
The 1960s 

“Ask not what your country can do for 

you – ask what you can do for your 

country.” 

- John F. Kennedy (Inaugural Address) 



The 1960s 

• The 1960’s witnessed bold efforts by 

political leaders and popular movements 

to attack major social and international 

problems.  

 

• However, by the end of the 1960s, 

America had experienced perhaps its most 

turbulent decade of the 20th century. 



The Era of Liberalism  

• John F. Kennedy won a very 

close election in 1960 against 

Richard Nixon by promising 

the most ambitious domestic 

reforms since the New Deal 

which he called The “New 

Frontier”. 

• President Kennedy had 

tremendous popularity as was 

shown by the national trauma 

of his assassination on 

November 22, 1963 



The Era of Liberalism  
• Kennedy’s death gave Lyndon B. Johnson a mandate to proceed 

with an active government policy of continued liberal reform. 

• LBJ compiled an impressive legislative record of remarkable 

reform which was known as the “Great Society”. 

• In 1964, he won the most lopsided presidential election in history 

over the extremely right-wing Barry Goldwater and won huge 

majorities in the Senate and the House of Representatives. 

 

 



The Era of Liberalism  

• LBJ and the democratic 

Congress declared War 

on Poverty. 

1. Medicare was and is a 

federal program to 

provide medical aid for 

the elderly. 

2. Medicaid was and is 

extended federal medical 

assistance to the poor.  

 

 

 



The Era of Liberalism  

• The Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) was 

established to oversee an array of new federal programs 

for education, employment, housing, and healthcare. 

• The OEO spent $3 billion in its first two years, but 

ultimately failed to eliminate poverty because of the 

weakness of the programs and inadequate funding as 

Vietnam costs rose. 

 

 

 



The Era of Liberalism  

• In 1966, The Department of 

Housing and Urban 

Development, whose first 

secretary was the first 

African American cabinet 

member, Robert Weaver; 

was created to promote the 

revitalization of America’s 

cities. 

• Federal spending on 

education rose from $5 

billion to $12 billion from 

1964-1967. 

 

 

 



The Era of Liberalism  
• The Immigration Act of 1965 

1. Maintained a strict limit on newcomers to the 

country (170,000) 

2. But did away with national origins system 

established in the 1920s 

3. Greatly increased Asian immigration 

 

 

 

 



The Era of Liberalism  

• Legacy of The Great Society 

– Government spending more than doubled 

from 1961 ($94.4 billion) to 1970 ($196.6 

billion). 

– By the 1980s, most people were convinced 

that the “Great Society” was a failure and the 

government could and should not try to solve 

social problems. 

– However, it did contribute to the greatest 

reduction of poverty in the nation’s history 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• In February of 1960, black 

college students in 

Greensboro, North Carolina, 

staged a sit-in at a 

segregated Woolworth’s 

lunch counter and similar 

demonstrations started to 

spread throughout the South.  

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 

• The Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee 

(SNCC) and Congress of 

Racial Equality (CORE) kept 

the spirit of resistance alive 

by sponsoring “Freedom 

Rides” to force the 

desegregation of bus 

stations.  

• Kennedy ordered the 

integration of all bus and 

train stations.  

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) 

created citizen-education programs to challenge 

segregation, disenfranchisement, and discrimination.  

• In October of 1962, a federal court ordered the 

University of Mississippi to enroll James Meredith as its 

first black student. 

– Kennedy had to send troops to restore order in Oxford, 

Mississippi 

 



Civil Rights Movement 

• Events in 1963 helped the 

growing civil rights movement 

reach somewhat of a climax.  

1. MLK Jr. helped launch a 

series of nonviolent 

demonstrations in 

Birmingham, Alabama. 

2. Attack dogs, tear gas, electric 

cattle prods, and fire hoses 

were used against the 

peaceful protesters that 

included women and children.  

3. A horrified nation watched on 

TV as these events unfolded. 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
4. Governor George Wallace of Alabama stood in the 

doorway at the University of Alabama to try and 

block the integration of the college. 

5. The same night, NAACP official Medgar Evers was 

murdered in Mississippi. 

6. President Kennedy went on TV to address the 

nation that night and spoke eloquently about the 

moral issues facing the nation.  

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
7. Kennedy introduced legislation 

to prohibit segregation in all 

public accommodations, bar 

discrimination in employment, 

and increase the federal 

government’s role to integrate 

schools.  

8. To generate support for the 

new legislation, Martin Luther 

King Jr. led the greatest civil 

rights demonstration in history 

when 200,000 marched on 

Washington and the great man 

gave his “I have a Dream” 

speech at the Lincoln 

Memorial.  

 

 



“I Have a Dream” Speech 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V57lot

nKGF8 
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Civil Rights Movement 
9. MLK’s speech was the high-water mark of the peaceful, 

interracial civil rights movement, and president Kennedy’s 

assassination 3 months later would provide further impetus for 

change.  

• In the Summer of 1964, thousands of civil rights activists 

spread throughout the South and primarily in Mississippi 

to work on black voter registration and participation; this 

event became known as “Freedom Summer” 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• King organized a major 

demonstration in Selma, Alabama 

and again the peaceful protesters 

were attacked by local police and 

the events were televised to the 

nation.  

• The national outrage that followed 

led to the Civil Rights Act of 1965, 

better known as the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965, which provided federal 

protection for blacks who exercised 

their right to vote. 

• Well over half of non-whites lived in 

poverty in the early 1960s and 

unemployment was double that of 

whites. 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 

• The issue of race was moving out of the South 

and into the rest of the nation.  

• The battle to end racial segregation moved from 

De Jure Segregation (by law) to an attack on De 

Facto Segregation (practice and residential 

patterns).  

• “Affirmative Action” guidelines were established 

by the federal government that all business and 

institutions doing business with or receiving 

federal funding should adopt policies to recruit 

minorities 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• Race Riots took place in many major cities as American urban 

blacks lashed out at their grinding poverty and lack of social 

status. 

• In the summer of 1965, The Watts Riots in Los Angeles 

became the biggest race riots in this country since WWII. 

• The violence divided American between those who wanted to 

help change conditions in inner-cities by spending 

government money, and those who thought there should be a 

tough crackdown on lawlessness. 

 

 

 

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• The African-American civil 

rights movement became very 

divided as many turned to a 

“black power” approach that 

called for less interracial 

cooperation and more 

awareness of racial 

distinctiveness; and some 

extremists advocated violence.  

• The Black Panther Party was 

founded by Huey Newton and 

Bobby Seale in Oakland, 

California; they promised to 

defend black rights even if that 

required violence.  

 



Civil Rights Movement 
• Malcolm X became the most famous member of 

a black nationalist group called the Nation of 

Islam and called on all African Americans to 

improve themselves and defend themselves 

when necessary.  

 

 



Foreign Policy and the 1960s 

• Kennedy established The 

Alliance for Progress to 

promote peaceful 

development and stabilization 

in Latin America. 

• Kennedy also started the 

Agency for International 

Development Aid to 

coordinate foreign aid.  

• Kennedy also established the 

Peace Corps which sent 

young American volunteers to 

work in developing nations.  

 

 



Foreign Policy and the 1960s 

• Rising tension with the 

Soviet Union 

1. Bay of Pigs fiasco to 

overthrow Castro in Cuba 

(April 17, 1961). 

2. August 13, 1961 The Berlin 

Wall construction starts. 

3. October 1962, The Cuban 

Missile Crisis 

 

 

 



Foreign Policy and the 1960s 

• LBJ sent 30,000 troops to The Dominican 

Republic to make sure a pro-American, 

non-communist government was 

established there.  

 

 

 



Vietnam 
• The First Indochina War saw the 

French trying to hold on to their colony 

in Southeast Asia against the  

communist Vietminh led by Ho Chi 

Minh, America paid for 80% of the costs 

of the conflict from 1950-1954. 

• After the fall of the French-held Diem 

Bien Phu in 1954, a conference took 

place in Geneva dividing Vietnam at the 

17th parallel between communist north 

and pro-western south.  

• America backed Ngo Dinh Diem in 

South Vietnam and his decision to 

cancel elections for the unification of 

Vietnam. 

 

 

 

 



Vietnam • By 1956, South Vietnam was the 

second largest recipient of military 

aid and economic aid from America, 

only to South Korea. 

• In 1959, the National Liberation 

Front (NLF) better known as The 

Viet Cong was formed to overthrow 

Diem and unite the nation. 

• With material and manpower 

support from North Vietnam, the 

Viet Cong were issued orders from 

Hanoi to begin military operations in 

the South; The second Indochina 

War began in 1960.  

• In 1963, Diem was overthrown and 

assassinated after he had cracked 

down on Buddhists. 

 

 

 



Vietnam 
• Lyndon B. Johnson decided to move from military aid to 

intervention after American ships were attacked in the 

Gulf of Tonkin (1964), supposedly??? 

• The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (1964) passed both 

Houses of Congress overwhelmingly and it authorized 

the president to “take all necessary measures to prevent 

further aggression” in Southeast Asia. 

 

 

 



Vietnam 
• By the end of the 1965 there 

were 180,000 troops in 

Vietnam and by 1969 there 

were 500,000 troops.  

– Shows the escalation 

• More bombs were dropped on 

North Vietnam than all of the 

bombs in all of WWII. 

• For more than 7 years, 

America became bogged 

down in a quagmire with an 

enemy they could not find and 

a war they did not understand. 

 

 

 

 



Vietnam 
• Many Americans started to oppose the war. 

1. Left-wing politicians 

2. Colleges and Universities 

3. Folk musicians 

4. Journalists 

 

 

 

 

 

• War-time Inflation grew in the 1960s as America 

could not continue to fund the war and “Great 

Society” programs. 

 

 

 



Traumas of 1968 

• The Tet Offensive (January 31, 1968) saw 

a massive coordinated attack launched by 

North Vietnam. 

• On March 31, 1968, LBJ announced he 

would not seek reelection. 



Traumas of 1968 

• On April 4th, 1968, “Shots 

rang out in a Memphis sky” 

as Martin Luther King Jr. 

was assassinated.  

• Robert Kennedy , who was 

antiwar, emerged as the 

Democratic front runner in 

the 1968 election; However, 

after winning the California 

primary, he was 

assassinated on June 6th, 

1968. 

 
 

 



Traumas of 1968 
• At the Democratic National 

Convention of 1968 in 

Chicago, the police clashed 

with anti-war protesters in 

bloody riots. 

• George Wallace ran as a third 

party candidate and urged a 

return to conservativism & law 

and order.  

• The Republican nominee 

Richard Nixon also advocated 

stability, law and order, 

government retrenchment, 

and “peace with honor” in 

Vietnam. 

 

 

 



Traumas of 1968 
• Nixon won a very close election in 1968, as most 

Americans seemed to favor restoring stability 

rather than promoting social change.  

– Very conservative response to the tumultuous events 

of the 1960s 

 

 

 


