such “screwballs,” he insisted, must be allowed to speak. It was, he reminded
his readers, “as easy as rolling off a log to uphold basic rights when our own
side is involved. The test of the quality of our thinking and the quality of our
faith comes when it’s the other fellow’s right to speak that’s at stake.” Insisting
that freedom of thought possessed as much “absolute value as anything in this
finite world,” Stone contended that socialist states must adopt Lockean and
Jeffersonian precepts or deteriorate into Nazism’s “facile falsehoods.”

But as the campaign to root out supposed subversives from government
operations intensified, Stone reported in mid-1947 that the nation’s capital
appeared to be “under the shadow of a terror.” Legitimate security concerns
existed, but “the kernel of fact” was being submerged by a groundswell
of ludicrous charges and “purges for opinion.” HUAC was accomplishing
precisely what it had envisioned: feeding the mounting paranoia with the
suspicion that communists lurked everywhere, the committee was destroying
people’s reputations and livelihoods through a kind “of plot-and-persecution
system akin to paranoid obsession and like paranoia impervious to correction
by rational government.”

Shortly after the Soviets began a blockade of West Berlin, Stone, in the sum-
mer of 1948, angrily called for a plague to befall both superpowers. Fortunately,
he noted, less powerful states in both the East and West appeared increasingly
disenchanted with the “arrogance . . . egotism and . . . boundless fears” of both
the Soviet Union and the United States. Displeased by Cold War antics, Stone
backed the third-party presidential effort of Henry Wallace, notwithstanding
concerns about Wallace’s “naive ventures into Soviet zone politics.” Admitting
that he was not fond of either “yogis” or “commissars,” Stone chortled that
“when Socialism comes I'll fight for the right to spit in the nearest bureaucrat’s
eye.” If the American comrades swept into power, he acknowledged, “I’d soon
find myself eating cold kasha in a concentration camp in Kansas.”

Wallace’s campaign foundered badly, and Truman won a little anticipated
victory over Republican nominee Thomas Dewey, the governor of New York.
Truman’s 1949 inaugural address greatly disturbed Stone, who considered it a
belligerent exhortation for the American people to “set ourselves up to police
the world.” Like both Wallace and George Kennan, he was no happier when
the United States joined with eleven other nations to create the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO). Stone likened NATO to “a new Holy Alliance”
intended to stifle the forces of change. It was true that the “Russian Revolu-
tion, the biggest event of our time,” had generated “brutalities, fanaticisms,
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cruelties and stupidities,” but the advance of socialism would continue, he
predicted. Still less astute was Stone’s characterization of Chinese communists
as agrarian reformers seeking “a rural New Deal rather than Sovietism.”

Stone’s condemnation of Cold War practices in both the East and the West
earned him criticism from both left and right. Or, as Stone pointed out, in
Washington he was considered “a dirty red,” while in New York City’s Union
Square—where left-wing protests still took place—he was viewed as “a dirty
counter-revolutionary.” After a tough line of questioning from Stone on Meet
the Press, Major General Patrick Hurley, former ambassador to Nationalist
China, blurted out, “I know you. You are noted because you are not for the
United States. You are for Russia. . . . You just give us your old party-line
and it’s red.” Eventually, Stone wondered aloud what purpose was served by
his appearance as “the ‘Hot’ radical” on a program like Meet the Press. Such
an intemperate declaration ensured that he would not appear on a nationally
syndicated radio or television program for almost two full decades.

In 1949, Cold War tensions heightened in the United States following the
takeover of China by the communists and the Soviets’ detonation of an atomic
bomb. Stone urged that U.S. policy makers treat China, the “newly awak-
ened giant,” soberly and graciously. He worried that Secretary of State Dean
Acheson subscribed to “the bogeyman theory of history,” which contended
that revolutionary doctrine was a type of bacteria, and change, the product of
conspiracy alone. Such paranoid delusions, Stone insisted, had long papered
over “the pseudopolitics of stupid rulers and ruling classes.” On February
24, 1950, a mere two days after Senator Joseph McCarthy began claiming
communist infiltration of the U.S. government, Stone criticized the refusal of
a cowed State Department to recognize the government of Ho Chi Minh in
Vietnam. The U.S. government, Stone prophesied, was about to embark on a
“costly failure.” As he saw it, “the more politically antiseptic the State Dept.
becomes, the bigger a help it is to the Kremlin.”

Cold War fever soared again after North Korean forces moved across the
thirty-eighth parallel, beginning on June 25, 1950, in an attempt to take con-
trol of the entire peninsula. As the United States acted to shield South Korea
and its dictator, Syngman Rhee, Stone wondered why his country cast its lot
with “the unpopular side in Asia.” In a highly controversial book, The Hidden
History of the Korean War, Stone charged Rhee; Chiang Kai-shek, former
ruler of China, now residing on the island of Taiwan; American commander
Douglas MacArthur; and President Truman with conspiring to bring about the
North Korean attack. The start of the Korean War convinced Stone to accept
an assignment as the Daily Compass’s European correspondent, and in August
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1950, he and his wife, Esther, took their three children to live in France. He
was unable to “stand America any longer” because of its “Mad Hatter quality”
and apparent movement “toward Fascism and folly.”

With the Compass experiencing financial difficulties, Stone soon returned
to Washington, where he declared that “the land of the brave and the home
of the free” appeared increasingly like “the land of the belly-crawler and the
home of the fearful.” As members of the CPUSA continued criticizing him,
Stone bristled that “the possessors of the One True Faith” always dismis-
sively viewed “erring heathen like me.” The persistent red-baiting of the
Old Left, already weakened by the sectarianism that divided it, eventually
doomed the Compass, which stopped publishing in late 1952. Its demise left
the forty-four-year-old Stone, now viewed with still greater suspicion by the
FBI, which opened “Espionage” and “Security” files on him, without work.
the Nation turned down his request for his old job in Washington, the editor
recalling Stone’s petulant dealings with colleagues and egomaniacal man-
ner. Consequently, Stone decided to establish his own brand of “independent
liberal journalism.” In a letter to friends and subscribers of a series of leftist
publications, Stone indicated that he had been allowed to operate in America
without “dictation, personal or political.” While the socialism they believed in
was inevitable, Stone declared, so too was “the libertarian ideal” they favored,
though authoritarians of both the left and the right imperiled it.

On January 17, 1953, the initial edition of I.F. Stone’s Weekly—produced
out of Izzy’s basement in Washington, DC—appeared, mere days before
Dwight David Eisenhower’s inauguration as president of the United States.
Stone quickly amassed 5,300 charter subscribers, including such old friends
and fans as Albert Einstein, the world’s most renowned scientist; Bertrand Rus-
sell, the Welsh philosopher, mathematician, writer, social activist, and recent
recipient of the Nobel Prize for Literature; and Eleanor Roosevelt willing to
pay the five-dollar annual rate for the four-page newsletter. Of considerable
help was the second-class mailing rate afforded by the U.S. Postal Service,
which made it possible to ship each copy for only one-eighth of a cent. Izzy
determinedly served as publisher, editor, reporter, proofreader, and layout
artist in an often pressure-packed situation, while Esther handled financial
affairs. Stone envisioned a paper that was radical in content but conservative
in appearance, featuring documentation culled from the records of official
hearings, other public transcripts, and government records, as well as “the
significant trifle” overlooked by other journalists.

Less than two months later, when Joseph Stalin died on March 5, 1953,
Stone acknowledged the self-styled “Man of Steel”” as one of the modern era’s
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“giant figures.” Yet the early issues of the Weekly displayed Stone’s continu-
ing concern about “the gloomy thought controls” characterizing Soviet-style
communism and about the Soviet Union’s “indifference to mass suffering and
individual injustice, a sycophancy and an iron-clad conformity” that “disgraced
the socialist ideal.” When riots protesting labor conditions broke out later that
year in East Germany, Stone, in the fashion of many on the left, was initially
dumbfounded but had to acknowledge that the riots were “all too real.” When
Nikita Khrushchev won the power struggle in the Soviet Union, Stone hoped
that the Russians were finally learning to unloosen the “unpleasant draconian
... stooge rule” they had held over much of Eastern Europe. But again like many
Old Leftists, he was stunned when, at the Soviet Communist Party’s Twentieth
Congress in February 1956, Khrushchev denounced Stalin as a paranoid, mania-
cal butcher whose purges and slave labor camps had disgraced the communist
state. On March 26, Stone referred to Khrushchev’s speech as “communism’s
self-exposure,” which demonstrated that the Soviet Union, “backward” as it had
proven to be, was no fit role model. The communists themselves were revealed “as
prize idiots abroad and prize cowards within Russia.” It was time, Stone declared,
for the Left to acknowledge that the communist movement was finished.

He considered it essential now to visit the Soviet bloc, a trip he had previ-
ously avoided making. To ensure that his latest passport was approved, he had
to submit a handwritten note to the U.S. Passport Office declaring that he was
“not and never . . . (had) been a member of the Communist Party.” Now, no
matter the consequences, he felt compelled to tell the truth as he saw it. The
Soviet Union “is not a good society,” he charged, “and it is not led by good
men. No society is good in which men fear to think—much less speak—freely.”
For the independent thinker, the intellectual, or anyone concerned about
humanistic values, the Soviet Union remained “a hermetically sealed prison,
stifling in its atmosphere of complete, rigid and low-level thought control”
that had spawned an entire generation of bootlickers.

When Russian tanks rolled into the streets of Budapest in October 1956,
quashing the Hungarian freedom fighters who sought to discard Soviet con-
trol and usher in democracy, Stone’s disillusionment deepened. Even before
the Politburo acted, Stone acknowledged that it was unsettling “for those of
us who all our lives regarded socialism as our ideal” to witness the depth of
the workers’ discontent with the workers’ state. Now heading the revolt in
Hungary, like the one that had recently occurred in Poland, were the very
groups—workers, students, and intellectuals—that had been most drawn to
the socialist banner during the lifetime of Karl Marx, the nineteenth-century
philosopher and political economist who became a founding father of com-

40



L.E. StoNE

munism. They might be doing the same in Czechoslovakia and Russia in the
not-too-distant future, he suggested. Thus, for Stone, the Hungarian Revolution
had vanquished “the last illusions of an era.” More was at stake, he warned,
than the image of the Soviet Union. Socialism’s good name had been marred
by communist rule, which was unfortunate because socialism was needed to
uplift “underdeveloped” countries.

In his own country, Stone hoped that a reconstituted Left could appear. He
affirmed that the CPUS A boasted “good, devoted and heroic people,” but also
a small cadre of “submissive and obsequious fanatics” who blindly accepted
party directives. In late October 1957, Stone noted his favorite quotation,
penned by the great French writer Albert Camus: “Every revolutionary ends
by becoming either an oppressor or a heretic.” Such pronouncements hardly
delighted all Stone’s subscribers, but many were pleased by his determina-
tion to aid “the search for peace,” as he put it. They applauded the Weekly’s
revelation in 1958 that the Atomic Energy Commission had been disingenuous
regarding its ability to track nuclear tests, as required for the creation of a test-
ban treaty. A good number of his readers also appreciated Stone’s warning that
Cuba, taken over by a group of young revolutionaries headed by Fidel Castro,
not be transformed into “our Latin American Hungary.” Stone praised Castro
as a modern hero who had successfully battled against “the Colossus of the
North.” Once again, Stone proved susceptible to utopian visions of romantic
revolutionaries ushering in the good society, albeit in other lands.

Such a propensity hardly endeared Stone to government officials, who were
already little disposed to think well of him. On January 27, 1959, Francis E.
Walter, head of the HUAC denounced Stone as having “publicly the worst
front record of anybody that I know.” Nevertheless, Stone’s star rose as the
1960s unfolded. His consistent support for the civil rights movement, praise
for the early New Left, and prophetic warnings about American operations in
Southeast Asia caused the Weekly’s subscription figures to soar. While Stone
had previously called for an American Gandhi to head a civil rights crusade,
he appreciated the frustrations and anger that led many African Americans to
identify with the militant stance of Malcolm X and black power advocates.
He applauded the formation of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com-
mittee (SNCC) and Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), organizations
that promised to avoid the ideological straitjacket that had crippled the Old
Left. Members of the New Left, in turn, devotedly read the Weekly; many,
like SDS leaders Tom Hayden and Todd Gitlin, considered Stone an iconic
figure who was one of the few able to bridge the chasm between the new,
young radicals and the Old Left.
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To the delight of New Leftists, the journalist warned that in the swamps of
Vietnam, “swarming gnats can devour a giant,” and he condemned “the Steve
Canyon comic strip mentality” that appeared to guide U.S. policy regarding
Southeast Asia. Elegantly, Stone suggested that military theorists at the Pen-
tagon failed to take into account “the injured racial feelings, the misery, the
rankling slights, the hatred, the devotion, the inspiration and the desperation”
of guerrilla fighters. Consequently, those strategists proved unable to under-
stand what compelled those men “to take to the bush and live gun in hand
like a hunted animal.” Stone dismissed counterinsurgency as “the dazzling
latest military toothpaste for social decay” and condemned the U.S. military
for “the uprooting of the rural population and its incarceration in stockaded
villages, the spraying of poisons from the air on crops and cattle in violation
of the Geneva Convention, the use of napalm for attack on villages suspected
of harboring rebels.” He worried that the American government seemed to
subscribe to the doctrine that “pure ‘might’ is right” and to view Vietnam as
“a training ground for the Legions of the Pax Americana.”

But Stone also condemned hate-filled rhetoric and Leninist tactics that,
by the late 1960s, replaced SNCC’s call for the “beloved community” and
SDS’s affirmation of participatory democracy. He was particularly troubled
by the playing-at-revolution antics of groups like the Black Panthers and the
Weathermen—which included his niece, Kathy Boudin. And he pointedly
wrote, “We are not going to sell peace by spreading hate and hysteria.” In
addition, he warned, “You cannot beat men into angels, nor make them better
by calling them ‘pigs.”” His Vietnam analyses were perhaps his most poignant
and undoubtedly his most popular articles, enabling the Weekly’s subscription
totals to surpass the 70,000 mark by 1971. Stone presciently warned that the
longer the war went on, the more difficult the peace process would become.

Due to deteriorating health, Stone shut down the newsletter in December
1971. He continued to write for the influential New York Review of Books—to
which he had first contributed essays in 1964—and other leading publications
around the country. With the closing of the Weekly, the Washington Post ac-
claimed Stone as possibly “the only Marxist ever to make good as a capitalist
in the fiercely competitive jungle of American free enterprise journalism.” Col-
umnist Nicholas von Hoffman noted that Stone’s “skeptical way of working”
had required insider information, making Izzy “the top investigative reporter
of his era.” In the period of his semi-retirement, Stone wrote a best seller,
The Trial of Socrates, and appeared at countless universities in the United
States and abroad. In the process, a prediction he had made long ago came
to fruition; increasingly, he was no longer viewed as “a pariah” or simply “a
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character” but rather as something of “a national institution.” Perhaps this was
so because Stone’s reportage had lost its dramatic flair, and the journalistic
lion, despite the occasional roar, seemed somewhat defanged. He died at
Boston’s Brigham and Women’s Hospital on May 21, 1989.

The controversies that had always swirled about him never entirely abated.
After his death, the National Review dismissed him as “a conformist, a lock-
step leftist.” More disturbing still were charges that Stone had been paid for
delivering information to Soviet agents. Although these charges were never
substantiated, they renewed decades-long battles regarding the very nature of
the American Old Left. At the same time, in journalism schools and throughout
the journalistic trade, I.F. Stone remained highly esteemed for his principled
stands and the quality of his investigative work and for having inspired a
generation of journalists.

J. EDGAR HOOVER
Fighter Against the Red Menace

As chief of the General Intelligence Division (GID) of the Department of
Justice, J. Edgar Hoover initially made his mark shortly after World War I by
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devising a card file index to monitor radicals in the United States. Covering
radical individuals, groups, and publications throughout the country, the GID
also singled out such liberal figures as Senator Robert M. La Follette, social
worker Jane Addams, and federal judge George Anderson. Within a matter
of months, the collection contained some 150,000 names, a figure that tripled
by 1921. In 1919 and 1920, federal agents relied on Hoover’s list to carry out
the Palmer raids, a series of actions against radical aliens, under the auspices
of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer. Over the next half-century, Hoover
proved instrumental in ensuring that the U.S. government and the American
people viewed radicals in a suspicious light. Through both legal and extralegal
means, he targeted a procession of left-of-center individuals and organiza-
tions, particularly those tied to the American Communist Party but also other
leading representatives of the Old Left, such as L.F. Stone, notwithstanding the
distance he maintained from the Communist Party. Hoover’s early involvement
with the World War I-era Red Scare only convinced him that all radicals were
suspect and should be closely followed by government agents.

John Edgar Hoover was born on January 1, 1895, into a middle-class fam-
ily that resided in a Victorian house in the southeastern sector of the nation’s
capital. He was the last of four children raised by Dickerson Naylor Hoover,
who boasted English and German origins, and Annie Marie Scheitlin, whose
Swiss ancestors immigrated to the United States in the early nineteenth century.
Distinguished relatives on Annie’s side included her grandfather and great-
uncle, both of whom served as Swiss consul to the United States; a federal
judge; and U.S. Supreme Court justice Harold Burton. Dickerson, like his
own father, had a job with the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, working as
a plate maker before heading the printing division. His son, Dickerson Jr.,
several years older than John Edgar, eventually was named inspector general
of the U.S. Steamboat Inspection Service.

The family disciplinarian, Annie particularly influenced her youngest,
John Edgar, fostering both belief in time-honored virtues and an ambitious
nature. Nevertheless, he discarded his mother’s Lutheranism to attend the
renowned Old First Presbyterian Church, whose members included many top
government officials. Drawn to Old First’s young minister, Donald Campbell
MacLeon, Hoover was soon teaching in the Sunday school, which champi-
oned traditional American values. Attending segregated Central High, one of
Washington’s finest schools, Hoover excelled on the debate team, served as
one of three captains of the Central High School Cadet Corps, and became
class valedictorian. Although aspiring to become an attorney, rather than a
preacher as some friends had anticipated, Hoover retained a belief, as historian
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Richard Gid Powers noted, “in progressive America’s white Christian vision
of good and evil.”

During Hoover’s senior year, his father suffered a nervous breakdown.
Declining a scholarship to the University of Virginia, Hoover chose to remain
in the family home and to accept a position as junior messenger for the Li-
brary of Congress, while enrolling in evening classes at George Washington
University. Within three years, Hoover moved up the ranks at the Library of
Congress, becoming first a cataloger and then a clerk. He joined the Kappa
Alpha fraternity at George Washington, excelled in the classroom, and proved
adept at moot court proceedings. In 1916, he completed his bachelor of
law degree; the following year, he took a master’s in law. In late July 1917,
three months after the United States entered World War I, Hoover joined the
Department of Justice as an intelligence clerk, receiving an exemption from
military service. Within a year, he was promoted to the position of attorney,
which virtually doubled his pay to $1,800 a year.

Hoover’s ascent within the Justice Department proved meteoric. The young
attorney clearly stood out, dressing well, exhibiting an extraordinary attention
to detail, and seeking more responsibility, all of which apparently impressed
his superiors. The new special assistant to the attorney general for war work,
John Lord O’Brian, named Hoover to head a branch of the Enemy Alien
Registration Section. The Justice Department, which included the Bureau of
Investigation, was involved in a campaign against German spies, saboteurs,
and traitors; aliens were particularly viewed as suspect. The administration of
Woodrow Wilson, allied to the progressive movement that flourished during
the first decade-and-a-half of the twentieth century, sought to ameliorate the
worst aspects of industrial capitalism. Yet there was another side to progres-
sivism, a near-hysterical obsession with immigration restriction, prohibition of
alcohol, and the restriction of civil liberties. Although Hoover favored attempts
by progressives to modernize corporate or government practices, he exuded
both a stern sense of Victorian moralism and a marked parochialism.

After the war, Hoover, now special assistant to the attorney general, largely
instigated the Palmer Raids of 1919 and 1920, resulting in the arrest and
deportation of thousands of alien radicals. It was Hoover, rather than Attor-
ney General Palmer, who devised the card index system in Justice’s Radical
Division, soon renamed the General Intelligence Division, and selected the
individuals and groups to be rounded up. Quick to recognize the publicity
value of singling out key individuals for prosecution, Hoover went after anar-
chist leaders Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman, among the 249 aliens
deported to communist Russia on the “Red Ark.” As the Red Scare continued,
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Hoover evidently convinced Palmer to employ charged phrases like “moral
rats,” “scum of the earth,” and “pale pink parlor Bolsheviks.” He also edited
anewsletter, the Bureau of Investigation General Intelligence Bulletin, which
castigated leading figures on the left and condemned critics of the bureau’s
anticommunist drive, such as Assistant Secretary of Labor Louis B. Post and
journalist Walter Lippmann. In addition, Hoover initiated an investigation of
Marcus Garvey, the Jamaican immigrant and black nationalist, the first of his
campaigns against black leaders.

Hoover successively was appointed assistant director, acting director, and
finally, on December 19, 1924, permanent director of the Bureau of Investiga-
tion. Attorney General Harlan F. Stone wanted Hoover to clean up the bureau,
which had acquired an unsavory reputation for politically motivated inves-
tigations under director William J. Burns. Having dissolved the GID, Stone
ordered Hoover to investigate only “violations of law,” not political beliefs
or activities. Hoover agreed to this condition, but continued to covertly tail
a series of individuals, along with various organizations. Later, the adminis-
tration of Herbert Hoover demanded political intelligence from the bureau.
In 1930, its director willingly appeared before the Fish Committee, headed
by Representative Hamilton Fish III, which sought to investigate communist
activities in the United States.

Determined to reshape the bureau’s image, Hoover underscored its profes-
sionalism, ensuring, for example, that the agency became renowned for its
fingerprinting expertise and compiling of crime statistics. During the Great
Depression of the 1930s, Hoover and the bureau achieved great fame bat-
tling a crime wave sweeping over the country. Hoover cracked a series of
cases involving notorious gangsters like Pretty Boy Floyd and John Dillinger.
Hollywood films, such as G-Men, starring James Cagney, extolled the FBI.
Hoover became a trusted ally of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and the
bureau appeared to be integrally tied to the New Deal reforms. In 1935, Hoover
established a National Police Academy, linking the bureau and local police
forces. Aided by top assistants like Clyde Tolson, who had become Hoover’s
lifelong companion, he maintained strong-arm control of the agency, renamed
the Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1936. Perhaps most important of all,
Roosevelt removed any shackles that dated back to Harlan F. Stone’s tenure.
Hoover consequently increased the bureau’s domestic intelligence work, trail-
ing “Nazi groups.” Then, on August 24, 1936, Roosevelt called for intelligence
information on “subversive activities in the United States, particularly Fascism
and Communism.”

To provide such information, Hoover devised a new General Intelligence
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Section within the FBI. At the same time, he relied on an index of 2,500 indi-
viduals purportedly “engaged in activities of Communism, Nazism and various
forms of foreign espionage.” He leaked information to the HUAC, which was
formed in 1938, so that leftists in particular could be assailed. Hoover also
initiated the Custodial Detention Program, which targeted individuals to be
incarcerated during a national emergency. He cultivated relationships with
organizations across the American political and cultural landscape, including
the American Legion, the American Bar Association, and the U.S. Chamber
of Commerce, and established a network of informers designed to ferret out
“subversive activities” throughout the nation.

In addition, Hoover allowed FBI agents to wiretap without court orders, to
open mail, and to conduct break-ins of those considered subversive or engaged
in espionage. Even after America entered the war in 1941, the FBI continued
to follow Soviets officials and American communists more closely than it
did Axis agents and their supporters in the United States. Nevertheless, the
FBI long failed to identify Soviet espionage operations or to build a case to
prosecute either Soviet operatives or their American accomplices. Criticisms
of FBI practices, such as those offered by L.LF. Stone, occurred from time to
time. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, for example, critics, including Sena-
tor Harry S Truman, questioned why Hoover had not detected the presence
of so-called fifth columnists in Hawaii. Characteristically, Hoover dismissed
such queries as part of a concerted smear campaign by communists and their
“propagandists.”

Throughout this period, Hoover remained a trusted lieutenant of President
Roosevelt, who allowed him to help orchestrate censorship of news accounts
as the nation headed for war. The president also authorized the establishment
of a Special Intelligence Service within the FBI to ferret out information about
Axis operations in South America. Hoover successfully warded off a bid by
William Donovan’s Office of Strategic Services to conduct domestic intel-
ligence operations in the United States. Consequently, at the end of World
War 11, the FBI’s preeminence in the field of domestic security was assured.
In addition, Hoover had painstakingly carved out alliances with key media and
congressional figures, generally of a decidedly conservative cast. Beginning
in mid-April 1945, a pleased Hoover could listen to a new radio serial, This
Is Your FBI, which the bureau promoted.

However, Hoover’s relations with Roosevelt’s successor, President Tru-
man, proved troubled, just as a new international crisis brewed. Truman, after
all, had attacked the FBI’s failure to ward off the attack on Pearl Harbor. On
hearing that Roosevelt had died, Hoover ordered one of his top assistants to
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bring him any files on Truman. As suggested by a note Truman wrote to his
wife, Bess, the FBI director had good reason to be concerned. Declaring that
he was determined to prevent an “NKVD or Gestapo in this country,” Tru-
man wrote, “Edgar Hoover’s organization would make a good start toward a
citizen spy system. Not for me.” Still, the advent of the Cold War was timely
for Hoover, an inveterate anticommunist who had initially made his reputa-
tion in government circles by assailing alien radicals. Hoover warned that
American communists were again adopting a militant posture. Over the next
several years, in public addresses, in congressional hearings, and in print, he
assailed the CPUSA and its members as subversives who were determined to
harm the United States and provide comfort to its enemies. In the process, he
helped create the virulent Red Scare of the early postwar years.

Unleashing FBI agents to conduct political surveillance, Hoover increas-
ingly fed information to the White House, Congress, and friendly media
sources regarding the purported subversive activities of various individuals. He
quickly came to believe that the Truman administration was little inclined to
heed such warnings involving government officials like John Stewart Service
and Alger Hiss. Service, a leading China expert in the State Department, was
accused of delivering classified documents to Amerasia, a radical publication
that focused on international affairs. Hiss, who had steadily moved up the ranks
at State, had reportedly passed on crucial government papers to communist
spies during the 1930s. Much of the information the FBI received came from
ex-communists who themselves had been involved in espionage but had soured
on the Soviet Dream. Two of the most important of these figures were Elizabeth
Bentley, the “blond spy queen,” and Whittaker Chambers, who singled out
Hiss for his supposed communist ties and espionage operations.

In these and other noteworthy cases, the FBI seemingly failed to turn up
damning evidence. Its agents declined to reveal the discovery of highly sensi-
tive documents in the Amerasia offices, signs of espionage, and indications that
additional classified documents would be leaked. The bureau’s investigation
of Hiss, which included wiretapping, produced nothing incriminating; even if
it had, evidence obtained through break-ins and unauthorized wiretaps could
not be used in a court of law. Ironically, the FBI’s own heavy-handed practices
imperiled the prosecution of a number of celebrated cases, such as the one
involving Judith Coplon, a Justice Department employee accused of deliver-
ing FBI documents to a Soviet official. Hoover informed Attorney General
Tom Clark that if the defense team were allowed access to FBI materials, “the
future not only of the Bureau but of the Department and its effectiveness to
discharge its responsibilities in the more important field of national security”
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would be endangered. FBI documents pertaining to Coplon had been garnered
through wiretaps, while some of the records had been destroyed.

Although the FBI failed to prove it, the Soviet Union was indeed conduct-
ing espionage operations in the United States, relying on a small group of
Communist Party members or sympathizers willing to provide information
because of ideological commitment or for a price. Military intelligence, rather
than the FBI, carried out the Venona Project, which proved that actual cases
of espionage were occurring. President Truman remained unaware of Venona
at the time. Once again, thanks to publicity campaigns Hoover orchestrated,
he managed to mute criticism of the FBI, which more than ever was viewed
as the embodiment of moral rectitude and American ideals.

At the same time, Hoover stood ready to condemn those he viewed as remiss
in attacking the enemy. Hoover considered Truman’s response to the loyalty
dilemma inadequate, as demonstrated in the FBI director’s appearance before
HUAC on March 26, 1947. He charged that the CPUSA sought the violent
overthrow of the American government. The party members, he declared,
subscribed to “the one cardinal rule . . . that the support of Soviet Russia is
the duty of Communists of all nations.” Ominously, while one communist
could be found among every 2,277 individuals in prerevolutionary Russia,
“in the United States today there is one Communist for every 1814 persons
in the country.” Hoover offered his full support for HUAC’s determination to
root out “Communists and sympathizers” from government service. At the
same time, he feared “for the liberals and progressives . . . hoodwinked and
duped into joining hands with the Communists.”

All the while, the FBI engaged in a crusade of its own against countless
individuals and numerous groups, including those unfortunate enough to be
placed on the attorney general’s list of supposedly subversive organizations
in November 1947. As it had since early in the war, the bureau examined
purported communist influence in Hollywood. Repeatedly, agents broke into
the headquarters of the Communist Party in Los Angeles to garner the names
of those who would soon be grilled by investigative committees. In similar
fashion, the FBI attempted to find out who in government service might be
homosexual. Such individuals, the reasoning went, could be subjected to
blackmail. Indeed, the FBI had been collecting such information since 1937.
Later, the FBI established a Sex Deviate program that allowed allegations of
homosexual activity to be delivered to government officials. Cards in Hoover’s
Official and Confidential File referred to Democratic Party leader Adlai Ste-
venson, among others. Given rumors about Hoover’s own ambiguous sexual
orientation, the homophobic cast of the FBI proved hypocritical at best.

49



FicaTinG THE CoLD WAR AT HOME

In March 1948, President Truman issued an executive order foreclosing
the release of FBI files to Congress. Notwithstanding the presidential direc-
tive, Hoover continued to leak information to key allies in the legislative
branch, such as Senator Pat McCarran of Nevada, who chaired the Senate
Internal Security Subcommittee, and to other conservatives. Although his
relationship with Truman remained uneasy, Hoover strongly backed the Jus-
tice Department’s decision to use the 1940 Smith Act, which criminalized
advocating the violent overthrow of the U.S. government, to prosecute top
leaders of the Communist Party. The first trial saw Herbert Philbrick, reput-
edly a party official, deliver gripping testimony as an FBI informant. This
trial and others that followed drove many communists underground and all
but fatally weakened the party.

When Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin became a leading red-baiter
in 1950, he possessed a willing ally in Hoover, whose bureau passed him
confidential information. Without Hoover’s assistance, McCarthyism would
not have flourished as it did. Indeed, the entire postwar Red Scare, like the
one that followed World War I, owed much to Hoover’s machinations. Both
campaigns garnered great attention for Hoover, support for his crusades,
and, ultimately, heightened power for the FBI and its predecessor. During
the zenith of the domestic Red Scare, Hoover remained fixated on the politi-
cal activities and beliefs of those who were stationed on the left side of the
ideological spectrum, including Albert Einstein; Charlie Chaplin, the great
Hollywood actor; and Paul Robeson, also a film actor, who was one of the
nation’s foremost theatrical performers, and a social activist increasingly
viewed as pro-Soviet.

However, following Dwight Eisenhower’s election to the presidency,
McCarthy’s attacks became still more outlandish, and Hoover’s friendship
cooled. Hoover, in a concerted effort to ensure Eisenhower’s defeat of Adlai
Stevenson, had fed information to McCarthy and to Eisenhower’s running
mate, Richard M. Nixon, about Stevenson’s alleged homosexual escapades.
Now, Hoover had another ally in the White House, who, like the FBI chief,
favored a go-slow approach regarding civil rights. Hoover’s refusal to allow
more materials to be funneled to McCarthy proved damaging to the senator
when his tactics were challenged by CBS newsman Edward R. Murrow, Re-
publican senators Margaret Chase Smith and Ralph Flanders, and, to a certain
extent, the Eisenhower administration, which came to consider McCarthy out
of control. Hoover’s readiness to withdraw support from McCarthy did not
surprise one former assistant who later recalled, “He used him when he was
useful and then, later, dumped him when he wasn’t.”
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By contrast, the FBI continued to provide information—when it could
not be traced back to the bureau—to investigative committees and friendly
media that attacked both radicals and liberals. Moreover, Hoover was called
on by the administration to dig up dirt against its antagonists. In public fo-
rums, such as his annual sessions with the House Appropriations Committee,
Hoover was received warmly, with plaudits generously offered. One reason
for such favorable treatment was the batch of FBI files, replete with all sorts
of innuendoes and scuttlebutt, which Hoover held on both political figures
and journalists. These were the same kinds of documents he had gathered on
liberal and radical figures four decades earlier.

During the Eisenhower era, Hoover’s power reached its height. Both
President Eisenhower and Vice President Nixon maintained friendly relations
with Hoover, as did their staffs, enabling him to help determine government
policy. His influence also extended to his cronies in Congress, many situated
in key committee posts, and throughout the State Department, including its
Passport Division. At Hoover’s behest, countless well-known individuals suf-
fered indignities, including the denial or revocation of passports. A number
were placed on a watch list, which allowed FBI agents to track the overseas
travel of figures ranging from author John Steinbeck to U.S. Supreme Court
justice William O. Douglas. The nation’s top court was itself shaped, at least
in part, by Hoover, whose bureau carried out full field investigations of po-
tential nominees.

One issue—organized crime—did threaten to cause tensions between the
FBI and the Eisenhower administration. The attorney general, William Rogers,
believed that organized crime should be pursued. Hoover continued to insist, as
he had all along, that the very idea of a national crime network was “baloney.”
Earlier, Hoover had refused to provide assistance to Senator Estes Kefauver,
the head of the Senate Special Committee to Investigate Organized Crime in
Interstate Commerce. Kefauver had been forced to rely on Harry Anslinger
of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, whom Hoover despised, along with the
chiefs of crime commissions across the country. The FBI proved unwilling
even to help shield witnesses from hit men. Then, after two of his witnesses
had been murdered, Kefauver had to listen to Hoover say, “I regret to advise
the Federal Bureau of Investigation is not empowered to perform guard du-
ties.” However, the discovery by New York state police in November 1957
of a meeting of top Mafia bosses in Apalachin, New York, finally compelled
Hoover to make an effort to target organized crime.

He never did so with the kind of determination he demonstrated with regard
to the threat supposedly presented by domestic radicals. By 1957, the U.S.

o1



FicaTinG THE CoLD WAR AT HOME

Supreme Court, headed by Chief Justice Earl Warren, appeared increasingly
ill-disposed to support the infringements on the civil liberties of dissidents
that investigative committees and police agencies had long undertaken. Per-
haps the Court was able to render such decisions because the CPUSA, bat-
tered by disturbing revelations of Stalinist horrors by Soviet premier Nikita
Khrushchev, appeared weaker than ever. In the very period when the CPUSA’s
membership had plummeted and its moral standing, even among longtime
party faithful, seemed more tenuous than ever, Hoover chose to institute a new,
aggressive campaign against radicals. His Counter Intelligence Program, or
COINTELPRO, was designed to further weaken the CPUSA by engaging in
dirty tricks among the party faithful. The program relied on false rumors and
innuendoes, but also break-ins and wiretaps not approved by the courts. These
methods made perfect sense to Hoover, who continued to view the American
communist as “Public Enemy No. 1.” His worldview was expressed in the
ghost-written, best-selling book Masters of Deceit, which was released in
1958 by the Henry Holt publishing company, owned by Clint Murchison, a
right-wing Texas oilman who was a good friend of Hoover’s. The small size
of the CPUSA, the book claimed, made little difference because the Soviet
Union continued to steer the international communist movement: “Night after
night, week after week, these men and women are plotting against America,
working out smears, seeking to discredit free government, and planning for
revolution. They form the base of a gigantic pyramid of treason, stretching
from the little gray house with green shutters to the towers of the Kremlin.”

As the tumultuous 1960s unfolded, Hoover’s standing waxed and waned.
His relationship with President John F. Kennedy and especially Attorney Gen-
eral Robert F. Kennedy proved troubled. Hoover, long ago having discarded
any progressive pretenses, cared little for the reform agenda of the Kennedy
administration. He was particularly displeased with Robert Kennedy’s deter-
mination to rein in organized crime and his support, however belated, for the
civil rights campaign then flourishing in the American South. Hoover was
appalled by the attorney general’s style, disheveled appearance, and readiness
to pop into FBI headquarters uninvited. The Kennedys received reports from
some of their top advisers about hysterical rants on the part of the FBI direc-
tor. Not surprisingly, Hoover maintained an extensive file on both Kennedys,
focusing heavily on the president’s extramarital affairs.

While especially reluctant to devote the energies of the FBI to assisting the
Justice Department in protecting civil rights activists, Hoover expanded the
operations of COINTELPRO. Over the next several years, the FBI targeted
the Socialist Workers Party, the civil rights movement, and antiwar forces,
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sometimes using illegal wiretapping, break-ins, and dirty tricks. The FBI also
singled out individuals like Martin Luther King Jr. for surveillance. Seeking
cover, Hoover obtained authorization for bugging King from the attorney
general, who was worried about possible communist influence on the civil
rights leader and the damage the Kennedy administration would suffer if news
of that connection were released to the general public.

In contrast to President Kennedy, his successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson,
developed a much warmer relationship with the FBI director. Johnson,
like Hoover, apparently relished exploring the personal lives of various
individuals. He also called on Hoover to provide damaging information
about administration foes. Johnson particularly sought derogatory reports
regarding antiwar critics. So did Johnson’s successor, Richard Nixon. An
earlier beneficiary of FBI largesse and the recipient of political advice from
Hoover after his defeat in the 1960 presidential race, Nixon finally entered the
Oval Office in 1969. Early in his administration, Hoover’s support appeared
indispensable as the FBI boss provided apparently damning information
about sitting Supreme Court justices Abe Fortas and William O. Douglas.
Nixon wanted to transform the High Court by replacing liberal jurists with
more conservative ones. Hoover also offered information that Vice President
Spiro T. Agnew wielded against campus activists, the Black Panthers, and
antiwar protesters. At the behest of the Nixon administration, the FBI agreed
to wiretap Washington journalists, White House staffers, and employees of
the National Security Council, the State Department, and the Department
of Defense. Still, the bureau, like the Central Intelligence Agency, never
found the proof sought by Nixon, like Johnson before him, that the antiwar
movement was orchestrated from abroad.

Nixon’s support for Hoover waned dramatically when the FBI director
refused to support a full-scale campaign by the White House to widen the
scope of domestic security operations. Hoover’s opposition hardly rested
on principle, as his agents had repeatedly engaged in illegal wiretappings,
buggings, and break-ins. Rather, he feared the political fallout that might oc-
cur if the new campaign came under public scrutiny. His resistance ensured
that the Nixon administration would begin to view Hoover as a liability and
consider removing him from his post. Refusing to resign, Hoover held onto
his job until his death on May 2, 1972. Within a matter of weeks, the dirty
tricks carried out by the Nixon administration culminated in the break-in at
the Democratic Party’s national headquarters at the Watergate complex in
Washington, DC. The discovery of that felony and the ensuing cover-up,
along with the unveiling of other purported violations of the law by the Nixon
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administration eventually led to impeachment proceedings in Congress and,
ultimately, the president’s resignation.

In the mid-1970s, congressional hearings documented some of the abuses
that the FBI had undertaken under Hoover’s stewardship. In early 1976, At-
torney General Edward Levi, appointed by President Gerald R. Ford, crafted
new directives regarding domestic security investigations by the FBI. Some
critics urged that the J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington, where the
headquarters of the FBI was situated, be renamed. As the United States
began conducting a so-called war against terrorism in the early twenty-first
century, the administration of George W. Bush lifted the earlier restrictions
on the FBL

Conclusion

LF. Stone and J. Edgar Hoover stood on opposite sides of a political divide
separating strong-willed Americans in the first three-quarters of the twen-
tieth century. Over the course of his lifetime, Stone engaged in an odyssey
through the sectarian-ravaged thicket of American radicalism, delving into or
skating around the edges of liberalism, progressivism, socialism, and com-
munism. During the early stages of his lengthy career, Hoover also was part
of the progressive movement that then dominated American life, favoring
its modern-looking approach to order and efficiency but also exhibiting its
sometimes darker, moralistic side. Hoover became a leading figure in devis-
ing antiradical crusades, which he considered necessary to sustain sacrosanct
American values. The two men operated in different fashions, with the loner
Stone, alternately grumpy and gregarious, ever determined to carve out his
own path, even if that required him to criticize ideological kin, and the con-
summate government bureaucrat Hoover constructing his own empire at the
FBI that even presidents proved loath to challenge.

Study Questions

1. The American Left proved enormously controversial. What factors
led to the perception that the Left was “un-American”?

2. LF. Stone is considered a journalistic gadfly who questioned American
domestic and foreign policies. Why did he adopt this posture?

3. J.Edgar Hoover carved out a bureaucratic empire at the highest levels
of American government. What ideas guided Hoover as he became
such a powerful figure?
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4. What role did Hoover play in the emergence of the postwar Red
Scare?

5. Compare and contrast Stone’s and Hoover’s visions of the American
nation.
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The Transformation
of Popular Culture

In many ways, the 1950s were especially conducive to an unusually vibrant
American popular culture. American society was considerably more stable
than in past decades, undergirded by unprecedented material abundance, and
few social problems seemed urgent. More leisure time and spendable income
meant greater opportunities to enjoy films, sports, theater, books, magazines,
radio, television, and recorded music. While these circumstances produced a
great variety of celebrities in multiple areas, few captured the public’s atten-
tion as did Marilyn Monroe and Elvis Presley.

During the 1950s, Marilyn Monroe was widely celebrated as America’s
sex goddess, but her undeniable sexual allure was only part of her appeal.
A compelling innocence and modesty, combined with significant dramatic
and musical abilities, also fueled her meteoric rise to stardom. Monroe’s
preeminence as a pop icon coincided with an era in which Americans began
a tentative reevaluation of sexual mores. Fears about the erosion of morality
drove many people to a defense of traditional values and conventional attitudes
about female sexuality. Others, rejecting the hypocritical values of the past,
embraced a more open, healthy sexuality; their voices presaged a building
sexual revolution that erupted in full force in the following decade. Monroe,
the virtual embodiment of sensuality in a society that remained predominantly
conservative in its sexual attitudes, was at best an ambiguous symbol. Her
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personal tragedy stemmed from her inability to transcend the persona that
had brought her fame.

Elvis Presley was an unlikely avatar of the music revolution that he sparked.
The Mississippi-born teen was shy, unassuming, and initially unsure of his
musical identity. Nevertheless, the fusion of musical traditions that he rep-
resented not only gave definition to Presley’s unique style, but also laid the
foundations for the rock and roll revolution. Presley’s arrival on the scene in the
mid-1950s marked the end of a musical era dominated by bland, unchallenging
“adult” music. Henceforth, American youth had their own music, and it was
one of many things that increasingly differentiated them from their elders. It
was sensual, raw, loud, and, equally threatening, performed by musicians like
Presley, whose suggestive physical movements provoked shockingly emotional
responses from screaming fans. An overnight celebrity, Presley showcased his
music on television and in film as well as on records, achieving worldwide
fame by the late 1950s. His most innovative music came from these years; by
the 1960s, his career slumped as he devoted more time to films and innocuous
pop ballads. After a surprising comeback in 1968, Presley rapidly fell victim
to success and celebrity. His early death from drugs and self-indulgence was
testimony to the many stresses and inner conflicts that overwhelmed him.
Nevertheless, legions of rock musicians have testified to Presley’s influence
on them and his centrality to the pop music revolution.
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MARILYN MONROE
Symbol of the New Sexuality

On a cold, gray day in mid-February 1954, some 13,000 men of the First
Marine Division assembled at their isolated, mountainous base camp in the
northern reaches of South Korea. Shivering in the cold, they eagerly awaited
the arrival of a visitor whose appearance promised some relief from long
months of tedious duty. Eventually, an Army helicopter swooped in for a low
pass along the mountainside above the gathering. The aircraft’s side door
slid open to reveal a vision that must have seemed unreal to the hard-bitten
Marines. Marilyn Monroe, safely secured by two soldiers who sat on her feet
as she lay on her stomach, hung out the door laughing and blowing kisses to
the awed troops, whose cheering increased in volume with each of the four
passes that the helicopter made. By the time the craft set down, the crowd
was delirious with excitement.

The twenty-eight-year-old actress, only recently married to baseball legend
Joe DiMaggio, was already a cultural phenomenon, and her fame extended
to the multitude of military outposts that had spread across the globe with
the advance of the Cold War. Her popularity as a pinup girl, judged by the
photos displayed in GI barracks, was unrivaled. She received more fan let-
ters from military personnel than any other Hollywood star. Her appeal was
in part sensuous; blonde, blue-eyed, five—foot—five in height, and boasting
measurements of 37-23-36, Monroe projected a smoldering sexuality. The
complement to this, however, was a modest demeanor that conveyed vulner-
ability and even loneliness. In her USO-sponsored performance, she gave
the Marines the show they were expecting. Discarding her khaki pants and
windbreaker for a low-cut, sequined sheath dress, Monroe gamely rendered an
upbeat version of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend,” a showstopper from
her film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. She followed up with “Do It Again,” a
selection that brought howls of delight from the now nearly berserk audience.
The USO tour took her to nine more sites over four days, during which she
entertained over 100,000 GIs. Her Korean tour was a turning point in her life.
Long insecure and dependent on the advice and approval of a succession of
husbands, directors, and acting coaches, Monroe discovered that she could
succeed on her own. “Standing in the snowfall facing these yelling soldiers,”
she recounted to writer Ben Hecht, “I felt for the first time in my life no fear
of anything. I felt only happy.”

Her happiness proved fleeting. In later years, Monroe was persistently
haunted by feelings of inadequacy. Seeking to move beyond the limitations
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of the sex-kitten persona that had won her renown, she encountered numer-
ous obstacles and stresses that gradually overwhelmed her. Her celebrity
career paralleled an era during which American social and cultural values
were in subtle flux, reshaped by a multitude of postwar dynamics. Her public
image was built around a carefree celebration of sensuality, a concept that
contravened stubbornly conventional prevailing values in the 1950s. As the
decade wore on, a series of developments portended a coming revolution
in sexual mores and behavior, but Marilyn Monroe would not live to see its
culmination.

The woman that the world came to know as Marilyn Monroe was born
on June 1, 1926, in Los Angeles. Though she carried the name Norma Jean
Mortenson, she never knew with certainty who was her father. Her mother,
Gladys Mortensen, garnered a bewildering array of surnames (including
Monroe) in the course of an erratic personal life. A film cutter at RKO Stu-
dios, Gladys proved ill suited to motherhood and suffered extended episodes
of mental instability. Consequently, friends Albert and Ida Bolender took in
Norma Jean as a foster child only days after her birth. Thus began a childhood
filled with loss, uncertainty, and jarring shifts in direction. In 1933, Gladys, ac-
companied by friend Grace McKee, appeared at the Bolender home to reclaim
her daughter, and the two moved into a home near the Hollywood Bowl. During
these childhood years, Norma Jean was introduced to the cinematic world of
alluring actresses like Mae West, Katharine Hepburn, and, most significantly,
the famous temptress Jean Harlow. In early 1934, however, Gladys began a
period of near continual hospitalization from which she rarely reemerged.
Grace McKee accepted the responsibility for parenting her friend’s daughter
and quickly became the dominant influence in Norma Jean’s life.

Norma Jean’s life soon took yet another unexpected direction when McKee
married Ervin Goddard, an aspiring actor who saw the child as an unwelcome
burden. In 1935, Norma Jean was signed into the Los Angeles Orphans Home,
which she was dragged in and out of for the next seven years. In 1942, at age
sixteen, Norma Jean was dating Jim Dougherty, a twenty-one-year-old aircraft
plant worker. Grace, who thought marriage a reasonable expedient, pushed the
couple toward a June wedding, after which they moved into a rented cabin in
Sherman Oaks. Although Norma Jean accepted the arrangement, she always
felt that she “never had a choice.” Not surprisingly, the marriage gradually
unraveled. Dougherty, who joined the Merchant Marine, proved jealous and
controlling. Norma Jean, increasingly dissatisfied and bored, found wartime
work at the Radioplane Company, where she sprayed varnish on fuselage
fabric. It was there in 1944 that David Conover, an army photographer work-
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ing for Yank magazine, spotted her and recognized her uniqueness. “There
was a luminous quality to her face,” he remembered, “a fragility combined
with astonishing vibrancy.” In August 1945, she signed with the Blue Book
Agency, which promised a path to fame for aspiring models and actresses. On
the advice of her employer, who pointed out that “gentlemen prefer blondes,”
Norma Jean had her brown hair lightened to a golden blonde. It was the first
of many cosmetic changes that would transform Norma Jean’s appearance
over the next half-dozen years.

Her career developed quickly; by spring 1946, she had appeared on the
covers of thirty-three magazines. Part of the price of success in her chosen
field, however, was personal compromise. Norma Jean accepted the prevailing
practice of granting sexual favors to photographers who best promoted her
interests. That August she was offered a screen test at Twentieth Century Fox
Studios, where cinematographer Leon Shamroy recalled the startling impres-
sion she made: “I got a cold chill. Every frame of the test radiated sex. She
didn’t need a sound track—she was creating effects visually.” She would be,
he thought, “another Harlow.” Having signed a contract with Fox, Norma Jean
was summoned to studio head Ben Lyon’s office to settle the still confusing
matter of her name. Beginning a new life, she rejected both her maiden name
and her married name, taking instead the surname of her mother’s family.
Pondering a new first name, Lyon recalled an actress he had once known by
the name of Marilyn Miller. “T know who you are,” he proclaimed, “you’re
Marilyn!” Assuming a name both memorable and euphonic, Marilyn Monroe
stepped away from her past. Long dependent on the charity and approval of
others, she was now poised to define herself and to realize her own ambitions.
The last remaining immediate obstacle was her marriage to Jim Dougherty,
which she ended that September.

It soon became apparent that a studio contract did not bring instant stardom.
Monroe appeared in two forgettable 1947 films, Scudda-Hoo! Scudda-Hay!
and The Dangerous Years. When her contract was not renewed that year, she
attended classes at the Actors Laboratory, where she was exposed to serious
drama. Her financial situation deteriorated, however, and following a chance
meeting with actor John Carroll, Monroe confided that all her money went
toward rent, acting classes, and auto repairs. She survived, she confessed,
by prostituting herself near Hollywood Boulevard. Carroll and his wife, Lu-
cille, were appalled at her misfortunes and temporarily took her in. In 1948,
Monroe signed a six-month contract with Columbia Studios, contingent on
her agreeing to cosmetic changes, including raising her hairline and further
lightening her hair color. She was then turned over to Columbia’s drama
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coach, the German-born Natasha Lytess. Strong-willed and opinionated,
Lytess exercised considerable influence over Monroe until the actress ended
the relationship in 1953.

In May 1949, Monroe dropped by the Hollywood studio of photographer
Tom Kelley, who hired her for a beer advertisement. Impressed with what he
saw, he called her back when he was asked to provide an artfully rendered
nude photo for a calendar. Monroe accepted the assignment, for which she was
paid $50. She never saw Kelley again, but two of his photos were destined to
become famous three years later. In the next few years, Monroe’s film career
moved forward fitfully, gaining considerable momentum from her appearance
in John Huston’s crime thriller The Asphalt Jungle, but stalling in thirteen
unremarkable films in which she was always relegated to the role of a vacu-
ous, sexy blonde. Her loneliness and need for approbation drew her into a
succession of affairs with agents, coaches, and others who could forward her
ambitions—perhaps most notably with director Elia Kazan. A new seven-year
contract with Fox in 1951 testified to her growing popularity, however, and
offered promise of future success.

That same year, Monroe was introduced to Arthur Miller, who was col-
laborating to produce his play The Hook with Kazan. Miller later remembered
how, when they shook hands, “the shock of her body’s motion sped through
me, a sensation at odds with her sadness.” Monroe, whose personal experience
predisposed her to empathize with life’s victims, was immediately drawn to
Miller, whom she saw as a brilliant, courageous man unjustly stigmatized for
his left-wing political sentiments. Though the two parted only as acquain-
tances, Miller was clearly overwhelmed by the young actress. Even years later,
the playwright recounted the impact of “the solemnity of feeling in her eyes”
and her “childish voracity.” “I knew,” he recalled with perhaps unconscious
melodrama, “I must flee or walk into a doom beyond all knowing.” In early
1952, another admirer arranged to meet Monroe. Joe DiMaggio, at thirty-
seven, was one of the most famous names in baseball history. Having signed
with the New York Yankees in 1935, “Joltin’ Joe” was the center fielder for nine
world championship teams, attaining enduring national celebrity. Hampered
by injuries, DiMaggio left the Yankees in late 1951 and accepted employment
as host of a New York television show. His infatuation with Monroe was
prompted by a photo of the actress dressed in a revealing “baseball” outfit.
Following an initial dinner date, the couple began a passionate romance much
remarked on in the press. Though their mutual attraction was sincere, the two
held conflicting expectations for their relationship. Monroe saw in DiMaggio
a strong, protective figure who would encourage her ambitions. DiMaggio was
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entranced by the idea of marriage to an exceptionally beautiful woman who
would fulfill the role of housewife and mother as defined by the traditional
Italian American culture he had grown up in. Like Monroe’s former husband,
the famous athlete was jealous and possessive. It was their mutual misfortune
that they sought to make a life together at a point at which DiMaggio’s fame
had already peaked, whereas Monroe’s star was ascendant.

In March, Fox Studios was confronted with a potentially damaging public
relations problem involving its rising star. One of Kelley’s nude photos that
Monroe had posed for in 1949 had appeared on calendars in 1951 and 1952. In
an era in which censorship was more the rule than the exception, Hollywood’s
films were expected to conform to the quasi-Victorian standards of the Motion
Picture Production Code, and nude calendar photos were widely held to be
vulgar, if not obscene. Much to the relief of studio heads, Monroe skillfully
turned the controversy in her favor, explaining in an interview with a reporter
that she had agreed to the nude photo session out of financial necessity. “That
wasn’t a terrible thing to do, was it?”” she tearfully asked the correspondent.
As the story broke in the Los Angeles Herald Examiner, the focus was on the
actress’s courage in owning up to a difficult decision she had made in earlier
and more desperate circumstances. It was a brilliant strategy that stressed the
empathetic dimension of Monroe’s public image—the lost waif, vulnerable,
innocent, and ultimately pure of heart.

The following year, Hugh Hefner, an aspiring writer and publisher, per-
ceived the commercial potential of a magazine that would promote a new, hip
lifestyle centered on the open expression and celebration of sexuality. As he
prepared the first issue of Playboy, which would appear in December 1953,
he concluded that the nude Monroe photo was the obvious choice for the
cover. Hefner intended to create a classy, sophisticated magazine that would
cater to a new universe of male fantasies that a stable and materially abundant
postwar America made possible. Playboy, he explained, would be ““a pleasure
primer styled for the male taste.” Hefner’s genius, as sex researcher Paul
Gebhard noted in 1967, was to link “sex with upward mobility.” Though the
magazine’s most direct appeal was to young, single men, even older, married
men could participate at least partially in the good life that Hefner defined.
In the magazine’s premiere issue, Hefner touted the material essentials of a
new suburban hedonism: tailored Ivy League clothes, expensive liquors and
stereo equipment, flashy sports cars. For those prosperous men whose family
commitments precluded indulgence in libertine sexuality, the desire to live the
sophisticated life could be at least partially fulfilled by the acquisition of its
material symbols. For most single American males, guiltless sex for pleasure,
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as advocated in Playboy, remained an unfulfilled if alluring possibility. But
according to magazine cofounder Victor Lownes, Hefner and Playboy had
“stoked the rebellion against the idea that pleasure automatically equates to
evil. . . . We felt that America had outgrown that attitude.”

The same year that Playboy began publication, Monroe’s movie career
soared with the release of two films that allowed her to demonstrate a fuller
range of talents. In Niagara, a suspenseful film noir, Monroe was the seduc-
tive and dangerous Rose Loomis, a role that went far beyond the cheery,
superficial characters she had most often played. Her subsequent role as the
beautiful, seemingly naive gold digger Lorelei Lee in the light comedy-musical
Gentlemen Prefer Blondes showcased the actress’s singing. Her rendition of
“Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” was later deemed legendary. Unfortu-
nately, the role of Lorelei Lee did much to affirm an almost universal image
of Monroe as an impossibly voluptuous, somewhat vacuous blonde bomb-
shell. She was not, nor did she want to be, Lorelei Lee, but rather aspired to
serious dramatic roles. Her final film that year, the comedy How to Marry a
Millionaire, was well received, but it was not a vehicle for the realization of
serious ambitions.

Monroe’s growing stature as the embodiment of uninhibited sexuality co-
incided with the 1953 publication of Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the
Human Female. An Indiana University scientist, Kinsey had previously pub-
lished Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, a lengthy, jargon-ridden statistical
study that nonetheless achieved best-seller status in 1948. Kinsey’s findings
about male sexual behavior, especially extramarital sex and homosexuality,
provoked outrage from a public that resisted acknowledging sexual behaviors
that did not comport with professed values. Presented in similarly detached
scientific language, Kinsey’s study of female sexuality sold 185,000 copies
in ten days and generated a firestorm of moral indignation, not least over the
author’s conclusion that significant numbers of women were engaging in sex
outside of marriage and, single and otherwise, enjoying it. Evangelist Billy
Graham condemned Kinsey for contributing to “the already deteriorating
morals of America.” The head of the Union Theological Seminary denounced
the study as “revealing a prevailing degradation in American morality approxi-
mating the worst decadence of the Roman Empire.” The head of Indiana’s
Roman Catholic diocese warned that Kinsey’s studies helped “pave the way
for people to believe in communism.” Such heated denunciations of Kinsey’s
studies reflected a disjunction in American sexual values that was becoming
manifest in the 1950s, suggesting that the reports conveyed behavioral realities
that many preferred to dismiss. American society remained, as one historian
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observed, “in the throes of a kind of adolescent confusion about sex.” A wider
acceptance of sexual openness and broadened conceptions of sexuality were
still a decade in the future. For the time being, the frank sexuality of Marilyn
Monroe remained incompatible with the canons of traditional morality.

Monroe’s growing fame as the embodiment of sexual availability was
not without complications. Jealous and dismissive of Monroe’s acting ambi-
tions, DiMaggio frequently criticized her dress and behavior but nevertheless
continued to profess his desire for marriage. Ignoring these warning signs,
Monroe agreed, and they were married in a civil ceremony at city hall in San
Francisco in early 1954. Shortly afterward, the couple departed for Japan,
where DiMaggio hoped to maintain his public visibility by attending some
rookie training sessions and exhibition games. It was from Japan that Monroe
departed with the USO for Korea and the restoration of her self-confidence.
The couple returned to the United States to find both challenges and af-
firmations that year. DiMaggio’s resentment of his wife’s fame and brazen
sexuality only intensified with time, straining their marriage. Monroe, who
had twenty-four films to her credit between 1947 and 1954, was determined
to be more selective about her roles even if it meant making fewer films—she
would complete only five more through the end of her life. She now assumed
alook that reflected her admiration for Jean Harlow—her hair dyed platinum
and her body regularly clothed in shimmering white fabrics. As the pressures
in her personal and professional life mounted, she commonly relied on seda-
tives for sleep, and rumors soon circulated concerning her late arrival on sets,
emotional outbursts, and frequent drowsy demeanor.

Back at Fox following a brief disagreement, Monroe went to work on The
Seven Year Itch, a comedy in which she played opposite Tom Ewell. In early
September, the production crew flew to New York City for on-location film-
ing and, on announced days, huge crowds turned up to catch a glimpse of the
famous actress. On September 15, one of the most famous scenes in American
film history was created when Monroe stood over a sidewalk grating in front
of Lexington Avenue’s Trans-Lux Theater. As cameras rolled, a fan beneath
the grating lifted her pleated white skirt to reveal her underwear, as Monroe
took on an expression of incongruously innocent delight. As the sequence
was repeated multiple times, hundreds of still photographers captured the
event from a number of vantage points. Few images of Marilyn Monroe so
captured the public fancy, and probably none so enraged her jealous husband.
Forewarned by columnist Walter Winchell about the Lexington Avenue shoot,
DiMaggio had rushed to New York to witness the event. Infuriated by what
he saw, DiMaggio stormed off to a bar. The next morning, in the aftermath
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of a loud nighttime quarrel between the two, Monroe’s coach Natasha Lytess
encountered a bruised and shaken actress. Two weeks later, she filed for
divorce, publicly attributing the split to a “conflict of careers.” Privately, she
confided, “I couldn’t be the Italian housewife he wanted me to be.”

Monroe’s continuing search for identity and independence led her away
from the screen image that had brought fame. In 1955, intent on deepening
her acting talents, she moved to New York to study at the Actors Studio with
Lee and Paula Strasberg, who insisted that she would never realize her true
potential until she came to grips with her personal past. Accordingly, Monroe
began sessions with a psychotherapist, the first of several she consulted. Her
therapy sessions kept her in a constant state of emotional turmoil, driving
her to use more drugs to counter anxiety and sleeplessness. The search for
personal happiness led Monroe back to Arthur Miller, who had been in her
thoughts even during her marriage to DiMaggio. Though Miller was married,
the two began a relationship in 1955. Monroe was impressed with the thirty-
seven-year-old playwright’s intellect and his determination to defend his work
against allegations that it was subversive. She was, however, unaware that her
association with Miller, who was under scrutiny by the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, would cause the agency to open a file on her as well. In June
1956, shortly after he obtained a divorce, Miller and Monroe were married
in White Plains, New York.

Monroe’s blossoming relationship with Miller coincided with her return
to Hollywood filmmaking in some well-received movies. Typifying the new
acclaim, one critic declared that Monroe’s performance in Bus Stop (1956)
“effectively dispels once and for all the notion that she is merely a glamour
personality.” The following year, in The Prince and the Showgirl, Monroe
delivered another performance that generally brought praise. In her private
life, however, new problems arose. Monroe became pregnant and eventually
suffered a miscarriage. The following year, an ectopic pregnancy resulted in a
brief hospitalization. She also struggled to maintain her marriage with Miller,
whom she feared she was losing due to the emotional distance between the
two. Aware of her concern, Miller sought to demonstrate his commitment
to her by crafting his short story “The Misfits” into a screenplay in which
Monroe would play Roslyn, the female lead. Miller’s Roslyn, however, was
a beautiful naif, an idealized version of his wife. Monroe was insulted by this
condescending characterization, and as her relationship with Miller deterio-
rated, she increasingly sought refuge in alcohol and prescription drugs.

Even as Monroe’s quest for personal fulfillment intensified during the late
1950s, there were continuing indications that American sexual attitudes were
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shifting. In 1956, Grace Metalious, a previously unpublished writer, galvanized
millions of readers with her novel Peyton Place, a steamy account of lust and
marital infidelity in an otherwise conservative New England town. With more
than 10 million copies sold within a few years, it was the best-selling novel to
date. The barriers of censorship were further breached in 1958 with the publi-
cation of Vladimir Nabokov’s scandalous Lolita and the long-suppressed D.H.
Lawrence novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which appeared the same year. The
new openness about sexuality in literature coincided with Marilyn Monroe’s
continued ascent as a visual symbol of unrestrained sensuality. In early 1958,
after a two-year hiatus from making films in Hollywood, Monroe agreed to
appear in Some Like It Hot (1959), a comedy whose exploration of gender
roles and sexuality was, in the socially conservative 1950s, considered risqué.
Though the film proved a success, Monroe faced personal tragedy again when
she miscarried in December. As tensions grew at the Miller/Monroe home
in Bel Air, the actress was drawn into an affair with costar Yves Montand
during the filming of Let’s Make Love (1960). Increasingly distraught, she
began regular sessions with Los Angeles psychoanalyst Ralph Greenson, an
ardent advocate of drug therapy. It was the beginning of a dubious relation-
ship. In contravention of all professional ethics, Greenson drew Monroe into
his family, which only increased her dependence.

Events came to a climax in 1960 during the filming of The Misfits. Monroe’s
role in Miller’s screenplay was a barely disguised recapitulation of all her past
failed relationships with older men. As the production company went to work in
the Nevada heat, Monroe soon succumbed to the emotional and physical stress.
Filming was halted temporarily in late August when she suffered a “nervous
breakdown.” Though she returned to complete the film, it found little popular
or critical favor. By the end of the year, the estrangement between Monroe
and Miller was irredeemable and in early January 1961, they were divorced.
In February 1961, after weeks of a reclusive routine of taking barbiturates and
sleeping, Monroe was committed to the Payne Whitney Clinic in New York.
Held against her will for several days, she desperately phoned Joe DiMaggio,
who caught a flight from Florida to gain her release. The two spent some pleas-
ant days together in the following weeks before Monroe returned to the house
she had recently purchased in Brentwood, California. Desperate for happiness,
she soon began a brief affair with Frank Sinatra. Her film career seemed to lose
direction, though she committed to making Something’s Got to Give.

During the last year of her life, Monroe seemed to revert to behavior that
confirmed the image she had long sought to escape. The failure of her third
marriage left her free to return to the dissolute Hollywood party scene. Her
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belief that her career required some new boost that would gain favorable pub-
licity may have played a role in her over-the-top performance at a Democratic
National Committee birthday party for President John Kennedy in May 1962.
The extent of Monroe’s relationship with the handsome Democrat has long
been a topic of debate, but the best evidence suggests that the two met four
times between October 1961 and August 1962 and on one of those occasions
had sexual relations. Their encounters thrilled Monroe, who, according to
friends, deluded herself into believing that the president could be persuaded
to desert his wife for her. At the Madison Square Garden celebration on May
19, Monroe, wearing a dress that Adlai Stevenson described as “skin and
beads,” took center stage to moan an impossibly sultry “Happy Birthday”
to the smirking, cigar-smoking Kennedy. As many onlookers recognized,
Monroe’s seductive performance more than hinted at intimacy with the
president. Perceiving the potential political danger, Kennedy moved to end
the relationship only days later. Tragically, the actress had become a parody
of the image she hoped to transcend.

Monroe’s decision that summer to once again marry Joe DiMaggio sug-
gests a desperate desire to find the personal happiness that had so long eluded
her. In retrospect, her behavior during the several months prior to her death
clearly pointed to a rapidly building emotional crisis. She failed to appear
for work on Something’s Got to Give, production of which was eventually
suspended. On several occasions, friends found her secluded in her bedroom
in a drug-induced stupor, agonizing over the personal and public failures of
her life. A Vogue photographer, scheduled for a photo shoot, arrived at her
hotel room to find her drunk and nude. Though she professed excitement over
her pending August marriage to DiMaggio and a possible role in a musical
version of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, her public cheerfulness was a facade.
On August 4, she was clearly troubled and spent much of the day with Dr.
Greenson. Sometime that evening, Monroe died alone in her bed; her house-
keeper discovered the body in the early morning. The controversy over the
actress’s death continues, but the evidence suggests that the death was acci-
dental. Monroe probably succumbed to an inadvertent but fatal combination
of orally ingested Nembutal and an enema-induced dose of chloral hydrate.
Monroe had long resorted to enemas for purposes of weight-loss and the
administration of tranquilizing drugs. Actor Peter Lawford later recounted
that, in a final late-night phone conversation, a barely intelligible Monroe
gave some indication that she knew she was dying before the line fell silent.
“Say goodbye to Pat (Lawford’s wife), say goodbye to the president, and say
goodbye to yourself,” she muttered, “because you’re a nice guy.”
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News of Monroe’s death stunned the nation. It was difficult to accept that
such a vivacious life force could be stilled so suddenly, much less to accept
that the carefree image that she projected had concealed such a deeply troubled
individual. On August 8, the day he was to have remarried Monroe, DiMag-
gio joined other mourners at a small memorial service in Westwood to say
goodbye. In later years, determined to preserve some dignity for his ex-wife,
he refused to speak about her in public. For the next twenty years, Joltin’ Joe
saw to it that flowers were delivered weekly to her grave.

Both used and abused in her lifetime, Marilyn Monroe endured as a popular
but controversial icon in American culture. The circumstances of her death
produced a multitude of conspiracy theories, the most common alleging that
she was murdered to prevent public knowledge of a purported affair with U.S.
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, a claim for which there is no reliable
evidence. Monroe’s continuing popularity resulted from the unforgettable
persona that she created in the course of her career. Voluptuous, seductive, yet
innocent, Monroe was the embodiment of male fantasies in an era in which
traditional restraints on sexual behavior retained considerable force. In these
circumstances, Monroe’s cinematic persona offered vicarious indulgence in
forbidden activities. The strength of her continuing appeal was evident in the
decades following her death. Sixties pop artist Andy Warhol immortalized
the actress in a famous artwork. Songwriter Elton John paid tribute to her in
his 1974 song “Goodbye, Norma Jean.” Monroe’s films remained popular,
and, in 1995, her portrait was featured on a thirty-two-cent commemorative
U.S. postage stamp. Finally, in 1999, on the eve of the twenty-first century,
Monroe was recognized by People magazine as the “Sexiest Woman of the
Century.” The same year, Hugh Hefner’s Playboy, having enjoyed decades of
relative respectability, designated Marilyn Monroe as the “Number One Sex
Star of the 20th Century.” It might not have been the tribute that Monroe had
sought, but it testified to her enduring impact.
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ELVIS PRESLEY
Rock and Roll Rebel

Sam Phillips’s Memphis Recording Service seemed an unlikely site for the
beginning of a music revolution. The unimpressive building on Union Avenue
housed a recording studio where one might at most hope to uncover talent of
local or regional appeal. A radio engineer and disc jockey, Sam Phillips had
grown increasingly bored with the insipid popular music of the era and was
convinced that “the Negroes were the only ones who had any freshness left in
their music.” In 1950, determined to popularize that bold sound, he opened his
recording studio and helped launch the careers of a number of black artists,
including Howlin’ Wolf and B.B. King. Having established the Sun Studios
label in his continued search for African American music talent, Phillips
endured frequent taunts from white acquaintances about “hanging around
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those niggers.” Phillips understood that few whites were as yet receptive to
what was then known as “race music.” A coworker later recalled Phillips’s
reiterating, “If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound and the
Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.”

In June 1954, Phillips was looking for some exciting new talent to record
a song he had acquired. His secretary reminded him about a young man who
had on several earlier occasions recorded at Sun Studios. Elvis Presley had
first walked in the door of the studio on a Saturday in the summer of 1953,
shortly after graduating from high school. The shy eighteen-year-old, a bat-
tered child’s guitar in hand, had haltingly explained that he wanted to record
a song. Asked whom he sounded like, Presley responded, “I don’t sound
like nobody.” The young singer with the long sideburns and ducktail haircut
recorded two ballads, “My Happiness” and “That’s When Your Heartache
Begins.” Presley returned periodically in subsequent months to inquire
about jobs as a vocalist and recorded another song in early 1954. He left a
lingering impression on Phillips, who now summoned the aspiring singer to
Sun Studios to record “Without You.” In a grueling, frustrating session that
lasted through the afternoon, Presley seemed unable to realize the song to
Phillips’s satisfaction. At Phillips’s direction, Presley also performed a wide
variety of other songs—pop, gospel, ballads. Presley’s guitar playing was
marginal, and nothing seemed to quite come together. Yet Phillips left the
studio convinced that the teenager possessed an as yet unidentified quality
that might hold potential.

Two weeks later, in early July, Phillips matched Presley with guitarist
Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black in hopes of uncovering Presley’s latent
talents. This studio session produced inconclusive results until, during a break,
Presley spontaneously broke into Arthur Crudup’s famous blues number,
“That’s All Right, Mama.” Intrigued with Presley’s unique vocalizations and
unusual gyrations, Moore and Black joined in, producing a startling sound that
caused Phillips, who was in the control room, to direct the trio to try it again
so their efforts could be recorded. As they practiced through the evening, the
essentials of Presley’s unique appeal revealed themselves. His free, confident
vocal stylizations, supported by an unadorned instrumental accompaniment,
produced a sound that was, in Moore’s words, “sort of raw and ragged.” Finally
committing the song to tape, the group then recorded a bluegrass number,
“Blue Moon of Kentucky,” as a “B” side. The resultant record—a rhythm and
blues standard backed by a familiar bluegrass hit—captured Presley’s genius,
the ability to meld sounds and styles from disparate musical worlds into a
new and very different whole.
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Sam Phillips, convinced that the record would revolutionize popular
music, played it for popular disc jockey Dewey Phillips, explaining that
“it’s not black, it’s not white, it’s not pop, it’s not country.” Intrigued, the DJ
premiered the record for his Memphis audience. The enthusiastic response
vindicated Sam Phillips’s conviction that Elvis Presley was the man who
could define a new genre of music, a sound grounded in black rhythm and
blues but tempered by the gospel and country traditions of the South, with a
style that would challenge conventional conceptions of performance. It was
the beginning of a career that reshaped American music. In the years to come,
Presley posted 149 songs on Billboard’s Hot 100 Pop Chart, 114 of which
made it into the top forty and 18 of which achieved number one status. Of his
140 albums, 90 made it onto the charts and 10 reached the coveted number
one spot. A protean talent, Presley left a huge imprint on popular music that
future generations of musicians were quick to acknowledge. “Before Elvis,”
composer/musician John Lennon remarked with only slight exaggeration,
“there was nothing.”

Elvis Aaron Presley was one of twin sons born to Vernon Elvis Presley and
Gladys Smith Presley on January 8, 1935, in the sleepy rural town of Tupelo,
Mississippi. His brother, Jessie Garon, was stillborn and the Presleys had
no other children. Consequently, Elvis was the sole recipient of his parents’
attention throughout his childhood. Vernon Presley was an often-sullen man
who struggled to provide for his small family, drifting through a variety of
jobs as a farmer and truck driver. Crowded into a two-room shotgun house
during the depths of the Great Depression, the Presleys lost their home
in 1937 when Vernon went to prison for cashing a forged check. After an
eight-month prison term, during which Gladys and Elvis were aided by their
numerous Tupelo relatives, Vernon found temporary work in Pascagoula
with a New Deal public works agency, then brought his family back to Tu-
pelo, where Elvis began elementary school. His first significant exposure
to music came at the Assembly of God Church, where he and his parents
sang gospel hymns. At age ten, he won a talent contest at a fair in Tupelo
and, the following year, received a guitar for his birthday. Relatives and the
church pastor offered some basic lessons, and Elvis soon began providing
musical accompaniment at church services. Within the next couple of years,
he regularly took part in amateur hour radio shows broadcast from the town
courthouse. His musical horizons grew as he listened to country and blue-
grass musicians, both at local performances and on the radio’s “Grand Old
Opry” broadcasts. In 1948, as his family prepared to move to Memphis, Elvis
performed a goodbye concert for his schoolmates. When a friend told him
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afterward, “Elvis, one of these days you’re gonna be famous,” the teenager
replied, “I sure hope so.”

In Memphis, the Presleys lived in a public housing project; both parents
found modest employment and Elvis, enrolled at L.C. Humes High School,
took a part-time job. In the city renowned for Beale Street, Elvis’s musical uni-
verse quickly expanded. Country, gospel, jazz, and rhythm and blues filled the
radio airwaves in Memphis, where disc jockey Dewey Phillips was a regional
celebrity. Sam Phillips’s Memphis Recording Service produced cutting-edge
hits, including the Saddlemen’s “Rocket 88,” considered by some music his-
torians as the first rock and roll record. Presley became a regular at the Ellis
Auditorium All-Night Gospel Singings and performed informally not only at the
housing project, but also with friends at area hospitals. Contemporaries noted a
change in his demeanor and appearance by his junior year. Sporting sideburns
and slicked-back hair, Presley developed an affinity for outrageous apparel. An
acquaintance recalled how the “new” Elvis seemed almost deliberately provoca-
tive: “Everybody else wore jeans, but he wore dress pants. And he would wear
a coat and fashion a scarf like an ascot tie, as if he were a movie star. . . . It was
like he was already portraying something that he wanted to be.”

After graduating in 1953, Presley worked as a machinist and a theater usher
before gaining employment as a truck driver. After having driven by Sam
Phillips’s studio many times without stopping, he eventually worked up the
nerve to make his initial recording in 1953 and followed up with the break-
through sessions in the summer of 1954. In the following months, the trio of
Elvis, Scotty, and Bill found regular bookings at clubs and special events in
the region. The group’s first record showed up on Billboard’s regional charts
in August as number three among the Country and Western Territorial Best
Sellers. It was evident, however, that Presley’s appeal went beyond the country
and western audience. In September, the trio was featured at the grand open-
ing of Memphis’s Lamar-Airways Shopping Center, where, before a largely
young audience, Scotty first became aware that “something was happening.”
“They liked Bill’s clowning and Elvis’ gyrations,” he recalled, “but it was the
beat that really got to them, and it was the kids’ response that drove the music
to another level. It was so out of control it was frightening.” Following an
appearance at Nashville’s Grand Old Opry, the group was signed to regular
appearances on the radio show “Louisiana Hayride,” a popular vehicle for
regional country and bluegrass talent. The young singer’s sound and on-stage
antics drew growing attention, and 1955 proved to be the year that the Elvis
Presley phenomenon swept the South. Taking on D.J. Fontana as drummer,
Presley and his band toured the region extensively. Presley’s appearances
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now regularly produced spirited, sometimes riotous reactions from audiences,
especially on the part of young women. At the conclusion of a show at the
Gator Bowl in Jacksonville, Florida, in May, Presley spontaneously announced
to an audience of 14,000, “Girls, I’ll see you all backstage.” A shrieking mob
chased the four musicians into the locker room, where Presley’s clothes were
literally torn from his back before police rescued him.

That day’s events drew the attention of “Colonel” Tom Parker, co-owner
of Hank Snow Attractions and an organizer of the “Hayride” tours, and Chick
Crumpacker, RCA’s country and western promotion manager. Both were
convinced that Presley had tremendous appeal for the burgeoning youth mar-
ket. Having witnessed a Presley concert, Crumpacker described the singer as
“something else.” “All the mannerisms were in place,” he remembered. “The
body language—I don’t remember exactly what he sang, but there were frequent
belches into the mike, and the clincher came when he took his chewing gum out
and tossed it into the audience. This, of course, was shocking, it was wild—but
what got the listeners were his energy and the way he sang the songs. The effect
was galvanic.” That August, Presley signed a management contract with Parker,
who encouraged the large record companies to buy Presley’s recording contract
from Sam Phillips, who agreed to sell the singer’s contract to RCA for $35,000.
Only days after he turned twenty-one in January 1956, Presley appeared for his
first RCA recording session at a Nashville studio. Among the songs recorded
that day was “Heartbreak Hotel,” which was released later in the month. The
record sold 300,000 copies in three weeks, hit number one on both the popular
and country charts, and went on to sell over 1 million copies, becoming Presley’s
first gold record. The Elvis Presley revolution was under way.

It was Presley’s singular fortune to explode onto the national scene at
this juncture. A number of circumstances combined in the mid-1950s to
favor success for an innovative musician and performer. The music market
of the early part of the decade was clearly demarcated for specific groups,
correlating closely with social class or race. Classical music was marketed
to those with sophisticated tastes, often meaning urban, educated Americans.
Rhythm and blues, or race music, was largely targeted to African American
audiences, while country and western was often the music of white rural and
working-class Americans. Popular or pop music generally reflected the tastes
of white middle-class America, with little delineation among age groups. As
one historian has noted, such music was “very carefully made: mild, artificial,
emotionless, cute,” a reflection of the desire for “familiar security”” and “bland
perfection.” The few black artists who appealed to white listeners, such as
Nat King Cole, were those who accommodated white tastes in style, sound,
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and lyrics. As late as 1955, on the very eve of the rock and roll revolution,
the top five songs on the pop charts reflected the stagnation in popular music.
“Unchained Melody,” “The Ballad of Davy Crockett,” “Cherry Pink and Apple
Blossom White,” “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” and “Melody of Love” were
all gushy orchestrations or quasi-folk tunes that epitomized the sad state of
American pop music.

Music historians disagree about the precise origins of rock and roll, but many
trace its roots to the early 1950s, when Cleveland disc jockey Alan Freed saw
the potential in a radio show aimed at white youth who were attracted to black
rhythm and blues. Cognizant of the racial connotations of the term “rhythm and
blues,” Freed shrewdly introduced the name “rock and roll” to describe the new
music that was evolving as race music began to make the crossover to white
listeners. Freed’s new radio show, Moondog’s Rock and Roll Party, popular-
ized the name for the new music. Broadcasting music targeted specifically at
the youth market, Freed began the reshaping of American popular music. One
of the distinguishing characteristics of rock and roll was that its appeal was
clearly demarcated along generational lines, and the music’s themes reflected
the same division. Rock and roll spoke directly to the feelings, aspirations, and
tribulations of a young audience and was delivered with intensity, energy, and
motion. Even as black artists like the Chords were crossing over onto white
music charts, white groups were successfully incorporating many elements of
black music. No group better exemplified this evolution than Bill Haley and
the Comets, who, in their earlier incarnation as the Saddlemen, had recorded
the seminal “Rocket 88 in 1951. Renamed the following year, the group
recorded the blues stomper “Rock the Joint” and, in 1954, released “Rock
Around the Clock,” which musician Frank Zappa later dubbed the “Teenage
National Anthem.” The popularity of the song was enhanced immeasurably
when it was adopted as the opening soundtrack for the youth rebellion film The
Blackboard Jungle (1955). Hollywood, ever attentive to market and profits,
was beginning to recognize the appeal of the new music.

Indeed, the young Americans who constituted the baby boom generation
were emerging as a new consumer group in the 1950s, a development that
fueled Elvis Presley’s precipitous rise to fame. A 1956 Scholastic magazine
survey revealed that American teens now numbered 13 million and, as a
consequence of prosperous times, marshaled a combined income of $7 bil-
lion a year. With the average teenager earning a weekly income of $10.55,
a figure close to the disposable income of an average American family only
fifteen years before, the potential for youth-oriented merchandise markets
was unprecedented. The 45-rpm record, introduced in 1948 by RCA, was a
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popular, affordable medium for the new music. In contrast to earlier eras when
adults controlled what music was played on the family’s radio or phonograph,
teenagers could now afford to purchase portable record players and inexpen-
sive radios, including the new transistor models. No longer limited by adult
preferences, many teens enjoyed their generation’s music in their own rooms,
away from the supervision of disapproving adults. Merchandisers were also
quick to perceive the profits in consumer items related to rock celebrities. As
early as the end of 1957, Elvis Presley merchandise, including shoes, skirts,
blouses, pajamas, pens, lipstick, and fluorescent Elvis portraits, had grossed
$55 million in sales. If the baby boom produced an audience for the new music,
the television boom of the 1950s provided a new medium through which it
could be disseminated. Whereas in 1948 only 172,000 American households
had television sets, by 1955, the number of television sets in use had grown
to 32 million. Performers like Presley produced a visual excitement that was
perfectly suited to the new medium. In 1957, Dick Clark’s American Band-
stand was first broadcast to a national audience on ABC and quickly became
a major forum for the introduction of new music.

The confluence of these developments, together with Elvis Presley’s unique
talents, does much to explain the emergence of Presley and rock and roll as
national phenomena by 1956. A Time magazine writer captured the Elvis
performance that America was rapidly coming to know: “Without preamble,
the three-piece band cuts loose. In the spotlight, the lanky singer flails furious
rhythms on his guitar, every now and then breaking a string. In a pivoting
stance, his hips swing sensuously from side to side and his entire body quiv-
ers, as if he had swallowed a jackhammer.” It was a whirlwind year for the
twenty-one-year-old singer. The extraordinary success of “Heartbreak Hotel”
was quickly followed by the release of Presley’s eponymous first album, which
quickly went gold. Less than a month later, Presley was in Hollywood for
a Paramount Studios screen test that resulted in a seven-year film contract.
His first film, Love Me Tender, premiered in November to modest reviews
but excellent ticket sales. Television appearances further propelled Presley’s
blossoming celebrity. In early 1956, Presley was signed to six appearances
on CBS’s Stage Show, a struggling variety program. Launching into an unin-
hibited version of “Shake, Rattle and Roll” during his first appearance, he left
many viewers convinced that they had witnessed the beginning of something
significant. Presley next appeared in April on The Milton Berle Show, where
the audience responded to “Blue Suede Shoes” with exuberant appreciation.
During his second appearance, he performed “Hound Dog,” a number that
drew wild applause from the youthful audience and haughty reprimands from
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adult critics. In a comment that was characteristic of the burgeoning complaints
about rock and roll, New York Daily News writer Ben Gross denounced “Elvis’s
grunt and groin antics,” which he found “suggestive and vulgar, tinged with
the kind of animalism that should be confined to dives and bordellos.” In a
subsequent July appearance on The Steve Allen Show, Presley toned down
his performance, bringing an avalanche of complaints from fans who wanted
to see “the gyrating Elvis.”

Presley’s appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show in September 1956 proved
the stuff of legend. Sullivan was a major arbiter of mainstream televised
entertainment in the 1950s, renowned not only for his own bizarre, almost
mechanical mannerisms but also for his distaste for any performer who might
challenge accepted standards. But in the summer of 1956, Sullivan began to
realize that Presley was a phenomenon that could not be wished away. On
September 9, in the first of three appearances, Presley walked onto the stage
and sang “Don’t Be Cruel” and “Love Me Tender,” both songs accompanied
by the sensuous body movements that so worried critics. During his rendition
of “Reddy Teddy,” as Presley’s movements became more unrestrained, the
television camera moved in so as to show only his upper body. The screams
from the audience in the studio, however, attested to what was occurring out
of the television audience’s field of view. Presley’s second appearance, though
more sedate, drew an equally enthusiastic response. Whatever Sullivan’s pri-
vate thoughts about Presley, he endorsed the young singer during Elvis’s final
appearance in early 1957, assuring his audience, “This is a real decent, fine
boy.” Ed Sullivan, the custodian of mainstream entertainment, had legitimated
Presley with an adult audience. Elvis Presley had made it to the big time. Un-
known to most, Presley’s generally well-concealed self-doubts, which were
manifest in drug and alcohol abuse as early as these years, followed him as
he stepped into the national spotlight.

The following year offered little time for reflection. Production of a second
Presley film, Loving You, got under way in January. Presley’s fame quickly
moved beyond national boundaries, spreading to Europe and even the Soviet
Union, where, the New York Times reported, banned Presley records fetched
high prices on the black market. In March, the working-class southern boy
claimed his place in the region’s aristocracy with the purchase of a colonial-style
mansion in Memphis. For just over $100,000, Presley bought the Graceland
estate that became home to himself, his parents, and his grandmother. In May,
he began work on a third movie, Jailhouse Rock. A box office hit, it later earned
a reputation among critics as a classic “rock opera” film, and its “Jailhouse
Rock” number is considered the forerunner of contemporary music videos.
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Even as Presley skyrocketed to fame, other participants in the rock and roll
revolution were growing in prominence. Bill Haley and the Comets, Chuck
Berry, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, Fats Domino, and Jerry Lee Lewis all
found favor with young listeners. Not surprisingly, the on-stage antics of
performers and the questionable lyrics of some rock songs provoked both
concern and censorship. As early as mid-decade, a campaign to “clean up filth
wax” sought to pressure distributors, record stores, and radio stations, with
some local success. Both the U.S. Senate and the House of Representatives
considered legislation to prohibit interstate commerce in “lewd, lascivious,
or filthy” music recordings. The bills failed to pass, but many adults con-
tinued to express concern about the impact of the new music. Even before
the advent of Elvis, the authors of USA Confidential (1952) had warned of
the insidious effects of rock and roll: “Like a heathen religion, it is all tied
up with tom-toms and hot jive and ritualistic orgies of erotic dancing, weed
smoking and mass mania, with African jungle background.” Critics of rock
and roll warned that the new music would destroy Christian morality while
promoting juvenile delinquency, interracial dating, and drug abuse. Presley,
as the embodiment of the music revolution, was often singled out for special
condemnation. Frank Sinatra, whose youthful fame and fan appeal in the
1940s had prefigured Presley’s, denounced the young rocker: “His kind of
music is deplorable, a rancid smelling aphrodisiac. It fosters almost totally
negative and destructive responses in young people.” Some derided Presley’s
musical abilities. A Miami Herald columnist described him as “the biggest
freak in show business history,” who “can’t sing, can’t play the guitar—and
can’t dance.” A New York Journal critic bemoaned the “sight of young (21)
Mr. Presley’s caterwauling his unintelligible lyrics in an inadequate voice,
during a display of primitive physical movement difficult to describe in terms
suitable to a family newspaper.”

Despite such criticism, Presley’s career flourished. A succession of hit
records, television appearances, concert tours, and movies testified to the
continuing appeal of the man who would come to be known as the “King.”
By the late 1950s, as Presley proclaimed, “Rock and Roll Is Here to Stay.”
Yet this first phase of the rock and roll revolution was coming to a close. In
March 1958, Presley was inducted into the army and in June, during a brief
break, made his last recordings until 1960. In his absence, American popular
music underwent some significant changes. The music industry was shaken by
scandal and controversy over payola, which involved monetary inducements
to feature certain artists on the airwaves. Subsequent federal investigations
brought indictments against disc jockeys, ruining Alan Freed’s career, while
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Federal Communications Commission rulings and fear of prosecution caused
many radio stations to abandon rock and roll in favor of more traditional
programming. The loss of some of the leaders in the music revolution also
temporarily derailed rock and roll. Elvis was posted to duty in West Germany.
Little Richard abandoned rock in 1957 after reembracing the religion of his
youth. Chuck Berry was sentenced to three years in prison in 1962 for bringing
a young Mexican girl into the country for “illicit purposes.” Southern rocker
Jerry Lee Lewis offended public opinion by marrying his thirteen-year-old
cousin Myra and was soon unwelcome in most venues. A 1959 plane crash
killed Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens, and Jiles Perry Richardson, known to
fans as the Big Bopper. It was, as singer Don McLean proclaimed in his 1971
song, “The Day the Music Died.”

The music did not die, of course, but the first wave of the rock and roll
revolution certainly crested in the late 1950s. Innovative rock receded in the
next several years, supplanted by boy and girl groups and less threatening
vocalists like Fabian and Paul Anka. Presley was discharged from active duty
in March 1960 and returned to general acclaim, but the course of his music and
career was changing. Though he recorded some rock songs, he increasingly
embraced ballads, many featured in the growing number of films he appeared
in. Having attained his ambition of musical fame in the 1950s, Presley sought
to gain recognition as a serious actor during the following decade, but found
only frustration. The youth-oriented action and romance movies that he starred
in gave him little chance to demonstrate serious acting abilities. No longer
on the cutting edge of popular music, Presley seemed content to exploit the
fame he had achieved and did not seek to forge new paths. Meanwhile, the
pop music scene was being transformed by surf music, the mid-decade Brit-
ish Invasion and, within a few years, the advent of psychedelic acid rock.
Increasingly, Presley seemed a dated remnant of an irrelevant era.

In the late 1960s, however, Presley began to reorder his life. In May 1967,
he married Priscilla Beaulieu, whom he had met during his army stint in Ger-
many; their daughter, Lisa Marie, was born in February 1968. Presley began
preparations that spring for a television special that would be the catalyst for
a comeback. Broadcast in December, Elvis was a musical autobiography, in
which the singer recapitulated his past in both monologue and music, con-
cluding with a profession of his own vitality and relevance in the song “I Can
Dream.” The broadcast was an enormous critical success and the soundtrack
jumped to number eight on the pop chart. Greil Marcus’s review epitomized
the critical response: “It was the finest music of his life. If there ever was a
music that bleeds, this was it.” The comeback special did seem to infuse new
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life into Presley’s career. Songs he recorded in early 1969 came to be regarded
as some of his best, and some, like “In the Ghetto,” spoke to contemporary
social issues. Though Presley’s films did not do well, his newly reestablished
musical presence was evident on the airwaves, on television specials, in Las
Vegas shows, and on tour. Elvis, it seemed, had established an enduring claim
to superstardom.

Though Presley’s recording and touring career continued unabated in the
1970s, the inner turmoil that troubled him proved increasingly damaging. An
intermittent user and abuser of prescription drugs since the 1950s, Presley
resorted more frequently to artificial stimulants. His marriage with Priscilla
unraveled and the two were divorced in 1973. Health problems, some the
product of drug abuse, became more frequent as Presley’s weight ballooned.
Though he remained a popular performer and maintained an arduous concert
schedule through the summer of 1977, he was increasingly the subject of tab-
loid newspaper stories about his health, his weight, his eccentricities, and drug
use. The harshest critics dismissed him as a parody of his former self. Presley
died at home at Graceland on August 16, 1977, of advanced arteriosclerosis
and congestive heart failure. It was a pathetic conclusion to a life and career
that had begun with such energy and dynamism.

Presley’s death shocked the nation and compelled an assessment of what
the singer had meant to American popular culture. Composer and conductor
Leonard Bernstein had surprised a group of friends in the late 1960s when
he declared, “Elvis Presley is the greatest cultural force of the twentieth cen-
tury.” Pressed to elaborate, Bernstein continued, “It’s Elvis. He introduced
the beat to everything and he changed everything—music, language, clothes,
it’s a whole new social revolution—the Sixties come from it.” Only in the
aftermath of his death did a complete comprehension of his contribution find
broad expression. Musicians and music historians alike have consistently testi-
fied to Presley’s seminal role in creating modern popular music. In a recent
summary of Presley’s impact, musician Brian Setzer explained, “I don’t think
there is a musician alive today that hasn’t been affected by Elvis’ music. His
definitive years—1954-1957—can only be described as rock’s cornerstone.
He was the original cool.”

Conclusion

American popular culture began a remarkable transformation in the 1950s.
Social stability, material abundance, and the baby boom provided the back-
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ground for new cultural directions as a confident, prosperous, and increasingly
youthful population explored new modes of expression in the entertainment
arts. American music and film reflected a shift in social values that some em-
braced as liberating and others condemned as degenerate. Marilyn Monroe
rose rapidly to fame as an icon of sensuality in an era during which Americans
were, however tentatively, reevaluating sexual mores. For most Americans
in the 1950s, unrestrained sexuality remained at most a tantalizing fantasy, a
forbidden indulgence beyond realization. Nevertheless, the challenge to tra-
ditional sexual values reflected in the popular culture of the 1950s presaged
a more radical reevaluation of sexuality in the following decade.

Elvis Presley, as much a cultural icon of the 1950s as was Monroe, was
similarly provocative because of the allegedly overt sexuality of both his
music and performances. Presley’s greater importance, though, comes from
his vanguard role in shaping a youth-oriented popular culture founded on
the new music that would henceforth differentiate young Americans from
the older generation. Presley and other rock and roll greats of the decade
succeeded in wresting the direction of popular culture from adult hands
and giving it to American youth, now empowered not only by their sheer
numbers but also by their new role as consumers. Presley’s musical inno-
vations prefigured a radical transformation of popular music in the 1960s,
which took the art into realms that could hardly have been imagined only
a decade before. Through their contributions to the popular culture of the
1950s, Marilyn Monroe and Elvis Presley offered Americans a glimpse of
things to come.

Study Questions

1. What developments suggest that American sexual values were in
transition during the 1950s?

2. Given that Marilyn Monroe was not the only blonde bombshell of
the 1950s, how would you explain her eventual status as the chief
popular icon of the era?

3. Why did so many adults perceive Elvis Presley and his music as
threatening?

4. What social and cultural factors helped make possible the emergence
of youth music during the 1950s?

5. Were Monroe and Presley ultimately victims of their own weaknesses
or of the pressures of being a celebrity?

81



THE TRANSFORMATION OF PopuLAR CULTURE

Selected Bibliography

Altschuler, Glenn C. All Shook Up: How Rock 'N’ Roll Changed America. New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003.

Bertrand, Michael T. Race, Rock and Elvis. Champaign: University of Illinois Press,
2000.

Biskind, Peter. Seeing Is Believing: How Hollywood Taught Us to Stop Worrying and
Love the Fifties. New York: Pantheon, 1983.

Curtis, Jim. Rock Eras: Interpretations of Music and Society, 1954—1984. Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1987.

Eisler, Benita. Private Lives: Men and Women of the Fifties. London: Franklin Watts,
1986.

Guralnick, Peter. Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis Presley. Boston: Little,
Brown, 1994.

. Careless Love: The Unmaking of Elvis Presley. Boston: Back Bay Books,
2000.

Halberstam, David. The Fifties. New York: Random House, 1993.

Leaming, Barbara. Marilyn Monroe. New York: Crown, 1998.

Miller, Douglas T., and Marion Nowak. The Fifties: The Way We Really Were. Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1977.

Morgan, Michelle. Marilyn Monroe: Private and Undisclosed. London: Constable
and Robinson, 2007.

Patterson, James T. Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945—-1974. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1996.

Spoto, Donald. Marilyn Monroe: The Biography. New York: HarperCollins, 1993.

Ward, Ed, Geoffrey Stokes, and Ken Tucker. Rock of Ages: The Rolling Stone History
of Rock and Roll. New York: Rolling Stone Press, 1986.

Weyr, Thomas. Reaching for Paradise: The Playboy Vision of America. New York:
New York Times Books, 1978.

Whitmer, Peter. The Inner Elvis: A Psychological Biography of Elvis Aaron Presley.
New York: Hyperion, 1996.

82



Outsiders in a Conformist Society

In an era that seemed, on the surface at least, to be increasingly conformist,
Jackie Robinson and Allen Ginsberg challenged prevailing social norms and
traditions. While Ginsberg and the Beats appeared to deliberately flout con-
ventional values, Robinson strove to be accepted by the society that flagrantly
rejected him, yet defiantly challenged racial restrictions that shackled him and
fellow African Americans.

Robinson’s prowess in athletic competition enabled him to win fame and to
become a pathfinder for others. A child of the American South whose family
migrated to California in the 1930s, Robinson was a multisport star in high
school and college. As a soldier during World War II, he challenged the racial
segregation in the armed forces, resulting in a court martial proceeding involv-
ing a charge of insubordination. Robinson starred in the Negro Leagues before
becoming the first African American player to enter baseball’s major leagues
in the twentieth century. Robinson’s defiant grace under pressure as one of
the “Boys of Summer,” the Brooklyn Dodgers of the late 1940s and 1950s,
helped to weaken the hold of discrimination on the American psyche.

By contrast, Ginsberg, the eldest son of radical Jewish immigrants, at-
tempted, along with a small circle of friends, to articulate a “new vision”
that contested barriers involving both body and mind, including proscriptions
regarding homosexuality. Beginning immediately after World War 11, the
group, rejecting disapproving societal norms, fostered new modes of expres-
sion pertaining to literature, drugs, and sexuality. In the process, they helped
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to spawn the Beat movement, which in turn served as a harbinger for the
much larger counterculture of the 1960s. Particularly following the reading in
1955 of his epic poem “Howl,” which seemed to capture the spirit of a new,
alienated generation, Ginsberg became an exemplar of cultural and political
rebellion and a model of liberated sexuality.

JACKIE ROBINSON
Racial Torchbearer in the National Pastime

It was the morning of August 28, 1945. The location was 215 Montague Street
in Brooklyn, the headquarters of the New York City borough’s major league
franchise. The receptionist ushered two men—a middle-aged white scout and
a younger, ebony-colored man—into the office of sixty-three-year-old Branch
Rickey, president, general manager, and part owner of the Brooklyn Dodgers.
Clyde Sukeforth, a ten-year veteran of the major leagues, introduced the ath-
lete he had recently scouted: twenty-six-year-old Jackie Robinson. Boasting
a stellar athletic reputation from his collegiate days, the strikingly handsome,
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muscular Robinson was completing his first season as an All-Star shortstop
with the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro American League. Since the
turn of the century, organized baseball, as the major and minor leagues were
known, had shut its doors to African American players.

Robinson had heard that Rickey was seeking top black players for the
Brooklyn Brown Dodgers, who would purportedly join a new Negro League.
Wearing a sports jacket and bow tie, the bespectacled Rickey, holding his
trademark cigar, greeted Robinson warmly before asking, “Do you know why
you were brought here?”” Robinson replied that he presumed it had something
to do with the Brown Dodgers. Rickey responded, “You were brought here,
Jackie, to play for the Brooklyn organization”—meaning not the Brown
Dodgers but the major league team. “I want to win a pennant and we need
ballplayers!” Rickey blurted out. “Do you think you can do it?” Robinson
later remembered, “I was thrilled, scared, and excited. I was incredulous.
Most of all, I was speechless.” Finally, he answered, “Yes, if . . . if I got the
chance.” To explain the challenges Robinson would face as the only black
member of the team, Rickey began role-playing, casting himself as “a room
clerk in a southern hotel, an insulting waiter in a restaurant, and a sarcastic
railroad conductor.” Flinging off his jacket, Rickey then acted the part of an
ill-tempered ballplayer who, after a hard slide into second, was tagged out
by Robinson, yelled, “Don’t hit me with a ball like that, you tar-baby son of
a bitch,” and belted him. Rickey insisted, “You cannot strike back.”

Two hours after entering Rickey’s office, Robinson departed, having
signed a contract with the Dodgers, granting him a $3,500 bonus and setting
his monthly salary with the Montreal Royals, the Dodgers’ top minor league
team, at $600. Robinson and Rickey agreed that, for now, they would remain
mum about both their meeting and the contract. Consequently, news of the
collapse of organized baseball’s color barrier awaited a press conference by
the Montreal Royals and Rickey on October 23.

The subject of that press conference, Jack Roosevelt Robinson, was born
on the evening of January 31, 1919, to an itinerant farm laborer and a mother
with a sixth-grade education, close to the town of Cairo, in southern Georgia.
After Jerry Robinson abandoned his wife Mallie and their five children, she
was evicted from the plantation where he had toiled. The deeply religious
Mallie obtained a position as a maid for a white family in Pasadena, California,
then the wealthiest community in America and one with a liberal reputation.
Nevertheless, dwelling in a working-class district on Pepper Street, the Rob-
insons battled “a sort of slavery with the whites slowly, very slowly, getting
used to us,” Jackie’s sister Willie Mae remembered. At the age of eight, Jackie
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heard a little girl cry out, “Nigger! Nigger! Nigger!” after which Jackie and
the girl’s father tossed rocks at each other.

Well-liked by his schoolteachers, Jackie remained an indifferent student
who idolized his older brother Mack, runner-up to Jesse Owens in the 200-
meter race at the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin. Returning home, Mack was
reduced to serving as a city street sweeper. In the meantime, Jackie, along
with other members of the Pepper Street Gang, repeatedly got into trouble
with the law, engaging in petty thefts and threatening to turn into “a full-
fledged juvenile delinquent.” However, at John Muir Technical High School,
Robinson became a driven multisport star, joining future major league greats
Ted Williams and Bob Lemon on a Pomona tournament all-star baseball con-
tingent. Enrolled at Pasadena Junior College (PJC), Robinson participated in
baseball, track and field, and football. In March 1937, Robinson performed
so deftly in a pick-up game involving players from the Pasadena area against
the Chicago White Sox, who were undergoing spring training, that White Sox
manager Jimmy Dykes purportedly exclaimed, “Geez, if that kid was white
I'd sign him right now.”

During the 1938 fall football season, Robinson, who stood 5°11” and
weighed about 175 pounds, with broad, muscular shoulders and tremendously
powerful thighs, led PJC to an undefeated season. Playing before large crowds
across the state, he attracted attention from a growing number of universities.
He also starred on the baseball team, batting .417, and broad jumped 25’67,
breaking Mack’s national junior college record. The next year saw Robinson
playing for the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA). His bril-
liant punt return against the University of Washington induced one reporter
to proclaim it “the prettiest piece of open field running ever witnessed on a
football field.” When the season ended, Robinson had compiled an astonishing
11.4-yard-per-carry rushing average for the unbeaten, but twice-tied Bruins.
After World War II induced cancellation of the 1940 Olympic Games, where
he had hoped to compete in the broad jump, Robinson joined the UCLA
basketball team, leading the conference in scoring. He performed poorly for
the university baseball nine, but won the National Collegiate Athletic Asso-
ciation (NCAA) broad jump championship, becoming a four-sport letterman.
His senior football season saw the Bruins drop every game but one, although
Robinson continued to star as quarterback and he established a national mark,
averaging 21 yards per punt return. On the basketball court, Robinson again
led the Pacific Coast Conference in scoring, but for the second straight year
was denied a spot on the all-conference team, purportedly because of racism.
Although nearing graduation, Robinson now determined to leave UCLA,
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certain, as he indicated in his autobiography, “that no amount of education
would help a black man get a job.”

With professional sports still crippled by Jim Crow barriers, Robinson
briefly worked for the National Youth Administration as an assistant athletic
director at a camp in Atascadero, California, receiving a $150 monthly salary.
He participated in the annual charity contest put on by the Chicago Tribune
that pitted the reigning champion of the National Football League against
top college players. His performance during the game, when he snared a
36-yard touchdown pass, appeared to live up to a reporter’s early reference
to Robinson as “the Jim Thorpe of his race.” After playing semipro ball with
the Honolulu Bears, he returned to the mainland in early December, finding a
position with Lockheed Aircraft in Burbank, California, and joining a semipro
basketball squad, the Los Angeles Devils. On March 22, 1942, the Chicago
White Sox held a tryout of sorts for Robinson and Nate Moreland, who had
pitched in the Negro National League and in Mexico. The tryout resulted
from an extensive campaign to break down the color barrier in organized
baseball, an effort spearheaded by the black press and the Daily Worker, the
tabloid run by the Communist Party. Now, Sox manager Jimmy Dykes pur-
portedly indicated that Robinson, if afforded the opportunity, could readily
draw $50,000 from a major league team, but organized baseball’s unwritten
segregation law precluded that.

No such offer was forthcoming, however, and in the spring of 1942,
Robinson, having been drafted, was inducted into the U.S. armed forces. He
completed his basic training at Fort Riley, Kansas. Although rated an expert
marksman, his request to enter Officer Candidate School (OCS) was turned
down with no explanation forthcoming. When he sought to join the baseball
team, which included Dixie Walker and Pete Reiser of the Brooklyn Dodgers,
a white soldier informed him that an officer had said, “I’ll break the team
before I’ll have a nigger on it.” Fortuitously, the arrival at the base of another
celebrated black athlete, heavyweight-boxing champion Joe Louis, brought
a change in circumstances for Robinson. On discovering that Robinson was
also at Fort Riley, Louis went to meet him and the two became friends, with
the boxer helping Robinson enter OCS. On January 28, 1943, Robinson
received his gold bars and was sworn in as a lieutenant in the cavalry. While
on leave, Robinson proposed to Rachel Isum, whom he had met at UCLA;
Rachel was planning to become a nurse and wanted to complete her education
before getting married.

In April, Robinson received orders to report to Camp Hood, Texas, which
had a terrible reputation among African American soldiers. Fortunately, he
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was assigned to the all-black 761st Tank Battalion, Company B, under the
command of Lieutenant Colonel Paul L. Bates, a white officer and former
collegiate All-American football player who greatly respected Robinson.
Troubled by a severely hobbled right ankle, first injured during a junior col-
lege football contest, which resulted in a determination that he was not fit
for general duty, Robinson nevertheless helped to set up a softball team. As
Bates later reflected, “When he hit a ball, it didn’t come at you round, it came
at you like a disk.”

Robinson was told to prepare for shipment overseas with his company,
but his ankle continuing bothering him. On July 6, 1944, he left McCloskey
Hospital in Temple, located about thirty miles from the base, where he was
undergoing an examination to determine what type of duty he could physi-
cally perform. Late that evening, he boarded a Camp Hood bus, but became
involved in an altercation when the bus driver ordered him to head for the rear
of the vehicle, rather than sit next to a friend, Virginia Jones, a light-skinned
African American able to pass for white. Robinson refused to change his
seat and warned the driver to leave him alone. Military police arrived and an
interrogation followed, during which an MP admitted hearing Robinson cry
out after a private referred to him with a racial epithet, “Look here, you son of
a bitch, don’t you ever call me no nigger. I’'m an officer and God damn you,
you better address me as one.” Arrested because of both the fracas on the bus
and an ensuing clash with the commander of the military police, Robinson
was transported back to the hospital, where a white physician convinced him
to take a blood alcohol test to refute a report that a drunken black officer had
attempted to initiate a riot. During a subsequent four-hour court-martial, Colo-
nel Bates, attesting to Robinson’s “excellent” reputation and performance as a
soldier, affirmed that “particularly with the enlisted men,” Robinson was “held
in high regard.” Robinson was exonerated of all charges. On November 28,
1944, he was “honorably relieved from active duty . . . by reason of physical
disqualification,” an obvious reference to his weak ankle. The specific nature
of the discharge troubled him, because, although “honorable,” it did not entitle
him to veterans’ benefits.

Heeding advice from a former Negro League pitcher, Robinson contacted
Thomas Y. Baird, co-owner of the Kansas City Monarchs, who invited him
to attend the Monarchs’ spring training camp. In the meantime, Robinson ac-
cepted a position as a physical education instructor at Sam Houston College in
south Texas, where his friend, the Reverend Karl Downs, served as president.
In late March 1945, Robinson joined the Monarchs’ spring training camp in
Houston. The Monarchs offered the best living and travel arrangements in

88



JACKIE ROBINSON

black baseball, while their performance on the playing field was storied too,
thanks to players like pitcher Satchel Paige, outfielder James “Cool Papa” Bell,
and manager and first baseman Buck O’Neill. Robinson found the organiza-
tion of black baseball, including scorekeeping and umpiring, haphazard at
best. Nevertheless, the still unpolished player learned a great deal from some
of the finest athletes ever to grace a baseball diamond. As fellow Monarch
Newt Allen later reflected, “Jackie didn’t have the ability at first, but he had
the brains,” which “made him a great ballplayer.” In the forty-five games he
played, Robinson excelled at the plate, batting .345, the seventh-best mark in
the league; rapping ten doubles, the fourth top total; and belting five homers,
second only to Alec Radcliff. Robinson was named to the West All-Star Team,
but went hitless in the East-West Game.

That season Robinson obtained another tryout with a major league club.
During World War II, the movement to integrate the game accelerated, receiv-
ing its greatest impetus with the death of Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis,
longtime baseball commissioner and intransigent foe of integrated baseball.
On April 16, Robinson and two other Negro League players arrived at Boston’s
Fenway Park. Later, Boston councilman Isadore Muchnick remembered, “I'm
telling you, you never saw anyone hit The Wall the way Robinson did that
day. Bang, bang, bang: he rattled it.” Clearly impressed with Robinson, Hugh
Dufty, the top scout for Red Sox, commented, “Too bad he’s the wrong color.”
Following the tryout, Pittsburgh Courier columnist Wendell Smith informed
the Brooklyn Dodgers’ Branch Rickey that Robinson was the most skilled of
the three players that the Red Sox had examined. Rickey proceeded to track
Robinson over the next several months. On August 28, the famous meeting
at Rickey’s Brooklyn office took place.

The signing of Robinson was a significant event, promising to undo de-
cades of mistreatment of African American athletes. A small number of black
ballplayers had played in organized baseball shortly after the Civil War, but
by the late 1880s an almost impenetrable divide prevented even stellar dark-
hued performers from competing against their white counterparts. As a result,
blacks formed a league of their own, the Negro National League, in 1920,
and a rival circuit, the Negro American League, soon arose as well. Financial
difficulties, heightened by the Great Depression, threatened those enterprises
but they generally held on, with the annual Negro League All-Star contest in
Chicago each summer a particular highlight. Still, many observers of the game
wanted to see players like Satchel Paige, Josh Gibson, and Buck Leonard go
head to head against big league stars.

Throughout World War II, demands intensified that blacks receive the
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chance to compete on an even basis. Blacks began employing direct action
tactics to challenge Jim Crow practices at home, while the epic book An Ameri-
can Dilemma, by Swedish diplomat and scholar Gunnar Myrdal, underscored
how segregation and discrimination contradicted the supposedly sacrosanct
American belief in equality of opportunity. The war itself, involving a fight
against German Nazis and their horrific brand of racism, naturally threw
theories of purported racial supremacy or inferiority into disrepute.

Having agreed to sign with the Dodgers, Robinson informed Rachel Isum,
with whom he had maintained an on-again, off-again relationship, about his
future plans. On October 23, Branch Rickey indicated during a news confer-
ence that Robinson was going to play for the Montreal Royals, the Dodgers’
top minor league team. Talking with reporters, Robinson stated, “Of course, I
can’t begin to tell you how happy I am that [ am the first member of my race
in organized baseball. I realize how much it means to me, my race, and to
baseball.” The Dodgers, for their part, insisted that Robinson’s signing was
hardly to be seen as “as a gesture toward solution of a racial problem.”

Both considerable criticism and support now came Rickey’s way. Jimmy
Powers of the New York Daily News considered Robinson merely a “1000-to-
1 shot to make the grade,” while Cleveland Indian fireballer Bob Feller also
dismissed Robinson’s prospects: “If he were a white man, I doubt if they would
consider him big league material.” Legendary pitcher Satchel Paige graciously
offered, “They didn’t make a mistake by signing Robinson. They couldn’t
have picked a better man,” but many other Negro League participants were
far less certain. Buck Leonard, the great first baseman with the Homestead
Grays, admitted, “We didn’t think he was that good.” Robinson’s mediocre
performance on a barnstorming venture to Venezuela only reinforced notions
that he was hardly the player to break organized baseball’s color barrier.

Two weeks after Jackie and Rachel were married on February 10, 1946,
they headed for the Dodgers’ spring training camp in Daytona Beach, Florida,
but they soon encountered Jim Crow practices that proved unsettling to
both. Nevertheless, on the morning of March 4, Robinson and John Rich-
ard Wright, a twenty-seven-year-old Negro League veteran, became, as the
Daily Worker reported, the first pair of African Americans “to crack modern
organized baseball’s Jim Crow.” Mississippian Clay Hopper, manager of the
Montreal Royals, queried the Dodgers’ general manager at one point, “Mr.
Rickey, do you really think a nigger’s a human being?”” Slumping badly at
the plate, Robinson was forced out of an exhibition contest on April 7, when
the local police chief in Sanford ordered Hopper to remove Jackie from the
field. Rickey warned, “Without Robinson and Wright, there’ll be no games!”
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and proceeded to sign additional Negro Leaguers, catcher Roy Campanella
and pitcher Don Newcombe. The Montreal Royals opened their season on
April 18, before 25,000 fans at Roosevelt Stadium in Jersey City, New Jersey.
Batting at 3:04 in the afternoon, Robinson weakly grounded to the Giants’
shortstop. In the third inning, Robinson belted a fastball for a three-run homer
and then beat out a bunt in the fifth, before stealing second. He took third base,
despite a groundout to the third baseman. Then, inducing the rattled pitcher
to balk, Robinson ambled home, causing the crowd to go wild. By game’s
end, Robinson had produced four hits in five at-bats, stolen two bases, scored
four runs, and caused Montreal pitchers to balk twice. Only a throwing error
marred his day, as the Royals won 14-1.

Robinson’s stellar performance continued throughout the 1946 season, as
he led the International League with a .349 batting average, tied for first in
runs scored, finished second in stolen bases, and compiled the top fielding
average for second basemen. He encountered expletives and projectiles on
the diamond, but held his temper in check. He carried his team into the Junior
World Series, which the Royals won in the sixth and final game, with Jackie
scoring the winning run. At season’s end, Royals manager Hopper readily
shook Robinson’s hand and said, ““You’re a great ballplayer and a fine gentle-
man. It’s been wonderful having you on the team.”

The off-season proved eventful in many ways. Jackie and Rachel had
their first child, Jackie Junior, who was born in late November. Major league
owners voted 15—1 against accepting black players, but Commissioner A.B.
“Happy” Chandler, a former governor and U.S. senator from Kentucky, told
Rickey to “bring him in. He’ll play if he’s got the capacity to play.” Rickey
moved the spring training camps of both the Dodgers and the Montreal Roy-
als to Cuba, to mitigate publicity and problems regarding Jim Crow edicts.
Arriving in camp, Robinson was stunned to discover that African American
players would be housed at a run-down hotel in downtown Havana, while the
white ballplayers stayed at the swanky Hotel Nacional or a recently opened
boarding school.

As Robinson prepared to go against the Dodgers in a preseason contest,
Rickey instructed him, “I want you to run wild, to steal the pants off them, to
be the most conspicuous player on the field,” thereby inducing fans to demand
his promotion to the majors. Dodger manager Leo Durocher raved about
Robinson: “He’s a swell ball player. He’s my type of ball player. Jackie can
hit, run and field. What more can a manager ask of a player?” Nevertheless,
spring training did not proceed smoothly. Stress resulted in stomach ailments,
including an inflamed colon, for Robinson, who refused to rest. Playing first

91



OUTSIDERS IN A CONFORMIST SOCIETY

base, he was knocked out by catcher Bruce Edwards, who ran into him,
perhaps deliberately. Several other Dodger players expressed opposition to
playing alongside African American teammates, but a trio of southerners, led
by team leader and shortstop Pee Wee Reese, argued otherwise. For his part,
Durocher angrily told his team, “I don’t care if the guy is yellow or black, or
if he has stripes like a fuckin’ zebra! I'm the manager of this team, and I say
he plays. What’s more, I say he can make us all rich.”

Durocher’s year-long suspension for consorting with gamblers temporarily
overshadowed Rickey’s announcement on April 10, 1947, that the Dodgers had
purchased Robinson’s contract from the Montreal Royals. Handed a uniform
boasting the number 42, Robinson signed a contract for $5,000 a year, the
major league minimum. The Pittsburgh Courier warned, “If Robinson fails
to make the grade, it will be many years before a Negro makes the grade.
This is IT!” On April 15, Robinson appeared in his first major league game,
before a packed crowd at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn. Throughout the season,
fans turned out to see Robinson and the Dodgers, with Brooklyn eventually
establishing a single-season attendance record. Dodger broadcaster Red Bar-
ber proclaimed the Dodger rookie the “biggest attraction in baseball since
Babe Ruth.” At the same time, Robinson had to overcome rookie jitters and
taunts from opposing players and fans. Jimmy Cannon of the New York Post
referred to Robinson as “the loneliest man I have ever seen in sports.” The
third series of the season, as Robinson later admitted, “brought me nearer to
cracking up than I had ever been.” The Dodgers were hosts to the Philadelphia
Phillies, who were managed by Ben Chapman, an Alabaman known for his
racist views. Led by Chapman, the Phillies hurled out a series of insults, such
as “They’re waiting for you in the jungles, black boy!” and “We don’t want
you here, nigger,” when Robinson batted in the first inning. For a moment,
Robinson admitted, he thought, “To hell with Mr. Rickey’s noble experiment,”
and envisioned smashing “one of those white sons of bitches.” Instead, he
led the Dodgers to a 1-0 triumph, scoring the game’s lone run. Undoubtedly
helping to buck him up was the response of teammate Eddie Stanky, who
hollered at the Phillies, ““You yellow-bellied cowards, why don’t you pick on
somebody who can answer back!”

Other incidents imperiled baseball’s “noble experiment.” The Pittsburgh
Pirates initially refused to take the field against the Dodgers at Forbes Field
until threatened with a forfeit. In early May, National League president Ford
Frick headed off a potential walkout by members of the defending World
Series champion St. Louis Cardinals, warning that he would suspend strikers
who would become “outcasts” in the press. Frick continued, “I do not care
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if half the league strikes. Those who do it will encounter quick retribution.
All will be suspended and I don’t care if it wrecks the National League for
five years. This is the United States of America and one citizen has as much
right to play as another.” A series of hate-filled letters arrived, threatening
Robinson’s family with violence.

Through it all, Robinson persevered and soon began to excel, completing a
21-game hitting streak and gradually winning over teammates and even some
opposing players. Along with Eddie Stanky, Hugh Casey and Dixie Walker,
who had triggered the preseason campaign to keep Robinson off the Dodg-
ers, began providing helpful advice. Younger players, like Duke Snider, who
had grown up as a Robinson fan, befriended him. In the midst of one game
as the opposition hurled “very vile names” at Robinson, the well-respected
Pee Wee Reese purportedly stared at the name-callers, who soon grew silent.
As the Dodgers captured the pennant, Robinson completed his initial regular
season in the major leagues with a .297 batting average; 125 runs scored, the
second-best mark in the National League; twelve homers; and a league high
of twenty-nine stolen bases. Named Rookie of the Year by the Sporting News,
Robinson brought speed back to a game that had been power-laden since
Babe Ruth ushered in the era of the long ball in the 1920s. The Dodgers lost
the World Series to the New York Yankees in seven hard-fought games, with
Robinson batting .296 and fielding flawlessly.

Most significant of all, Robinson battered down the Jim Crow barrier that
had long soiled the national pastime. Other Negro Leaguers entered the major
leagues, with Roy Campanella and Don Newcombe soon starring for the Dodg-
ers, and Satchel Paige and outfielder Larry Doby helping the Cleveland Indians
to the 1948 World Series title. As the next decade began, Willie Mays, Hank
Aaron, and Ernie Banks were among the other great ballplayers who moved
over from the Negro leagues. Robinson, now playing second base, remained
a star for several seasons, making the All-Star squad each year from 1949 to
1954 and compiling a lifetime batting average of .311 over ten campaigns. In
1949, he led the National League in hitting, with a .342 batting average, and
in stolen bases, with thirty-seven thefts, knocked in 124 runs, and was named
the Most Valuable Player. Altogether, he helped Brooklyn to six pennants and,
in 1955, its only World Series crown, when the Dodgers finally bested their
crosstown rivals, the hated Yankees.

Along the way, Robinson became a larger-than-life figure for many fans.
In September 1947, he graced the cover of Time magazine and a nationwide
poll placed him second in popularity, behind only entertainer Bing Crosby.
The next year saw publication of his autobiography, Jackie Robinson: My Own
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Story, while a film based on the book soon appeared. Increasingly, Robinson
displayed greater interest in the wider world beyond baseball, including the
Anti-Defamation League, run by B’nai B’rith; the YMCA facility located at
135th Street in Harlem; and a clothing store in Harlem. By the early 1950s,
his fame was such that President Dwight Eisenhower, during a dinner for the
Anti-Defamation League, made a point of coming over to Robinson’s table
to shake his hand. In January 1954, Robinson agreed to serve as chair of the
Commission on Community Organizations of the National Conference of
Christians and Jews. That same year, his now top salary and outside income
enabled Jackie, Rachel, and their growing brood to move from a middle-class
neighborhood in St. Albans, a residential district in the New York City bor-
ough of Queens, to a spacious home in the suburb of Stamford, Connecticut.
Robinson became increasingly supportive of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) efforts to challenge racial stric-
tures. The next year witnessed the unfolding of the Montgomery bus boycott,
led by Martin Luther King Jr., who later acknowledged, “Jackie Robinson
made it possible for me in the first place. Without him, I would never have
been able to do what I did.”

As King’s epochal campaign of nonviolent protest continued, Robinson’s
playing career ended and a new phase of his life began. He refused to accept a
trade to the New York Giants after the 1956 World Series, which the Dodgers
lost to the Yankees, preferring instead to retire, as related in Look magazine,
which paid $50,000 for his story. He took a job as vice president in charge of
personnel for Chock Full o’ Nuts, a chain of coffee shops, receiving an annual
salary of $50,000 and benefits. He also served as chair of the NAACP’s 1957
Freedom Fund drive and joined the organization’s national board of directors.
In 1959, Robinson wrote a column for the New York Post, while continuing to
deliver a weekly radio show. He helped to establish the Student Emergency
Fund, which collected several thousand dollars to support the young activ-
ists who were conducting sit-ins against Jim Crow practices in the South. In
January 1962, Robinson received word that along with former nemesis Bob
Feller, he would be inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown,
New York—the first African American player and the first from the Negro
Leagues to be so honored.

As the volatile 1960s wound on, the too rapidly aging Robinson—now bat-
tling diabetes and forced to use a cane—was castigated by black nationalists
for his moderate viewpoints. Robinson flew to Birmingham to support King’s
fight against segregationist police commissioner Bull Connor, and he joined
200,000 protesters demanding jobs and freedom in the March on Washington
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in August 1963. He accepted an appointment as chair of the New York State
Athletic Commission, while continuing to deliver speeches for the Anti-
Defamation League and the NAACP. In 1965, Robinson helped to establish
the Freedom National Bank in Harlem, which he considered “symbolic of
the determination of the Negro to become an integral part of the mainstream
of our American economy.” The next year found him serving as a special as-
sistant to Governor Nelson Rockefeller for community affairs.

In other ways, Jackie, Rachel, and their three children experienced the
highs and the lows of the zeitgeist of the 1960s and beyond. Rachel worked
as a psychiatric nurse and became a professor at Yale University, while Jackie
Jr., having dropped out of school and volunteered to serve in Vietnam, was
charged in early 1968 with possession of heroin, marijuana, and a .22-caliber
gun. Shortly after completing a detoxification program, Jackie Jr. was killed
in a single-automobile crash on June 16, 1971. News of his son’s death must
have been shattering to Robinson, who was already suffering from hyperten-
sion, acute blockage of his arteries, advanced lung disease, diabetes, and
near blindness.

Honors continued to come Robinson’s way too, including Sport magazine’s
announcement in late 1971 that he had been chosen as “The Man of 25 Years
of Sports.” Saluted in the midst of the 1972 World Series for the twenty-fifth
anniversary of his breaking of baseball’s color barrier, Robinson characteristi-
cally declared, “I"'m extremely proud and pleased. But I'll be more pleased
when I can look over at third base and see a black man as manager.” Days
later, on October 24, Jackie Robinson died at age fifty-three of a massive heart
attack. Civil rights leader Vernon Jordan lauded Robinson as “a trailblazer for
all black people and a great spokesman for justice.”
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Avatar of the Beats

The date was October 7, 1955; the setting the dark and smoky Six Gallery, a
former auto-repair shop located at Union and Fillmore, close to the Embar-
cadero in San Francisco; the occasion a spirited poetry reading organized by
Kenneth Rexroth. An established fixture in Bay Area poetic circles, Rexroth
provided an aura of legitimacy, if such were needed. The other poets included
Michael McClure, Philip Whalen, Philip Lamantia, and Ruth Witt-Diamant,
the lone woman in the otherwise all-male crowd. In fact, all the significant
figures in the San Francisco poetry renaissance were present. Also in the
audience of 150 or so was Jack Kerouac, who was too shy to read any of his
own work but happily moved about the room, soliciting donations to purchase
three large jugs of California burgundy.

As midnight approached amid generous imbibing of wine, an intoxicated
Allen Ginsberg, conducting his first public reading, began to recite from
“Howl.” His opening lines captured the spirit of the Beat Generation and
soon catapulted him to the top rung of American poets. Calling on his own
experiences and that of many of his friends, Ginsberg sang out in the fashion
of a cantor, “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness.”
Those “angelheaded hipsters” sought in drugs “the ancient heavenly connec-
tion to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night.”
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With Kerouac exclaiming, “Go!” “Yeah!” and “Correct!” in the back-
ground, Ginsberg delivered his still-incomplete epic work as if in a trance.
Tears streamed from Rexroth’s eyes as he listened to the younger man’s ode
to America, including a harsh condemnation of “Moloch” and a defiant an-
nouncement of his generation’s arrival. For Ginsberg, his poem exuded “a
rhythmic articulation of feeling . . . like an impulse that rises within—just
like sexual impulses.” Referring to his own experiences at Columbia Univer-
sity in the late 1940s, Ginsberg bemoaned those “who were expelled from
the academies for crazy and publishing obscene odes on the windows of the
skull.” Alluding to his own sexual propensities, he extolled those “who howled
on their knees in the subway and were dragged off the roof waving genitals
and manuscripts.” In the poem’s second section, Ginsberg, in the fashion of
a biblical prophet, condemned “Moloch the incomprehensible prison! . . .
Moloch the vast stone of war! . . . Moloch whose blood is running money!”
Afterward, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, whose City Lights Bookstore had agreed to
publish “Howl,” fired off a brief note: “I greet you at the beginning of a great
career. When do I get the manuscript?” In the fall of 1956, City Lights/Pocket
Poets released How! and Other Poems.

One of the dominant figures of the Beat Generation, this offspring of radi-
cal Jewish immigrants helped to reshape America’s cultural landscape. Irwin
Allen Ginsberg was born in Newark, New Jersey, on June 3, 1926, the second
child of Louis and Naomi Ginsberg, a pair of mismatched lovers. Their fami-
lies, along with so many other immigrant Jews, had ended up on the Lower
East Side of New York City, where Louis and Naomi, both seventeen, met at
Barringer High School. Louis, drawn to the socialist beliefs of his parents,
attended Rutgers University in Newark, while the Yiddish-speaking Naomi,
attracted to communism, went to a normal school to become a grammar school
teacher. Notwithstanding strong opposition from his parents, who disap-
proved of Naomi, the two married in 1919 and resided in Newark. Within a
short while, Louis acquired a reputation as a poet, largely thanks to his 1920
work, “Roots.” The two frequented Greenwich Village and were drawn to
feminism, vegetarianism, and nudism, which especially appealed to Naomi.
Louis coursed easily through New York literary circles, contributing to various
literary publications, including the New Masses, which increasingly spouted
a procommunist line.

The family moved to the Bronx in New York City and then to a dilapidated
Jewish district in Paterson, New Jersey, where Louis taught English at a local
high school. Pancreatic difficulties and mental illness afflicted Naomi, whose
extended stays in sanatoriums, combined with incessant bickering between
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her and Louis, troubled their son Allen. Not surprisingly, he suffered some
emotional difficulties of his own. At the age of five, he triggered a fire in his
bedroom, while at school he was alienated from the other children. As the
Ginsbergs moved from one apartment building to another, Allen experienced
a series of crushes on prepubescent boys. At Central High School, this buck-
toothed “mental ghoul,” with his thick glasses, felt “totally disconnected from
any reality,” becoming enamored with musicians ranging from Ludwig van
Beethoven to Bessie Smith and Huddie Ledbetter (‘“Leadbelly”). Compelled
to transfer to East Side High, Ginsberg caught the attention of an English
teacher who introduced him to the poetry of Walt Whitman.

In September 1943, Ginsberg entered Columbia University as a scholarship
student who hoped to become a labor lawyer. He was drawn to the English
department with its distinguished faculty, which included the literary critic
and author Lionel Trilling and Pulitzer Prize—winning poet Mark Van Doren.
Ginsberg pored over the writings of classical Greeks and Romans, St. Au-
gustine, Dante, Machiavelli, and Shakespeare, among others, and became
assistant editor of the Columbia Review. He eventually learned of both his
mother’s decision to leave her marriage and her subsequent involvement with
Leon Luria, a communist physician who worked for the left-wing National
Maritime Union.

With his friend Lucien Carr, Ginsberg frequented artistic and cultural haunts
in Manhattan, including Greenwich Village. Through Carr, Ginsberg met first
William Burroughs, a Harvard dropout and an heir to the Burroughs Corpora-
tion fortune, and then Jack Kerouac, a merchant seaman whose football career
at Columbia had ended due to a leg injury and whose “indifferent character”
had resulted in his early release from the U.S. Navy. As he had with Carr,
Ginsberg fell in love with Kerouac, whom he idealized as an extraordinarily
handsome, sensitive, intelligent, and compassionate young man. Carr recalled
that this group of friends—especially Ginsberg and Kerouac—aspired to a
“new vision” that involved “trying to look at the world in a new light, trying
to look at the world in a way that gave it some meaning.” By 1944, the group
formed, as Kerouac put it, “a libertine circle” that sought to cultivate “the
New Consciousness.”

The proponents of this transformed consciousness were in keeping with an
older bohemian tradition, initially associated with gypsies, outsiders, writers,
and artists in nineteenth-century Europe. These individuals were determined
to exist and create according to their own codes of behavior, which often
deliberately contradicted more conventional practices. Bohemian enclaves
sprouted in Paris’s Montmartre and Montparnasse; London’s Chelsea, Fitz-
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rovia, and Soho; Munich’s Schwabing; New York City’s Greenwich Village;
and San Francisco’s North Beach. Columbia University in Morningside
Heights in New York City served as an initial repository for the latest version
of American bohemianism.

In the spring semester of 1945, Ginsberg—whose ideal of the “new vi-
sion” was leading him to question rationality itself—was suspended from
Columbia after etching obscene, anti-Semitic graffiti on the windowpane of
his dormitory room. He was required to undergo psychiatric counseling before
being readmitted to the university. In the meantime, he took on a number of
odd jobs, working as a welder, a dishwasher, and a clerk. He drew closer to
Burroughs, who exposed him to the seamy underworld of Times Square.
Determined to lose his virginity, Ginsberg had his first sexual encounters,
including with Kerouac. Following his friend’s lead, Ginsberg briefly joined
the U.S. Maritime Service. He also smoked marijuana for the first time and
took other drugs. His explorations with both homosexuality and drugs were
illegal and viewed as immoral by the vast majority of Americans at the time.
Indeed, psychiatrists were among those who deemed that such practices in-
volved pathological behavior that should necessarily be curbed.

With a psychiatrist’s letter in hand, Ginsberg reenrolled at Columbia for
the fall semester in 1946. He was troubled about his sexual inclinations,
while continuing to experiment with drugs. That fall, he met a friend of
Jack Kerouac, a young, fast-talking hustler from Denver named Neal Cas-
sady. Ginsberg engaged in a love affair with Cassady, whose sexual appetite
included a fondness for numerous women and men as well. Soon, Ginsberg
discovered that his mother’s mental condition had worsened again and he
worried about his own sanity. Shortly after completing a group of poems,
“The Denver Doldrums,” he had a religious sensation while reading William
Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience. Ginsberg remembered,
“I suddenly realized that this experience was it!”

Still foundering, Ginsberg worked as a copyboy on the midnight shift for
the Associated Press Radio News Service, situated at Rockefeller Center, and
hung out with Kerouac and Cassady. Increasingly, Ginsberg and Kerouac
sought to spread the word about each other’s writing gifts, but to little avail.
Petty criminals, including Herbert Huncke, another aspiring author, began
storing stolen goods at Ginsberg’s apartment in Lenox Hill, which led to
Allen’s arrest and his confinement at the Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric
Institute.

After his release in early 1950, Ginsberg became convinced that he could
become content in heterosexual relations, an attitude undoubtedly influenced
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by the starkly homophobic nature of Cold War America. Over the next several
years, he did have a number of affairs with women, although he remained at-
tracted to men as well. Temporarily serving on the staff of the Labor Herald,
Ginsberg spent time at the San Remo bar, located on the corner of Bleecker
and MacDougal streets in Greenwich Village. There, he encountered writers
like James Agee and Paul Goodman, along with the composer John Cage.
Ginsberg referred to the crowd at the bar as the “subterraneans,” while Ker-
ouac and John Clellon Holmes were already likening their friends to the Lost
Generation of the 1920s. At one point, in fact, Kerouac exclaimed, “Ah, this is
really a Beat Generation!” A new member soon arrived on the scene: a young,
self-proclaimed poet, Gregory Corso. Like his compatriots, Corso embodied
the unrestrained bohemianism—characterized by a fondness for uninhibited
sex, liberal consumption of alcohol, and drugs ranging from marijuana to
heroin—of the small group of writers, artists, and less talented hangers-on,
hustlers, and sociopaths. Not yet a movement, this 1950s version of the Lost
Generation suggested that the cusp of a counterculture was emerging, no
matter how little recognized at the time. For Ginsberg, that counterculture
demanded sexual liberation and the ability to explore alternative states of
consciousness.

Continuing to write and hang out in Greenwich Village, Ginsberg acquired
work as a market researcher. In April 1952, he took peyote for the first time,
recording in his notebook, “Heavens the universe is in order.” Increasingly,
poet and physician William Carlos Williams and Kerouac helped to mold his
writing techniques, particularly after Williams agreed to serve as something
of a mentor. Another revelation came Ginsberg’s way when, in early 1953,
he began to explore Zen Buddhism. Following a summer stint as a copyboy
for the New York World-Telegram, he went to Havana and then Mexico, where
he explored archaeological sites. Finally arriving at the home of Neal and
Carolyn Cassady in San Jose, California, Ginsberg was soon ordered to leave
by Carolyn, who was enraged by Allen’s affair with her husband.

Having again taken a job with a market research firm, Ginsberg became
a regular at the literary salon of Kenneth Rexroth, a leading figure in San
Francisco poetry circles. He also began living with Sheila Williams Boucher
at her apartment on fashionable Nob Hill, but that relationship soured after
he revealed his sexual history to her. One evening, after yet another argu-
ment with Boucher, a drunken Ginsberg ended up at Foster’s Cafeteria in
Polk Gulch, where he joined a group of several young men, including the
painter Robert LaVigne. Later, at LaVigne’s apartment, Ginsberg met twenty-
one-year-old Peter Orlovsky, who would become the great love of his life.
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Soon, Ginsberg and Orlovsky shared an apartment in which they maintained
separate bedrooms.

More than ever, Ginsberg was devoted to his writing and the literary scene
in San Francisco. He ran into the poet Michael McClure at a reading by W.H.
Auden and met Lawrence Ferlinghetti, a former World War II naval com-
mander, poet, and owner of the City Lights Bookstore, which published first-
rate paperbacks. In early August, Ginsberg began to write “Howl,” determined
to adopt the less inhibited style that Rexroth encouraged. The poem became
a manifesto for the Beat Generation and a precursor of the counterculture of
the 1960s. He drew on personal experiences and on those of his companions,
including Huncke and Carl Solomon, who had experienced electroshock
treatment. Rather than discussing Kerouac and Burroughs, Ginsberg pointed
to other tortured souls, making the poem “a lament for the Lamb in America,
with instances of remarkable lamb-like youths.” Undoubtedly more hopeful
than he was assured, Ginsberg envisioned a larger counterculture appearing
in the middle of Eisenhower’s America, which seemingly was still shaped far
more by J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI than by the “new vision.”

The Six Gallery reading of October 7, 1955, heralded, as Ginsberg biogra-
pher Barry Miles noted, “the San Francisco chapter of the Beat Generation.”
Ginsberg now drew closer to fellow poets Gary Snyder and Philip Whalen,
while exploring Zen Buddhism in greater depth. The following summer,
Ginsberg served on the USNS Sgt. Jack J. Pendleton, headed for the Arctic
Circle. He received bound copies of Howl and Other Poems, and he began
reading the Torah, the Five Books of Moses. On September 2, 1956, the New
York Times contained a lengthy article, “West Coast Rhythms,” which saluted
Ginsberg as a significant new poet. Referring to the San Francisco Beats, the
Times reported that the past year’s “most remarkable poem” produced by a
band of young writers was “Howl,” which was “profoundly Jewish in tem-
per” and “Biblical in its repetitive grammatical build-up,” a condemnation of
“everything in our mechanistic civilization which kills the spirit.” With his
own fame now seemingly assured, Ginsberg continued to promote the work
of other Beat writers, especially Kerouac, Burroughs, Corso, and Snyder.
Although recognizing that the Beat Generation was just starting to take off,
Ginsberg, “very conscious of leaving the scene to do something more serious
and steady,” decided to travel to Europe, hoping to broaden his horizons.

Through his far-flung adventures, drug experiments, and largely unre-
strained sexual practices, Ginsberg served as a pathfinder for the counter-
culture that would emerge in the new decade. Determined to connect with
well-known figures and those who promised to become acclaimed, as he now
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did himself, Ginsberg began his roundabout odyssey by encountering the
writer Anais Nin in Los Angeles, the British poet Denise Levertov in Gua-
dalajara in Mexico, and the poet Diane di Prima in New York City. Ginsberg
introduced himself to the artist Salvador Dali at a gallery in Manhattan and
went to see William Carlos Williams in New Jersey. In early March 1957,
Ginsberg and Orlovsky sailed aboard a Yugoslav freighter for Casablanca
in Morocco, where they indulged in the region’s potent marijuana, hashish,
and opium, while foreshadowing the adventures of the counterculture of the
ensuing decade.

While traveling through Western Europe, Ginsberg fielded questions from
Time magazine about an obscenity trial involving “Howl” that was taking
place in San Francisco. The Juvenile Division of the San Francisco Police
Department, clearly determined to prevent the release of “Howl,” with its
graphic use of language, including some obviously extolling homosexuality,
had arrested Lawrence Ferlinghetti for publishing and selling Ginsberg’s
book of poems. In Paris, Ginsberg received word that the presiding judge in
the case had declared that his epic poem was not “without redeeming social
importance,” even concluding “with a plea for holy living.” Ironically, sales
of “Howl” boomed, thanks to the publicity generated by the trial, with Life
magazine presenting a lengthy piece on both.

Across the Atlantic, Jack Kerouac’s frenetic account of the odysseys of the
Beat Generation, On the Road, was published to mixed reviews but consider-
able fanfare. Herb Caen, a columnist for the San Francisco Chronicle, noted
marijuana arrests in North Beach and the hassling of “beatniks” by the police.
After a year and a half away, Ginsberg returned to the States in mid-1958.
With Kerouac beset by alcoholism, Ginsberg became known as the “King of
the Beats.” Along with Orlovsky and Corso, he appeared in an experimental
film called Pull My Daisy, a precursor of the underground cinema that would
thrive in the ensuing decade.

Then, in early 1959, Ginsberg participated in a research experiment at the
Mental Research Institute in Palo Alto, taking LSD 25—Iysergic acid—for
the first time. The experience proved revelatory for Ginsberg, who fell into
a trance that he likened to that described in the English poet Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s classic work,“Kubla Khan,” seeming “permanent and transcen-
dent” with “rather beautiful visual images too.” Shortly after receiving news
that Burroughs had published the long-awaited novel, Naked Lunch, Ginsberg
began a trip through South America as the new decade opened, where he in-
gested large doses of a potent hallucinogen favored by Amazon Indians. Back
in the States, he joined in an experiment involving psilocybin conducted by
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Timothy Leary, then serving as a lecturer in psychology at Harvard. On that
occasion, Ginsberg told Leary, “I"m the Messiah. I've come down to preach
love to the world. We’re going to walk through the streets and teach people
to stop hating.” In the fashion of Leary and Richard Alpert, Leary’s colleague
at Harvard, Ginsberg became a proselytizer for psychedelic drugs, seeking to
turn on many creative performers and intellectuals, including the poet Robert
Lowell and Lowell’s lover, Elizabeth Hardwick.

Continuing his far-flung travels during the early 1960s, Ginsberg, joined
by Orlovsky, visited the ashram of Swami Shivanda in the Himalayas, where
Allen became versed in the Hare Krishna mantra that he would carry back
to America. In the spring of 1963, Ginsberg flew to Saigon, where he met
Neil Sheehan, a young journalist who was critical of American operations
in Vietnam. In mid-August, Ginsberg, who now wore his thinning curly hair
long and sported a full black beard, ended a poetry conference by chanting
“Hare Krishna.” Finally, back in San Francisco, Ginsberg participated in his
first demonstration against the Vietnam War, helping to birth a new culture
within the shell of the older one.

In early 1964, Ginsberg and Orlovsky hosted a number of orgies at their
apartment in New York City, with Ginsberg noting, “Been making it with some
nice young girls and boys—what a pleasure to be a clean old man—More I
see it I think there is a big sex upsurge revolution which will alter and enlarge
family unit.” Ginsberg met up with Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters,
who sought to foster a free-flowing psychedelic revolution, and included in
their ranks Neal Cassady, driver of the brightly colored bus that transported
them around the country. In late December, Ginsberg joined with the poet Ed
Sanders in conducting a demonstration on the Lower East Side of New York
City, calling for the legalization of marijuana.

The following year, Ginsberg was invited by the Cuban minister of culture
to participate in a writers’ conference at the Casa de las Americas in Havana.
The homophobic nature of the Castro regime, which had been celebrated
by many New Leftists, greatly disturbed Ginsberg, who was soon required
to leave the Caribbean island. His next trip took him to Prague, which he
considered “lovelier in miniature than Paris almost.” A cultural and literary
revolution was unfolding in Czechoslovakia, which ensured that Ginsberg was
well received. His sexual antics continued unabated and he offered a reading
of “Howl” and other poems before a large crowd at Charles University. At
one point, Ginsberg took a train to Moscow, where he immediately headed
for the Kremlin and Red Square. In the home station of Soviet communism,
he encountered a series of relatives, who shared photos and stories about his
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mother. He also met the poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko, who said, “I respect you
as a great man, a great poet.” But Yevtushenko considered homosexuality and
drugs “juvenile preoccupations,” hardly as significant as Stalinism and the
censorship that still afflicted Russian authors. Back in Prague, the students
voted Ginsberg May King; he dedicated his “crown to the beautiful bureau-
crat Franz Kafka.” Soon, however, he suffered the theft of his notebook, a
tailing by government security forces, and a beating at the hands of a man
who shouted, “Bouzerant! Bouzerant! (homosexual).” The Czech government
rescinded his visa. Arriving in London on May 8, 1965, Ginsberg met Bob
Dylan, Joan Baez, and filmmaker Don Pennebaker at the Savoy Hotel. Soon,
the Beatles sent for him. Then he delivered a series of poetry readings in the
English and Welsh countrysides.

Returning home, he discovered that Orlovsky, who was battling drug addic-
tion, had moved their possessions to a dilapidated district in New York City.
Ginsberg received word that he had been awarded a Guggenheim Founda-
tion grant, which enabled him to purchase a Volkswagen camper. Eventually,
Ginsberg and Orlovsky went to see Cassady, who was residing at Ken Kesey’s
ranch in La Honda, outside Palo Alto.

On November 28, Ginsberg joined in an antiwar march bound for the Oak-
land Army Terminal, as both riot-trained police and members of the outlaw
motorcycle gang, the Hell’s Angels, threatened to disrupt the protest. Deflect-
ing calls for the marchers to arm themselves, Ginsberg urged the use of street
theater tactics instead. At a meeting orchestrated by Kesey at the home of
Hell’s Angels leader Sonny Barger, Ginsberg joined Cassady, several Merry
Pranksters, and a score of Hell’s Angels; only Ginsberg failed to take acid but
the atmosphere initially remained icy. Then Ginsberg began to chant, which
led one of the Angels to begin intoning, “Om, om zoom, zoom, zoom, om!”
Eventually, everyone in the room joined in, to Ginsberg’s delight.

Continuing to champion both the burgeoning counterculture and the anti-
war movement, the poet-activist managed to be present at many of the era’s
most noteworthy happenings. On January 19, 1967, he joined with Snyder,
Leary, and thousands of others in chanting mantras at Golden Gate Park in
San Francisco, the scene of the Human Be-In. The publicity surrounding
Ginsberg’s appearance at the event, the poet Larry Fagin argued, “skyrock-
eted the whole Ginsberg cottage industry into outer space.” In August 1968,
Ginsberg watched as police attacked thousands of antiwar protesters, not all
them well mannered, in Chicago during the Democratic Party presidential
convention. At one point, after pacifist leader David Dellinger implored him
to help calm both sides, Ginsberg took up a chant, resulting in a temporary
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quieting of tensions. Ginsberg was present for the Woodstock Festival in
August 1969, when 400,000 people congregated on Max Yasgur’s farm in
upstate New York to listen to some of the era’s top bands and poets.

Acclaim and attention continued to come Ginsberg’s way, including a
grant from the National Institute of Arts and Letters and 7ime magazine’s
acknowledgment that he had been ““all but officially designated as a peculiar
national treasure of sorts.” In December 1969, he testified on behalf of the
defense at the Chicago conspiracy trial, which saw Dellinger and antiwar
activist Tom Hayden among those charged with having sought to incite a riot
at the Democratic national convention. On October 9, 1971, Ginsberg was
one of the select few gathered to celebrate John Lennon’s thirty-first birth-
day in the former Beatle’s hotel room in Syracuse, New York. In April 1974,
Ginsberg was informed that his work, The Fall of America, had been granted
the National Book Award in Poetry.

In the mid-1970s, Ginsberg joined Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue, a
traveling cavalcade of musicians. In February 1979, he was given the National
Arts Club gold medal, soon followed by his induction into the American
Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. In August 1981, he attended a
writers’ conference in Mexico City, along with Gunter Grass, Octavio Paz, and
Jorge Luis Borges, among others. In Toronto, he witnessed a stage production
of his poem “Kaddish.” Appropriately enough, 1984 found Ginsberg, along
with the great black writer James Baldwin and Coretta Scott King, Martin
Luther King Jr.’s widow, on a list of speakers that the United States Infor-
mation Agency blacklisted from government-backed performances abroad.
Nevertheless, that fall, Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, and African American author
Toni Morrison served as members of an American delegation to China, which
was supposed to exchange ideas regarding the writing process. Remaining
politically engaged, Ginsberg delivered poetry readings on behalf of the Polish
Solidarity movement in Krakow and Warsaw. In January 1988, he showed up
in Tel Aviv, condemning Israeli occupation policies regarding Palestine. In
1993, the French Minister of Culture named Ginsberg Chevalier de 1’ordre
des Arts et Lettres. On April 5, 1997, Ginsberg, who had been appointed
Distinguished Professor of Poetry at Brooklyn College, succumbed to a heart
attack, associated with the terminal liver cancer that afflicted him, in the East
Village in New York City.

Ginsberg’s friend Tom Hayden said, “He led quite a great life. He was an
Old Testament figure railing against the establishment—a Jewish guy from
New York who became a Buddhist, a poet, and a musician. Allen was like a
prophet of the 1960s.” Hayden continued, “He was a reflection of what was
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going on. The poem ‘Howl’ was a howl against the hypocrisy and silence
of the generations of the 1950s—of the people who failed to perform their
function as real elders.”

Conclusion

They were both outsiders, whose very makeup contradicted the democratic
overlay of the American nation. Jackie Robinson, with his very dark skin,
confronted racial barriers that had afflicted African Americans for three cen-
turies. Allen Ginsberg, because of his sexual orientation and his challenge to
American material culture, similarly faced ostracism rooted in long-standing
homophobia. Each man was an artist in his own fashion, the one with his
athletic genius and the other with his flair for poetry, who battled against the
kinds of impediments that continued to afflict democratic America as World
War II ended. Robinson and Ginsberg opened doors for others to enter, dra-
matically serving to liberate the nation as a whole. The all-around athlete
starred in America’s favorite sport, part of a seemingly star-crossed team
that was beloved in Brooklyn and many other corners of the United States.
Robinson’s performance on the baseball diamond enabled other gifted African
Americans to enter organized baseball and demonstrated how readily they
could compete if afforded something of a level playing field. The wordsmith
acted as a missionary for an emancipated lifestyle, defiantly contesting sexual
boundaries of many sorts. Although homosexuality and bisexuality remained
highly controversial, Ginsberg’s celebrity forced their public recognition.
Restrictive sexual and racial boundaries, in the legal, cultural, and social
realms, proved less acceptable as first Robinson’s career and then Ginsberg’s
wound to a close.

Study Questions

1. The integration of major league baseball had enormous social, politi-
cal, and cultural importance. Explain why this was so.

2. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders viewed Jackie
Robinson as a hero. How did Robinson acquire this stature?

3. Discuss the significance of the Beats and their alternative vision of
America in the early postwar years.

4. The public reading of Ginsberg’s poem “Howl” was a figurative “shot
across the bow” in the culture wars of the 1950s. Explain why this
poem had such impact.
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5. Robinson and Ginsberg were both outsiders and pathbreakers in post-
war American society. Compare the roles of the two in challenging
restrictive social and cultural barriers.
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Defending Democracy in the

Nuclear Age

In the immediate postwar period, the development of nuclear weapons and the
intensification of the Cold War confronted the American people with daunting
challenges and sometimes seemingly stark choices. Given the unprecedented
pressures of the atomic era, wherein national security needs sometimes came
perilously close to encroaching on the democratic foundations of American
life, one of the most critical tasks was to assure the continued existence of
a democratic republic in a dangerous world. To some people, such as Curtis
LeMay, commander of the Strategic Air Command, the preeminent threat was
external and easily identifiable—the Soviet Union, with its immense mili-
tary might and totalitarian ideology, was the greatest danger that the United
States had ever faced. The gruff, cigar-smoking general, one of the foremost
proponents of air power during World War II, viewed nuclear weapons as a
means to ensure the nation’s security, indeed survival, in a world dominated
by the confrontation between the two superpowers. Individuals like LeMay,
who considered themselves sober-minded realists, believed that nuclear arma-
ments, as horrific as they were, offered the promise of deterring future conflict.
Unlike those who considered major conflict in the atomic age unthinkable,
LeMay advocated strategies that were premised on the possibility of nuclear
Armageddon. Most alarmingly, LeMay spoke openly of situations in which
the United States could resort to preemptive strikes against a threatening
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enemy. His duty, he was convinced, was to take those steps that would ensure
the survival and victory of the United States in a nuclear war that few other
people would even ponder.

For many other Americans, the greater danger to American democracy
came from those who planned for hypothetical scenarios of nuclear destruc-
tion, the military strategists whose very determination to prepare for atomic
war would assure its inevitability. They, together with powerful political and
industrial leaders, constituted a “power elite” that was laying the foundations
for what President Dwight Eisenhower termed the “military-industrial com-
plex.” The vastly heightened role of this small, insulated group of powerful
men in postwar America, some began to argue, presented more danger to
the nation’s democratic traditions than did any foreign enemy. Some critics,
like the radical sociologist C. Wright Mills, were deeply troubled by “the
military metaphysic” fostered by LeMay, warning that “the causes of World
War Three” could be traced to that mind-set. Peace activists focused on the
consequences of accelerated nuclear testing, leading to the emergence of a
test-ban movement in the 1950s. Mills was certainly sympathetic to the “ban
the bomb” movement that arose in Great Britain and the United States, but
largely confined his own activism to his writings and public addresses. By
the time the antinuclear movement gathered momentum, Mills had become
one of America’s leading public intellectuals, known for his critical analyses
of white-collar workers, the power elite that largely determined U.S. domes-
tic and foreign policies, and the academic establishment, notwithstanding
his own professorship at Columbia University. Mills’s analyses spurred the
growth of the New Left, whose members approved of his iconoclastic posi-
tions, particularly his willingness to speak truth to power, no matter what
that might cost him.
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CURTIS LEMAY
Apostle of Armageddon

In the early years of the Eisenhower presidency, American defense strategists
were increasingly alarmed about the growing nuclear capabilities of the Soviet
Union. Though the American monopoly on nuclear weapons had disappeared
in 1949 when the first Soviet atomic bomb was tested, the United States had
retained a clear superiority in nuclear arms and strategic bombers. Nonethe-
less, some strategists counseled that the American advantage would not last
indefinitely and that it was imperative to consider the possibility of a first strike
against the Soviet Union while circumstances still favored the United States.
Curtis LeMay, commander of the Air Force’s Strategic Air Command since
1948, was a consistent advocate of what many deemed an unthinkable action.
As early as 1950, LeMay, already renowned for blunt and often impolitic re-
marks, had projected that 1954 would be the “year of maximum danger,” when
the Soviet nuclear arsenal and bomber force reached levels that would pose
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discernible threats to American security. By 1953, other government agencies
confirmed the growing danger. A National Security Council (NSC) subcommit-
tee concluded that existing U.S. defense programs were inadequate “to prevent,
neutralize or seriously deter the military or covert attacks which the USSR is
capable of launching.” Other influential voices echoed the idea that national
security required the United States to act while it held a clear advantage. In
August, Nathan Twining, Air Force Chief of Staff, was presented with a staff
report called “The Coming National Crisis,” which warned that the nation
would soon be compelled to choose between general war and submission to
“the whims of a small group of proven barbarians.” The report argued that a
“no first-strike” policy guaranteed “disaster in a nuclear war.” Increasingly,
many high officials in the defense establishment were willing to consider a
preventive war against the Soviet Union. In late 1954, President Eisenhower
rejected this concept, declaring in a national security policy statement, “The
United States and its allies must reject the concept of preventive war or acts
intended to provoke war.” A proponent of the “New Look’ in defense strategy,
Eisenhower advocated the deterrent quality of a policy of massive retaliation
with nuclear weapons, not preventive war against potential enemies.

The president had not, however, disallowed a policy of preemption, and
LeMay’s Strategic Air Command (SAC) was authorized to plan for a pre-
emptive attack on the USSR if SAC determined that the Soviet Union was
preparing to attack the United States. Since Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
estimates concluded that the Soviets would require a month to assemble and
deliver all their estimated 150 nuclear weapons, LeMay believed that he could
easily carry out the full-scale “Sunday punch” strike that he had advocated
for years—unleashing everything in the U.S. nuclear arsenal in a simultane-
ous, omnidirectional assault on the Soviet Union. A U.S. Navy officer later
recounted his horrified reaction to a SAC briefing in March 1954 during which
Air Force staffers summarized a proposed attack plan that seemed little short
of apocalyptic—more than 1,000 U.S. strategic bombers were to rain as many
as 750 atomic bombs on the USSR within a couple of hours. “The final im-
pression,” the stunned captain wrote, “was that virtually all of Russia would
be nothing but a smoking, radiating ruin at the end of two hours.” During the
question-and-answer period after the briefing, LeMay casually remarked that,
were war in Korea renewed, he would up the ante in such “poker games” by
using atomic bombs on China, Manchuria, and southeastern Russia.

During his lengthy tenure as chief of Strategic Air Command, General Le-
May established a reputation as a brusque, no-nonsense advocate of military
preparedness, a convinced proponent of air power who endorsed uniquely
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aggressive nuclear strategies. Known variously by admirers and critics as
the “Iron Eagle,” “Iron Ass,” and “Bomber” LeMay, the general came to per-
sonify the nuclear warrior—cold, unsentimental, committed to an increasingly
ambiguous concept of victory in an era in which major warfare between the
superpowers might well mean the destruction of world civilization. LeMay
may have been the inspiration for the fictional General Jack D. Ripper, the
renegade SAC wing commander who initiates a preemptive attack on the
Soviet Union, with catastrophic results, in Stanley Kubrick’s 1964 film Dr.
Strangelove, or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. LeMay’s
embrace of an offensive nuclear strategy, some feared, might well result in a
similar conflagration.

LeMay’s experiences in World War II had been central in shaping his
views about national defense—he had been appalled at America’s lack of
readiness in 1941. The effects of the American strategic bombing campaign
against Germany and Japan, which he had done much to organize, also left a
discernible imprint on his outlook. The immense destruction wrought by the
strategic bombing of those two nations provided a lesson, he believed, that
the United States could ignore only at its peril. In a postwar speech to Ohio
State University alumni, LeMay warned, “If you love America, do everything
you can do to make sure that what happened to Germany and Japan will never
happen to our country.” Only geography had spared the United States similar
destruction—the enemy had lacked the capability to strike at the continental
United States, granting the nation time to ready itself. In the next war, LeMay
predicted, “distance will be academic and there will be no time for prepara-
tion.” Given the rapid advances in weapons technology, the nation’s security
now rested with the Air Force, which, LeMay insisted, “must be allowed to
develop unhindered and unchained. There must be no ceiling, no boundaries,
no limitations to our air power development.” As SAC commander, LeMay
dedicated himself to the realization of that proposition. When he assumed
his new command in 1948, he inherited a force of 837 combat aircraft, many
aging and of questionable utility. Upon his promotion to Air Force Chief of
Staff'in 1957, Strategic Air Command boasted a massive fleet of 3,040 aircraft,
including nearly 1,800 modern strategic bombers capable of delivering nuclear
weapons to the Soviet heartland. Under LeMay’s direction, SAC became, in
the words of one historian, “the deadliest combat force of all time.”

Curtis Emerson LeMay was born into modest circumstances in Columbus,
Ohio, on November 15, 1906. His parents, Ernest and Arizona, were able
to provide little in the way of material comforts to their six children, but
instilled the values of hard work, duty, and morality. LeMay later recalled that
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he was about four years old when he saw his first airplane, and as a teenager,
he concluded that attending college as a Reserve Officer Training cadet would
be the best avenue to a career in aviation. In 1924, he enrolled at Ohio State
University as an engineering major, but abandoned his studies four years
later when he was accepted as a cadet in the U.S. Army Air Corps. Having
completed flight training, LeMay was commissioned as a second lieutenant in
the Air Corps Reserve in October 1929. His first assignment was to Selfridge
Field, Michigan, where he served with the Twenty-Seventh Pursuit Squadron.
During this assignment, the young Ohioan met Helen Maitland, a University
of Michigan student whom he would marry in 1934.

During the 1930s, LeMay faced not only the financial challenges posed
by the Depression, but also the glacial pace of promotion in peacetime;
ultimately, he served eleven years as a lieutenant. It was a decade during
which the Air Corps confronted slashed budgets and struggled to define its
mission. In 1936, LeMay, who had trained as a fighter pilot, was assigned to
the Second Bomb Group at Langley Field, Virginia. He was quick to discern
the offensive capabilities of modern bombers such as Boeing’s B-17 Flying
Fortress, some of which arrived at Langley in early 1937. Though he and oth-
ers recognized the aircraft’s potential to carry massive amounts of destructive
power into the enemy’s heartland, neither the army nor the navy was receptive
to this doctrine. LeMay and other like-minded airmen spent the next several
years striving to demonstrate the bomber’s utility as dramatically as possible
through bombing exercises, long-range intercept missions, and long-distance
intercontinental flights.

In 1941, as the United States entered World War II, the Air Corps was
renamed the U.S. Army Air Force (USAAF) and LeMay finally received his
captain’s bars. During the next four years, he was an ardent advocate and
practitioner of strategic bombing, first in Europe and then the Pacific. Com-
manding the 305 Bombardment Group in England and rising to the rank of
major general by 1942, LeMay developed formation-flying procedures and
bombing techniques that reduced Allied losses and improved bombing ac-
curacy in raids across Nazi-occupied Europe. Though the effectiveness of the
USAAF’s strategic bombing campaign against Germany was debated during
and for many years after the war, LeMay was widely credited with making
the European bombing campaign feasible. Recognized as an innovative
tactician and problem solver, LeMay was transferred to the Pacific theater
in July 1944, where he organized a strategic bombing campaign against the
Japanese homeland. Incorporating the new Boeing B-29 Superfortress into
combat operations, LeMay devised a radical scheme for low-altitude incen-
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diary raids on highly combustible Japanese cities. Stripped of armament,
his B-29s roared over Japan at only 5,000 to 9,000 feet, scattering firebomb
clusters across their targets. The effects were devastating—a raid on Tokyo
on March 10, 1945, incinerated nearly seventeen square miles of the city and
killed 100,000 Japanese. By war’s end, sixty-three Japanese cities had been
partially or wholly destroyed by these methods. LeMay never evinced moral
qualms about the strategic bombing of populated areas. The greater lesson
of the war for LeMay stemmed from the early years of the conflict, when
the United States struggled furiously to develop its war-making capabilities.
“There is nothing worse that I’ve found in life,” he observed, “than going into
battle ill-prepared or not prepared at all.” The remainder of his career was
dedicated to ensuring that his nation never again faced that dilemma.

The immediate postwar years brought challenges for professional soldiers
like LeMay. Public sentiment for rapid demobilization and a reduction in mili-
tary spending threatened the strength and readiness of all the armed services.
The USAAF, which consisted of more than 2.25 million military personnel
in August 1945, was reduced to only slightly over 300,000 as of May 1947.
Of the branch’s 25,000 aircraft, only 4,750 were combat-ready at that date.
America’s nuclear arsenal was miniscule, consisting of only thirteen atomic
bombs in 1947. Anticipating such a postwar relaxation of defense readiness,
LeMay had become an ardent advocate of preparedness from the moment
hostilities concluded in September 1945. Warning against complacency, he
told a War Department board in early 1946, “Our only defense is a striking-
power-in-being of such size that it is capable of delivering a stronger blow than
any of our potential enemies.” Such a strike force, he was convinced, would
not only deter attacks on the United States, but also ensure a U.S. advantage
if such an attack did occur.

LeMay’s first postwar assignment allowed him to ensure that U.S. defense
capabilities kept pace with rapidly evolving technologies. Posted to the Penta-
gon as deputy chief for research and development, LeMay was at the forefront
of the effort to develop and exploit new technologies. He organized Operation
Paper Clip, which put captured German scientists to work on projects that
would lay the foundation for the intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM)
program. He also engaged a consulting firm, the Rand Corporation, which
became the most prominent defense think tank of the postwar era. He also
headed a Joint Chiefs of Staff subcommittee to plan Operation Crossroads,
which involved the test detonation of two atomic bombs at Bikini, an atoll
in the Pacific, in 1946. These were the first nuclear explosions that LeMay
witnessed, and he summarized the implications to Air Force chief Carl Spaatz,
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noting that in the near future, sufficient numbers of atomic bombs would exist
to “nullify any nation’s military effort.”” More ominously, LeMay observed
that nuclear weapons made it possible to “depopulate vast areas of the earth’s
surface, leaving only vestigial remnants of man’s material works.” The lesson
for LeMay was that “the most effective atomic bomb striking force possible”
would be prerequisite to the full utilization of the new weapon and the realiza-
tion of its deterrent value.

The passage of the National Security Act in 1947 brought a major reorgani-
zation of the armed services and the establishment of a separate U.S. Air Force
(USAF). LeMay, now a three-star general, was reassigned to Germany, where
antagonism between the Soviet Union and the western Allied powers was rapidly
giving shape to the emergent Cold War. As commander of USAF forces in Eu-
rope as of October 1947, LeMay faced serious challenges in increasingly tense
circumstances. Berlin, the former German capital, now divided and occupied
by the four major Allied powers, sat in the heart of the Soviet occupation zone,
ensuring that it would be the focus of numerous Cold War confrontations. On
June 22, 1948, Soviet forces halted all ground traffic into the city in order to test
the determination of the western allies, whose sectors composed West Berlin.
Asked whether he could ensure that West Berlin could be supplied by the air
force until a political resolution was found, LeMay responded confidently. His
subsequent organization of the Berlin Airlift was one of the greatest American
achievements of the Cold War. With help from Great Britain’s Royal Air Force,
LeMay mounted a continuous airlift that kept the city supplied until September
1949, when the Soviets ended their blockade. His aircrew completed 189,963
flights, bringing in food, fuel, medical supplies, and everything else that the
citizens of West Berlin required.

In October 1948, LeMay returned to the United States to assume command
of the Strategic Air Command, which together with Tactical Air Command
and Air Defense Command now constituted the operational organizations
within the USAF. SAC would clearly play a critical role in Cold War defense
strategy, and it fell to LeMay to organize the command and define its mission.
Forging the highly motivated, effective force that he envisioned required some
effort. As personnel and equipment made the move from Andrews Air Force
Base (AFB) outside of Washington, DC, to Offutt AFB on the outskirts of
Omaha, Nebraska, LeMay perceived a multitude of operational problems that
he quickly set about rectifying. He focused on training crews for specialized
duties and implemented a rigorous program of realistic exercises, especially
for flight crews. In addition to perfecting bombing proficiency, LeMay was
adamant about developing aerial refueling capabilities for long-distance
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flights and training skilled radar technicians so as to improve early warning
and navigational capabilities. He quickly affirmed his reputation as a com-
mander who was unwilling to tolerate inefficiency. “My determination,” he
later recalled, “was to put everyone in SAC into this frame of mind: We are
at war now.”

LeMay also strove to modernize the strategic bomber fleet, gradually up-
dating or phasing out World War Il—era aircraft. By the early 1950s, SAC’s
strategic bomber force was built around modern B-47 and B-52 jet bombers,
which had greater range and speed than earlier propeller-driven aircraft.
The SAC chief devoted equal attention to the careful basing of his bomber
force. Bases in the continental United States were established with attention
to distance and flying time from targeted sites in the USSR. Since SAC’s
mission required a global reach, SAC bases also sprang up as far afield as
West Germany, Great Britain, Bermuda, the Azores Islands, Libya, and Saudi
Arabia. At the point of its greatest strength, SAC boasted eighty-five bases
around the world. Taken together, all these elements were crucial to the
strike force that LeMay so ardently advocated. The fundamental mission of
this imposing force was proclaimed in a motto of LeMay’s devising, “Peace
Is Our Profession,” a bold declaration that soon marked SAC installations
across the nation. To keep the peace, LeMay believed, SAC had to have the
ability to initiate a preemptive strike. On assuming command in November
1948, he apprised Air Force Chief of Staff Hoyt Vandenberg that “the primary
mission of SAC should be to establish a force in being capable of dropping
80% of the [nuclear] stockpile in one mission.” LeMay’s first “Emergency
War Plan,” presented in 1949 and expanding on his initial premise, proposed
dropping the entire U.S. nuclear stockpile “in a single massive attack™ on the
USSR. The plan called for using 133 atomic bombs against seventy Soviet
cities, killing an estimated 2.7 million civilians. Approved by the air force high
command, this type of attack plan came to be known as “killing a nation,” a
horrific phrase characteristic of the cold-blooded terminology that evolved
together with nuclear strategy.

Throughout the 1950s, LeMay aggressively defended his command. When
the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 threatened to drain bomber
strength from SAC, LeMay did his utmost to keep his force intact, confiding
to an NBC correspondent his determination that the “Sunday punch” capabil-
ity “not be pissed away in the Korean War.” He was adamant that SAC retain
control over targeting and he continued to advocate “urban area bombing”
as a means of destroying crucial Soviet infrastructure. LeMay maintained
that even inaccurately aimed bombs would produce what he termed “bonus
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damage” and “catastrophe bonus.” Such terminology, which horrified critics,
became a staple of the increasingly apocalyptic language commonly used
by the SAC chief and defense strategists. LeMay’s determination to gather
precise targeting information led him to authorize dangerous and potentially
provocative reconnaissance flights around the periphery of the Soviet Union
and sometimes into Soviet airspace. Begun in 1950, these missions were meant
to gather intelligence and probe Soviet defenses. The information gleaned
came at high cost—some twenty U.S. aircraft were shot down and between
100 and 200 airmen were lost, some killed and others held for years in Soviet
prisons. To ensure that SAC would be capable of carrying out its mission in
the event of a surprise attack that interrupted chain-of-command communica-
tions, LeMay arranged for his bomber crews at Sandia Base, New Mexico,
to have immediate access to nuclear weapons if “we woke up some morning
and there wasn’t any Washington or something.” By 1957, he had succeeded
in establishing SAC authority over the bombs. That same year, he astounded
a civilian delegation by declaring, “If I see the Russians are amassing their
planes for an attack, I’'m going to knock the shit out of them before they take
off the ground.” Apprised that such individual initiative was not national policy,
LeMay rejoined, “I don’t care. It’s my policy. That’s what I’'m going to do.”
Astonishingly, U.S. nuclear weapons were not equipped with permissive ac-
tion links (which ensure presidential control) until the early 1960s.

The Soviet Union’s successful launch of Sputnik, the first earth-orbiting
satellite, in 1957 heightened concern about increased American vulnerability
and created a new focus on the development of ICBMs. The military applica-
tions of rocket and missile technology had become evident during World War
IL, and by the early 1950s, the development of thermonuclear (or hydrogen)
bombs suitably compact to be carried by missiles promised a significant
alteration in the nature of nuclear warfare. Heretofore, U.S. nuclear defense
strategy had been devised around weapons delivered by bombers. Whereas
modern bombers proceeded to their targets at speeds of about 600 miles per
hour, ballistic missiles flew at an almost incomprehensible 15,000 miles
per hour. Previous advance warning times of hours thus dwindled to mere
minutes. President Eisenhower gave high priority to an ICBM development
program in 1955 and it was inevitable that the new weapons would become an
integral component of SAC’s arsenal. Given the task of creating a long-range
ICBM, SAC oversaw development of the Atlas missile, which had a range of
more than 10,000 miles. The 704th Strategic Missile Wing was established in
January 1958, and the following year, a SAC crew carried out the first Atlas
test launch at Vandenberg AFB. Housed primarily in underground silos, the
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Atlas force grew to thirteen squadrons and 127 missiles by 1963. They were
soon complemented by the newer Thor and Titan missiles, providing the
United States with an unmatched ICBM capacity. Even as new technologies
complicated the calculus of defense strategy, LeMay left his position at SAC
to become air force vice chief of staff in 1957. Eisenhower’s “New Look”
policies had generally comported with LeMay’s beliefs about the need for
nuclear superiority, and developments late in the decade seemed to confirm the
need for continued vigilance against the Soviet menace. The Gaither Report
of 1958 warned of the nation’s growing vulnerability to Soviet attack, and
congressional Democrats railed against a “missile gap” that would fatally
undermine national security.

Cold War tensions had not eased when LeMay was named air force chief
of staff in 1961. The gruff general was often at odds with newly elected
President John F. Kennedy’s cabinet and advisers. LeMay distrusted Secretary
of Defense Robert McNamara’s management policies and the new “flexible
response” strategy that was evolving as Kennedy and his cabinet pondered how
to deal with issues such as the Berlin crisis without implementing LeMay’s
“Sunday punch” option. During the Cuban missile crisis in October 1962,
LeMay stood with the Joint Chiefs of Staff in advocating a comprehensive
surprise attack on Cuba and was infuriated by Kennedy’s efforts to resolve the
crisis without conflict. General David Burchinal, LeMay’s deputy chief for
plans and operations, later recalled that both LeMay and the new SAC com-
mander, Thomas Power, were “eager to get World War III started.” On October
24, when U.S. military forces went to Defense Condition 2, the condition
prior to actual war, sixty-six SAC bombers armed with hydrogen bombs were
already aloft on airborne alert, and some 3,000 nuclear weapons, including
ICBMs, were placed on alert. In the midst of the most dangerous crisis of
the Cold War, LeMay badgered Kennedy to call the Soviets’ bluff in Cuba.
“The Russian bear has always been eager to stick his paw in Latin American
waters,” LeMay declared at a White House meeting. “Now we’ve got him in
a trap, let’s take his leg off right up to his testicles. On second thought, let’s
take his testicles off, too.” LeMay possibly hoped to use an invasion of Cuba
as a pretext for his long-planned preemptive assault on the USSR. However,
Kennedy rebuffed LeMay and the Cuban crisis was resolved peacefully. At a
White House meeting to which Kennedy had invited the Joint Chiefs to thank
them for their support, LeMay was unrepentant, claiming, “We lost! We ought
to just go in there today and knock "em off!”

Through the mid-1960s, LeMay remained a strong advocate for airpower,
strenuously supporting the development of new weapons systems. As the war
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in Vietnam was Americanized in 1965, LeMay emerged as a persistent critic of
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s policy of “enough but not too much.” Gradual
escalation, LeMay presciently warned, would drain American strength and
enable the enemy to escalate correspondingly. In his most oft-quoted (and
disputed) remark about Vietnam, LeMay purportedly exclaimed, “My solu-
tion to the problem would be to tell them [the North Vietnamese] frankly that
they’ve got to draw in their horns and stop their aggression, or we’re going
to bomb them back into the Stone Age.”

LeMay retired from the U.S. Air Force in 1965, but continued to warn
about the menace presented by the USSR and communist China and to stress
the value of a nuclear deterrent. In the fall of 1968, he inexplicably agreed
to serve as the running mate of third-party presidential candidate George C.
Wallace. LeMay astutely predicted the public response to his characteristically
impolitic campaign utterances: “I’ll be damned lucky if | don’t appear as a
drooling idiot whose only solution to any problem is to drop atomic bombs
all over the world.”

Curtis LeMay spent his later years in relative obscurity, living long enough
to witness many of the final events of the Cold War. When he died on Oc-
tober 1, 1990, Eastern Europe was free of communist tyranny and the two
Germanies were moving quickly toward unification; the Soviet Union was
unraveling and would disappear from maps in slightly more than a year. The
Cold War did not bring the nuclear Armageddon that so many had feared. As
historical evaluations of the long confrontation began to appear in the 1990s,
some historians argued that, ironically, it was the declared willingness to use
the most destructive of weapons that had ensured the peace.
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C. WRIGHT MILLS
Prophet of the New Left

The renowned author of White Collar: The American Middle Classes and
The Power Elite, Columbia University sociologist C. Wright Mills turned to
Ballantine Books to issue a mass-market paperback edition of The Causes
of World War Three, which appeared in 1958 as antinuclear movements
emerged in Great Britain and the United States. Declaring that an inexorable
“drift” toward another world war defined the present era, Mills denounced
“crackpot realism,” the supposedly realistic analysis of international events
associated with Curtis LeMay. “Total war” obliterated the lines, Mills warned,
“between military and civilian . . . attack and defense . . . strategic and tacti-
cal weapons.” In both the United States and the Soviet Union, “bureaucratic
and lethal machineries” geared up for war, with the “ruling circles” guided
by the “military metaphysic.” The nuclear arms race that naturally followed
offered only “the idiot’s outlook.”
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At present, Mills argued, American intellectuals, drawn into anti-Stalinist
politics, “the intellectual default of the apolitical fifties,” assisted the drift
toward total war. Western intellectuals in general, he charged, should humbly,
even shamefacedly recall “that the first significant crack in the cold-war front”
did not appear in the West. Rather, it was professors, writers, and students
in Poland, Hungary, and Yugoslavia—"“men who run the risk of being shot,
imprisoned, driven to become nervous caricatures of human beings”—who
had contested the status quo. Intellectuals in the West needed to view “de-
mocracy seriously and literally” and to stop performing as “intellectual dupes
of political patrioteers,” standing instead as conscientious objectors against
“this disgraceful cold war.”

Charging that “the politics of irresponsibility” characterized both the su-
perpowers, Mills called for unmasking the “pretensions” of “men of power.”
At present, the very notion of responsibility was either submerged in liberal
platitudes or devolved into “a trumped-up bloody purge.” It was the respon-
sibility of intellectuals, Mills wrote, to challenge “the cheerful robot . . . the
technological idiot . . . the crackpot-realist.” Typically, The Causes of World
War Three drew mixed reviews, with conservative Russell Kirk declaring that
Mills offered “dreams of setting this sorry old world aright by a few simple
prescriptions,” and the Nation’s Irving Howe worrying that the author was
adopting “a mode or style of thought . . . unacceptable for the democratic
left.” Peace activist A.J. Muste, on the other hand, considered the slim volume
“a sound, brilliant and most timely political tract.” Members of the soon-to-
emerge American New Left would agree with Muste, who, like Mills and
I.F. Stone, was one of the few individuals associated with the Old Left that
they honored.

Drawn from Irish, English, Dutch, and French stock, Charles Wright
Mills, the second child of an insurance broker, Charles Grover Mills, and a
housewife, Frances Wright Mills, was born in Waco, Texas, on August 28,
1916. Planning to become an engineer, Mills spent an unhappy freshman year
at all-male Texas A&M University, in College Station, before transferring to
the University of Texas in Austin and changing his major to sociology; there
he met and married Dorothy Helen Smith. It was destined to be the first of
three marriages for Mills.

In August 1939, Mills moved with his wife to Madison to pursue a PhD in
sociology at the University of Wisconsin, working under sociologists How-
ard Becker and Hans Gerth and labor economist Selig Perlman. While still a
graduate student, Mills published in both the American Journal of Sociology
and the American Sociological Review. Adopting a pacifist stance as World
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War Il broke out, he voted for Norman Thomas, the Socialist Party candidate
who opposed U.S. involvement. After he passed his doctoral exams in 1941, he
accepted a position with a $3,000 annual salary at the University of Maryland
in College Park. During his three-year stint in Maryland, Mills completed
his doctoral dissertation—which focused on “a sociology of knowledge of
pragmatism” through an examination of Charles S. Peirce, William James,
and John Dewey—and was drawn to a trio of soon-to-be-celebrated historians
—Richard Hofstadter, Frank Freidel, and Kenneth Stampp. The four often
met for lunch, exchanging critical perspectives about President Franklin D.
Roosevelt, capitalism, and conscription. Avoiding military service due to high
blood pressure, Mills delved into the study of U.S. history so that he could
“quote it at the sons of bitches who run American Big Business.” Throughout
the war years, he remained a prolific writer, working on a book with Gerth,
academic articles, book reviews, and essays for publications like the New
Leader, a social democratic weekly whose managing editor was his friend, the
sociologist Daniel Bell. In an essay appearing in the American Sociological
Review in 1942, Mills and Gerth declared that in modern times, revolutions
required “revolutionary masses,” not merely elites and political parties. In the
December 19, 1942, issue of the New Leader, Mills’s “Collectivism and the
‘Mixed-Up’ Economy” asked “why the aims of socialism” could not fit with
those “of classic democracy.”

Introduced to the radical intellectual Dwight Macdonald by Bell, Mills
backed Macdonald’s determination to create an unaffiliated, antiwar, radical
magazine. In a letter dated October 10, 1943, Mills suggested that Macdonald’s
tentative name for his magazine, the Radical Review, would alienate potential
readers; Mills also urged that the topic of radicalism should be developed
“in detailed and compelling analyses, not in names and slogans.” Macdonald
eventually called his periodical Politics, and Mills’s “The Social Role of
Intellectuals” appeared in the third issue in April 1944. Adopting a theme
he would later revisit, Mills proclaimed that American intellectuals, like the
American population in general, appeared impotent, increasingly distanced
from the levers of political power. Moreover, even at the large universities,
the “freest of places . . . to work,” faculty endured pressure to operate in a
discreet, tasteful, or balanced fashion.

Increasingly displeased with the University of Maryland, which he saw as
“a sinking ship,” Mills inquired about other academic possibilities. In the fall
of 1944, he submitted an application for a Guggenheim fellowship in which
he underscored his desire to abandon “a crippling academic prose” and to
reach a broader public. As a research associate at Columbia University, he was
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assigned to head a team examining opinion leaders in a Midwestern American
community. In early 1945, Oxford University Press published From Max
Weber, a collection of essays edited by Gerth and Mills. Also early that year,
Mills received a call from the Smaller War Plants Corporation, asking him to
serve as an expert when the U.S. Senate held hearings on establishing small
businesses. Mills informed Gerth, “I’m so god damned excited | can hardly
write!” and accepted the offer. In the spring of 1945, Mills reluctantly turned
down a request from the U.S. State Department to travel to Germany to ferret
out possible ties to “networks . . . the Nazis have set up—in all countries.”
Instead, with his marriage crumbling, Mills rented an apartment of his own
in Greenwich Village.

Pondering the state of the Left as World War Il ended, Mills contended that
no opposition was possible in the Soviet Union with its “nationalist, official,
and, on due occasion, coercive” Communist Party. No Left even existed in
his own country, Mills concluded,; rather, “an irresponsible two-party system”
prevailed. In Western Europe, the remnants “of the older Left” were “weak”
and “inconsequential,” having become “established” in places like Britain.
“The right time is now” for an independent political movement, led by labor,
that could provide the seeds for “a genuine democracy.”

In the spring of 1946, Mills received an appointment as a tenured professor
at Columbia University, where he worked at the Bureau for Applied Social
Research prior to becoming teaching faculty in February 1947. Having been
awarded a Guggenhiem fellowship, Mills subsequently declined a position as
full professor at the New School and in 1948, the thirty-two-year-old Mills
completed The New Men of Power: America’sLabor Leaders. Criticizing both
labor leaders and liberals for their tepid attitudes, Mills sadly observed that
“American liberalism . . . has lived off a collection of ideas put together before
World War 1.” At the same time, he criticized the Left for being disdainful
“of politics and even of life.” Arthur Schlesinger Jr. of Harvard University
offered a blurb for Harcourt Brace, deeming Mills’s book “brilliant, original
... provocative . . . genuinely democratic and boldly radical.” Reviews of The
New Men of Power proved mixed, although generally favorable, with Irving
Howe applauding Mills for firmly opposing “quietism, advocacy of preventive
atomic war, and a truce with the right because of a fear of Stalinism.”

The year 1950 saw Mills obtain a promotion as associate professor of so-
ciology at Columbia and Harper Brothers publish The Puerto Rican Journey:
New York’'s Newest Migrants, which he coauthored with Clarence Senior and
Rose K. Goldsen. In 1951, Oxford University Press published his White Col-
lar: The American Middle Classes, which likened America society to “a new
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universe of management and manipulation.” The long celebrated white-collar
workers, “the new little people, the unwilling vanguard of modern society,”
exuded malaise and alienation, thus suffering the fate that nineteenth-century
socialist theorist Karl Marx had foreseen for the industrial proletariat. Indeed,
Mills believed that the white-collar worker suffered a “Kafka-like” existence,
exhibiting no craftsmanship, becoming bored on the job, and failing to take
a stand, becoming “alienated from work and . . . from self; expropriated of
individual rationality, and politically apathetic.” Like Mills’s earlier work,
White Collar earned both criticism and high praise. The Management Review
argued that Mills had adopted the stance of a Luddite, hearkening back to
the “good old days” of “independent small businessmen and craftsmen.” By
contrast, the New Republic extolled White Collar as “truly brilliant.” In the
Nation, Irving Howe deemed the book “exciting to read” but worried about
the author’s “occasional tone of tough, professional power-consciousness.”

Mills proceeded to tackle his next subject, which he referred to as “The
American Elite. Or the High and Mighty. Or the upper classes!” Oxford
University Press signed him to a contract with a then-substantial advance
of $5,000. In early 1952, Mills turned down a well-paying job with pub-
lisher William Randolph Hearst, while the next year, he declined a second
offer from Brandeis University. Also in 1953, Brace published Character
and Social Structure: The Psychology of Social Institutions, coauthored by
Mills and Gerth, which charged that “individualistic, sexual, hedonistic,
and pecuniary vocabularies of motive” appeared prevalent throughout the
United States.

In the winter of 1954, Dissent magazine, edited by Irving Howe, published
Mills’s essay “The Conservative Mood.” In postwar America, where material
abundance and “crackpot realism” prevailed, Mills proclaimed, certain writ-
ers unsuccessfully sought to discover a conservative ideology, discarding the
rationality that had guided both “classic liberalism” and “classic socialism”
and championing instead tradition and a kind of natural aristocracy. Ultimately,
however, he contended, a conservative ideology could not be sustained in the
United States, notwithstanding Russell Kirk’s recent efforts in The Conser-
vative Mind. At the same time, Western thought presently suffered through
“the tiredness of the liberal and the deflation of radicalism,” with Soviet
machinations, the Red Scare, and “plain and fancy fright” cowing American
intellectuals, as their nation, “a conservative country without any conservative
ideology,” stood “before the world a naked and arbitrary power.”

In 1956, Mills published The Power Elite, which contested the then fashion-
able notion that American society was characterized by countervailing inter-
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ests, ensuring that no particular group became too dominant. In the opening
pages, Mills discussed the small group of men who operated in a manner far
removed from “ordinary men and women,” dominating large corporations,
government policy, and “the military establishment.” While the corporate rich
both controlled “the privately incorporated economy” and the major political
parties, the warlords and “their military metaphysics” largely influenced U.S.
foreign policy. Mills warned that fully blown “American militarism” would
dominate “all other ways of life.” A number of reviews of The Power Elite
appeared. Comparing Mills to social theorist Thorstein Veblen, sociologist
Talcott Parsons questioned whether Mills had adequately verified the existence
of a power elite. Sociologist Daniel Bell was also skeptical of Mills’s conten-
tions, and wondered, “Is there a ruling class in America?”

Meanwhile, Mills benefited from a Fulbright Fellowship to spend con-
siderable time in Copenhagen. During his stay overseas, Mills closely fol-
lowed Cold War developments. Preparing to speak to a student audience in
Copenhagen, Mills bemoaned the fact that he was not in Eastern Europe,
where a revolution supporting both socialism and democracy erupted in the
fall of 1956. “Why in God’s name am | not in Hungary?” he questioned in
a letter to friends back in the States. He was “always on the edges when the
center doesn’t hold.” Perhaps influenced by developments in Hungary, Mills
determined to closely examine “Marxism today” when he returned to the
States. He acknowledged having railed against liberalism, but recognized that
he could even more readily criticize Marxism. What his critics failed to real-
ize, Mills said, “is that way down deep and systematically I’m a goddamned
anarchist.” In that spirit, Mills began conducting a literary conversation with
a fictional Tovarich (friend) from the Soviet Union. Mills operated under the
assumptions that “zones of real freedom” existed in the communist behemoth
or soon would. Along with Ralph Miliband, a Marxist scholar, he went to
Warsaw, Poland, in mid-1957; they encountered several intellectuals critical
of the communist state but still sympathetic to socialism. Having already
visited Yugoslavia, Mills now indicated that such experiences had “deepened
my own socialism.” Writing in the fall of 1957, Mills noted his own “consti-
tutional inability to sympathize with the upper dogs,” but he also considered
the American middle-class pretentious and prejudiced. Consequently, “I have
been intellectually, politically, morally alone.” He viewed himself as “outside
the whale,” disliking “bosses—capitalistic or communistic.”

Notwithstanding a determination to produce more popular works, including
The Causes of World War Three, Mills completed The Sociological Imagina-
tion, which Oxford University Press published in 1959. Here Mills challenged
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the dominant sociological schools, insisting on the need for a more humanist
approach and castigating supposedly “disinterested” social science. All too
often, he wrote, intellectuals became “manipulators or coercers or both, rather
than persuaders.” Later among his most celebrated books, The Sociological
Imagination provoked reviews characterizing its critique as “hard-hitting,
cogent, clearly put, and at times brilliant” (Spectator) and declaring that it
“performs an essential task in the service of intellectual lucidity and truth”
(American Scholar). At the same time, the book produced something of a
firestorm at Columbia itself, especially within the discipline of sociology, as
attested by Edward Shils’s biting review in Encounter. Sarcastically, Shils
referred to “a burly cowpuncher,” engaged in a “long, slow ride from the
Panhandle of Texas to Columbia University,” who discovered “Madison
Avenue, that street full of reeking phantasies of the manipulation of the hu-
man will and of what is painful to America’s well-wishers and enjoyable to
its detractors.” All this culminated, Shills stated, with “an imaginary grand
tour” in The Sociological Imagination.

Befitting his heightened alienation from academia and his nation’s foreign
policy, including its nuclear strategy, Mills delivered a lecture for the British
Broadcasting Company on “the decline of the Left.” To his credit, Mills ad-
mitted that left-wing figures sometimes proved “as confining in their values,
as snobbish in their assignment of prestige as any national establishment.”
He recognized that presently “there is no Left establishment anywhere that
is truly international and insurgent—and at the same time, consequential.”
Communism served “one national elite,” while its political action in many
countries proved “as reactionary as that of any other great power.” The iden-
tification of many left-wing circles with Stalinist communism had resulted
in the dissipating of those groups. In the United States, he complained, many
former communists turned doctrinaire in a different fashion, becoming “profes-
sional anti-Communists.” Nevertheless, American intellectuals possessed “a
unique opportunity to make a new beginning,” to act as “independent crafts-
men.” Mills demanded that his fellow intellectuals operate as “free men” and
democrats who “take our heritage seriously,” promote civil liberties, and stop
complaining about alienation, allowing them to produce “radical critiques,
audacious programs, commanding views of the future.” He asked, “If we
do not do these things, who will?” “We cannot expect to create a Left with
mere slogans,” he argued, “much less with the tired old slogans that bore
us s0.” Most important, “We cannot create a Left by abdicating our roles as
intellectuals to become working-class agitators or machine-politicians, or by
play-acting at any other direct political action.” Intellectuals had to confront
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the possibility of a third world war and “become internationalists again” by
declining to participate in the Cold War.

While planning to write an essay for the New Left Review, Mills—who had
recently moved with his third wife, the artist Yaroslava Surmach, to West Ny-
ack, where he built a home twenty-five miles from Manhattan—again sought
a broader audience. He signed a contract with Dell Publishing Company to
produce a volume on Marxism that would compel him, as he admitted, “to
straighten out my view of Marx & Co. before | can lay it on the line about
socialism.” In the meantime, he accepted an invitation to visit the Soviet Union,
traveling there in April 1960. During his visit, Mills spoke with several party
officials, undoubtedly hoping, as his biographer Irving Louis Horowitz sug-
gests, to produce a “Soviet Journal” similar to The Power Elite. Mills found
disconcerting the “chauvinism and ethnocentrism” that characterized Soviet
leaders, as well as their propensity to subscribe to the theory “my party, right
or wrong, for in the end it will be right.” In June 1960, as Yaroslava delivered
an eight-and-a-half pound baby boy, Mills, still working on the volume he
initially called The Marxians, reflected on the possibility of resigning from
Columbia University to devote himself to writing full-time. Instead, he main-
tained his association with Columbia and took a sabbatical, believing he had
“four, yes four books bubbling up inside me.” That summer, Mills confessed
that he had often criticized the academic life “because | have loved that life,
and because | do esteem many of my colleagues.” He bemoaned the fact,
however, that some refused to take advantage “of their marvelous intellectual
opportunities,” failing to exhibit freedom of thought.

In the same vein, Mills produced his “Letter to the New Left,” which
served as a harbinger of developments to come. The essay appeared in the
September/October 1960 issue of New Left Review, a British publication
influenced by radical historian E.P. Thompson and other intellectuals who
were determined to foster Marxist humanism following both Khrushchev’s
denunciation of Stalinist crimes in the USSR and the organization of the
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in the West. “Letter to the New Left”
pointed to the recent upsurge in student activism in Turkey, South Korea,
Cuba, Taiwan, Okinawa, Great Britain, Japan, and the United States. Its
author criticized seemingly complacent intellectuals, such as Daniel Bell,
who contended that “an end of ideology” had emerged in Western societies.
There, Bell had concluded, democratic practices and moderated capitalism
had proven superior to extremist ideologies like fascism and communism.
Mills blasted the “very wearied discourse” conducted by “smug conserva-
tives, tired liberals and disillusioned radicals™ in both Britain and the United
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States. The result of such discussion was “the sickness of complacency”
and “bi-partisan banality.” The latest vogue, he continued, involved talk of
the passé nature of ideology, a notion offered by the Congress of Cultural
Freedom and Encounter magazine (both of which were later proven to have
been sponsored, at least in part, by the Central Intelligence Agency). This is
what passed for liberalism, Mills charged, but served as an “uncriticized”
means to castigate Marxism. Forgotten, as a consequence, was the “power to
outrage,” the “power to truly enlighten in a political way.” The proclaimed
disengagement from ideology resulted from “disillusionment with any real
commitment to socialism.” He emphasized, “That is the only ‘ideology’ that
has really ended for these writers.”

Mills criticized the end-of-ideology concept for other reasons too, argu-
ing that it suggested a design to avoid “an explicit political philosophy” and
“political relevance.” The necessity of carving out a political stance, Mills
pointed out, did not demand an insistence on “A Fanatical and Apocalyptic
Lever of Change” or “Dogmatic Ideology,” the type of “bogeymen” or “red
herrings” denounced by “our political enemies.” While those individuals in-
sisted, “ordinary men can’t always be political ‘heroes,”” Mills declared that
individuals did indeed need to discover how to act heroically. Proponents of
New Left politics, often condemned for their “utopian” orientation, had to
address “the problem of the historical agency of change,” discarding the ear-
lier hope of socialists that the working class would spearhead needed social
transformation. Instead, intellectuals “on the Left today” might well serve
“as a possible, immediate, radical agency of change,” as borne out by recent
student protests. Indeed, Mills identified “the young intelligentsia” as the group
that “is getting fed up . . . getting disgusted with what Marx called ‘all the old
crap.”” In the Soviet bloc, in states lined up against the USSR, and in those
nations drawn to “a third way,” it was young intellectuals who were “thinking
and acting in radical ways.” Discarding the apathy that afflicted others, they
largely favored nonviolent tactics and could instruct others in creating “new
forms of action.” Mills proclaimed, “The Age of Complacency is ending. . . .
We are beginning to move again.” Members of the budding American New
Left, particularly those associated with Students for a Democratic Society,
eagerly passed around copies of Mills’s essay, which they reprinted in Sud-
ies on the Left. Many viewed its author as a mentor and role model of the
public intellectual willing to contest seemingly sacrosanct ideas, no matter
how isolated that left him in certain quarters.

August 1960 found Mills in Cuba, where Fidel Castro’s revolution, which
the American New Left had praised, was adopting a more strident tone, perhaps
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in response to the United States’ hard-line policies. Mills spoke to a variety
of Cubans, including Castro, who was familiar with The Power Elite, and
also to revolutionary Che Guevara, then head of the National Bank of Cuba.
McGraw-Hill subsequently published Mills’s Listen, Yankee! The Revolu-
tion in Cuba, a condemnation of American actions written from the vantage
point of Cubans supportive of the revolution. “A world-wide competition” for
hearts and minds was taking place, Mills maintained. The Cubans had elected
to obtain assistance from the Soviet Union but hardly intended to exchange
“one tyranny” for “some other yoke—any other yoke.” Listen, Yankee! urged
the American people “to smash Yankee imperialism from inside the United
States.” Castro, Mills insisted, was “a new and distinct type of left-wing thinker
and actor . . . neither capitalist nor Communist. He is socialist in a manner, |
believe, both practical and humane.” Should Cuba be allowed to chart its own
course, Mills suggested, its people would possess a real opportunity “to keep
the socialist society they are building practical and humane.”

J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI, which had investigated Mills as early as 1949,
was warned of the potentially subversive character of Mills’s latest work,
which sold 400,000 paperback copies by March 1961 and was excerpted in
Harper’s magazine. One informant referred to Listen, Yankee! as “an artfully
written piece of pro-Castro and pro-Communist propaganda.” Most reviews
tended to be quite positive, although the New York Herald-Tribune warned
that Castro and Guevara both “sound like noises from the Kremlin.” Historian
Frank Freidel charged that Mills had failed to denote the Cuban revolution’s
“excesses and unpleasantness.” In a letter to Freidel, Mills acknowledged
having recognized “a lot of ‘unpleasantness’ in the Cuban possibilities,”
but he insisted that “most . . . are being brought on by U.S. action and inac-
tion.” In Irving Horowitz’s estimation, the release of Listen, Yankee! brought
Mills “the celebrity status” that had previously eluded him. NBC television
scheduled a debate on “U.S. policy towards Latin America” between Mills
and former State Department official Adolf A. Berle Jr—an encounter that
Mills prepared for diligently.

Shortly before the debate was to occur, Mills, who had a history of cardiac
problems, experienced a heart attack, leading to the debate’s cancellation and
an extended convalescence. He angrily followed the Bay of Pigs fiasco, in
which Cuban exiles backed by the Kennedy administration attempted to oust
Castro. In an extended trip overseas, Mills completed The Marxists, while
spending time with existentialist writer Jean Paul Sartre and feminist author
Simone de Beauvoir in Paris. In August, Mills, Yaroslava, and several friends
drove through Poland to Moscow. One of those friends, Saul Landau, recalled
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Mills as having observed that the Soviets had discarded “some of the state
machinery and replaced it by perhaps even more rigid societal control” while
reverting “to a primitive kind of law and control.” Castro’s pronouncement of
allegiance to Marxism-Leninism, delivered in December 1961, could hardly
have pleased Mills either.

On March 20, 1962, shortly after his return to the United States, the forty-
five-year-old Mills suffered a fatal heart attack. Yaroslava received a telegram
from L.F. Stone stating, “Terribly sorry. We are all impoverished by the death
of your wonderful and courageous husband.” Ralph Miliband later noted that
Mills “never belonged to any party or faction . . . did not think of himself as
a ‘Marxist’; he had the most profound contempt for orthodox Social Demo-
crats . . . for closed minds in the Communist world . . . smug liberalsand . . .
hand wringing radicals.” Rather, Mills, “a man on his own . . . was on the
Left, but not of the Left, a deliberately lone guerrilla, not a regular soldier.”
He “occupied a unique position in American radicalism,” Miliband asserted,
and “his death leaves a gaping void,” for “in a trapped and inhumane world,
he taught what it means to be a free and humane intellect.”

Appearing the very month Mills died, The Marxists took to task both
liberalism and Marxism. The former, a once “insurgent creed,” had become
conservative, “serving to justify capitalist democracy”; the Stalinist proponents
of the latter had become apologists for the Soviet Union and the Eastern bloc
nations, relying on “ideological uniformity and doctrinaire realignment” to
follow Soviet “twists and turns.” The quest for emancipation discussed in
The Marxists provided guidance for many of the young rebels who made up
the New Left. They appreciated Mills’s determination to battle against aca-
demic canons, but more important, they celebrated his critical perspectives
regarding white-collar workers, the power elite, U.S. foreign policy, Soviet
maneuvering, reckless nuclear strategies, and the need for the intellectual to
operate as an “independent craftsman.” New Leftists also welcomed Mills’s
insistence that students could play a key role in world events. Consequently,
as New Left leader Paul Booth remembered, “Mills was a model.” Author
James Miller believed that “in Mills, the young radicals found a theory of
power, an image of democracy, a kindred spirit,” as well as some of the seeds
for the idea that ““the personal’ is ‘political.”” Tom Hayden drew on Mills’s
analyses as he helped to shape “The Port Huron Statement,” a seminal New
Left document and founding manifesto of Students for a Democratic Society,
an organization destined to challenge complacent liberalism and Cold War
orthodoxies during the 1960s.
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Conclusion

Though the postwar years brought America unprecedented material abun-
dance, they also brought unprecedented challenges. The Cold War confronta-
tion with the Soviet Union and the communist bloc that took shape after 1945
posed new dangers that could hardly have been imagined even only a short
while before. The advent and spread of ever more powerful nuclear weapons,
together with new means of delivering them more rapidly and accurately, cre-
ated the potential for warfare so catastrophic in its consequences as to threaten
the continued existence of humankind. Some people, like Curtis LeMay, saw
nuclear weapons as merely the latest stage in weapons development, follow-
ing the introduction of progressively more powerful and destructive weapons
during World War 1. To win America’s war against Japan, LeMay had been
willing to employ weapons and tactics that wreaked horrific damage on Japa-
nese cities, and he had expressed few, if any, moral qualms about them. The
atomic bomb, with all its destructive potential, held no special mystery for
LeMay, who saw it as a logical and necessary weapon in America’s strategic
arsenal. As chief of the Strategic Air Command, LeMay was convinced that
international realities required the United States to develop a nuclear strategy
that took into consideration the grimmest possible scenarios, and he tailored
the American response accordingly.

Other Americans, such as C. Wright Mills, were horrified by the direction
that U.S. defense policy took in the postwar years. Nuclear armaments, Mills
reasoned, did in fact fundamentally alter the meaning and consequences of
war in the modern world. His conviction that such weapons would inevitably
be deployed in a third world war only strengthened his belief that the perspec-
tives of the power elites, both in the United States and the Soviet Union, had
to be challenged. Such a challenge would, he hoped, lead to more rational
policy making and a more democratic and humane social order. Backers of
LeMay’s strategies contended that the kind of approach Mills favored was
simpleminded at best, if not outright defeatist. They argued that LeMay’s
hard-nosed approach to nuclear-based defense achieved a “balance of ter-
ror” between the United States and the Soviet Union, assuring something of
a standoff and thus avoiding atomic apocalypse. For their part, Mills and the
New Left he influenced challenged U.S. foreign policy issues ranging from
nuclear weapons to Cuba, while encouraging a young intelligentsia to lead
the fight to restrain the power elite’s most dangerous propensities. Mills’s
critical analysis of American policies in the underdeveloped world provided
a theoretical framework for New Leftists who would later condemn U.S.
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policies in Vietnam. Mills’s views were antithetical to those of LeMay, who
advocated escalating America’s role in Indochina and urged that nuclear weap-
ons be considered for deployment. The contrasting perspectives of LeMay
and Mills received a hearing in New Right and New Left circles, respectively,
throughout the 1960s. The public debate over the utility of an aggressive U.S.
foreign policy, guided by a nuclear strategy of the sort LeMay favored, ver-
sus a foreign policy predicated on accepting, even welcoming, revolutionary
transformations worldwide, in the manner of Mills, continued well into the
1980s, at least in academic circles. It quieted, albeit only temporarily, with
the near end of the Cold War in the later years of that decade.

Study Questions

1. What events shaped Curtis LeMay’s views on national defense?

2. Was LeMay’s concept of a nuclear “striking-power-in-being” a threat
to international peace, or did it, as some argue, ensure world peace
by establishing a nuclear “balance of terror”?

3. What intellectual influences shaped Mills’s critical perspectives on
American society and foreign policy?

4. The idea of a power elite has proven one of the most controversial
ever offered by an American social scientist. How did Mills arrive
at this conclusion, which seemed to contravene popular conceptions
about American democracy?

5. How did LeMay and Mills differ as to how the United States might
best confront the challenges of the Cold War?
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Part II

From Confidence to Crisis,

1960-1980

Few presidents have so effectively set the tone for an era as did John F.
Kennedy in his inaugural address in January 1961. Invoking America’s revo-
lutionary heritage and commitment to liberty, Kennedy sought to establish an
ambitious, idealistic course for a powerful, prosperous nation. The brief ad-
dress was rich in memorable and moving phrases. “The torch has been passed
to a new generation,” the young president asserted; “the trumpet summons us
again.” Indeed, as the American people entered the 1960s, expectations for the
nation’s prospects were high, given a burgeoning economy and the absence
of any evident threat to social stability. The civil rights movement, having
gained momentum throughout the 1950s, was becoming a mass movement,
poised to realize long-deferred rights for black Americans. That struggle in-
spired other ethnic groups and women to examine their status in society and
to organize their own movements to effect change. During the early 1960s,
many Americans believed that these issues could be successfully resolved
within the established system, with a minimum of social disruption. Though
the “long twilight struggle,” as John F. Kennedy characterized the Cold War,
always hovered in the background during these years, sometimes assuming
a frightening imminence, public support for policies aimed at containing the
communist threat remained largely unshaken.

By mid-decade, much of the promise of the early 1960s had faded. The
limits of liberalism, the ideology that had guided the Democratic Party since
the 1930s, seemed increasingly evident to critics on both the left and the right.
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A New Left emerged during these years, producing new groups that questioned
whether liberalism was capable of bringing about the fundamental social and
economic transformations necessary to rectify the glaring inequities in Ameri-
can society. Almost simultaneously, the roots of a new conservatism were being
set down by those on the right who feared that liberalism had encouraged the
growth of a dangerously interventionist state that had to be restrained. The
Americanization of the war in Vietnam catalyzed protest from both left and
right, marking the end of the foreign policy consensus that had prevailed since
the 1950s. By 1968, all the fundamental components of the postwar consensus
were called into doubt in a whirlwind of war, violent protest, assassinations,
and political chaos. By decade’s end, the limits of political and cultural radi-
calism were manifest, as the New Left and the counterculture self-destructed.
The chief casualty, however, was the consensus society born out of World War
II. The 1960s left the American people badly divided and facing uncertainties
that could not have been imagined at the decade’s beginning.

Events in the 1970s brought new anxieties. Even as the nation drifted into
the uncertainties of a postindustrial economy, worsened by growing concern
about the country’s dependence on imported oil, public confidence in the
nation’s leadership was shaken by two failed presidencies, separated by a
third that was at best ineffective. New social issues emerged as conservative
activists began to challenge the changes wrought by the social protest move-
ments of the previous decade, most notably the women’s movement. The
New Right that had begun to coalesce in the 1960s now emerged as a popular
movement, organized to turn back what were perceived as dangerous threats
to traditional gender roles, religious beliefs, and social values. As liberalism
went into eclipse, the new conservatism gained momentum and influence.
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The decade of the 1960s witnessed the shattering of racial barriers that had
long contradicted the very essence of American democracy. A series of civil
rights organizations and activists emerged who tenaciously contested long-
standing practices that relegated people of color to second-class status. Fan-
nie Lou Hamer and César Chavez were two of the most charismatic figures
to loosen the shackles that had burdened African Americans and Mexican
Americans. Their own struggles against racial oppression convinced them
that the empowerment of black and brown Americans required more than the
eradication of Jim Crow laws and an end to racial discrimination. Hamer and
Chévez soon realized that a considerable measure of economic democracy
was also warranted to empower those who had long been disenfranchised.
Initially, they worked under the auspices of the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-
ing Committee, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, or the Com-
munity Service Organization, all founded by other progressives. Eventually,
outgrowing those organizations, Hamer and Chavez branched out to create
the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and the United Farm Workers.
Both Hamer and Chavez, like many in the civil rights campaigns of the early
1960s, employed nonviolent tactics in their attempts to transform American
society. Hamer became somewhat disenchanted with the purely Gandhian style
of activism that Martin Luther King Jr. steadfastly championed. Frustrated
by the mounting numbers of beatings and vigilante killings of movement
activists and the seemingly inadequate pace of liberal reform, Hamer was at-
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tracted to Black Power ideals; her own rhetoric became more heated and she
diligently strove to create the Freedom Farm Corporation, which sought to
improve economic opportunities for black families in the Mississippi Delta.
By contrast, Chavez, throughout the volatile 1960s and far beyond, insisted
that his followers adhere to nonviolence notwithstanding the verbal and
physical abuse they endured. To demonstrate his belief in nonviolence as his
movement’s moral touchstone, Chavez resorted to a series of life-threaten-
ing fasts. The difficulty of organizing field laborers led Chavez to adopt an
organizational style that some condemned as authoritarian. Nevertheless,
he continued to insist that a peaceful path to change would be successful:
Se puede; si se puede (It can be done; yes, it can be done).

FANNIE LOU HAMER
Mississippi Freedom Fighter

On June 9, 1963, a group of Mississippians, including a forty-five-year-old
rural black woman named Fannie Lou Hamer, embarked on a freedom ride
like those undertaken by members of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
back in 1947 and repeated fourteen years later. Hamer and her compatriots
were served at a segregated lunch counter in Columbus, Mississippi. They
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then boarded a bus for Winona in Montgomery County. The bus driver, in-
sisting “Niggers were not to be in front of the line,” apparently called ahead,
for a large number of police officers awaited the bus as it entered Winona
just before noon. When members of the delegation sought service at a lunch
counter, one of the waitresses threw aside her dishcloth and exclaimed, “I
can’t take no more.” Police soon ordered the black patrons to “get out” and
arrested them for refusing to leave. Sheriff Earl Wayne Patrick kicked and
cursed Hamer en route to the jail.

On arriving at the jail, the activists encountered “white folks [who] appeared
from everywhere with guns.” Several of the group endured terrible beatings.
Hamer was questioned by John L. Basinger, a highway patrol officer, who
wanted to know where she lived. Hurling obscenities at her, Basinger warned,
“You bitch, we going to make you wish you was dead.” Taken to a cell known
as the bullpen, Hamer heard Basinger order an African American male inmate
to beat her. As she later reported, Hamer had to lie “on the bed flat on my
stomach, and that man beat me—that man beat me until he give out.” At one
point, when she cried out, a police officer, who appeared ““so hot and worked
off,” began pounding the back of Hamer’s head. Finally, returning to her cell,
Hamer collapsed along the way and was simply tossed inside. The beating,
which damaged Hamer’s kidneys, haunted her for the rest of her life.

Threatening the group members with deadly violence, the police induced
them to sign statements indicating that other activists had injured them.
Charged with disorderly conduct and resisting arrest, Hamer and her com-
panions were convicted on June 10 and received $100 fines. Two days later,
following pressure brought to bear by both the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-
ing Committee (SNCC) and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), Hamer and the other prisoners left the Winona jail. On June 17, the
U.S. Justice Department, headed by Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy,
filed suit to toss aside the convictions and also sought to prevent state officials
in Mississippi from violating interstate transportation guidelines. In early
September, the Justice Department brought criminal charges against Sheriff
Patrick and others for violating the constitutional rights of the freedom riders.
It was only the beginnings of justice long denied for many black Americans
like Hamer, whose life had been a long sequence of the travails consequent
to poverty and prejudice.

On October 6, 1917, James and Lou Ella Townsend, sharecroppers in
Montgomery County, Mississippi, welcomed the birth of their sixth girl and
twentieth child, Fannie Lou. The arrival of their latest child provided something
of a financial bounty for the Townsends: the plantation owner, undoubtedly
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anticipating another field hand, gave them fifty dollars. However, within two
years, the family relocated to the plantation of E.W. Brandon some sixty
miles to the west in Sunflower County. Most African Americans in Sunflower
County suffered grinding poverty, made worse by the ever-present threat of
violence in their segregated community.

While Lou Ella Townsend toiled as a poorly paid domestic servant, James,
who occasionally served as a Baptist preacher, sharecropped and bootlegged
s0 his family could survive. Their children picked cotton up to fourteen hours
daily, with Fannie Lou, who had recently acquired a lifelong limp due to po-
lio, joining them in the fields when she was only six. Her career began when
Brandon, driving by one day, spotted her playing alongside a gravel road and
promised to provide treats, including Cracker Jack, gingerbread, and sardines,
if she picked thirty pounds of cotton within a week. Grabbing a cloth flour
sack, the child went to work, with her assignment doubled almost immediately
but no additional reward coming her way. By the time she was a teenager, she
was picking hundreds of pounds of cotton each day, receiving a mere dollar
for her labors. Her education, like that of her siblings, suffered accordingly,
thanks to her attendance at segregated schools that were sorely underfunded,
offered reduced academic schedules, and proved difficult for the inadequately
dressed child to even reach during rainy, stormy, or cold seasons. Nevertheless,
Lou Ella instructed her daughter, “You respect yourself as a little black child.
And as you grow older, respect yourself as a black woman.”

At one point during her childhood, conditions appeared to improve for the
family, albeit temporarily. Having managed to set aside funds from his mea-
ger earnings, Jim Townsend planned to rent a plot of land and refurbish the
Townsend home, which lacked electricity, running water, and indoor plumb-
ing. He purchased three mules, two cows, tools, and a car. One evening, the
family spent the night elsewhere because the repairs on the house were not
completed. During the night, a white man poured Paris green, a highly toxic
insecticide, into the stock feed, which poisoned their animals. As Fannie Lou
Hamer later recalled, the loss “knocked us right back down flat. We never
did get back up again.” Her father returned to sharecropping, his hopes for
economic independence dashed. Soon afterward, Fannie Lou, having reached
the sixth grade, left school for good.

Her siblings began departing from rural Mississippi, seeking a better life
in places like Chicago, but she remained behind to care for her increasingly
ailing parents. James died shortly after suffering a stroke in 1939, while Lou
Ella, following an eye injury in the fields, became a blind invalid who contin-
ued to reside with her youngest daughter. In 1944, at the age of twenty-seven,
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Fannie Lou Townsend married thirty-two-year-old Perry “Pap” Hamer, a
sharecropper who enjoyed hunting and fishing. Following their marriage, the
Hamers moved to the plantation of W.D. Marlow, outside Ruleville. There,
they dwelled in a small house, which did possess running water, a bathtub, and
an ill-functioning indoor toilet. Hamer served as the plantation’s timekeeper,
a domestic servant for Marlow and, along with her husband, operator of the
juke joint once owned by her father. The Hamers peddled bootleg liquor, while
Fannie Lou also sold insurance. Notwithstanding their own tough economic
circumstances, the Hamers adopted a pair of young girls, whose parents were
unable to provide for them. In 1961, Hamer went to a local hospital to have
a “knot” or small cyst on her stomach removed and, on awakening from the
surgery, discovered that she had been given a hysterectomy. Although possibly
past her childbearing years at that point and apparently having miscarried on
at least two occasions, Hamer thus still suffered, in effect, from involuntary
sterilization—a fate that had befallen many African American women through-
out the first several decades of the twentieth century.

Shortly after this surgery, Hamer became directly involved with the civil
rights movement in the South. In August 1962, she received an invitation
from Mary Tucker, an elder woman and longtime friend of Fannie Lou’s
family, who was holding a meeting to teach African Americans how to
register and vote. Hamer declined to attend the session but did show up at
William Chapel Church that evening, where the Reverend James Bevel of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference was discussing voter registration
at a meeting sponsored by the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO).
Also speaking at the church were James Forman, Bob Moses, and Reginald
Robinson, all key figures in SNCC. Prior to this point, as she later admitted,
Hamer had “never heard of no mass meeting and I didn’t know that a Negro
could register and vote.” On August 31, Hamer, along with seventeen other
blacks, boarded a bus for Indianola, where they went to the circuit clerk’s of-
fice at the courthouse. The clerk, Cecil B. Campbell, unhappily greeted them
by asking, “What do you want?” Hamer replied, “We are here to register.”
Campbell refused their request.

On the heels of this unsuccessful attempt to register, Hamer, like many
other civil rights activists, experienced continued harassment. Plantation owner
W.D. Marlow warned her to forget about voting, threatening to take away the
Hamers’ furniture and to fire Pap, who had worked for him for almost two
decades. Hamer felt compelled to leave her home, but Pap was soon tossed
out of his job anyway, having also lost the furniture and car. Forced to exist
like fugitives, Hamer and her two daughters stayed with friends. Soon shots
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were fired into the friends’ house. Undoubtedly well aware that vigilantes,
shooting into the house of another African American family, had killed two
young women, both students at Jackson State College, Hamer insisted, “Kill-
ing or no killing, I'm going to stick with civil rights.”

In the fall of 1962, Hamer went to Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee,
to participate in a leadership training conference held by SNCC. Movement
activists like Bob Moses viewed Hamer as an ideal “prospect” who could
provide the kind of local leadership that the civil rights crusade desperately
needed. After the gathering in Nashville, Hamer joined with the SNCC Free-
dom Singers in traveling around the country, seeking financial support for the
movement. Back home in new quarters, Hamer again sought, unsuccessfully,
to register to vote. Purportedly, she informed the white registrar, “You’ll see
me every 30 days till I pass.” Finally, in early January 1963, after poring over
the state constitution, Hamer passed the literacy test, although she still had
to obtain poll-tax receipts. Although she began leading citizenship classes
orchestrated by SCLC, she increasingly drew closer to members of SNCC,
whose direct action techniques appealed to her.

The terrible beating she endured in Winona only further emboldened
Hamer, now operating as a SNCC field secretary, to participate in the move-
ment to eradicate racial discrimination in the United States. The struggle for
elementary citizen rights continued in Mississippi and throughout the Deep
South, resulting in both an outpouring of support and a wellspring of embit-
tered, frequently violent opposition. The Voter Education Project, which had
helped to finance the operations of COFO, dramatically reduced the funding
it was spending on Mississippi in late 1963. “My family and I have suffered
greatly since I started working with the movement,” Hamer admitted, but
she remained “determined to become a first-class citizen.” She insisted that
change was demanded in her home state: “I’m sick of being hungry, naked,
and looking at my children and so many other children crying for bread.”

A new campaign, orchestrated by COFO activists, resulted in 80,000 Mis-
sissippians delivering “freedom votes” for Aaron Henry, an important National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) figure, and Ed
King, a white chaplain at Tougaloo College, candidates for governor and lieu-
tenant governor, respectively. Hamer undertook her own bid for public office,
running as the candidate of the newly formed Mississippi Freedom Democratic
Party (MFDP), founded in late April 1964, against longtime congressman Jamie
L. Whitten, who was running for reelection to a seat he had held since 1941.
During the campaign, she received a death threat, her campaign workers suf-
fered violence and harassment, and her husband lost his job at a cotton mill.
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Hamer received a mere 621 votes against more than 35,000 cast for Whitten.
Nevertheless, Bob Moses recognized the importance of her candidacy. “When
Mrs. Hamer talks she speaks of her life. She concretizes abstract problems for
her peers,” he said. “Here the question of human dignity is crucial.”

Although most civil rights leaders continued to express allegiance to the
ethos of nonviolence, the physical terror that rained down on the movement
sometimes led to compromises considered necessary by all but the most ardent
pacifists. These compromises included keeping weapons in automobiles and
movement offices to provide a modicum of protection for movement leaders.
The movement still endured a considerable amount of violence during this pe-
riod, as when three young civil rights workers, participating in the Mississippi
Freedom Summer project to register Delta blacks to vote, disappeared in 1964.
The badly decomposed bodies of Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner, and
James Chaney were uncovered months later. Vigilantes had brutalized and
then murdered the two Jews and the African American, whose body had been
horrifically broken before he was summarily executed.

To provide support for their campaign, Freedom Summer organizers es-
tablished a panel in Washington, DC, to publicize the reasons why the voting
rights push was necessary. Among those speaking before the distinguished
panelists was Fannie Lou Hamer, who explained, “We have a curfew only
for Negroes,” and told of two policemen arriving at the Hamer home at five
o’clock in the morning one day to ask Pap why he was awake at that hour.
Hamer also reported that a telephone operator had called her, asking, “Do
you have any outsiders in your house?” Undaunted, Hamer provided support
for the Freedom Summer project, exhorting volunteers during training ses-
sions to avoid hatred and to communicate with southern whites. Despite the
disappearance of Goodman, Schwerner, and Chaney, volunteers continued
to arrive, with one, Len Edwards, a law student whose father was Congress-
man Don Edwards of California, viewing Hamer as “the most inspirational
person I’ve ever met . . . the purest of heart.” The Hamer household served as
a movement center for the Mississippi Freedom Summer participants, who
dropped by at all hours.

As the national Democratic Party’s nominating convention approached,
Hamer was one of sixty-eight delegates and alternates selected to represent
the Mississippi Freedom Democrats. The convention in Atlantic City prom-
ised to be something of a coronation for President Lyndon B. Johnson, whose
recent signing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act helped to batter down many of the
legal edifices of Jim Crow. Fearing a white backlash, Johnson fretted about
the Mississippi Freedom Democrats’ attempt to unseat the all-white, regular
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Mississippi delegation, which refused to promise to vote for the Democratic
Party nominee.

Both the MFDP and the regular Mississippi delegates sought support from
the credentials committee, with the MFDP’s challenge backed by Martin
Luther King Jr., NAACP head Roy Wilkins, and Rita Schwerner, widow of
the murdered Freedom Summer volunteer. Many considered forty-six-year-
old Fannie Lou Hamer’s the most moving presentation. Her description of
the terrible experiences at the Winona jail the previous summer evoked tears
from many in attendance. Weeping herself, Hamer concluded that Mississippi
Freedom Summer involved a desire to register to vote, to enable its participants
to become “first-class citizens.” If the MFDP failed to be seated, she said, she
had to wonder why people’s lives could be threatened daily simply because
they “want to live as decent human beings in America.” SNCC chair John L.
Lewis remembered this as “a stunning moment. So dramatic. So riveting.”

Television networks replayed Hamer’s testimony, while the New York Times
and other leading newspapers presented biographical sketches of her. But
despite such favorable publicity, convention planners refused to certify the
MFDP delegates. The best offer the MFDP representatives received was to
have two members awarded at-large seats on the convention floor, a possibility
Hamer disdainfully dismissed. During one session with Minnesota senator
Hubert Humphrey, Hamer told the presumptive vice presidential nominee,
“You just want this job, and I know a lot of people have lost their jobs, and
God will take care of you, even if you lose this job. But Mr. Humphrey, if
you take this job, you won’t be worth anything. Mr. Humphrey, I'm going
to pray for you again.” Eventually, even Martin Luther King Jr., SCLC’s
Andrew Young, MFDP chair Henry, and attorney Joseph Rauh backed the
proposal for two at-large representatives, with the other would-be delegates
to be seated in the gallery. Hamer refused to accept the notion of a moral
victory, crying out “We ain’t getting nothing” and even warning Henry that,
if he accepted the compromise, “I’m going to cut your throat.” After the deal
was completed, Hamer eloquently informed reporters, “We didn’t come all
this way for no two seats.”

The experience in Atlantic City proved catalytic for Hamer and many other
civil rights activists, who proved increasingly distrustful of the so-called lib-
eral establishment. As Hamer recorded in her autobiography, “We followed
all the laws that the white people themselves made. . . . But we learned the
hard way that even though we had all the laws and all the righteousness on
our side—that white man is not going to give up his power to us.” Instead,
Hamer and an increasing number of civil rights figures determined, “We have

144



FanniE Lou HAMER

to take for ourselves.” Thus, the Democratic national convention, coupled with
mounting anger and frustration over seemingly ever-present racial discrimi-
nation and the beatings and deaths of compatriots, spurred the militancy that
increasingly characterized the civil rights movement.

To overcome the burnout and disillusionment of the convention, the singer
and social activist Harry Belafonte organized a trip to Guinea for civil rights
leaders, including Hamer, Moses, CORE’s James Forman, and SNCC’s John
L. Lewis and Julian Bond. The three-week trip, initiated only days after the
heartbreak in Atlantic City, proved enthralling for Hamer, who was warmly
greeted by President Sekou Toure with a big hug. The adventure empowered
Hamer, who witnessed sights she never had before: “I saw black men flying
the airplanes, driving buses, sitting behind the big desks in the bank and just
doing everything that I was used to seeing white people do.”

Returning to the States in October, Hamer helped to orchestrate Freedom
Vote, which allowed all adult Mississippians to cast ballots “without intimida-
tion or discrimination as to race and color.” In sharp contrast to the Democratic
Party primary results earlier, the unofficial Freedom Vote proceedings saw
Hamer gather 33,000 ballots, while Congressman Whitten pulled down only
59. Later that year, Hamer met Malcolm X, the influential black nationalist
who had recently broken away from Elijah Muhammad and the Nation of
Islam, which insisted on racial separation from “white devils.” Undergoing
his own process of evolution, Malcolm, after a pilgrimage to the Middle
East, was discarding Elijah Muhammad’s dogmatism but continued to insist
that blacks possessed the right to defend themselves from white-generated
violence. On December 20, Malcolm and Hamer both spoke in Harlem at a
rally at the Williams Institutional Church, with Hamer talking of the beating
she endured in Winona and of the need to unseat racist southern legislators.
Malcolm told the crowd, “The language that they were speaking to Mrs.
Hamer was the language of brutality.” He invited her to participate in a rally
that evening held by the Organization of Afro-American Unity. Speaking at the
Audubon Ballroom in Harlem, Malcolm introduced Hamer as “the country’s
number one freedom-fighting woman.” As he noted, “She’s from Mississippi,
and you’ve got to be a freedom fighter to even live in Mississippi.”

In early January 1965, Hamer and Annie Devine, and Victoria Gray,
both MFDP candidates, traveled to the nation’s capital, where a challenge
to Mississippi’s congressional delegation was to occur as the Eighty-ninth
Congress began operations. Hamer announced, “We are here for our own
people—and we are here for all the people.” The three women, along with
MFDP attorneys Arthur Kinoy and William Kunstler, were denied entry into
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the chambers of the House of Representatives. As the session opened, New
York congressman William Ryan objected to the seating of five white Missis-
sippi Democrats, including Whitten. Scores of congressional representatives
supported Ryan’s position, but following a 276-149 roll call vote, Whitten
and the other Mississippians were sworn into office.

That spring, a Newsweek article referred to Hamer as the MFDP’s “leading
mouthpiece” who supposedly showed “disturbingly demagogic tendencies”
in her criticism of middle-class members of the civil rights movement, U.S.
actions in Indochina, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. By contrast, Andrew
Kopkind of the New Republic applauded Hamer for demonstrating “little
respect for traditions of political compromise.” Hamer was also in the midst
of other controversies, including one pitting the increasingly strident SNCC
against MFDP, which was criticized for not being radical enough.

Although she had become a national figure, Hamer remained intimately
involved with social and political campaigns back home, as befitting her
grassroots origins as a civil rights proponent. She strongly supported the Mis-
sissippi Freedom Labor Union (MFLU), which sought better conditions for
domestics, truck drivers, and day workers, but imploded because of internal
schisms.

In its wake and as her relations with SNCC deteriorated, Hamer became
immersed in another community action program, the Associated Com-
munities of Sunflower County (ACSC), which attempted to participate in
the antipoverty program of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO).
Testifying at a congressional hearing in April 1967, Hamer acknowledged
the importance of Head Start—the federal program designed to assist pre-
school children from low-income families—‘because not only does it give
the children a head start but also it will give the adults a head start.” Accu-
sations soon followed that ACSC improperly managed its programs, while
Mississippi governor John Bell Williams attempted to redirect Head Start
grants. Eventually, Hamer battled with another civil rights activist, Head
Start’s well-regarded Cora Fleming, resulting in charges that Hamer, noted
for having refused to compromise in Atlantic City, had pushed for that deal
in order to satisfy OEQ.

Hamer was happier when she was involved with her own enterprise, the
Freedom Farm Corporation, which sought to empower Mississippi Delta
blacks economically. Starting operations in 1969, the Freedom Farm bred
pigs, purchased forty acres of land to cultivate vegetables and cotton, and ran
the Co-Op, which instructed poor blacks in how to obtain low-cost loans for
houses and farms. Within two years, the Freedom Farm acquired 640 additional
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acres; by 1972, it had constructed seventy affordable homes. It also offered
grants to enable students to continue their education, provided seed money
for opening or expanding local businesses, and helped local residents attain
disaster relief and food stamps. Soliciting financial support for the Freedom
Farm, Assistant Director Hamer traveled around the country, visiting Harvard
University and appearing on the David Frost television program. Eventually,
however, poor management, economic difficulties, and Hamer’s own ill health
doomed the Freedom Farm.

Despite two electoral setbacks, Hamer was chosen to second the vice presi-
dential nomination of Frances Farenthold at the Democratic Party national
convention in 1972. But during the next few years, Hamer suffered from high
blood pressure, diabetes, a nervous breakdown, exhaustion, breast cancer,
and pervasive depression. On March 14, 1976, Hamer’s heart gave out, and
her funeral followed six days later at the William Chapel Baptist Church in
Ruleville. Among those in attendance were Andrew Young, U.S. ambassador
to the United Nations; Hodding Carter, Assistant Secretary of State; Vernon
Jordan of the National Urban League; and Ella Baker, Stokely Carmichael,
and H. Rap Brown of SNCC. Delivering an oration, Carmichael asserted that
Hamer represented “the very best of us.” Later, John Lewis pointedly declared,
“Without her and hundreds of women like her, we would never have been able
to achieve what we did.” Nearly penniless, Hamer was buried on property
previously owned by the Freedom Farm, beneath a headstone bearing the
epitaph, “I am sick and tired of being sick and tired.”
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CESAR CHAVEZ
Guardian of the United Farm Workers Union

On February 14, 1968, César Chavez, the head of the United Farm Workers
(UFW), initiated a fast that would last twenty-five days in order to protest
labor conditions and support his movement. Following a series of fund-
raising efforts across the nation, he had heard, to his dismay, threats of violent
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action from militant members of his own organization in Delano, California.
During a UFW union meeting, Chavez exploded: “Goddamn it! We’ll never
be able to get anywhere if we start using tactics of violence. . . . You have to
believe in that!” Determined to demonstrate his movement’s commitment to
nonviolence, Chavez talked to striking farm workers and staff members at a
special meeting held on the fifth day of his fast. As he explained, “I thought
that I had to bring the Movement to a halt, do something that would force
them and me to deal with the whole question of violence and ourselves.” He
spoke of the war in Vietnam, which had intensified dramatically after the
Tet Offensive began in January 1968, and of the civil rights campaign and
the mounting frustrations that had resulted in race riots. The UFW, Chavez
reminded the audience, had instilled hope in many previously disillusioned
farm workers, but a resort to violence would violate the trust it had cultivated.
Calling on the words of Mahatma Gandhi and St. Paul, Chavez said that his
fast would demonstrate penance and love for his fellow UFW members.

While many of the people closest to him—including his wife, Helen, who
called him “ridiculous” and “crazy,” and his mentor, Fred Ross—worried
about the damage that might result to Chdvez’s health, the UFW chieftain
maintained his fast day after day. Approaching the third full week of the fast,
Chavez spurned a physician’s demand that he take medication, bouillon, and
grapefruit juice. Media attention heightened, due to genuine concern or perhaps
morbid fascination that the fast could fell him. He received numerous letters
of support, many from high-powered political, labor, and religious figures.
The junior senator from New York, Robert F. Kennedy, fired off a telegram,
expressing concern about Chavez’s well being.

On March 10, the twenty-fifth day of the fast, Kennedy, who had earlier
demonstrated support for the UFW, sat down with Chdvez to end his fast
by sharing a piece of bread. Kennedy asked, “Well, how goes the boycott,
César?” Alluding to rumors that Kennedy was about to make a run for the
presidency, Chavez replied with a question of his own: “How goes running
for president, Bob?” In a message intended for public distribution, Chdvez
acknowledged, “Our struggle is not easy,” for it was opposed by the wealthy
and the powerful. The farm workers, by contrast, were poor and lacked allies.
However, they possessed “something the rich do not own. We have our own
bodies and spirits and the justice of our cause as our weapons.”

César Estrada Chdvez, the man who became famous for organizing farm
laborers into a powerful economic and political force, was born on March
31, 1927, the second of five children raised on an 80-acre farm outside Yuma,
Arizona. His grandfather Césario Chdvez, affectionately called “Papa Chayo,”
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had come from Chihuahua, Mexico, where he endured a feudal existence
on a large ranch or hacienda. Escaping from the ranch, the illiterate Césario
worked as a muleskinner in Arizona before purchasing some land of his own.
He married Dorotea, “Mama Tella,” an orphan who had grown up in a convent
where she learned both Spanish and Latin. Césario and Dorotea had fifteen
children. Their son Librado, who helped manage the family’s farm, married
Juana Estrada in 1924; the two ran a small grocery store, a garage, and a pool
hall on land they purchased, while residing in an apartment above the store.
Their children enjoyed a somewhat privileged existence, with César and his
brother Richard hiking together, swimming, helping out at the garage, and
shooting pool.

The Great Depression crippled the Chavez family, as it did so many oth-
ers. By 1932, the Chdvezes were compelled to sell their businesses and return
to the ranch of the now widowed Mama Tella. The next year saw drought
envelop the Colorado River Basin, resulting in harder times still for Librado
and Juana. After struggling along for the next five years, Librado went to
California to find work, soon sending for Juana and their children to join him.
There, the family endured a humiliating encounter with officers of the border
patrol, who demanded papers verifying U.S. citizenship. Finally allowed to
move on, the Chdavezes went to Oxnard, where Librado was hired as a day
laborer and Juana sold items she had crocheted. After returning to Yuma, the
Chavezes were tossed off their land, reduced to the status of migrant workers,
and forced to take the road in a 1927 Studebaker with clothing, linens, and
$40 in hand, received through the sale of cows and chickens.

Back in California, Librado, Juana, and their children once again experi-
enced the all-too-familiar existence of migrant workers. Picking the abundant
crops of the Golden State, the Chévezes toiled for long hours of backbreaking
work with short-handled hoes, enduring discriminatory treatment. Frequently,
the family lived in migrant camps or slept in their aging car. The children
could attend school only sporadically; bouncing around from school to school,
nearly forty altogether, César encountered racial tension on playgrounds and
in classrooms. At times, he and his siblings were the only Mexican children
attending integrated schools. Chévez later reflected, “We were like monkeys
in a cage. There were lots of racist remarks that still hurt my ears when I think
of them. And we couldn’t do anything except sit there and take it.” They were
not allowed to speak Spanish on school grounds and were subjected to raps
on their knuckles for ignoring that admonition. Still, César Chavez managed
to finish the eighth grade.

Conditions were little better for Librado in the fields, where he frequently
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participated in strikes due to the exploitative treatment farm workers endured.
Indeed, California had a long history of such labor strife, with radical unions
like the Cannery and Agricultural Workers Industrial Union pitted against
the powerful Associated Farmers, which employed vigilantes to crush labor
activism. Even the path-breaking National Labor Relations Act, known as
the Wagner Act, passed in 1935; the emergence of the Congress of Industrial
Organizations, established the next year; and a sympathetic administration in
Washington, DC, headed by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, did little
to improve the plight of America’s farm workers. For its part, the Wagner Act
failed to provide protections for domestic and farm laborers, the vast bulk of
whom were people of color.

After picking up work whenever they could, the Chéavezes settled in
Delano, California, in the San Joaquin Valley, where, during the height of
the Depression, a great communist-led strike by cotton workers had been
brutally repressed. As a teenager, César Chavez disavowed Juana’s religiosity
and affected the zoot-suit style of the pachucos, who sported long coats worn
over baggy, pegged trousers, large hats, key chains, and thick-soled shoes; he
smoked cigarettes, combed his thick, dark hair back in a ducktail, and favored
big band performers like Duke Ellington and Billy Eckstine. Regarding the
zoot suits, which became controversial precisely because they were associated
with young Hispanics, Chdvez noted, “We needed a lot of guts to wear those
pants, and we had to be rebellious to do it, because the police and a few of
the older people would harass us. But it was the style, and I wasn’t going to
be a square.” Perhaps fortunately for Chavez, he was toiling in the fields in
spring 1943 when thousands of soldiers and civilians attacked young zoot-
suiters in Los Angeles; city officials responded to the so-called zoot-suit riots
by making it a misdemeanor to wear a zoot suit.

Tired of “sugar-beet thinning, the worst backbreaking job,” the seventeen-
year-old Chévez enlisted in the U.S. Navy in 1944, despite his parents’ op-
position. Following boot camp in San Diego, the five-foot, six-inch Chavez
was stationed in the Mariana Islands in the South Pacific, where he worked
as a coxswain apprentice, before moving on to Guam to work as a painter.
His experience in the military proved unhappy, but he received an honorable
discharge in 1946 and returned to Delano. He soon joined his father as a fel-
low member of the National Farm Laborers Union (NFLU), headed by Hank
Hasiwar and Ernesto Galarza. In 1948, Chavez married his sweetheart Helen
Fabela, whom he had met six years earlier and who had also dropped out of
school to work in the fields. Desperately poor, César and Helen lived in a
one-room shack in a labor camp. After working with his brother Richard on
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an apricot ranch, Chdvez toiled as a sharecropper, picking strawberries. Two
years of daily labor and no financial reward led to a decision to head north to
Crescent City, where a lumber company was seeking workers. After a year and
a half in Crescent City, where Helen was depressed by the stormy weather,
the Chavezes decided to move back south. With their first two children, César
and a pregnant Helen went to San Jose, where he worked in a lumber mill and
they resided in a barrio known as Sal Si Puedes (‘“Get Out If You Can”).

In 1952, Chéavez met Father Daniel McDonnell, a socially conscious
Roman Catholic priest who was struggling to construct a parish in Sal Si
Puedes. Along with another priest, Thomas McCullough, Father McDonnell
was determined that the impoverished farm workers of the San Joaquin Val-
ley should be schooled in the Catholic Church’s ethos of social justice and
labor organizing. McDonnell taught Chdvez about St. Francis of Assisi, the
papal edicts on labor conditions by Leo XIII, and the Indian pacifist Mahatma
Gandhi. Having received word of Chdvez’s friendship with McDonnell, Fred
Ross, a radical organizer with the Community Service Organization (CSO)
in Los Angeles, came to speak with the young Mexican American. CSO was
associated with Saul Alinsky, the renowned social activist who sought to
empower local community members. After being informed that Ross wanted
to see him, a distrustful César arranged to have friends come to the Chavez
home, prepared “to run him out of the house” if they saw a signal.

Ross visited his reluctant host in June 1952, with Helen and a host of
neighbors present too. Initially hostile, César found himself warming up to
his guest, who obviously knew something about the ailments afflicting the
San Jose barrio. César was surprised to hear Ross condemn politicians for
failing to clean up a contaminated creek that coursed through the neighbor-
hood. Ross indicated that in his travels across the region he had encountered
similar conditions in other Mexican American communities: “the same kind
of cops beating up young guys and ‘breaking and entering’ without warrants.
The same mean streets and walkways and lack of streetlights and traffic
signals. The same poor drainage, overflowing cesspools, and amoebic dys-
entery.” Ross reported that the CSO had challenged segregation in education
and recreation in such communities and condemned police brutality against
young Chicanos.

Clearly impressed, Chdvez agreed to attend a meeting, sponsored by CSO,
that night in East San Jose. That evening, Ross inscribed the following entry in
his diary: “I think I’ve found the guy I'm looking for.” The next day, Chédvez,
who came to consider Ross a hero of a kind, joined the CSO voter registration
drive in Chicano districts. Eventually, Alinsky agreed to pay Chdvez a small
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weekly salary that enabled him to devote full-time to organizing. Chavez’s
involvement with CSO, beginning during the zenith of the postwar Red Scare,
led to questions about his involvement with communism, a charge leveled
by the Republican Central Committee. The anger Chédvez displayed on con-
fronting such an accusation convinced FBI agents, who were investigating
him, that the Republicans were attempting to smear Chavez and to intimidate
would-be voters. Nevertheless, some of his coworkers refused to deal with
Chavez until Father McDonnell joined with other priests in applauding the
brand-new organizer.

After being assigned by Ross to initiate a CSO chapter in Oakland, Chdvez
headed into the San Joaquin Valley to guide the organization’s operations
there. In Madera, rumors again circulated that Chdvez was a communist and
his own chapter decided to investigate him. As Chdvez later reflected, this
“taught me the most important lesson in my life about organizing. When
people are fearful, when it’s their skin, they don’t care about anybody.” Ross,
on the other hand, determinedly supported his protégé, sending him on new
organizing assignments over the next several years. An activist later explained
part of Chéavez’s appeal: “He looked mestizo. He was dark skinned, short,
with high cheekbones, piercing black eyes, and sparse facial hair. He was the
embodiment of the Chicano. Chicanos could see themselves in César: clothes,
personal style, demeanor and commitment.”

After a meeting with Alinsky and other top CSO figures in mid-1958,
Chavez took on the task of helping the United Packinghouse Workers Union,
based in Oxnard, organize workers who toiled in sheds, packing lemons in
boxes. Chavez discovered that farmers preferred hiring thousands of Mexican
braceros (seasonal laborers), rather than members of the local community
in need of work. In 1942, Congress had initiated the Bracero Program to
import Mexican workers in the midst of a labor shortage brought on by U.S.
participation in World War II. When the war ended, Congress maintained the
program, acceding to the wishes of western farmers who welcomed the cheap
labor. While the program supposedly established a minimum wage and other
safeguards, employers kept wages low, provided inadequate housing for work-
ers, and overcharged them for basic necessities, sometimes meting out racist
epithets and physical violence as well. Moreover, growers turned to braceros
as strikebreakers, a practice that also drove down wages.

In Oxnard and surrounding communities, Chavez adopted the kinds of
tactics that he would turn to repeatedly. He organized economic boycotts
directed at merchants who supported the Bracero Program, sit-down strikes
conducted in the fields, the picketing of a meeting in Ventura attended by
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Secretary of Labor James Mitchell, lobbying, and marching. He determined
“that the growers weren’t invincible.” Nevertheless, his experiences in Oxnard
were not altogether happy. The CSO vetoed his bid to create a union that would
compete with the United Packinghouse Workers, and factionalism within
the local CSO branch followed his departure from Oxnard. Consequently, to
Chavez’s dismay, growers continued hiring braceros. As he later admitted, “I
was so mad—I don’t know at whom, at the leadership and at the people for
not fighting for what I was sure was there.”

During this same period, other activists were striving to create a farm
workers’ union. Father McCullough, Father McDonnell, Fred Ross, and
Dolores Huerta—soon to become one of Chavez’s closest associates—were
involved in such an enterprise in Stockton. Eventually, they helped to found
the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC). Serving as the
CSO’s executive director in California, Chdvez worked closely with Huerta
and Gil Padilla, another CSO member interested in organizing farm workers.
In Los Angeles, Chévez also linked up with the Mexican-American Political
Association and the Viva Kennedy Clubs, which sought to register voters in
urban barrios. Having failed to convince the CSO board to back the forma-
tion of a new union of farm laborers, a “heartbroken” Chdvez stood up at the
organization’s convention, held in Calexico in March 1962, and declared, “I
resign.” Subsequently, he received offers to serve as an organizer for AWOC,
but Chavez, disillusioned with standard labor union tactics and wanting a
position with “no strings attached,” turned them down. That April, the now
thirty-five-year-old Chdvez returned with his family to Delano, renting an
inexpensive house near the downtown sector. To survive financially, Helen
picked grapes at the mammoth Sierra Vista Ranch run by the DiGiorgio family,
while César, who had a nest egg of about $1,000, picked peas part-time.

Even more than before, Chavez was committed to La Causa (“the cause”),
the effort to win fair labor conditions for farm workers. Indeed, his efforts
soon amounted to the formation of a movement, similar to the campaign to
empower poor African Americans that Martin Luther King Jr. had helped to
trigger in the South. In September 1962, a new grassroots organization, the
National Farm Workers Association (NFWA), emerged, with Chdvez named
president; the organization’s three vice presidents were Huerta, Padilla, and
Julio Hernandez. The NFWA’s motto was Viva La Causa! Its flag showed a
black eagle inside a white circle against a red backdrop. Chévez said about the
flag, “A symbol is an important thing. That is why we chose an Aztec eagle.
It gives pride. . . . When people see it they know it means dignity.” As chroni-
clers Susan Ferris and Ricardo Sandoval indicate, the union’s newspaper,
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El Malcriado (“ill-bred”) demanded decent wages and condemned growers
who were angered that the Bracero Program was finally ending in 1965.
Union dues ran $3.50 monthly, but the NFWA initially possessed a tenuous
financial life. Nevertheless, Chdvez turned down a $50,000 foundation grant,
preferring to rely on the contributions of farm workers instead. His own family
often made inordinate economic sacrifices, and Chavez himself declined a job
offer as a Peace Corps director in Latin America that paid $21,000 annually.
Instead, the union used the collateral on a small house that Richard Chavez
had built in Delano in order to provide loans to farm workers.

The NFWA participated in its first strike activities in 1965, a volatile year
in which frustration intensified within the civil rights movement and U.S.
involvement in Vietnam deepened dramatically. The union helped flower
workers in McFarland obtain higher wages and supported a strike of migrant
laborers in Porterville, who were enraged by rent increases in migrant camps.
Nevertheless, the NFWA just limped along, lacking financial resources and
powerful allies. Then the union and Chédvez became involved in an epochal
labor struggle that focused national attention on La Causa. The battle arose
from a grape strike in Delano. The Labor Department had allowed growers
in the Coachella Valley to hire braceros to pick grapes at an hourly rate of
$1.40, fifteen cents more than Filipino workers received and twenty-five cents
more than Mexican Americans were paid. In May, AWOC called for a strike
to oppose the wage differentials, quickly winning raises for the underpaid
Filipinos and Mexican Americans.

As the grape-harvesting season arrived in the San Joaquin Valley that
summer, growers reverted to paying both Filipinos and Mexican Americans
the lower-wage rates. Insisting on equitable wages, members of AWOC
kicked off a strike in Delano on September 8. While police targeted strikers
for harassment, growers drove Filipinos from labor camps. Responding to
requests for assistance, Chdvez and the NFWA urged members of the AWOC
not to cross picket lines. On the evening of September 16, several hundred
farm laborers and their families met at Our Lady of Guadalupe’s church hall.
Cries of “Viva La Causa!” rang out. Those present listened attentively as
Chavez spoke. After referring to the struggle for Mexican independence led
by Father Miguel Hidalgo a century and a half before, Chdvez declared that
individuals of Mexican ancestry who resided in the United States, like farm
workers in general, were involved in a quest “for the freedom and dignity
which poverty denies us.” Soon, the gathered throng voted unanimously to
support the Filipino workers.

Throughout the Great Delano Grape Strike, Chdvez demanded that the
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farm workers use nonviolent tactics. He contended that strike activity could
empower previously downtrodden laborers, for the picket line enabled a worker
to make an “irrevocable” commitment: “The lengthier one’s involvement in
such an affair . . . the stronger the commitment.” For both practical and spiritual
reasons, Chavez maintained, nonviolence had to characterize the farm workers’
behavior at the picket line and across the several hundred square miles that the
strike covered. Arguing that the growers’ violence directed at “a nonviolent
movement” would generate sympathy for the strikers, he insisted that, in the
end, “we can turn the world if we can do it nonviolently.”

Though eventually buttressed by hundreds of volunteers from outside the
area, including clergy influenced by liberation theology, members of both
SNCC and CORE, and other students too, the strike encountered tremendous
hostility from growers and their employees. Resentful ranchers believed that
they were taking care of their workers, paying them more for their labor than
did growers elsewhere. Consequently, members of the clergy were taunted
as “communists” and “fairies,” ranchers hurled racist epithets at strikers,
and growers jabbed their fists into the ribs of individuals standing on picket
lines. Despite having his own ribs battered, Chdvez declared, “Love is the
most important ingredient in nonviolent work—Ilove the opponent.” He also
suggested, “If we’re full of hatred, we can’t really do our work. Hatred saps
all that strength and energy we need to plan.”

In mid-October, with the atmosphere in Kern County fraught with tension,
Sheriff Roy Galyen began issuing a series of edicts undoubtedly intended to
provoke Chdvez and the striking farm workers. Galyen announced that strik-
ers who congregated along or shouted from roadsides would be arrested for
“disturbing the peace.” He insisted that strikers who used the word huelga
(strike) would also face arrest. On October 19, with television and newspaper
reporters in attendance, Helen Chédvez and other picketers repeatedly tossed
out the forbidden word, leading to their arrests. Chdvez received word of the
arrests while he was speaking to a large crowd of students at the University
of California at Berkeley. More than $6,000 in contributions followed, along
with telegrams protesting the arrests. More attention resulted from the show-
ing of the 1960 CBS documentary, “The Harvest of Shame,” which presented
the plight of migrant workers.

As the year wound down, the NFWA initiated a boycott to pressure growers
to accept union demands. Particularly singled out were the biggest growers
in Delano, including Schenley Industries, the DiGiorgio Fruit Corporation,
and TreeSweet. On December 16, after the AFL-CIO had voted to support
the strike, Walter Reuther, head of the United Auto Workers (UAW), came
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to Delano to march side by side with Chdvez and deliver a speech at Fili-
pino Hall. With the UAW providing $5,000 monthly to both the NFWA and
AWOC, the strike continued into the spring, when the California State Senate
Factfinding Subcommittee on Un-American Activities initiated an exploratory
investigation of the labor unrest. More important, however, the U.S. Senate
Subcommittee on Migratory Labor began its own hearings on March 14, 1966,
with Senator Robert F. Kennedy as one of the panelists. Testifying before the
subcommittee, Chdvez offered affidavits indicating that growers were ille-
gally bringing in Mexican strikebreakers. He spoke of measures proposed in
Congress to establish a minimum wage standard for farm workers, guarantee
the right to bargain collectively, and abolish child labor in the fields. Chivez
asserted, “All that these bills do is say that people who work on farms should
have the same human rights as people who work in construction crews, or in
factories, or in offices.” Three days later, Chdvez and a group of farm work-
ers began a 300-mile march from Delano to Sacramento, under a banner
proclaiming “Pilgrimage, Penitence, and Revolution.” He again indicated
that those participating in La Causa “wanted to be fit not only physically but
also spiritually, and . . . to stress nonviolence even more, build confidence,
and have more visible nonviolent tactics.” In the midst of the march, Chavez
spoke to a representative from the Schenley Industries, which agreed on April
7 to a contract with AWOC and to recognize the NFWA.

Almost immediately after the march came to an end, Chavez directed his
attention to DiGiorgio, one of the state’s great agribusiness concerns. Even in
the face of opposition by the powerful Teamsters union, the NFWA undertook a
boycott of the company’s products. After field workers in Delano voted to affili-
ate with the NFWA rather than with the Teamsters, Martin Luther King Jr. fired
off a congratulatory note to Chavez and declared, “The fight for equality must
be fought on many fronts.” The apparent successes in Delano further solidified
Chavez’s reputation as perhaps the nation’s foremost Chicano figure and placed
the farm workers’ movement among the era’s most noteworthy. Chdvez’s union
soon merged with the AWOC to become the National Farm Workers Organizing
Committee (NFWOC). During a strike against the Perelli-Minetti vineyards,
Chavez undertook his first fast as a spiritual and political act. In early April 1967,
the NFWOC garnered another significant victory in Delano when DiGiorgio
signed an agreement establishing health and welfare benefits, unemployment
compensation, and paid vacations and holidays for farm workers.

In January 1968, the NFWOC began a boycott of California table grapes.
It became one of the most important labor fights of the period and proved
symbolic of both class conflict and nonviolent protest. As this latest strike
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threatened to turn violent, Chdvez resorted to the soon-to-become legendary
fast that lasted twenty-five days, purportedly longer than any fast Gandhi car-
ried out. The publicity surrounding Chdvez’s protest, which underscored the
importance of nonviolent action, provided considerable impetus for the grape
boycott. Three weeks after Chdvez broke bread with Senator Kennedy to end
the fast, an assassin gunned down one of the movement’s foremost allies, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., undoubtedly the nation’s leading apostle of nonviolence. In
early June, Senator Kennedy was also murdered. Notwithstanding the loss of
such noteworthy supporters, the grape boycott continued, focusing on Safeway
stores by the spring of 1969. The new Nixon administration purchased millions
of pounds of grapes to be sent to soldiers in Vietnam, but Chavez’s campaign
failed to dissipate, now being directed against all California grape growers.
In an open letter to the head of the California Grape and Tree Fruit League,
Chévez challenged E.L. Barr Jr.’s assertions that the farm workers’ movement
employed violence and terrorism. Recalling his own nearly month-long fast
the previous year, Chavez wrote, “We advocate militant nonviolence as our
means for social revolution and to achieve justice for our people.”

Finally, on July 16, 1970, Chdvez and NFWOC staff attorney Jerry Cohen
met John Giumarra Jr. and his father, John Giumarra Sr., whose family held
12,000 acres of grapes, at the Stardust Motel in Delano. The negotiations con-
tinued for several hours, with Cohen insisting that the ranchers bring together
all growers that the union was targeting. The following evening, twenty-nine
grape growers signed a contract with the NFWOC at Reuther Hall in Forty
Acres, just outside Delano. Negotiations were finalized the next night, with the
grape pickers obtaining a hiring hall, a fifteen-cent hourly increase to $1.80,
the promise of joint committees that would regulate the use of pesticides in
the fields, and employer contributions to a health and welfare program. While
acknowledging that most of the striking workers had lost “their worldly pos-
sessions,” Chavez applauded their commitment to nonviolence.

In the face of hostile administrations in Washington, DC, and Sacramento,
the latter headed by Republican governor Ronald Reagan, and the difficulties
the American economy endured in the early 1970s, the gains that the farm
workers’ movement had attained proved tenuous only. On the heels of the
agreement with the Giumarras and other grape growers, Chdvez again con-
fronted redbaiting, threats of violence, and competition posed by the Teamsters
regarding the allegiance of farm workers. While the NFWOC achieved suc-
cesses, it also faced repeated court injunctions forbidding picketing, a drying
up of financial resources, and flagging energy. In December 1970, Chavez
ended up in jail again, having been arrested in Salinas for failing to adhere to
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a court order that prohibited boycotting one grower’s lettuce crop, although
the injunction was soon declared unconstitutional.

In 1971, Chdvez’s organization became an AFL-CIO affiliate and was
renamed the United Farm Workers of America; the change led to the loss of
a substantial subsidy from the national union. The union also relocated to an
abandoned tuberculosis sanatorium in the Tehachapi Mountains, outside Ba-
kersfield; the UFW called the new site La Paz (“The Peace”). The UFW fought
attempts by state legislatures to enact statutes that would outlaw boycotts and
restrict strikes. It faced continued competition from the Teamsters; an outbreak
of violence in Modesto during the spring of 1973 resulted in the killing of two
union members. Urging his members to fast for three days, Chavez worried
about the loss of 90 percent of grape contracts to the Teamsters and the dra-
matic shrinkage of UFW membership rolls. In 1974, however, the Teamsters
abandoned efforts to organize farm laborers. Meanwhile, Chavez continued
an ongoing boycott against Ernest and Julio Gallo. The following February,
Chédvez and the UFW began a 110-mile procession from San Francisco to
Modesto, the home base of the Gallo vineyards. Governor Jerry Brown came
to support the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act, which guaranteed
farm workers the right to bargain collectively. Unfortunately, the next year
witnessed the resounding defeat of Proposition 14, which would have afforded
increased funding for the Agricultural Labor Relations Board.

The heyday of the farm labor movement appeared to have passed, and media
reports that Chavez had adopted increasingly autocratic control over the UFW
generated negative publicity. Still, 1979 saw a massive strike by lettuce work-
ers that spread to Arizona and reenergized Chdvez, who announced, “We have
thirty years of struggle behind us, but I am spirited and encouraged.” Some
workers refused to adhere to Chavez’s nonviolent approach, physically assault-
ing strikebreakers. After months of strife, rallies, and marches, growers began
to sign generous contracts. The UFW again increased in size, boasting 45,000
members by 1980, with new agreements even providing medical coverage. The
union increasingly resorted to lobbying to protect the gains it had achieved,
but the 1980s saw union membership again drop significantly. Nevertheless,
the UFW, spurred by Chdvez, initiated new campaigns, including one in the
middle of the decade urging statutory restrictions on pesticide use, the type of
government action he had long demanded. In 1986, Congress passed legislation
affording amnesty to hundreds of thousands of illegal immigrants; Chdvez, who
worried about the call for a new bracero-style program, nevertheless hoped that
the union might gain additional members from among the newly legalized work-
ers. By the early 1990s, the UFW was again urging support for a grape boycott,
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and Chavez could be seen, ironically enough, marching through Salinas side by
side with Teamsters. He experienced the deaths of several individuals closest
to him, including his mother, Juana, and his aging mentor, Fred Ross.

On April 22, 1993, César Chavez, having just completed yet another fast,
died at the age of sixty-six. He had remained true to his ideals, to La Causa
and the practice of nonviolence. State senator Art Torres lauded Chévez as “our
Gandhi . . . our Dr. Martin Luther King.” The funeral took place in Delano
on April 29, with some 40,000 people coming to pay tribute. Among those
in attendance were civil rights leader Jesse Jackson, former governor Jerry
Brown, and Ethel Kennedy, widow of the slain U.S. senator. The next year,
Helen Chavez received the Medal of Freedom citation from President Bill
Clinton, who termed her husband “a Moses figure” for Chicanos.

Conclusion

At the height of the civil rights movement, Fannie Lou Hamer and César
Chavez challenged racial boundaries that continued to tarnish the American
ideal of equality of opportunity. Both generally adhered to nonviolent tac-
tics, although Hamer proved less steadfast in that regard than Chavez, who
believed, like Martin Luther King Jr., that means and ends were inextricably
connected. Older than many of the participants in SNCC, CORE, the MFDP
and UFW’s Hamer and Chédvez, well before they joined the civil rights move-
ment and La Causa, had already endured the kind of racial discrimination that
economically shackled many African Americans and Hispanics. Once they
began participating in those crusades, Hamer and Chévez proved willing to
make lifelong commitments, no matter how taxing and perilous they became.
In the fashion of Dr. King, the black activist and the Mexican American labor
leader determined that racial justice required, at a bare minimum, a semblance
of economic equity, to be achieved by economic boycotts, cooperative endeav-
ors, marches, sit-ins, and fasts. Their challenge to the political and economic
powers-that-were ensured that controversies swirled about these sparsely
educated, but highly charismatic figures. Their very lives demonstrated how
discriminatory treatment contradicted fundamental American tenets of de-
mocracy and equality.

Study Questions

1. In contrast to many of the leaders of the civil rights movement, who
came from middle-class backgrounds, Fannie Lou Hamer represented
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the African American underclass. Explain how her background drew
her into the civil rights movement.

2. Analyze the impact of Hamer’s speech at the 1964 Democratic Na-
tional Convention.

3. Economic circumstances also drew César Chavez into the struggle
for social justice. Discuss how Chavez’s family history played a role
in his activism.

4. The United Farm Workers became a powerful force in agitating for better
working conditions for its members. What was Chdvez’s role in making
the UFW a significant actor in the American labor movement?

5. Compare and contrast the different strategies and tactics that Hamer
and Chévez employed to bring about social change.
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Challenges to the Liberal

Consensus

The presidential election campaign of 1960 seemed to signal that the ideologi-
cal fervor of the recent past had slackened. Style rather than substance seemed
to distinguish Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy from Vice President
Richard M. Nixon, as suggested by the razor-thin margin that catapulted the
handsome Democrat into the White House. The British social analyst God-
frey Hodgson has suggested that a moderately liberal consensus dominated
the American political landscape during the quarter-century following the
end of World War II. Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives
generally agreed on the following premise: the nation was well served by its
capitalist economic system, leavened by the humanizing qualities offered by
the welfare state, and by an anticommunist policy that promised to protect
America from purported enemies at home or abroad. Both Kennedy and Nixon
supported this liberal consensus, with the vice president insisting that the
country remain strong, as it had been throughout the Eisenhower administra-
tion, and his challenger somewhat more aggressively calling for a beefed-up
response to Cold War events.

Few people foresaw the budding challenges to the American welfare state
and the warfare or imperial state that the decade of the sixties witnessed. As
the period began, the American Left was moribund, thanks to the identification
of many of its adherents with Soviet-style communism and to the debilitating
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effects of the postwar Red Scare. The American Communist Party limped
along in the wake of both Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 revelations about Stalinist
terrors and the Soviet invasion of Hungary. The American Right, at least its
farthest reaches, had earlier been discredited by its association with the kind
of fascism that failed to find fertile ground in the United States. In the late
1930s, American Bundists, proponents of German Nazism, and other would-
be fascists had cropped up briefly, but never posed a significant threat after
the United States entered World War II, thanks to government prosecution of
right-wing leaders and a general renewal of public confidence in the “Ameri-
can Way.” The end of the 1950s did witness the emergence of groups like the
American Nazi Party and the John Birch Society, which roundly condemned
both the welfare state and the foreign policy of Democratic and Republican
administrations as un-American and traitorous.

Organizations like the Anti-Defamation League warned about the rise of an
extremist right, and prescient social critics like I.F. Stone and C. Wright Mills
hoped or suggested that a new left was emerging on university campuses. But
most observers of the contemporary scene spoke of “an end of ideology” and
the creation of general consensus in an increasingly comfortable nation that
remained at peace, notwithstanding the Cold War. They failed to appreciate
what Stone and Mills recognized: the zeitgeist was beginning to shift both
abroad and at home. In the so-called third world—in Asia, Africa, the Middle
East, and Latin America—ferment was evident in the Vietminh triumph in
French Indochina, the Algerian guerrillas’ struggle against French colonial
rule, and Castro’s revolution in Cuba. At home, the civil rights campaign, the
beats, the antinuclear movement, and a new youth subculture all suggested
that change was in the offing.

Operating from opposite ends of the ideological spectrum, Tom Hayden,
a founder of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and Arizona senator
Barry Goldwater, who helped to shape the conservative movement in America,
challenged the liberal consensus.

Following the lead of civil rights activists, Hayden, a student at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, chose to confront social injustice directly and challenge
American society’s structural ailments. His 1962 manifesto, the Port Huron
statement, served as a rallying cry for New Leftists throughout most of the
decade. He also participated in community action projects, fervently opposed
U.S. involvement in Vietnam, and remained an influential figure in student
and New Left circles. Later, Hayden became involved with the Campaign for
Economic Democracy in California, where he eventually served as a well-
regarded state legislator.
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In 1960, Goldwater produced The Conscience of a Conservative, a brief
book that provided intellectual ammunition for a strident condemnation of
communism, the liberal consensus, and the American welfare state. His dedi-
cated followers helped him garner the 1964 Republican Party nomination for
the presidency, although a poor showing in the general election led to sugges-
tions that conservatism had seen its best days in the United States. In fact, the
Goldwater forces helped to found the New Right, which became increasingly
important within the ranks of the GOP, setting the stage for the presidency
of Ronald Reagan and his Republican successors. Goldwater himself had a
long tenure in the U.S. Senate, where he acquired a reputation as a dedicated
conservative, but one whose attitudes regarding social issues sometimes put
him at odds with the New Right he had helped to spawn.
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TOM HAYDEN
New Left Activist

Students for a Democratic Society, a New Left organization founded in 1960,
held its national convention in June 1962 at a camp owned by the United
Automobile Workers, in Port Huron, Michigan, forty miles north of Detroit.
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Five days of discussion engaged fifty-nine SDS members and a sprinkling of
delegates boasting credentials from groups like the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the
Student Peace Union, the Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL), and Young
Democrats. Also present were some elder statesmen of the Left—although
some were not much older than the college students—including Michael Har-
rington and Harry Fleischman of the League for Industrial Democracy (LID),
an early sponsor of SDS, and Arnold Kaufman, a professor of philosophy at
the University of Michigan, who advocated “participatory democracy.”

At the time, SDS possessed only 800 members, a dozen chapters scattered
across the country, and a $10,000 annual budget that was covered by LID.
Nevertheless, the convention produced a document that proved seminal for
the New Left and the decade of the 1960s: the Port Huron Statement. This
manifesto articulated the ideal of participatory democracy, the empowerment
of the people. Tom Hayden, a twenty-two-year-old student at the University
of Michigan, largely shaped the Port Huron Statement after extensive discus-
sions among those in attendance. Hayden was particularly influenced by the
French author Albert Camus and the radical American sociologist C. Wright
Mills. The recipient of the 1957 Nobel Prize for Literature, Camus seemed to
personify a committed adherence to existentialist thought, striving to remain
true to a personal code of honor in the face of the absurdities of modern life.
Mills contended that a power elite, highly undemocratic and insular, shaped
American foreign and domestic policies, diminishing democratic possibilities
in the United States and elsewhere.

At the SDS convention, the thirty-two-year-old Harrington, a committed
socialist and the soon-to-be author of the path-breaking The Other America:
Poverty in the United States, blasted Hayden’s criticisms of organized labor
and his failure to adopt a more hard-line anticommunist perspective. After Har-
rington departed from the conference, Hayden submitted a new introduction
to the SDS manifesto, which declared, “We are people of this generation, bred
in at least modest comfort, housed now in universities, looking uncomfortably
at the world we inherit.” Hayden’s draft referred to the disillusioning realities
that his generation had experienced, ranging from the continuation of Jim
Crow practices to the Cold War, so starkly “symbolized by the presence of
the Bomb.” In addition, as a young Karl Marx had warned, deadening labor
produced alienation in millions of workers, and the United States was failing
to respond adequately to a worldwide revolutionary upsurge. Old illusions,
even those on the left side of the political spectrum, appeared inadequate,
while “few new prophets” had arisen.
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On a more positive note, Hayden’s document asserted that members of
SDS “regard men as infinitely precious and possessed of unfulfilled capacities
for reason, freedom, and love.” To nurture such possibilities, SDS sought to
“replace power rooted in possession, privilege, or circumstance by power and
uniqueness rooted in love, reflectiveness, reason, and creativity.” Although
American students had to contend with the deadening bureaucratization that
afflicted modern academia, they could still help to bring about such a trans-
formation; the university could act to usher in social change. Throughout
much of the remainder of the decade, the Port Huron statement served as a
model for New Leftists.

Tom Hayden was born on December 11, 1939, the son of John Francis
Hayden and Genevieve Isabelle Garity, both descendants of Irish Catholic
immigrants from Ulster who had traveled to Wisconsin before the Civil War.
Having settled in Detroit, John became an accountant for Chrysler before
serving in the Marine Corps during World War II. Later, the Haydens divorced,
with Genevieve, who became a school librarian, taking care of their only child,
Tom, in the largely Protestant suburb of Royal Oak. Tom spent weekends with
his father, tagging along to sporting events. Hayden attended a Catholic school
run by the Shrine of the Little Flower Church and its pastor, Father Charles
Coughlin, the “Radio Priest” of the 1930s, who became infamous for his anti-
Semitic diatribes and shrill attacks on President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Hayden played sports regularly, particularly baseball, but really excelled in
the classroom and as editor of the high school newspaper. He idolized James
Dean, the brooding young film star of Rebel Without a Cause who died in an
automobile accident in 1955; J.D. Salinger’s novel The Catcher in the Rye, with
its anguished adolescent protagonist Holden Caulfield; and Mad magazine,
featuring the irreverent Alfred E. Neuman. During the fall of 1957, Hayden
entered the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, where he “was interested in
the bohemians, the beatniks, the coffeehouse set, the interracial crowd,” but
remained apart from them. His most important connections developed through
his work as a reporter for the campus newspaper, the Michigan Daily, and
through Al Haber, the “campus radical”” and the son of a faculty member who
had served as an economic adviser to President Harry S Truman.

Hayden’s work for the Michigan Daily helped to politicize him, as he fol-
lowed Haber and other sympathy pickets in front of Kresge Department Store
in their effort to back students conducting sit-ins to challenge segregation
ordinances in the South. Named editor of the Michigan Daily for the upcom-
ing academic year, Hayden hitchhiked to Berkeley in June 1960 to report on
youthful activists in the Bay Area. He encountered a group of individuals
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who had founded SLATE, a student-based organization that insisted on the
right to discuss issues like racial discrimination, free speech violations, and
the nuclear arms race. That summer, Hayden covered the Democratic Party’s
national convention in Los Angeles, recognizing Massachusetts senator John
F. Kennedy’s potential and “promise of youth,” but proving more impressed
with Martin Luther King Jr.’s directive, “Ultimately, you have to take a stand
with your life.”

Hayden subsequently attended the annual conference of the National Stu-
dent Association (NSA), a liberal organization that was covertly receiving
funding from the CIA and the State Department. He met several delegates
from SNCC, including Sandra Cason, a SNCC activist from Austin, Texas,
who had been involved with both the YWCA and the Christian Faith and
Life Community, which opposed Jim Crow practices. Back in Ann Arbor
for his senior year, Hayden shipped Cason a copy of Hermann Hesse’s
Siddhartha, which deals with an existentialist quest, and pored over the writ-
ings of Jean-Paul Sartre and Camus. In the Michigan Daily, the paper’s new
editor poignantly asked, “Why This Erupting Generation?” and suggested the
need “to serve justice so as not to add to the injustice of the human condition.”
The university administration warned Hayden that his paper’s editorials were
“demagogic.” Hayden helped to establish a new student organization at the
university, VOICE, which followed SLATE’s lead in championing progres-
sive programs. Hoping to transform SDS into a national organization, Haber,
its initial president, appointed Hayden field secretary, which enabled Tom to
join his new wife, Sandra “Casey” Cason Hayden, in Atlanta, to establish an
SDS office there.

Both SDS and SNCC were part of the New Left, which emerged after the
demise of its predecessor and the waning of the McCarthyite phase of the Red
Scare. In their infancy, both organizations deliberately avoided the ideological
fixations of the Old Left, as well as the identification, warranted or not, with
the Soviet Union and communism. Prominent New Leftists like Hayden and
Todd Gitlin, another SDS leader, greatly respected the Socialist Party’s Nor-
man Thomas, the pacifist A.J. Muste, and the journalist I.F. Stone, all of whom
had fought in the ideologically driven internecine wars of the 1930s. The New
Leftists also admired the rebellious style of antiheroic figures from the 1950s,
ranging from film star James Dean to Beat writer Jack Kerouac and rock and
roller Elvis Presley. As the 1960s began, the New Left also drew inspiration
from the anti-colonial movements that had sprouted in the third world, leading
to revolts in places as far-flung as Vietnam, Algeria, and Cuba.

At that point, SNCC in particular served as a model for many New Leftists.
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Hayden praised this “good, pure struggle . . . that we have every reason to
begin in a revolutionary way across the country, in every place of discrimina-
tion that exists.” In early September 1961, Tom and Casey Hayden traveled
to rural Mississippi, where the black activist Bob Moses had just established
a Freedom School in McComb to help trigger a voter registration drive by
SNCC. On October 11, Hayden and SDS’s Paul Potter were yanked from
the car in which they were riding and pummeled by segregationists, then
arrested and charged with vagrancy. Forced to leave town, the two flew to
Washington, DC, where Hayden asked Assistant Attorney General Burke
Marshall if vigilante forces were “outside the reach of the law.” Effectively
indicating that the federal government was powerless to stop those groups,
Marshall feared that Bob Moses and civil rights activists would be murdered
if they remained in Mississippi. In early December, after participating in a
Freedom Ride, Hayden, Casey, and other SNCC activists were arrested after
leaving the train station in Albany, Georgia, for “blocking the sidewalk” and
“obstructing traffic.”

In late December 1961, forty-five activists gathered in Ann Arbor to chart
the future of SDS. Many were familiar with an article Hayden had written,
“A Letter to the New (Young) Left,” a response to C. Wright Mills’s earlier
suggestion in “Letter to the New Left” that intellectuals and students could
become the new agents of change. Having devised the initial draft of “a po-
litical manifesto of the Left,” Hayden headed for SDS’s national convention
in early June 1962. The Port Huron conclave resulted in the discarding of
an exclusionary clause pertaining to “advocates of dictatorship and totali-
tarianism” that the LID, SDS’s parent organization, retained. Attempting to
placate LID, SDS declared itself “an organization of democrats,” affirmed
“opposition to any totalitarian principle” and denied admission to “advocates
or apologists for such a principle.” Nevertheless, LID soon withdrew all
financial and logistical support for SDS. Hayden’s influence over the stu-
dent-based organization only continued in the fall of 1962, when he became
SDS president.

Thanks to the influence of the Port Huron Statement, SDS began to make
deeper inroads onto university campuses. Shortly after the Cuban missile crisis
in October 1962, Hayden and Richard Flacks, a graduate student in sociology
at the University of Michigan, initiated SDS’s Peace Research and Education
Project. All the while, Hayden failed to appreciate how unhappy Casey was.
She found Ann Arbor, where the Haydens were now residing so Tom could
set up an SDS headquarters and go to graduate school there, cold and sterile
and was troubled by the affairs he had with other movement women. Within
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months, she returned to Atlanta to rejoin SNCC’s campaign to transform the
American South. The collapse of the Haydens’ marriage proved unsettling
to many of their friends; Bob Ross, another SDS leader at the University of
Michigan, lamented, “that our seamless, loving, and romantic community was
breaking up.” Hayden remained in Ann Arbor, where he completed a master’s
thesis on C. Wright Mills. He pondered whether “the methods of SNCC”
might be carried up north or if SDS, which at the time tended to draw most
of its support from elite schools, particularly located in the east, in addition to
the University of Michigan, would be relegated “to a vague educational role
in a society . . . increasingly . . . deaf to the sounds of protest.” To Hayden’s
delight, the United Auto Workers agreed to provide a $5,000 grant to SDS,
enabling it in September to begin its Economic Research and Action Project
(ERAP). Through ERAP, SDS hoped to organize the poor and the unemployed,
with Hayden favoring the targeting of out-of-work young people. With sev-
eral hundred ERAP members adopting a communal, indigent lifestyle, SDS
ran ten inner-city projects in 1964. For three years, Hayden participated in
the ERAP program in the black ghetto in Newark, New Jersey, a city largely
run by white, liberal Democrats but saddled with Mafia-laden corruption in
government circles. SDS’s Newark Community Union Project triggered rent
strikes, picketed units owned by slumlords, and held block meetings. However,
SDS’s “cult of the ghetto,” as Haber referred to ERAP, proved short-lived,
as city after city, including Newark in the summer of 1967, experienced race
riots that some people attempted to blame on supposed outside agitators like
Hayden. The FBI deemed him “a trained agitator” and “recommended that
he be placed on the Rabble Rouser Index.”

During this same period, SDS increasingly focused on events in Indochina,
where U.S. involvement dramatically escalated following the assassination of
President John F. Kennedy. Concerned about the passage, in August 1964, of
a congressional resolution that apparently gave Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon
B. Johnson, something of a blank check to wage the war in Vietnam, SDS’s
Peace Research and Action Project directed more attention to the conflict there.
In December, SDS’s National Council, influenced by L.F. Stone’s impassioned
plea for young radicals to take a stand against the war, called for a mass march
in Washington. On April 17, 1965, some 25,000 people gathered in the capital
to protest U.S. engagement in Vietnam, the nation’s largest antiwar rally up
to that point. By now, new recruits—many, like Jeff Shero and thirty-year-old
Carl Oglesby, from the heartland—viewed Hayden and the SDS Old Guard
with suspicion, considering them too ideological, too intellectual, and too tied
to the sectarian wars that had long afflicted the American left.
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In the fall of 1965, Hayden joined radical historians Staughton Lynd and
Herbert Aptheker on a trip to Hanoi, via a circuitous route through Prague,
Moscow, and Beijing, thereby violating a State Department directive prohib-
iting travel to North Vietnam. In Hanoi, they met North Vietnamese prime
minister Pham Van Dong and convinced communist leaders to allow New
York Times correspondent Harrison Salisbury to visit Hanoi; Salisbury sub-
sequently reported on the impact of American bombing on civilian targets in
the North Vietnamese capital. The Justice Department considered prosecuting
Hayden, Lynd, and Aptheker, but worried that a “furor” might result; in April
1966, the FBI placed Hayden on its Security Index. Along with Lynd, Hayden
wrote The Other Side, which romantically extolled Vietnamese attempts to
create “rice-roots democracy” and “a socialism of the heart.” In speeches on
university campuses across the United States, Hayden condemned the war.
In 1967, Hayden and Lynd met with New York senator Robert F. Kennedy,
whose charisma and increasingly critical stance regarding the Vietnam War
impressed Hayden.

The antiwar movement continued to garner support as U.S. involvement
in Vietnam—and the consequent casualty figures—increased, and the worst
race riots yet occurred during the summer of 1967. Frustrated New Leftists
spoke of the need to move from “protest” to “resistance.” The left-wing
journalist Andrew Kopkind reported, “To be white and a radical in America
this summer is to see horror and feel impotence.” This was when Hayden
left Newark, the attempt to establish participatory democracy there having
collapsed. Indeed, on July 12, 1967, Newark began experiencing a violent
racial cataclysm that took the lives of twenty-four black residents. Hayden
had recently suggested, “Urban guerrillas are the only realistic alternative at
this time to electoral politics and mass armed resistance.” In the pages of the
New York Review of Books and a new volume, Rebellion in Newark, Hayden
warned against “radical illusions about revolution” but also declared, “a riot
represents people making history.”

That fall, Hayden again traveled overseas, going to Bratislava, Czechoslo-
vakia, where he joined with other American radicals, including the pacifist
Dave Dellinger and SDS leader Rennie Davis, in speaking to North Vietnamese
representatives. In Bratislava, Hayden saw something of the “Prague Spring,”
as communists and noncommunists alike undertook an ill-fated attempt to
liberalize Czech society. Accompanied by Davis, whose father had been a
top economic adviser to President Truman, and a handful of other antiwar
activists, Hayden then traveled to Phnom Penh in Cambodia, Hanoi, Paris,
and back to Phnom Penh, where he was informed in early November that
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the North Vietnamese government was releasing three American prisoners
of war, the first to be freed.

As 1967 neared an end, Hayden and Davis attended a session of the Na-
tional Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam, where activists discussed the
impending presidential campaign. Wide-ranging differences were apparent,
with Hayden believing that a massive protest at the next year’s Democratic
National Convention in Chicago could demonstrate “the power of the people.”
In January 1968, Hayden also attended the International Cultural Congress in
Havana, Cuba. The following month, Hayden and Davis drafted a memo for the
Mobilization to End the War, urging an “election year offensive.” They called
for “non-violent . . . legal” protest at the Democratic National Convention as
a way to “delegitimate the Democratic Party while building support for an
independent people’s movement.” The proposal to disavow violence angered
many movement activists, including Youth International Party (Yippies) lead-
ers Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, radicals with a heavy counterculture
focus who envisioned a “Theater of Disruption” in Chicago.

On April 4, while conversing with W. Averell Harriman, longtime diplomat,
former cabinet official, and one-time governor of New York, at the State De-
partment, Hayden spotted parts of the nation’s capital that had been torched
in response to Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination. Less than three weeks
later, Hayden joined in the takeover of a series of buildings by white and
black radicals at Columbia University. The campus chapter of SDS, headed
by twenty-year-old Mark Rudd, condemned the Ivy League university for its
complicity with the military-industrial complex that President Eisenhower had
earlier criticized. The now twenty-nine-year-old Hayden raced to the Morn-
ingside Heights campus in New York City, where he joined Abbie Hoffman
and others activists holding Mathematics Hall. After several days, the police
moved to clear the occupied buildings, beating many protesters and arresting
more than 700. One of those arrested, Hayden recast the words of Argentine
revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara, slain the previous year by the CIA-
backed Bolivian army: “Create two, three, many Columbias.”

Resuming his travels in support of mass action at the Democratic National
Convention, Hayden again met Senator Robert Kennedy, who was running
in the California presidential primary; Hayden expressed a readiness to work
with Kennedy’s people on planning antiwar demonstrations in Chicago. After
Kennedy was assassinated on the morning of June 5, Hayden, with a beret
from Castro’s Cuba in hand, joined the journalist Jack Newfield in attending
the funeral mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York City. For Hayden,
as for many others, the death of Senator Kennedy appeared to foreclose the
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possibility of peaceful change once championed by the New Left as a whole.
Only days after the killing of the man who Hayden thought might bridge the
chasm between indigent whites and blacks, SDS veered off in a far more
radical direction.

That summer, with 540,000 American soldiers stationed in Vietnam,
Hayden flew to Paris to help ensure the release of a number of American POWs.
In the meantime, many activists rethought their original plans to show up in
Chicago for the Democratic Party’s national convention. They worried about
the episodic violence rocking the nation and Chicago mayor Richard Daley’s
“shoot to kill” order during the riots that followed King’s assassination. The
newly elected president of SDS, Mike Klonsky—once a “red-diaper baby,”
born to communist parents—indicated, “whatever the politics of New Left
oriented Hayden and Rennie Davis may be (it is still unclear to many of us),
it probably doesn’t even matter.” The pacifist David Dellinger proved critical
too, believing that Hayden and Davis “were strongly committed to the idea
that in the long run the movement would have to move to violent resistance
and armed struggle.”

At the Democratic convention in August, fighting erupted in the streets of
Chicago, resulting in what a presidential commission would later describe as
a “police riot.” Antiwar demonstrators hurled epithets, rocks, and bags filled
with urine at the police, who sometimes appeared determined to beat anyone
in sight, including innocent bystanders, journalists, and individuals associated
with mainstream political candidates. Hayden wrote that the protesters were
“forced into a military style not because we are ‘destructive’ and ‘nihilistic,’
but because our normal rights are insecure and we must be able to survive in
the jaws of Leviathan.” Condemning the “illegitimacy and criminality” of the
Democratic Party, he charged that “a police state” appeared to be battling “a
people’s movement” in Chicago.

Hayden was arrested twice in Chicago, with both detentions resulting in
warnings that he was going to be killed or sent “away for a long time.” Ram-
parts magazine quoted him as declaring, “We can only call on free people
everywhere to keep fighting in the open—in the parks and the streets—for the
right to get together on their own terms.” Out on bail, Hayden, semi-disguised
with a fake beard and hat, returned to Grant Park, Chicago’s most prominent
downtown park, on Wednesday, August 28, the day Vice President Hubert
Humphrey obtained his party’s presidential nomination. Having watched
the police beat Davis, an enraged Hayden urged a gathered throng to spread
throughout Chicago to “turn this overheated military machine against itself.
Let us make sure that if blood flows, it flows all over the city. If they use gas
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against us, let us make sure they use it against their own citizens.” He told
the New York Times, “We’re going to create little Chicagos everywhere the
candidates appear.” In early November, Republican presidential nominee
Richard Nixon, having promised a restoration of “law and order,” narrowly
defeated Humphrey.

In March 1969, Hayden, along with Davis, Dellinger, Hoffman, Rubin,
Black Panther Bobby Seale, and two others, was charged with having con-
spired to kindle riots at the Democratic National Convention. The trial of the
so-called Chicago Seven (a bound and gagged Seale ultimately had his case
severed from the others), also known as the Chicago conspiracy trial, proved
farcical in many ways, as Judge Julius J. Hoffman unprofessionally bantered
with the defendants and their attorneys. In February 1970 the trial concluded
and the judge delivered lengthy prison sentences for contempt of court, with
Hayden handed a fourteen-month, thirteen-day sentence. Allowed to speak,
Hayden declared that the system “does not hold together.” Judge Hoffman
admonished him, “Oh, don’t be so pessimistic. Our system isn’t collapsing.
Fellows as smart as you could do awfully well under this system.” The jury
found Dellinger, Davis, Rubin, Hoffman, and Hayden guilty of incitement,
but not of conspiracy. Released on bail, the defendants continued speaking
out against the war and the system that allowed it to go on. On November
1, 1972, Hayden received word that the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals,
condemning the “demeanor of the judge and prosecutors,” had overturned the
convictions resulting from the Chicago Seven trial. In October 1973, Hayden
returned to Chicago for another trial on the contempt charges; ultimately, he
was cleared altogether.

Meanwhile, Hayden, advocating “free territories in the mother country”
and “a new generation of American revolutionaries,” saw the birth of Weath-
erman, a violent offshoot of SDS. Calling for bringing the war home and
initiating urban guerrilla warfare, the Weathermen conducted the Days of Rage
in early October 1969, shortly after the Chicago Seven trial began. Before
the Weathermen undertook a rampage through the streets of Chicago’s Gold
Coast, Hayden, who had considered joining them, spoke through a bullhorn:
“The conspiracy defendants send their greetings; we welcome any efforts to
intensify the struggle.” One of the leaders of the Weathermen, Bernardine
Dohrn, urged Hayden to go underground, warning that he would be killed
in prison.

Other troubling events both at home and abroad seemed to indicate that
the early high hopes of the New Left and the counterculture had faded. In
December 1969, the Rolling Stones’ free concert at Altamont failed to recap-
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ture the seeming innocence of Woodstock, a high point of the counterculture
where 400,000 congregated in the Catskills, located northeast of New York
City; a number of women were raped and one man was murdered by the Hell’s
Angels, who were serving as dubious “security guards.” In San Francisco, the
sociopathic Charles Manson assembled a cult of drug-befuddled followers
who, at his behest, murdered pregnant actress Sharon Tate and several oth-
ers in the Los Angeles area. In December 1969, Dohrn applauded Manson’s
actions, while the Weathermen called white babies “pigs.” That same month,
Chicago police fired repeatedly into a Black Panther apartment, killing Fred
Hampton and Mark Clark in what many in the New Left described as “police
murders.” In early March, three Weathermen died when a Greenwich Village
townhouse blew up, destroyed by the bomb they were attempting to build as
part of an urban guerrilla campaign. That spring, the United States expanded
military operations in Southeast Asia with a massive incursion into Cambodia,
leading to campus eruptions across the United States. National Guardsmen
fired on antiwar protesters at Kent State University in Ohio on May 4, killing
four, and police killed two students at Jackson State University in Mississippi
ten days later.

Hayden joined an urban commune, the Red Family, near the University
of California campus, where he soon endured lengthy consciousness-raising
sessions in which he was denounced as a “politician” and accused of “male
chauvinism.” Hopping into his old Volkswagen convertible, a stunned Hayden
moved to Venice, California, long a haven for bohemian types. By the fall of
1971, he was teaching a series of classes on Indochinese history at colleges
and universities in the Los Angeles area. He purchased his first house, a two-
story dwelling situated a block from the ocean in Santa Monica. On January
19, 1973, he married actress Jane Fonda, who was three months pregnant
with their first child, Troy. Fonda was an antiwar activist who supported
the Vietnam Veterans Against the War. Hayden and Fonda established the
Indochina Peace Campaign, hoping to sustain the recently signed Vietnam
peace accords. They traveled extensively around the country, demanding the
termination of American military funding for Southeast Asia.

Increasingly, Hayden became drawn to mainstream politics, establishing
“very close” ties to Jerry Brown, the newly elected governor of California. In
1976, Hayden ran against U.S. senator John Tunney, a liberal up for reelection.
Hayden’s late surge fell short, with Tunney prevailing by a 54-36.7 percent
margin, with fringe candidates also picking up votes. Hayden then helped
found the grassroots Campaign for Economic Democracy (CED, later known
as Campaign California). The CED, emphasizing the need for rent control,
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took over the Santa Monica City Council and assisted scores of successful
candidates in elections throughout the state. In 1982, Hayden was elected to
the California state assembly and, ten years later, entered the state senate,
where he served until term limits forced him from office. Hayden’s legislative
career was marked by controversy, with some legislators condemning him
because of his radical past and others respecting his dedication to legislative
responsibilities. He steadfastly championed progressive legislation intended
to empower the powerless, including people of color, women, and sweatshop
workers. Continuing to write prolifically, Hayden came to be admired for his
work on behalf of environmental and academic issues. Dan Walters, politi-
cal columnist for the Sacramento Bee, labeled Hayden “the conscience of
the Senate.” During the 1990s, he undertook unsuccessful campaigns for the
governorship of California and the mayoralty of Los Angeles and, in 2000,
narrowly lost a bid for a seat on the Los Angeles city council.

In 1990, Hayden and Fonda divorced; three years later, he married Barbara
Williams, a Canadian actress. In 2002, the Haydens adopted a baby boy,
Liam. Having successfully undergone open-heart surgery, Hayden worked
as a professor at Occidental College and served as social science adviser for
several public school districts in California, including the one in Venice. He
also put out his own provocative Internet blog, offered radio commentary,
and acted as codirector of No More Sweatshop!, a coalition of progressive
groups demanding “enforceable labor standards for corporate behavior.” He
also served on the advisory board for Progressive Democrats of America, a
grassroots organization determined to strengthen the progressive wing of the
Democratic Party. As for many others drawn to the New Left, the demise of
radical politics and the politics of the street did not signal the end of a life
committed to activism for Tom Hayden.
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Hero of the New Right

At San Francisco’s Cow Palace on July 16, 1964, bespectacled, silver-haired
Barry Goldwater presented a fiery speech before the Republican Party’s
national convention. Accepting the party’s nomination as its presidential
candidate, the fifty-five-year-old senator from Arizona refused to equivocate,
condemning the liberal consensus and heralding the emergence of the New
Right. Insisting that his movement was “dedicated to the ultimate and unde-
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niable greatness of the whole man,” Goldwater declared, “The tide has been
running against freedom.” The American people, he said, had “followed false
prophets.” The Republican Party, however, possessed “but a single resolve,
and that is freedom.”

Goldwater proceeded to condemn Democratic Party governance under
John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson, when freedom, as he saw it, had been
heralded but not secured. He pointed to the Berlin Wall, the Bay of Pigs fiasco,
difficulties in Southeast Asia, and the weakening of the NATO alliance. Such
setbacks, the Republican Party presidential nominee claimed, resulted from
“lost leadership, obscure purpose, weakening wills and the risk of inciting
our sworn enemies to new aggressions and to new excesses.” The Kennedy-
Johnson administration was to be faulted, Goldwater continued, for ensuring
that there stood “a world divided” and ‘“‘a nation becalmed.” At home, he
stated, the American people endured “centralized planning, red tape, rules
without responsibility and regimentation without recourse.” In language
strikingly similar to that employed by New Leftists, Goldwater referred to the
“aimlessness” afflicting American youth and contended that Republicanism
should ensure that “power remains in the hands of the people.” Turning to the
matter of the Cold War, Goldwater promised that he would not “let peace or
freedom be torn from our grasp because of lack of strength, or lack of will.”
Closing, he defiantly thundered, “I would remind you that extremism in the
defense of liberty is no vice. And let me remind you also that moderation in
the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” These words would come back to haunt
him during the campaign, but Goldwater’s ultimate impact on the course of
American national politics would not become evident until many years after
the Republican’s ignominious electoral failure. Derided in 1964 as the voice
of areckless, extreme brand of conservatism, Goldwater would be vindicated
in subsequent decades as his proposals found their way into the heart of the
national political dialogue.

Barry Goldwater’s grandfather, Michael Goldwasser, came from a family of
observant Polish Jews, whom the Russian czar forced to reside in the Pale of
Settlement. Emigrating to the Arizona territory in the early 1860s, he eventu-
ally established a thriving general merchandise store in Prescott, where his son
Morris served as mayor before helping to found the Arizona Democratic Party
and entering the state legislature. In 1896, Michael’s other son, the fashion-
conscious Baron, disinclined to practice the Judaism of his ancestors, began
running Goldwater’s Department Store that opened in Phoenix, emphasizing
high-quality goods. Federal projects, including the Roosevelt Dam, spurred
economic development in the region, making Phoenix a large, prosperous
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urban center and allowing Baron to offer his patrons “a Palace of Feminine
Finery,” which opened its door in late 1910. By that point, Baron had met
and married Josephine Williams, a nurse who traced her family ancestry to
the Puritan dissenter Roger Williams. Their first child, Barry Morris, arrived
on January 1, 1909, in the Arizona territory.

Life for Barry and his two younger siblings proved comfortable, as the
Goldwaters had a nurse, chauffeur, and maid in their spacious home. The
Goldwaters became one of the leading families in Phoenix, with Baron and
JoJo, who grew up a Presbyterian, joining the socially conscious Trinity
Episcopal Church. Baron largely left the job of parenting to his wife, who
had difficulty displaying affection; nevertheless, the children were fond of
her, and she encouraged her eldest to hunt, fish, and camp out in the Arizona
wilderness. “He was the first,” she recalled, “so we tried to make him perfect,”
emphasizing self-reliance, community service, and honesty. An inadequate
student, Goldwater frequently proved a disciplinary problem, leading his
father to place him at the Staunton Military Academy in Virginia, where
he encountered anti-Semitic barbs for the first time. During his junior year,
influenced by a military instructor, Goldwater began to temper his rebellious
streak. His grades improved and he became a fine athlete and popular student
who was named the school’s top cadet, guaranteeing acceptance to West Point.
However, his father’s poor health compelled Goldwater to return to Arizona,
where he enrolled at the University of Arizona. Goldwater left school, where
he was struggling academically, after Baron died in March 1929, leaving
behind a substantial estate and a thriving business.

Soon joining the family store’s management team, Goldwater also par-
ticipated in various business and civic organizations, including the Chamber
of Commerce, the Masons, the Shriners, and the Elks. A member of the elite
Phoenix Country Club, he hobnobbed with powerful city figures, including
the realtor Del Webb. Regretting his inability to attend West Point, Goldwater
served in the U.S. Army reserve corps, becoming a first lieutenant in 1933.
During his leisure time, he hiked, shot photographs of the Arizona countryside
and Native American tribes, and logged time as a pilot. He courted Peggy
Johnson, whose wealthy Indiana family was connected to the Warner Gear
Company, which produced automobile equipment. The handsome couple
married in 1934 and subsequently had four children. Peggy also proved active
in community affairs, joining the Birth Control Federation of America (later
known as Planned Parenthood) and helping to establish the Mothers’ Health
Clinic, which assisted Mexican American women.

The financial ravages of the Great Depression failed to affect the Goldwa-
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ters, who watched as federal money, tied to President Franklin Roosevelt’s
New Deal, poured into the state. Although federal largesse improved Arizona’s
economy, Goldwater viewed the New Deal and Roosevelt with disdain. In
mid-1938, Goldwater, who remained enamored with former president Herbert
Hoover, offered “A Fireside Chat with Mr. Roosevelt” through the pages of
the Phoenix Gazette; the editorial condemned the “queer antics of those in
Washington,” blasting higher taxes, public spending, and labor “racketeering.”
Along with his brother Bob, who helped to run the family store, Goldwater
favored their own system of paternal capitalism, which provided a forty-hour
workweek, good wages, health coverage, access to company records, and
recreational facilities.

Bored with the family business, Goldwater drank heavily at times and
experienced bouts of depression, but increasingly acquired a reputation as a
leading civic figure in Arizona. World War II seemingly rescued Goldwater,
who became a captain in the U.S. Army Air Corps in mid-1942. Afflicted with
poor eyesight and now thirty-three years old, he nevertheless was eventually
stationed in India, from which he undertook perilous five-hundred-mile flights
over the Himalayan Mountains to western China. In August 1944, Goldwater,
already sporting gray hair, returned to a training unit in California, and in
November 1945, he left the army air corps, having attained the rank of Lieu-
tenant Colonel. Joining the Air Force Reserve, Goldwater helped to found
the Arizona Air National Guard shortly after the war. Without any publicity,
he also integrated the Arizona Air National Guard, for which he eventually
served as a major general and its chief.

During the war, the federal government became more involved in the rapid
development of the American Southwest, including Arizona, which acquired
a series of military bases and defense-related businesses. The sunbelt expe-
rienced steady growth in the postwar period, as federal money continued to
pour into the region, providing support for the mining, oil, and gas indus-
tries, along with agriculture, electronics, and aerospace. Notwithstanding
the region’s dependence on support from Washington, DC, Goldwater and
other proponents of laissez-faire capitalism continued to chafe at federal
restrictions, including labor legislation. Goldwater became a leader in the
right-to-work campaign that condemned the closed shop and also served on
his state’s Colorado River Commission, which was involved in a struggle
over water rights.

In late 1947, Mayor Ray Busey named Goldwater, to the Phoenix Charter
Revision Committee, which called for a competent city manager and de-
nounced government inefficiency. Subsequently, Goldwater won a seat on
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the city council, serving as vice mayor. In 1950, he helped elect Howard Pyle
governor of the state, ending long-standing Democratic control, and increas-
ingly aspired to higher office himself. In mid-1950, the family department
store produced an advertisement warning that the “dark clouds of socialism . .
. may roll across the American scene.” Angered by President Harry S Truman’s
firing of General Douglas MacArthur, who had headed United Nations troops
in the Korean War, Goldwater accused the president of “appeasement” and
wondered if “poor judgment or . . . design” had produced a stalemate in the
conflict. Damning Senator Ernest McFarland, the Democratic majority leader
in the upper chamber, as he did the increasingly unpopular Truman, Goldwater
initiated his own political campaign to replace McFarland in the U.S. Senate in
September 1952. He blasted the purported domestic and foreign policy failings
of President Truman, claiming that Roosevelt’s New Deal and his successor’s
Fair Deal amounted to a “devilish plan to eventually socialize this country.”
Nevertheless, at this stage, Goldwater denied any determination to abolish a
series of federal programs, including Social Security. He did accuse both the
Roosevelt and Truman administrations of letting “communists . . . infiltrate into
high places” and of having “sanctioned that infiltration.” Wisconsin Senator
Joseph McCarthy campaigned on behalf of Goldwater, who benefited from
Dwight Eisenhower’s landslide victory over Democratic Party presidential
nominee Adlai Stevenson to eke out a narrow victory.

Goldwater welcomed the new administration’s emphasis on nuclear
deterrence and the seeming determination of the new secretary of state,
John Foster Dulles, to liberate nations that had fallen under communist
dominance. At the same time, Goldwater condemned French colonial-
ism in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos and feared the United States might
slide into another quagmire in Southeast Asia, in the fashion of the Ko-
rean conflict. He also disapproved of Eisenhower’s apparent readiness
to safeguard the welfare state, and he remained a stalwart ally of Joseph
McCarthy even when sixty-seven senators voted in December 1954 to
censure their demagogic colleague. Goldwater soon became chair of the
Senate Republican Campaign Committee, establishing connections with
conservative forces around the country and garnering national public-
ity. Time magazine produced a favorable article, “Jet-Age Senator with
a Warning,” and Goldwater began appearing regularly on national news
programs, blasting labor unions and embracing private property, aggres-
sive anticommunism, and restraints on federal power. He disapproved
of Eisenhower’s “modern Republicanism,” which had resulted in basic
adherence to the liberal consensus.
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This disapproval was significant in a period when many distinguished politi-
cal analysts, including Louis Hartz, suggested that liberalism of a mild variety
remained the essential philosophy of the American people. Such a perspective
did not appear to be at odds with Daniel Bell’s pronouncement about “an end
to ideology.” Coming on the heels of fiery ideological struggles, such beliefs
undoubtedly represented wishful thinking on the part of many American intel-
lectuals, many of whom had once been committed radicals. Tempered by the
Great Depression, internecine battles on the left, the ferocity of fascism, the
excesses of communism, and the horrors of world wars, those intellectuals
desired more placid times. However, the successful quashing of fascism failed
to lead to halcyon days as a new struggle pitting East against West unfolded.
Violent anti-colonial eruptions cropped up around the globe, while age-old
fights to sustain ever-expanding national populations resulted in disastrously
conceived policies, as in Mao Zedong’s People’s Republic of China.

For Goldwater, such developments only underscored his belief in American
capitalism and democracy, provided they remained untainted by excesses
involving the welfare state and government-sponsored encroachments on
individual attainments. Such a perspective was hardly unique to Goldwater.
In the very period when social analysts contended that conservatism was
something of an alien philosophy in the United States, individuals like Wil-
liam F. Buckley Jr., Russell Kirk, and Milton Friedman were helping to build
anew conservative movement. Like Goldwater, they hearkened to such works
as Austrian economist Friedrich A. Hayek’s Road to Serfdom, published in
1944, which contended that the New Deal, in the fashion of radical ideolo-
gies of the left and right, gravitated to “collectivism.” In 1953, Kirk’s The
Conservative Mind argued that a distinct conservative tradition had indeed
long been present in the American pantheon. Two years later, Buckley began
publishing the National Review, a forum for right-of-center perspectives on
domestic and international affairs.

During the later 1950s, the conservative movement branched out and
became more militant, while Goldwater became known as a leading critic
of the liberal consensus. Through the Senate Select Committee on Improper
Activities in the Labor or Management Field, Goldwater particularly directed
his ire at Walter Reuther, socialist head of the United Automobile Workers
union. The year 1958 proved critical in many regards. Goldwater—backed
by right-wing multimillionaires on the order of H.L. Hunt, a Texas oilman,
and Robert Welch, founder of the John Birch Society—won a new term in
the Senate although Republicans suffered a shellacking in national and state
elections. Goldwater again received good press as the embodiment of the new
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American West; Newsweek referred to him as a “statesman” who possessed
“rare courage,” and the Saturday Evening Post offered a piece on “The Glit-
tering Mr. Goldwater.” The National Review expanded its readership, along
with Human Events, another right-wing publication. In December 1958, Welch
established the extremist John Birch Society, which called for “less govern-
ment and more responsibility.” Goldwater, who had just become a brigadier
general in the air force, affirmed that members of Welch’s organization “are
the finest people in my community, while Welch praised Goldwater highly:
“He is absolutely sound in his Americanism. . . . I'd like to see him President
of the United States.”

A leading Bircher, Clarence Manion, dean of the Notre Dame Law School,
urged Goldwater to produce a book heralding conservative tenets. Eventually,
Manion got L. Brent Bozell, Buckley’s brother-in-law, to ghostwrite The Con-
science of a Conservative, which appeared in early 1960 and became a best
seller, proving particularly popular on university campuses. The thin volume
opened with the pronouncement “that to regard man as part of an undiffer-
entiated mass is to consign him to ultimate slavery,” the kind of statement
Tom Hayden also produced, albeit from a different ideological vantage point.
Wrongheaded liberals, Goldwater warned, had created “a Leviathan, a vast
national authority out of touch with the people, and out of control.” In contrast,
conservatives sought to bring about “the maximum amount of freedom for
individuals . . . consistent with the maintenance of social order.” Goldwater
championed states’ rights, “our chief bulwark against the encroachments of
individual freedom by Big Government.” Although personally adverse to
discriminatory practices, he contended that constitutional restrictions pre-
vented the federal government from establishing policy involving education,
such as the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of
Topeka, Kansas (1954) had apparently mandated. Goldwater closed his book
by attacking U.S. foreign policy, urging instead ““a war of attrition . . . to bring
about the international disintegration of the Communist empire.”

The success of The Conscience of a Conservative induced Manion to sup-
port a Goldwater presidential run in 1960, but Goldwater, recognizing that
Vice President Richard Nixon had virtually cinched the nomination, demanded
that conservatives demonstrate party unity. Speaking at the Republican Na-
tional Convention in Chicago in July, Goldwater condemned the Democratic
“blueprint for socialism,” then exclaimed, “Let’s grow up, conservatives.” He
continued, “If we want to take this party back, and I think we can someday, let’s
get to work.” In early September, young conservatives, possibly emboldened by
Goldwater’s exhortation, gathered at the Buckley estate in Sharon, Connecticut,
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where they formed the Young Americans for Freedom (YAF), which soon issued
the Sharon statement. Echoing Goldwater, the manifesto asserted that “among
the transcendent values” was “the individual’s use of his God-given free will.”
Liberty, the document indicated, was “indivisible,” with political freedom
requiring economic freedom. Government was designed to preserve internal
order, provide for the national defense, and administer justice. International
communism, the YAF warned, most endangered American freedoms.

The conservative movement proliferated in other ways, thanks to the right-
wing radio ministries of individuals like Billy James Hargis and Carl McIntire,
Fred C. Schwarz’s evangelizing Christian Anti-Communist Crusade, and
speakers on the order of Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan. No star loomed any
brighter in the conservative pantheon than Barry Goldwater, who continued
to receive plaudits from the mainstream press. A Newsweek cover featured
him, “a handsome jet aircraft pilot with curly gray hair, dazzling white teeth,
and a tan on his desert-cured face,” while Time referred to him as the “hottest
political figure this side of Jack Kennedy.” In early 1961, following Kennedy’s
election, Goldwater offered a statement of conservative principles on the floor
of the U.S. Senate, praising his “forgotten” and “silent” countrymen “who
quietly go about the business of paying and praying, working and saving . . .
meet their responsibilities on a day-to-day basis . . . (but) for too long, have had
their voices drowned out by the clamor of pressure groups.” For Goldwater,
the silent Americans of the sunbelt and the American heartland, as well as the
blue-collar families in the north, constituted “the Republican Party’s natural
constituency and future majority.”

Like many on the right, Goldwater disliked the policies of the Kennedy
administration, especially what he considered its tepid response to communism
worldwide and support for civil disobedience as conducted by civil rights
activists in the South. A small band of conservative stalwarts, led by William
Rusher, F. Clifton White, and Congressman John Ashbrook, gathered in Chi-
cago in October 1961 to devise plans to take over the Republican Party and
orchestrate a presidential campaign for Goldwater, who feigned disinterest in
that very possibility. Nevertheless, he maintained a high profile, writing Why
Not Victory? A Fresh Look at American Foreign Policy, which came out in
early 1962 and warned that Americans must thwart communist aggression.
During the midst of the Cuban missile crisis, Goldwater recommended that
President Kennedy “move on Cuba militarily.”

The following year, it appeared increasingly likely that the 1964 presidential
race would pit Kennedy against Goldwater, although the Arizona senator’s
press coverage had become more mixed. One interviewer, Stewart Alsop, who
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was writing a piece for the Saturday Evening Post, appeared stunned when
Goldwater suggested the possibility of selling the Tennessee Valley Authority,
a highly successful government-run operation dating back to the New Deal.
Nor was Goldwater’s image improved by his admission to Alsop, “You know,
I'haven’t got areally first-class brain.” Still, Kennedy and Goldwater evidently
considered campaigning together to provide a clean-spirited discussion of
issues that would enable voters to choose between a liberal and a conserva-
tive perspective. Kennedy’s assassination on November 22, 1963, depressed
Goldwater, who attended the slain president’s funeral and determined not to
continue his quest for national office.

Encouraged by conservative cohorts, Goldwater soon discarded his reti-
cence, affirming on January 3, 1964, that he would seek the Republican presi-
dential nomination. Asserting that he was no “‘me-too’ Republican,” Goldwater
declared, “I will not change my beliefs to win votes. I will offer a choice, not
an echo.” His campaign, however, soon foundered, thanks to his penchant for
extreme or seemingly flippant statements. He proposed during a press confer-
ence that Social Security should be made voluntary, and he performed poorly
on NBC’s Meet the Press, suggesting the need to violate the recently drawn
test ban treaty if that would benefit the U.S. militarily. He informed the West
German periodical Der Spiegel that the commander of NATO should be af-
forded “great leeway” in deciding to use nuclear weapons and that “low-yield
nuclear devices” could obliterate foliage shielding guerrilla forces in Vietnam.
Such comments earned sharp criticism from the same media that had so re-
cently idolized Goldwater, now seen as delivering simplistic interpretations of
complex political and international events. Talk proliferated that an American
brand of fascism might emerge if Goldwater were elected.

During the Republican Party’s national convention in San Francisco,
Goldwater did little to assuage such concerns. Although moderate forces
inside the Republican Party attempted to rally around Henry Cabot Lodge,
U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam; New York governor Nelson Rockefeller,
himself politically wounded because of a recent divorce and remarriage; or
Pennsylvania governor William Scranton, Goldwater won the nomination. Yet
many Americans, including former president Dwight D. Eisenhower, were
disturbed by the rhetoric of his oration: “Extremism in the defense of liberty
is no vice. And . . . moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.” Hardly
helpful was Goldwater’s choice of a running mate, a right-wing congressman
from New York State, William E. Miller. A campaign slogan, “In Your Heart
You Know He’s Right,” appeared provocative, with its almost Freudian call to
ideological arms. Equally unfortunate for Goldwater, he was running against
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Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, who had compiled an impres-
sive record of his own involving civil rights and antipoverty legislation. The
country appeared economically prosperous and the war in Vietnam had yet
to become fully Americanized. Moreover, troubling incidents in the Gulf of
Tonkin, involving the purported North Vietnamese attacks on an American
destroyer and a retaliatory strike, caused many to “rally around the flag,”
providing Johnson with a decided bounce in the polls.

Johnson presented himself as a steady hand who would not send Ameri-
can boys off to fight in another Asian land war, while the Democratic Party
portrayed Goldwater as hardly one to be trusted with the nation’s nuclear
capabilities. Goldwater soldiered onward, urging reduction of income taxes
annually over a five-year period. Ecstatic crowds turned out in the Deep South,
while Goldwater welcomed South Carolina senator Strom Thurmond’s deci-
sion to bolt from the Democratic Party. Speaking in Chicago in mid-October,
Goldwater, who had voted against the 1964 Civil Rights Act, defiantly stated,
“It is just as wrong to compel children to attend certain schools for the sake
of so-called integration as for the sake of segregation.” He focused on social
issues, condemning “wave after wave of crime in our streets and in our homes
.. .. riot and disorder in our cities. . . . A breakdown of morals of our young
people. . . . A flood of obscene literature.”

Goldwater suffered a landslide defeat, receiving only 39 percent of the
popular vote, although he captured several southern states in addition to Ari-
zona. This result boded well for the future of the Republican Party in the South,
indicating that Kennedy and Johnson’s civil rights position was dampening
white southerners’ affection for the Democratic Party. Other telling signs, too
little noticed at the time, also proved portents of American politics to come.
Notwithstanding Goldwater’s electoral shellacking, a million individuals
contributed to his campaign, many offering only small amounts but proving
loyal to the conservative cause. The Goldwater campaign had also attracted
conservative leaders Jesse Helms, Phyllis Schlafly, and Ronald Reagan, all
of whom proved instrumental in holding aloft the banner for conservative
causes in the years ahead. Conservative activist Richard Viguerie established
a direct-mail operation culled from lists of Goldwater supporters that would
be turned to for future fund-raising efforts. Leading national publications saw
the liberal tilt only and suggested that the conservative movement and possibly
the Republican Party had suffered fatal blows. In fact, the seeds were planted
for conservatism’s regeneration and eventual triumph.

Temporarily out of office, Goldwater remained in the public limelight,
regularly delivering speeches or columns that extolled conservative ideals.
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As the war in Vietnam intensified, he urged the application of overwhelming
air power and insisted that the generals be allowed to determine strategy. He
viewed critics of the war disdainfully, calling for the resignation of Arkansas
senator J. William Fulbright, then chairing televised hearings on the conflict.
Goldwater watched with satisfaction as anger over the war and race riots at
home produced Republican and conservative gains during the midterm election.
In 1969, Goldwater returned to the Senate, where he took on the role of elder
statesman. While remaining true to conservative principles, he supported solar
energy, condemned environmental decay, temporarily backed the equal rights
amendment for women, and even favored the legalization of marijuana. But
he also backed the Pentagon’s calls for more sophisticated military hardware
and opposed passage of the 1973 War Powers Act, which sought to limit a
president’s prerogative to send American troops into action. Although long sup-
portive of Richard Nixon as the Watergate scandal unfolded, Goldwater finally
determined that Nixon had indeed engaged in a cover-up and should resign.

During the last half of the 1970s and the early 1980s, the New Right emerged
as a major political force, drawing on many of the themes and tactics earlier
employed by Goldwater or his campaign operatives. New Right proponents
demanded sharp tax reductions, deregulation of business, a curbing of street
crime, school prayer, an end to busing, and a staunch anticommunist foreign
policy. They also used the direct-mail techniques that Goldwater’s 1964 presi-
dential run had helped to spawn. The presidency of Ronald Reagan, which
became possible because of the ascendancy of the New Right, adopted many
of the themes that Goldwater had long highlighted, championing supply side
economics and a militant anti-Soviet posture. However, Goldwater was far less
comfortable with the New Right’s seeming insistence on legislating morality;
rather, he considered the right to privacy as sacred. He also was enraged to
discover that CIA director William Casey had failed to consult Congress—and
had lied to Goldwater—about illicit covert operations in Central America.

In early 1987, Goldwater, who had recently suffered the death of his wife,
left public office, having completed five terms in the U.S. Senate. Beset by
depression, he remained revered as the single most important figure in the
reenergizing of the conservative movement. Still, in the early 1990s, he again
adopted maverick stances for a conservative, supporting abortion rights, a
state holiday honoring Martin Luther King Jr., and gay and lesbian rights.
On nationwide television, he reiterated his basic dictum, “Government should
stay out of people’s private lives.” His spirits lifting after his marriage to
Susan Schaffer Wechsler in 1992, Goldwater declared, “I’ve got one hell of
a good life.” In 1996, he suffered a stroke and the beginnings of Alzheimer’s
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disease. He died at his home in Paradise Valley, Arizona, on May 29, 1998,
at the age of eighty-nine.

Conclusion

Operating from opposite sides of the ideological spectrum, Tom Hayden and
Barry Goldwater contested the liberal consensus that largely shaped Ameri-
can domestic and foreign policies by the 1960s. Each sharply criticized the
liberal administrations of John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson, hoping
that a brighter day lay ahead for their country but fearing the worst. Indeed,
although their dreams of a newborn America differed markedly, Hayden and
Goldwater seemed to anticipate that the apocalypse was closer in coming
than any new millennium.

Neither man was comfortable with the welfare state, with Hayden viewing
it as a liberal palliative designed to prevent necessary revolt—nonviolent or
otherwise—and Goldwater damning it as a coercive force that best served
government bureaucracy and lethargy. Notwithstanding their ideological dif-
ferences, they both disliked the bureaucracy associated with the welfare state,
favoring a less top-down approach. Hayden pointed to the need for partici-
patory democracy, and Goldwater favored diminished federal authority and
strengthened state rights. Neither was comfortable with postwar U.S. foreign
policy, although here their analyses were disparate. Hayden worried about a
Pax Americana designed to suppress third world liberation movements, while
Goldwater condemned the containment policy that appeared to guide U.S.
policy makers, emphasizing instead the need for unrivaled American military
strength that would help liberate countries from communist tyranny. The Viet-
nam War mirrored their differences, with Hayden often appearing to favor a
triumph by the National Liberation Front the coalition group in South Vietnam
backed by the communist government in Hanoi, whose guerrilla fighters were
known as the Vietcong, and Goldwater demanding that military planners be
allowed to pursue an aggressive strategy that would vanquish North Vietnam.
While both remained politically active well into the late twentieth century, it
was Goldwater’s ideology that dominated the political discourse for the last
quarter of that century.

Study Questions

1. The New Left emerged in the early 1960s. Compare and contrast the
perspectives and methods of SNCC and SDS during the first half of
the decade.
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2. Tom Hayden is largely credited with drafting the Port Huron State-
ment. Analyze the key ideas presented in that document.

3. Barry Goldwater was a firm believer in limiting the role of government
in the lives of Americans. Discuss the consistencies and contradic-
tions in Goldwater’s conservative philosophy.

4. Analyze Goldwater’s role in the emergence of the New Right.

5. Both Hayden and Goldwater advocated citizen engagement. Examine
the similarities and differences in their philosophies.

Selected Bibliography

Anderson, Terry. The Movement and the Sixties. New York: Oxford University Press,
1995.

Brennan, Mary C. Turning Right in the Sixties: The Conservative Capture of the GOP.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995.

Gitlin, Todd. The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage. New York: Bantam, 1987.

Goldberg, Robert Alan. Barry Goldwater. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995.

Goldwater, Barry M. The Conscience of a Conservative. Shepherdsille, KY: Victor,
1960.

. With No Apologies: The Personal and Political Memoirs of United States
Senator Barry M. Goldwater. New York: Morrow, 1979.

Goldwater, Barry M., with Jack Casserly. Goldwater. New York: Doubleday, 1988.

Hayden, Tom. Reunion: A Memoir. New York: Collier, 1989.

. Writings for a Democratic Society: The Tom Hayden Reader. San Francisco:
City Lights Books, 2008.

Himmelstein, Jerome L. To the Right: The Transformation of American Conservatism.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990.

Hodgson, Godfrey. America in Our Time: From World War II to Nixon—What Hap-
pened and Why. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005.

Iverson, Peter. Barry Goldwater: Native Arizonan. Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1997.

Middendorf, William, and John William Middendorf. Glorious Disaster: Barry
Goldwater’s Presidential Campaign and the Origins of the Conservative Move-
ment. New York: Basic Books, 2006.

Miller, James. “Democracy Is in the Streets”: From Port Huron to the Siege of Chi-
cago. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987.

Nash, George H. The Conservative Intellectual Movement Since 1945. New York:
Basic Books, 1976.

O’Neill, William. The New Left: A History. Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, 2001.

Perlstein, Rick. Before the Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American
Consensus. New York: Hill and Wang, 2002.

Sale, Kirkpatrick. SDS. New York: Random House, 1973.

Unger, Irwin. The Movement: A History of the New Left, 1959—1972. New York:
Dodd, Mead, 1974.

189



8

1968: The Hope and the Fear

Scholars of contemporary American history have struggled to find the words
that adequately convey the magnitude of the crises that shook America in
1968, a year in which Americans, as one historian explained, “experienced
too much history.” Book and film titles have characterized 1968 variously as
“the year that rocked the world,” “the year the dream died,” and “the year that
shaped a generation.” Historian Garry Wills succinctly captured the tone of
that epochal year when he wrote, “There was a sense everywhere in 1968,
that things were giving. That man had not merely lost control of his history,
but might never regain it.”

Several social and political currents came together that year to comprise
a volatile whole. The civil rights movement began to divide over means and
objectives as younger, often more militant voices challenged the leadership
and direction offered by an older generation of activists committed to non-
violence. The heated rhetoric of the new militants, questioning the utility of
pursuing racial justice within a fundamentally racist society, inevitably stoked
resentment and fear among white Americans. White backlash, fueled by a
growing belief that costly federal social programs primarily benefited minori-
ties, was fanned into tangible antagonism by ghetto rebellions that regularly
swept urban centers by mid-decade. Years of inner-city violence and rising
crime fed the anxieties of Middle America, which began to feel under siege.
The blossoming counterculture was yet another source of social conflict. To
most people in Middle America, the youth rebellion, born of a repudiation of
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traditional values and morality, threatened to produce a younger generation
committed to little other than self-indulgence under the guise of self-liberation.
By the late 1960s, the excesses of the counterculture were matched by rising
alarm among tradition-minded Americans who saw their society threatened
by the new barbarians.

These tensions and others were folded into the increasingly acrimonious
debate over the war in Vietnam, which ultimately overshadowed all other
issues as of 1968. To many Americans, the conflict in Southeast Asia was a
justifiable extension of the wider struggle to contain communism, a national
commitment that demanded fulfillment. To a growing number of dissidents,
however, the war was not only a strategic error but also a gross contravention
of the nation’s ideals. As the conflict continued, the more radical dissenters
interpreted it as a symptom of the fundamental corruption of the American
system. Politically, the Vietham War was fatal for President Lyndon Johnson
and catastrophic for the Democratic Party, which was shattered by fratricidal
quarrels over the rationale for and morality of the conflict. The Democratic
Party was, in many ways, a microcosm of the nation that year—the battle lines
drawn between liberals and conservatives, young and old, black and white
were as marked within the party as they were in American society.

Among the contenders for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomina-
tion that year, New York senator Robert F. Kennedy emerged as a candidate
promising a restoration of both party and national unity, which he believed
was possible through rational discourse, tolerance, and inclusiveness. Those
seeking hope, he argued, needed only to reflect on the nation’s history. In the
face of the greatest dangers, the American people had always overcome their
differences and triumphed. Though often ambiguous about specific resolutions
to difficult issues like the Vietnam War, Kennedy exuded a deep confidence in
the basic goodness of the American character and the power of idealism. The
crowds that flocked to his campaign rallies seemed proof of his potential to
reunite the disparate constituencies of the Democratic Party and perhaps even
the nation. Blue-collar workers, liberals, antiwar Democrats, blacks, Asians,
and Hispanics mixed easily at Kennedy gatherings. His greatest challenge in
winning the Democratic nomination would be in securing enough popular
support to overcome the inevitable resistance of party officials opposed to
his insurgent candidacy.

All of 1968’s tensions were inevitably amplified by the political rhetoric
generated by that year’s presidential election. Seeking to capitalize on grow-
ing public anxieties, both Republican candidate Richard Nixon and American
Party candidate George C. Wallace identified liberalism as the chief cause of
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the nation’s many ills and offered instead conservative policies and the resto-
ration of “law and order,” a phrase that resonated with an alarmed electorate.
Less restrained than Nixon, who sought to establish himself as a responsible
conservative, Wallace built an astonishingly successful campaign around
vitriolic denunciations of an intrusive federal government, welfare cheats,
black rioters, hippies, and antiwar protesters. Practicing what one scholar
terms “the politics of rage,” Wallace evoked visceral emotions from his audi-
ences of ethnic working-class whites, who regularly cheered his promises to
institute extreme measures to restore order to the land. To many journalists
who followed the Wallace campaign, the former Alabama governor seemed
a dangerous demagogue, extraordinarily adept at exploiting the multitude of
fears that had arisen by 1968. The very violence of his rhetoric, some surmised,
fed the hot sentiments pervading the nation. Indeed, the violence hovering
around the margins of American life took center stage in dramatic fashion
on two occasions that year. On April 4, Martin Luther King Jr. was murdered
on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. The death of
the leading American apostle of nonviolence drove thousands of enraged and
frustrated rioters into the streets of 125 American cities, some of which burned
for days. Even before the country could absorb the meaning of King’s murder,
a second and equally incomprehensible tragedy occurred. In June, shortly after
winning California’s Democratic presidential primary, Robert Kennedy was
fatally shot in the kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. His death,
a historian later wrote, constituted the “murder of hope.” Those assassinations
were perhaps the most shattering events that defined 1968.
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The year 1968 did not begin auspiciously for the United States. Years of ris-
ing racial tensions, urban riots, and expanding social protest movements had
already divided the nation, and now the intensification of the Vietham War
further shook the country. In late January, that far-off conflict escalated sharply
during the Tet Offensive, when communist forces launched a surprise attack
across much of South Vietnam during the Vietnamese New Year celebration.
The event seemed to cloud the assurances over the years by President Lyndon
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Johnson’s administration that the war was being won, and it induced New
York senator Robert F. Kennedy to take the step he had hesitated over for
nearly a year.

The forty-three-year-old Democrat had undergone a grueling personal
odyssey in the years after his brother’s assassination in 1963. Struggling to
rebuild a world shattered by grief, Kennedy had fundamentally reexamined
his faith, his values, and his ambitions in the dark months after John Kennedy
was killed in Dallas. Most of Robert Kennedy’s adult life had been given over
to securing the political ambitions of his brother, which he had done with a
single-mindedness that left him with a ruthless and calculating reputation. He
had emerged from his soul-searching strengthened, convinced that he could
give new purpose to his life. Having won one of New York’s U.S. Senate seats
in 1966, Kennedy committed himself to championing the cause of those who
were relegated to the margins of American society. Social justice, he had come
to believe, demanded that the plight of the poor and the racially oppressed be
addressed immediately and comprehensively. Any insinuation that Lyndon
Johnson’s Great Society had not adequately met these needs was bound to raise
the hackles of the president, an egotistical man who invariably responded to
critics with vindictive wrath. Boding even worse for Kennedy’s relationship
with Johnson, which one historian aptly describes as involving “mutual con-
tempt,” the senator was among a growing number of congressional Democrats
who had begun to question the administration’s Vietnam policy. Three years
of military escalation, Kennedy believed, had brought no discernible gains,
but rather only rising casualties and the prospect of continued conflict. Torn
between his growing doubts about the war and the potential political conse-
quences of challenging his own president, Kennedy had hesitated perhaps
overly long to voice his opposition. Democratic senator Eugene McCarthy
had announced in late 1967 that he would challenge Johnson for the party’s
nomination, campaigning on a pledge to end the war. Now, with the 1968
presidential primary season looming, Kennedy was compelled to act.

On February 8, speaking in Chicago to the Book and Author luncheon,
where the audience included important Democratic officials, Kennedy forsook
the opportunity to discuss his new book 7o Seek a Newer World and instead
addressed his remarks to recent developments in Vietnam. January’s offensive,
he declared, “finally shattered the mask of official illusion with which we
have concealed our true circumstances, even from ourselves.” There was no
longer any reason to credit administration claims that victory in Vietnam was
near. “Those dreams are gone,” the senator proclaimed. He continued with
a comprehensive assault on the premises of administration policy, arguing
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that the United States could not win a war that the South Vietnamese could
not win for themselves and that the U.S. reliance on a military solution was
wrongheaded. Finally, Kennedy rejected the idea “that the American national
interest” was in any way conjoined with the survival of “the selfish interest of
an incompetent military regime” in Saigon. He summarily dismissed the valid-
ity of the domino theory, long a justification for U.S. intervention in Vietnam.
He went on to suggest that the conflict had to be viewed in a broader historical
context if American policy makers were to understand that it was folly to seek
to resolve the conflict through military means. “First the French and then the
United States have been predicting victory in Vietnam,” Kennedy observed.
“Once in 1962,” he conceded, “I participated in such predictions myself.” But
the time for illusion was over. “The best way to save our most precious stake
in Vietnam—the lives of our soldiers—is to stop the enlargement of the war,”
he insisted. “The best way to end the casualties is to end the war.” The speech
marked a dramatic turning point in Kennedy’s life. He had called for an end
to the conflict that his brother had escalated. He had attacked the policies of
a powerful and unforgiving Democratic president. And he had taken the first
step toward a presidential campaign during one of the most volatile years in
modern American history.

Robert Francis Kennedy was born on November 20, 1925, into a Boston
family that was wealthy, influential, and, to a significant degree, dysfunc-
tional. His father, Joseph P. Kennedy, was ambitious in the pursuit of wealth,
social status, and political influence. After World War I, Joseph Kennedy
demonstrated his business acumen in the stock market, real estate, and the
film industry, acquiring two movie studios. More prescient than most, he
liquidated his stock holdings before the crash of 1929, ensuring that his fam-
ily was well insulated from the deprivations of the Great Depression. Profits
from bootlegging liquor during Prohibition further enhanced his wealth.
He had married Rose Fitzgerald in 1914, and though the couple eventually
produced nine children, their marriage was little more than an uncomfortable
arrangement. Joe was a shameless philanderer, often flaunting his infidelities
before his wife. Rose responded by distancing herself emotionally from her
husband and focusing on her expanding family. A stern disciplinarian, she
discouraged emotional displays and often withheld her affections from her
children. Kennedy spent his young years largely in the shadows of his older
brothers Joseph Jr. and John, growing up among his sisters. Neither child-
hood nor adolescence was easy for Kennedy, who was undistinguished in his
studies at ten different schools and established no lasting friendships. Having
led privileged lives in an era of want during the 1930s, the Kennedy children
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also had the exceptional experience of living in London during their father’s
term as U.S. ambassador to Great Britain from 1937 to 1940.

Returning to the United States when his father was recalled from London,
Kennedy drifted through a number of preparatory schools. Whereas his broth-
ers Joe Jr. and John sought glory abroad in World War II, Kennedy had to be
content with enrolling in the Navy’s V-12 officer training program. In February
1946, he left the program and entered the U.S. Navy as a seaman, serving only
through May, when he was discharged. Ironically, he sailed on the maiden voy-
age of the USS Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., a destroyer named in honor of his older
brother, who died while serving in the European theater of war. His death was
the first among a number of tragedies that the family endured during that decade.
Kennedy’s sister, Kathleen Kennedy Harrington, would die in a plane crash in
1948. John, who commanded a Navy torpedo boat in the Pacific, gained some
minor acclaim when he heroically rescued several crewmen after his boat was
rammed and sunk by a Japanese destroyer, and Joe Sr.’s political hopes were
soon vested in his eldest surviving son. John mounted his first congressional
campaign in 1946, greatly aided by his father’s money and influence. Kennedy,
enlisting as a campaign worker, proved tireless and politically adept as he walked
Cambridge’s wards, securing votes for his brother. Following John’s election,
Kennedy, again confronting the issue of his own future, enrolled at Harvard,
graduating with a bachelor’s degree in government in 1948. That September,
he began studying law at the University of Virginia, graduating in 1951. It was
during this period that he married Ethel Skakel. Though the couple enjoyed a
mutually supportive relationship, Kennedy proved unwilling or unable to escape
the pattern of adulterous behavior that his father had bequeathed to his sons,
engaging in several extramarital affairs in subsequent years. Nonetheless, he
and Ethel established a family that grew to include eleven children.

Since his childhood, when it became obvious that he would always be
relegated to a secondary role in the family, Robert Kennedy had committed
himself to defending the family name and prospects rather than advancing
his own. In 1952, with a Justice Department position secured through his
father’s influence, he was urged to turn his talents to aiding John’s U.S. Sen-
ate campaign. Once again, Kennedy deferred his own future to advance his
brother’s political career, working strenuously to assure John’s victory over
Republican Henry Cabot Lodge. Joe Sr. demonstrated little gratitude after the
election, telling Kennedy, “You’ve got to get to work. You haven’t been elected
to anything.” Nonetheless, Joe Sr. soon turned to an old family friend to gain
advancement for his son. Republican senator Joseph R. McCarthy agreed to
take Kennedy on as assistant counsel to the Senate Permanent Subcommittee
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on Investigations, then a chief instrument of the Wisconsin senator’s red-
hunting activities. Kennedy, often assigned to tedious research duties, found
little to like about the job and resigned the position in July 1953. Still unfo-
cused, he returned to the subcommittee in February 1954, this time as chief
counsel to the committee’s Democratic minority. As such, Kennedy played
a minor role in one of the most dramatic political skirmishes of the decade
when McCarthy’s allegations of communist influence in the U.S. Army led
to the Army-McCarthy hearings, which culminated with McCarthy’s public
humiliation. Though Kennedy coauthored a Democratic minority report that
judged McCarthy guilty of “gross misconduct,” his association with the con-
troversial redbaiter proved embarrassing in the future.

When the Democrats regained control of the Senate in 1955, Kennedy
remained as chief counsel to the permanent subcommittee and, the following
year, participated in an often-contentious Senate select committee investiga-
tion into the alleged malfeasances of Teamsters boss Jimmy Hoffa. Despite
Kennedy’s obsessive efforts to see Hoffa convicted for labor racketeering,
the defiant Teamsters chief was acquitted. Nonetheless, Kennedy had gained
prominence as a national figure and won considerable admiration for his un-
relenting pursuit of the slippery Hoffa. His efforts to chart a path for himself,
however, came to an abrupt halt as the presidential election year of 1960
approached.

Aware of his reputation for ruthless efficiency, John Kennedy asked his
brother to manage his 1960 presidential campaign. Kennedy’s energies were
once again poured into realizing his brother’s political ambitions, and after
John’s victory, Kennedy was appointed attorney general in the new adminis-
tration. Sensitive to allegations that he was unqualified for the job, Kennedy
nevertheless dedicated himself to ensuring the success of his brother’s presi-
dency, running interference in difficult situations and serving as the president’s
closest adviser. The early 1960s were tumultuous years, testing the abilities of
both the president and the attorney general, to whom the media increasingly
referred to as RFK. As head of the Justice Department, RFK was often at the
center of difficult confrontations between segregationist southern officials, civil
rights activists, and a White House that feared alienating southern Democrats
before the 1964 elections. In the course of frustrating negotiations with crude,
manipulative racists like Mississippi governor Ross Barnett, RFK gained a
fuller comprehension of the depth of southern racial animosity. Although the
actions of civil rights activists often posed political difficulties for the Kennedy
administration, RFK could not help but admire their moral courage.

Cold War crises brought additional challenges. The Bay of Pigs fiasco in
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April 1961 infuriated Kennedy, leaving him all the more determined to ensure
that his brother never again suffered such a humiliation. The vindictive element
in Kennedy’s character was evident in his organization of Operation Mongoose,
a clandestine project to overthrow Fidel Castro, by assassination if necessary.
Cuba was again the focus of concern in October 1962, when the discovery of
Soviet missiles on the island produced a major international crisis. Kennedy
revealed several sides of himself during the tense thirteen days that followed.
Although he sometimes appeared impulsive and overly eager to endorse pro-
posed air strikes on the island, his brashness was moderated by more deliberate
judgments, and ultimately he was instrumental in formulating the compromise
that broke the dangerous Soviet-U.S. deadlock. The war in Vietnam, however,
posed seemingly endless difficulties for the administration. Kennedy steadfastly
supported his brother’s decisions to expand the U.S. role in the conflict, a posi-
tion that caused an immense political dilemma for him in later years. Despite
these controversies, President Kennedy seemed to have weathered the worst
of the political storm by the fall of 1963. It was the president’s concern about
the upcoming 1964 election that took him to Texas in November.

President Kennedy’s assassination fundamentally altered the direction of
Robert Kennedy’s life. Though a pillar of strength during the public ceremo-
nies following his brother’s death, Kennedy was devastated by the loss and
was inconsolable for months. As he worked through his grief, he began an
intellectual and spiritual quest that led him to reexamine, though not to reject,
his Catholic faith. He turned to the tragic Greek poets and dramatists, from
whom he took the idea that men’s actions determined their destiny. In the
years to come, this search for meaning also led him to the writings of French
essayist and novelist Albert Camus, who argued that life was a sometimes
seemingly futile struggle for which people must provide their own meaning.
With his brother dead, Kennedy was compelled to address the question of his
own ambitions. Though retained as attorney general, he was never comfort-
able in the new administration. Aware of Lyndon Johnson’s visceral disdain
for him, Kennedy resigned in 1964. Given time for reflection, he concluded
that there were significant national issues that had not yet been adequately
tackled. Convinced that he could effectively speak to those problems, he
sought and won a U.S. Senate seat in New York in 1964. The exuberant rally
crowds that jostled to get near him confirmed the resilience of the Kennedy
magic. “These were people out of control, like pop-music crowds,” wrote a
New York Times reporter. “Here was Jack come back.”

But Robert Kennedy did not desire to be “Jack come back.” Finally free to
chart his own political course, he addressed the issues of nuclear proliferation,
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U.S. policy in Latin America, and, increasingly important, poverty in America.
Kennedy believed that Johnson’s Great Society programs had not adequately
confronted the roots of the problem. These concerns were quickly overshad-
owed, however, by the shifting course of U.S. policy in Vietnam. Shortly after
Kennedy had assumed his Senate seat in 1965, the top policy makers in the
Johnson administration had decided to Americanize the conflict by sending
more troops. By summer’s end, 125,000 U.S. troops were committed to the
Asian war. Aware of his vulnerability on the issue, given his support for his
brother’s Vietnam policies, Kennedy was hesitant to challenge administration
policy, but he began by cautiously suggesting that U.S. objectives might be
better gained by political rather than military means.

Not surprisingly, Johnson saw Kennedy’s muted criticism as crass political
opportunism and disloyalty. As the war expanded in scope, Kennedy’s doubts
increased, as did Johnson’s suspicion that the New York senator was seeking
to undermine his policies. Following a trip to Europe in early 1967, Kennedy
was summoned to the White House to face an irate president, who had heard
rumors that Kennedy had discussed a negotiated settlement of the war while
in Paris. Johnson’s ire quickly turned to threats as he warned Kennedy, “I’ll
destroy you and every one of your dove friends. You’ll be politically dead
within six months.” Kennedy’s careless talk about a political settlement,
Johnson declared, gave aid and comfort to the enemy and the senator had, in
effect, “blood on his hands.” Stunned by the tirade, Kennedy replied, “Look,
I'don’t have to take that from you” and walked out of the Oval Office. Several
weeks later, Kennedy addressed the Senate chamber, urging that U.S. policy
makers reevaluate the direction of the war.

Kennedy was not the first Democrat to question administration policy. In
1964, Senators Ernest Gruening and Wayne Morse had strongly voiced their
concerns about the consequences of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which
gave President Johnson broad latitude in responding to events in Vietnam.
In 1966, Arkansas senator J. William Fulbright had chaired committee hear-
ings on the direction of the Southeast Asian conflict. In retaliation, President
Johnson ordered the FBI to monitor Fulbright’s phone calls. The growing
rift within the Democratic Party over Vietnam prefigured broader internal
divisions yet to be revealed.

When Robert Kennedy gave his February speech assailing administration
policy in Vietnam, many of the dynamics of the 1968 election year were
already evident. Abroad, the war in Vietnam had assumed an increasingly
violent character, taking more American lives every day. At home, the con-
sensus that had bound the nation together since the end of World War II was
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clearly unraveling, rent not only by division over the war, but also by rising
crime, campus violence, racial polarization, and a growing perception that
events were spiraling out of control. The fragmenting of the Democratic Party
had already produced a candidate willing to challenge the sitting president.
In November 1967, as Kennedy hesitated, still unsure of himself and wary of
dividing his party and opposing an incumbent president, Minnesota senator
Eugene McCarthy announced that he would enter the Democratic primaries
in early 1968. Reserved and professorial in manner, McCarthy quickly be-
came the standard-bearer for antiwar activists both within and outside the
Democratic Party. Though far from charismatic, McCarthy had the advantage
of the enthusiastic support of his generally youthful campaign workers. He
won an astounding 42.2 percent of the vote in the New Hampshire primary
in March, less than Johnson’s 49.4 percent, but a clear indication that the
president was vulnerable.

Hearing of these results, Kennedy feared that his indecisiveness had proven
politically fatal. “I think I blew it,” he confided to an aide. Yet he soon found
justification to announce his candidacy. President Johnson had rejected pro-
posals for a commission to reevaluate Vietnam policy, and it appeared that
the war would continue to escalate. The war also diverted attention from
still pressing racial issues at a time when a continuing succession of inner-
city rebellions provoked white backlash, even on the part of the president.
Johnson’s dismissal of the Kerner Commission Report on urban riots, which
concluded that racial polarization was dividing America into “two societies,
one black, one white—separate and unequal,” was a major factor in Kennedy’s
decision to run. Thus, on March 16, only days after McCarthy’s New Hamp-
shire success, Robert Kennedy announced his candidacy. “I do not run for
the presidency merely to oppose any man,” he declared, “but to propose new
policies. I run because I am convinced that this country is on a perilous course
and because I have such strong feelings about what must be done, and I feel
that I'm obliged to do all I can.”

Although many Americans were thrilled at the prospect of a Kennedy can-
didacy in 1968, the senator still had many detractors. Much editorial comment
across the nation denounced Kennedy’s candidacy as opportunistic and self-
serving. Many in the McCarthy campaign likewise viewed Kennedy’s belated
announcement as evidence of his unwillingness to challenge the administration
until he was certain of Johnson’s vulnerability. Equally troubling, a Kennedy
candidacy could well split antiwar Democrats, who faced an uphill battle at
the upcoming national convention. The Johnson White House immediately
launched a campaign to undercut Kennedy, depicting him as disingenuous and
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self-serving. Johnson’s own political viability, however, was eroding with each
passing week. Earlier in the year, one of the chief architects of the country’s
Vietnam policy, Robert McNamara, distraught over the course that the war
had taken, had resigned as secretary of defense. His successor, Clark Clifford,
had arranged for a meeting of the “Wise Men,” the influential elder statesmen
who in 1967 had advised Johnson to stay the course in Vietnam. Now, in the
aftermath of the Tet Offensive, the “Wise Men” counseled Johnson to seek an
end to the conflict. Though stunned and suspicious, Johnson realized that his
political position was untenable. On March 31, in a televised speech in which
he offered hope of new negotiations to end the war, the president announced
that he would not seek reelection. Johnson’s withdrawal transformed the po-
litical dynamics of 1968 and presented Robert Kennedy and his supporters
with new prospects and challenges.

The chief challenge was in devising an appeal that might pull together
the disparate threads of a rapidly fraying Democratic Party. The Vietnam
controversy was only the most prominent of numerous issues that threatened
to fatally divide the party. Many southern Democrats, never comfortable
with their party’s willingness to use federal authority to end segregation and
ensure the rights of black Americans, were increasingly resentful over what
they perceived as special benefits for minorities. Southerners also lamented
the breakdown of “law and order” and the assaults on traditional social con-
ventions by youthful rebels. Nor were southerners alone in these concerns.
Among other Democratic constituencies, such as urban blue-collar workers,
northeastern ethnic groups, and farmers, all of whom had generally supported
Democratic economic policies since the New Deal, there was growing concern
about social disorder, coupled with worry that the Democratic Party was for-
saking their interests for the causes of new special interest groups. Their own
party, many historically Democratic constituencies worried, seemed overly
tolerant of social protest and the “new morality,” which was dismissive of
traditional restraints and values.

Kennedy’s strategy for victory rested on uniting traditional Democratic
constituencies with newer ones and winning his party’s nomination through
the “new politics.” This meant sidestepping the traditional nomination process
of winning over party managers, influential Democratic office-holders, and
leaders of powerful interest groups such as organized labor. Instead, Kennedy
would take his campaign directly to the Democratic electorate through state
primaries, allowing voters, not party bosses, to pass judgment on his candidacy.
Kennedy’s relative youth, charisma, and ability to effectively communicate
would be important advantages in this type of campaign. He was confident
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that he could direct the electorate’s focus to issues of social and economic
justice, thus appealing to the sometimes-antagonistic elements of a shaky
Democratic coalition. His criticism of the Vietnam War would be aimed at
the failed policies that placed America’s sons in unnecessary jeopardy in
defense of a corrupt Saigon regime. Kennedy was not averse to appealing to
Americans’ passions or to employing his charismatic appeal. As a Kennedy
campaign official explained, “Our strategy is to change the rules of nominat-
ing a president. We’re going to do it a new way. In the streets.”

On the campaign trail, Kennedy proved willing to take provocative stands
on controversial issues. Two days after he entered the race, in an address
to students at Kansas State University, he delivered a withering assault on
Johnson’s Vietnam policies. The president’s “only response to failure,” Ken-
nedy declared, was “to repeat it on a larger scale.” “I am concerned that at the
end of it all,” he concluded, “there will only be more Americans killed; more
of our treasure spilled out; and because of the bitterness and hatred on every
side in this war, more hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese slaughtered.” The
American legacy in Vietnam, he feared, would mirror Tacitus’s description of
the Roman way of war: “They made a desert, and called it peace.” Kennedy’s
rhetorical eloquence and presence gave energy to his campaign, but the year
brought a succession of unforeseen developments that compelled frequent
reevaluations of strategy. President Johnson’s announcement that he would
not run for reelection deprived Kennedy of a major issue, as the administra-
tion now seemed receptive to a political settlement in Vietnam. Increasingly,
Kennedy focused on issues of economic and social justice as he sought to
build a coalition that would transcend the racial, cultural, and class boundar-
ies that had hardened by the late 1960s. On April 4, Kennedy was standing
before an audience in Indianapolis, Indiana, when he was apprised of Martin
Luther King Jr.’s assassination. It fell to Kennedy to inform the largely black
campaign crowd that the leading advocate of nonviolence had been murdered
by a white gunman. In an unsteady but moving extemporaneous speech,
Kennedy urged the crowd of 2,000 not to resort to violence. In the days to
come, as riots broke out across the nation, Indianapolis remained quiet. In the
aftermath of King’s murder, Kennedy more frequently stressed the need for
social justice in American life. Even before he had announced his candidacy,
he had demonstrated a growing concern for disadvantaged minorities, meeting
in California with Cesar Chavez, head of the United Farm Workers, a union
that represented mostly Hispanic migrant laborers. Their quest for equitable
treatment by the powerful growers was the type of cause that increasingly
gained the senator’s support.
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Another major issue was the tenacious poverty that still gripped parts of
America. Earlier in his senatorial career, Kennedy had witnessed the appall-
ing poverty of Mississippi sharecroppers and the inner-city residents of the
Bedford-Stuyvesant section of New York City. He believed that a nation as
wealthy as the United States should demonstrate a greater commitment to
the disadvantaged. While that issue appealed to constituencies such as dis-
advantaged minorities and the poor, Kennedy recognized the need to balance
it with expressions of support for “law and order” issues when speaking to
predominantly white, ethnic, blue-collar audiences. It was imperative that he
capture these traditional Democratic constituencies if he were to wrest his
party’s nomination from Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey, who entered
the race as the administration candidate in late April, too late to run in the
primaries.

As spring wore on, Kennedy demonstrated his political strength in a number
of primaries, consistently showing greater popularity than Humphrey stand-
ins and defeating McCarthy in Indiana and Nebraska. Kennedy’s political
fortunes seemed to be improving as the Oregon primary approached in late
May. That election proved a setback, however, when McCarthy won a clear
victory, making the California primary on June 4 all the more crucial to
Kennedy’s campaign. The winner would gain 174 delegates for the Demo-
cratic National Convention in Chicago, scheduled in August. The Kennedy
campaign maintained a frenetic pace in order to cover the huge state. The
senator met McCarthy in a televised debate on June 1. Follow-up polls sug-
gested that Kennedy had easily bested the laconic McCarthy, and indeed, when
the primary votes were tallied, Kennedy had defeated the Minnesota senator
by 46.3 percent to 41.8 percent. Kennedy had won six of the seven primaries
that he had entered. Though his party’s nomination was far from assured, he
now had reason to believe that he could mount a credible challenge against
Humphrey at the national convention in August.

The official vote count was almost finished when Kennedy entered the
ballroom of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles to address his exuberant
supporters. His message was one of healing and unity, expressing his faith
in the fundamental goodness of the American people. “I think in the end we
can end the divisions in the United States . . . we can work together in the last
analysis,” Kennedy affirmed. “The divisions, whether it’s between blacks and
whites, between the poor and the more affluent, or between the age groups,
or over the war in Vietham—we can start to work together again. We are
a great country, an unselfish country, and a compassionate country. And I
intend to make that the basis for my running over the period of the next few
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months.” Concluding, “It’s on to Chicago, and let’s win there,” the senator
waved, gave the V-for-victory sign (or was it the peace sign?) and turned to
exit through the kitchen.

Moments later, as Kennedy worked his way through the crowded kitchen,
five pistol shots rang out and he fell to the floor. Horrified bystanders wrestled
his assailant, Sirhan Sirhan, a young Palestinian, to the ground. Later, Sirhan
stated that he had shot Kennedy because of the senator’s support for Israel.
Word of the shooting produced pandemonium in the ballroom when Kennedy’s
stunned supporters learned that their candidate had become the latest victim
of a very violent year. Kennedy died the next morning and with him, in the
minds of many, the hope that civility and unity might be restored in a badly
battered nation. President Johnson, shaken by the event, offered a thoughtful
public eulogy, but privately described Kennedy’s death as “too horrible for
words.” As the senator’s funeral train traveled from New York City to the
nation’s capital, thousands of people spontaneously gathered along the route
to stand in silent witness.

The death of the man marked the beginning of the myth, and many of
Kennedy’s anguished supporters were convinced that, but for Sirhan’s ir-
rational act, Robert Kennedy would have gone on to inevitable triumph at
the Democratic convention in August. A second Kennedy presidency, some
maintained, might well have brought the tranquility, unity, and healing that
the nation so desperately needed. Others argued that would have brought
an end to the war in Vietnam, saving countless lives. This scenario was at
best improbable. Kennedy’s claim to the Democratic nomination was by
no means assured by his primary victories; his party was still in the hands
of Lyndon Johnson, whose convention managers could have been expected
to do everything in their power to deny Kennedy the nomination. Even had
Kennedy triumphed and defeated Republican candidate Richard Nixon in
the national election, the problems facing a Kennedy administration would
have been no less resistant to resolution than they subsequently proved to be
for Nixon. The public romance with Robert Kennedy grew quite understand-
ably from the despair that attended unrealized hopes. The redeemer was dead
and, for many, any hope for national redemption seemed to recede beyond
reclamation. Internally weakened by the travails of 1968, the Democratic
Party was entering a lengthy era of declining electoral strength, battered
by the conservative impulses unleashed that year. Even then, as the hopes
that Kennedy had raised faded, other forces driven by far different passions
were gaining momentum in a campaign that was shaking the foundations
of national politics.
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Practitioner of the Politics of Rage

Many of the journalists assigned to cover the presidential campaign of third-
party candidate George C. Wallace in 1968 noted the intense sentiments that
the former Alabama governor’s fiery rhetoric seemed to unleash. Richard
Stout, columnist for the New Republic, was alarmed by the seething anger he
perceived at a Wallace rally at New York City’s Madison Square Garden in
October. “There is menace in the blood shout of the crowd,” Stout reported.
“You feel you have known this all somewhere; never again will you read about
Berlin in the 30’s without remembering this wild confrontation here of two
irrational forces.” Wallace was, Stout declared, “the ablest demagogue of our
time, with a bugle voice of venom and a gut knowledge of the prejudices of
the low-income class.” A writer for the Washington Post concurred, noting
that Wallace had “found a way to translate the raw racism of Alabama politics
into a potent expression of the uncertainties, discontents and hates of millions
of Americans.” The Wallace phenomenon, some warned, might well be the
harbinger of a uniquely American form of fascism. It mattered little, as other
correspondents observed, that the candidate himself lacked the slickly polished
media image that the major party candidates, especially Republican Richard
Nixon, sought to fashion that year. Journalist Theodore H. White was among
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those who found Wallace both crude and sinister. “Occasionally he would
run a comb through his sleek, glossy hair,” White observed. “His close-set
eyes were shrunken into deep, dark hollows under the great eyebrows. He
was a very little man.” Historian Garry Wills uncharitably described Wallace
as having “the dingy attractive air of a B-movie idol, the kind who plays a
handsome garage attendant.” But in 1968, George Wallace’s physical at-
tributes and alleged crude manners were of little concern to his supporters.
They filled arenas and high school gymnasiums across the country to hear his
message, the subtext of which was largely lost to the cosmopolitan journal-
ists and historians who saw only a dangerous demagogue. His was the voice
of the “angry white man,” a political force that found dramatic expression
in Wallace’s “Stand Up for America” campaign and established itself as an
enduring, dynamic factor in national politics.

George Corley Wallace could honestly lay claim to a working-class back-
ground, having been born on August 25, 1919, to a farming family in rural
Clio, Alabama, a cotton-belt town. His father, George Wallace Sr., and mother,
Mozell Smith Wallace, struggled to make a living in an impoverished state
made poorer by the Depression, circumstances that largely shaped George’s
early years. Though a short five-feet-six in height and weighing about ninety-
five pounds in his teens, George possessed the aggressiveness requisite to box-
ing and eventually became the state Golden Gloves bantamweight champion.
Contemporaries confirm that from an early point his passion was politics, and
he managed to win appointment as a page in the state legislature. In young
George’s Alabama, as in the rest of the Deep South, the Democratic Party had
dominated since the end of Reconstruction, establishing white supremacy in all
areas of public life. Wallace unquestioningly embraced this political heritage
as he made his entrée into public life, and he was determined to defend it. He
later remembered that on his first day in the capitol he stood on the bronze star
that marked the spot where Jefferson Davis had assumed the presidency of the
Confederacy in 1861: “I knew I would return to that spot. I knew I would be
governor.” His path to politics diverged temporarily in 1937 when he enrolled
at the University of Alabama, where his interest in student and state politics far
exceeded his dedication to academics. Nonetheless, Wallace graduated with
alaw degree in 1942, the same year he met Lurleen Burns, whom he married
shortly after his induction into the U.S. Army Air Force. Eventually trained
as a flight engineer, Wallace flew combat missions on B-29 bombers out of
the Mariana Islands in the Pacific before being discharged in 1945.

Wallace’s first foray into politics began only months later when he con-
vinced Alabama governor Chauncey Sparks to employ him in the state at-
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torney general’s office. Wallace took a leave of absence only three months
later to run for the state legislature. His successful 1946 campaign paralleled
that of gubernatorial candidate James “Big Jim” Folsom, who won election
as a populist Democrat. Folsom’s campaign stressed political democracy
and economic justice and, in contravention of Alabama tradition, rejected
appeals to racism. As a neophyte Democratic legislator, Wallace was drawn
to the earthy Folsom, whose support for improved public services made him
amajor force in the state. Wallace left the legislature for the state circuit court
in 1950 and was on the bench when the consequences of the 1954 Supreme
Court decision Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas began spill-
ing into Alabama politics. Folsom’s moderation on the race issue was now
a liability, and Judge Wallace quickly moved to distance himself from the
besieged governor, publicly promising to block FBI efforts to investigate
discriminatory grand jury selection in the state. Deftly bringing together two
themes that served him repeatedly in coming years, Wallace reassured white
Alabamans that he would not permit an intrusive federal government to de-
termine the racial composition of their juries. Such a “gross violation of State
Sovereignty,” Wallace proclaimed, was “illegal” and if the FBI persisted in its
“Gestapo methods,” he would have its agents arrested and jailed.

It was the first public shot in George Wallace’s long rhetorical war against
the national government, which many southerners now saw as a threat to
their way of life. As the concept of massive resistance to federally mandated
integration swept the South, the region’s political landscape shifted rapidly.
Folsom, constitutionally barred from a second term and disgraced by public
drunkenness and corruption charges, was denounced as “too liberal” on the
race issue. The 1958 governor’s race was thrown open and Wallace, sensing
opportunity, entered the contest. Much to his surprise, he was blindsided on the
race issue by John Patterson, the state attorney general, whose blatantly racist
campaign stressed his success in legally crippling the NAACP in Alabama
and implied that Wallace, a former Folsom supporter, was soft on defending
segregation. Decisively defeated, Wallace absorbed a valuable lesson from
the campaign. “Well, boys,” he confided to a group of supporters on the day
of his defeat, “no other son-of-a-bitch will ever out-nigger me again.” Wallace
was quick to realize that resistance to integration and civil rights could be
cloaked in the rhetoric of states’ rights and opposition to federal “tyranny.” In
1962, these themes ensured that Wallace did in fact return to Montgomery as
governor, having won more votes than any Alabama governor to that date. At
his inauguration in 1963, Wallace spat out the creed that he came to embody.
“I draw the line in the dust,” he announced to cheering supporters, “and toss
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the gauntlet before the feet of tyranny, and I say, ‘Segregation now, segrega-
tion tomorrow, and segregation forever!””

The state that George Wallace now governed had a well-deserved reputation
for violent resistance to integration and black civil rights. In previous years,
civil rights activists had been routinely brutalized, often with the connivance
of local police. A continuing series of dynamite bomb attacks on black-owned
buildings and homes in Birmingham had won the city the nickname “Bomb-
ingham.” The violence escalated under Wallace, whose loud denunciations of
federal authority and provocative public declarations encouraged official and
vigilante brutality against blacks. In April, Birmingham police commissioner
Eugene “Bull” Connor’s police turned high-pressure fire hoses and police dogs
on peaceful black demonstrators, including many schoolchildren. Though
much of the nation was horrified and shamed when the brutality was televised
on the evening news, Wallace remained defiant. In June, he carried out his
campaign promise to “stand in the schoolhouse door” to block integration at
the University of Alabama, where two black applicants sought admission. In a
carefully stage-managed event, Wallace stepped aside only after denouncing the
illegality of the federal government’s enforced integration of the university. Only
weeks after Martin Luther King’s March on Washington in August, the volatile
mood in Alabama was made manifest when a bomb destroyed a black church
in Birmingham, killing four young girls. Much of the national press ascribed
the murders directly to Wallace’s frequent endorsements of white resistance.
Martin Luther King Jr. alleged that the Alabama governor’s hands were “drip-
ping with blood” and that Wallace was “perhaps the most dangerous racist in
America today.” His genius, the civil rights leader observed, was to focus on a
few simple but compelling themes in his stock speeches: federal tyranny, liberal
judges, states rights, and law and order. “He works on them and hones them so
that they are little minor classics,” the civil rights leader observed.

By 1964, Wallace was the acknowledged champion of southern resistance
to federal integration policies and federal protection of civil rights. That sum-
mer, he was a featured speaker at the Patriots’ Rally Against Tyranny held in
Atlanta and presided over by Georgia governor Lester “Pickhandle” Maddox.
Wallace presented himself as a spokesman for truth, which he claimed was
being suppressed by a national media “run and operated by leftwing liberals,
Communist sympathizers and members of the Americans for Democratic
Action and other Communist front organizations.” The fiery Alabaman de-
nounced the recently passed Civil Rights Act of 1964 as “straight out of the
Communist Manifesto.” A liberal Supreme Court, he alleged, had chiefly
served the interests of “convicted criminals, Communists, atheists, and clients
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of vociferous leftwing minority groups.” Though such sentiments had become
common fare in southern rhetoric, Wallace perceived that there was a growing
national audience that was receptive to such themes. The governor tested his
national appeal in three Democratic primaries that year and was gratified by
the results: he garnered 33.9 percent of the vote in Wisconsin, 29.9 percent
in Indiana, and 42.7 percent in Maryland. Though he ultimately conceded the
conservative cause to Republican standard-bearer Senator Barry Goldwater
and withdrew from the race, it was clear that there was a potential constitu-
ency for a conservative candidate willing to challenge the basic precepts of
liberal, activist government. Though routed almost everywhere else, Goldwater
had carried five Deep South states, an early indication of the major shift in
national politics that was on the horizon.

Sensing that his particular abilities and command of the issues might prove
a highly effective combination in the volatile political climate of the late
1960s, Wallace began to lay the foundations for a presidential campaign in
the fall of 1967. He had already resolved a potentially troublesome political
problem—he was constitutionally barred from running for governor again in
1966. Having failed in 1965 to secure a constitutional amendment permitting
him to run again, Wallace persuaded his reluctant wife, Lurleen, to run as a
stand-in for him. She won handily, and in the months between her January
1967 inauguration and her death from cancer in May 1968, Lurleen acted as
George’s surrogate in the governor’s office and served as the figurehead of
his Stand Up for Alabama campaign. With his political base secured, Wallace
devoted his energies to organizing a third-party campaign, no small task in a
nation in which the two-party system generally doomed such efforts to abject
failure. Wallace, like most southern politicians in the 1960s, was at best a
nominal Democrat. While southern Democrats had in the past often supported
their party’s economic populism, few could abide the liberal direction that
Democratic social policy took in the Kennedy and Johnson years, much less the
growing willingness of both administrations to use federal power to implement
changes in racial relationships. Wallace’s political genius was to perceive that
the popular resentment generated by these policies and their consequences
was not restricted to the South, but had become national in scope. In 1968, the
sentiments behind Wallace’s earlier Stand Up for Alabama campaign could
easily be turned to the service of a Stand Up for America movement.

It had become evident early in 1968 that there was significant grassroots
support for a Wallace candidacy. The first challenge was to organize a national
campaign, which required getting Wallace and his party, generally known
as the American Independent Party, on the ballot in all fifty states. Indica-
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tive of the enthusiasm that the Wallace candidacy generated, thousands of
volunteers offered their time in signature-gathering drives, and by the fall of
1968, Wallace’s name was added to the ballot in the fiftieth state, Ohio. Prior
to June, however, the Wallace phenomenon appeared to be little more than a
sideshow. Only after Kennedy’s assassination in early June did the Alabama
governor’s polling numbers begin to rise, moving into low double-digits. Some
commentators later attributed this rise to a growing national perception that
events were dangerously out of control. By early summer, the Wallace cam-
paign had established a rhythm that provided surprising momentum. Traveling
about the country in a loud, smoking, obsolete four-engine propeller-driven
aircraft, the candidate clearly lacked the financial underpinnings that major
party candidates enjoyed. Wallace, however, self-consciously aimed his ap-
peal at the “little man,” that archetypal working-class or lower-middle-class
American who felt that the government, in its rush to meet the demands of
undeserving minorities, had forsaken his interests. In many ways, Wallace
targeted the same groups that Richard Nixon would later refer to as the “Silent
Majority”—hardworking, taxpaying Americans who loved their country, at-
tended church, did not protest, and never asked for special favors. This large,
amorphous group, Wallace realized, nurtured deep resentments against those
whom he identified as the source of the nation’s ills: the welfare cheaters,
black militants, antiwar protesters, dope-smoking hippies, liberal judges who
strengthened criminal rights, and faceless federal bureaucrats. His success
as a candidate was contingent on his ability to effectively speak to these re-
sentments and convince his audience that he alone had the courage to voice
the hard truths and take the necessary corrective measures. In an interview
with journalist James J. Kilpatrick, Wallace demonstrated his mastery of the
rhetoric of populist rage. Asked about the issues of 1968, Wallace was quick
to respond. “Schools, that’ll be one thing,” he asserted. “By the fall of 1968,
the people of Cleveland and Chicago and Gary and St. Louis will be so god-
damned sick of federal interference in their local schools, they’ll be ready
to vote for Wallace by the thousands.” Another issue, he declared, would be
“law and order.” “The people are going to be fed up with the sissy attitude of
Lyndon Johnson and the intellectual morons and theoreticians he has around
him,” Wallace sneered. “They’re fed up with a Supreme Court [that is] a sorry,
no-account outfit.”” Wallace was unequivocal about the divisive conflict in
Vietnam: “I think we got to pour it on. We’ve got to win this war.”

On the campaign trail, Wallace established a pattern that was repeated at
almost all his rallies, whether they were held in arenas, civic centers, or strip
malls and regardless of region. Preceded by patriotic band music, Wallace’s
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appearance often coincided with a rendition of “Dixie,” inevitably provoking
an enthusiastic response from expectant crowds. Once on the podium, he al-
ternately glowered, snarled, and mocked as he recited a litany of federal mis-
deeds and liberal failures that had brought the nation to its current sorry state.
He readily identified those responsible: “bearded Washington bureaucrats,”
“pointy-headed intellectuals who couldn’t park a tricycle straight,” and “intel-
lectual morons.” Wallace’s proposed solutions were as improbable as they were
unequivocal. Once elected, he proclaimed, protesters would be dealt with sum-
marily. “If any demonstrator lies down in front of my car when I'm president,”
Wallace often promised, “that’1l be the last car he lies down in front of! Just try
me and see!” Alternately, he vowed that troublemakers would be “drug before
the courts by the hair of their heads and thrown under a good strong jail.” For
those who still insisted on disturbing the public peace, “a good crease in the
skull” from a police baton was the proper corrective. It might be beneficial,
Wallace maintained, to simply “turn the country over to the police for two or
three years.” The governor frequently contrasted the congenial state of order
in Alabama with nationwide lawlessness. At his Madison Square Garden rally,
he declared, “We don’t have riots in Alabama. They start a riot down there, first
one of "em to pick up a brick gets a bullet in the brain, that’s all. And then you
walk over to the next one and say, ‘All right, pick up a brick. We just want to
see you pick up one of them bricks, now!”” Though it went unspoken, Wallace’s
audience knew who “they” were—blacks, whom many white Americans held
responsible for the breakdown of civic order. More than one commentator noted
Wallace’s effective use of “code words” such as “law and order” to emphasize
the necessity of curtailing the ostensibly criminal and irresponsible behavior
of African Americans. The nation’s ills, Wallace inevitably concluded, could
never be resolved by the two major parties, as “there isn’t a dime’s worth of
difference between them.” Wallace, it seemed, was the solution.

By late September, Wallace was pulling 21 percent in some presidential
polls and seemed likely to go higher. Political commentators pointed with
alarm to his growing popularity and the size of the crowds he was attracting:
10,000 in Kansas City and Dallas and perhaps 25,000 in a series of Florida
rallies. It appeared that Wallace might in fact be capable of accomplishing what
once had seemed an improbable threat—depriving the major-party candidates
of an electoral majority and throwing the election into the House of Represen-
tatives. But as quickly as Wallace’s fortunes had risen, they plummeted. One
factor was his selection of former air force general Curtis LeMay as his vice
presidential running mate in early October. The former head of the Strategic
Air Command, never known for verbal restraint, was characteristically blunt
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in his first press conference, suggesting that most Americans had a “phobia”
about nuclear weapons, the use of which he considered to be “no worse than
a rusty knife.” Wallace’s frantic efforts at damage control were futile, and
Democratic candidate Hubert Humphrey, among others, began referring to
the duo as the “Bombsey Twins.”

Perhaps more damaging to the Wallace campaign, however, was the
violence that inevitably accompanied the candidate’s appearances. Wallace
positively fed on hecklers, often inviting them to “c’mon down and have your
sandals autographed” or offering them a free haircut. Not infrequently, verbal
exchanges between Wallace supporters and protesters escalated into physi-
cal violence. At a Detroit rally, Wallace fans and hecklers fought each other
with fists and folding chairs as the candidate glowered from the podium and
remarked, “Well, ya asked for trouble and ya got it.” By October, Wallace’s
poll numbers were falling off rapidly as voters, deterred by the violence at-
tendant to his campaign and his lack of realistic solutions for the nation’s ills,
drifted back toward the major parties. The November election saw Wallace
capture 13.5 percent of the popular vote, winning fifty-eight electoral votes
in the South, which had been a Democratic enclave since Reconstruction.

Though George Wallace was defeated, his message was alive and well. Suc-
cessful Republican presidential candidate Richard Nixon, among the first to
recognize the potential appeal of Wallace’s message, had presented himself as
the respectable “law and order” candidate in 1968, part of a “southern strategy”
aimed at bringing the South over to the Republican electoral column. Once
elected, Nixon quickly positioned himself as the spokesman for the “Silent
Majority,” dedicated to defending its interests against intrusive government
and ensuring that the values of “middle America,” rather than those of the
“elite intellectuals” and the counterculture, would prevail. In 1969, Republican
strategist Kevin Phillips published an astute analysis of the shifting tides of
national politics. The Emerging Republican Majority concluded that demo-
graphic trends would provide a solid foundation for a conservative political
impulse, driven by resentment among the same predominantly white, ethnic,
working-class groups that Wallace had targeted. As president, Nixon moved
to reshape Republican policies so as to effectively capture these constituen-
cies and wean them from their historically Democratic allegiance. By the late
1970s, the Republican Party was strengthening its political reach in the South
as well as other historically Democratic strongholds and seemed well on the
way to becoming the majority party.

George Wallace was disappointed by his 1968 defeat, but not deterred.
By 1972, Wallace, now remarried, once again Alabama’s governor, and
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convinced that many of the same issues that he had based his first national
campaign on were still viable, proceeded to organize a second presidential
campaign. Nixon, concerned about the electoral impact of another Wallace
third-party candidacy on his reelection fortunes, persuaded Wallace to run
instead as a Democrat. Urging voters to “Send Them a Message,” Wallace
hammered his Democratic primary opponents on the issues of forced busing,
taxes, gun control, drugs, and welfare abuse. He won a stunning 42 percent of
the Florida primary vote and came in a close second to liberal South Dakota
senator George McGovern in Wisconsin. Wallace seemed poised to wreak
further havoc in the Democratic Party when, on May 15, at a shopping center
rally in suburban Maryland, a deranged gunman shot him five times at close
range. Though the hospitalized candidate still won primaries in Maryland,
Michigan, Tennessee, and North Carolina, his wounds effectively removed
him from this and any future presidential campaigns.

The attempted assassination radically altered what remained of Wallace’s
life. Partially paralyzed, in constant pain, and largely confined to a wheelchair,
he nonetheless won reelection as governor in 1974, his path cleared by a 1968
amendment to the Alabama state constitution that repealed the existing law
prohibiting “self-succession.” He forsook another presidential campaign in
1976, focusing his energies on social and economic reforms in Alabama. Dur-
ing the next two decades, many of the issues that Wallace had advanced as a
presidential candidate moved to the center stage of national politics, where the
Republican Party effectively capitalized on them, not only dominating national
politics in the 1980s, but also asserting increasing political strength in the
historically Democratic southern states. The Wallace phenomenon prefigured
what some scholars term the “southernization of America,” a reference to the
rapidly growing populations and thus congressional representation of the sun
belt states of the south and southwest, where conservative social and cultural
traditions prevailed. Those values figured largely in the shaping of national
legislation as southern conservatives, beginning in the 1980s, rose to leadership
positions in the increasingly right-wing national Republican Party.

This was the period during which Wallace fought his last and arguably most
diffi