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“1964 threatens to be the most explosive year America has ever witnessed. . . . You let that white man know, if this is a country of freedom, let it be a country of freedom; and if it’s not a country of freedom, change it.”


—Malcolm X


(April 1964)


“If the young people of the South—young black people, young women, young men—could change the world then, then we can do it again now.”


—John Lewis


(March 2020)


“Today, old battles have become new again.”


—Representative Terri Sewell (D-AL)


(August 2021)









PREFACE
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ASCENE FROM THE NIGHT calendar 1964 began illustrates how the times they were a-changin’ in that momentous year of upheavals that continue to reverberate in so many ways today:


Lyndon Baines Johnson had been president for twenty-nine days. He was home in Texas for the holidays after an extraordinarily successful start to his administration. Almost immediately after John F. Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson had hired as his personal secretary a woman named Geraldine Whittington. On New Year’s Eve, Johnson chose to go party-hopping in Austin. The exhausted First Lady decided to stay home, so the president took some of his staff with him on a helicopter to the state capital. One of the parties was for the birthday of Horace Busby, a longtime associate and aide to LBJ, at the Forty Acres Club. When the presidential party arrived, Johnson took Whittington’s arm and they walked in.


What of it? you ask.


Gerri Whittington was African American (her hiring by Johnson a few weeks earlier was itself a milestone), and the Forty Acres Club was rigidly segregated. But when they walked in, no one said a word. The next day, a University of Texas professor called the club to ask if he could bring black guests. All such requests in the past had been summarily rejected. This time, the professor was told, “Yes, sir. The president of the United States integrated us on New Year’s Eve.”1


Now, it was 1964.


[image: images]


“The United States is now,” historian Nancy MacLean wrote in her 2017 book, Democracy in Chains, “at one of those historic forks in the road whose outcome will prove as fateful as those of the 1860s, the 1930s, and the 1960s.”2 Her book details “the deep history of the radical right’s stealth plan” for the “tearing up of the social contract on a scale never attempted in a democracy,”3 and the overturning of a nation “of the people, by the people and for the people.”


As I complete this book in late 2021, the inflection point MacLean described has become much more apparent. President Joseph R. Biden Jr. has undertaken an effort “to rewrite the American social compact . . . a fundamental reorientation of the role of government not seen since the days of Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society.”4 Simultaneously, his opponents have amped up to an extraordinary degree their efforts to undermine democracy in order to regain and then retain power.


Those who seek to turn us back appreciate that control over how the past is perceived goes a long way toward gaining control over the present and future, and today they are engaged in an all-out effort to misrepresent the American past.


It was in the extended 1964 that the social contract and the inclusive democracy they are working to undermine came to fruition. A careful examination of the time when the battle lines of today were drawn is of substantial value in understanding the present.
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It was different then.


For one thing, the only notable Nazi in 1964 America was Dr. Strangelove.


There was hi-fi, but no one had yet heard of Wi-Fi. People still listened to music on AM radio. The latest technological advance in this area was the transistor radio, which made reception of the music on those AM stations portable. At home, people listened to music on phonographs that played discs that were decidedly non-compact. The newest versions provided stereophonic sound.


People tended to know several of their neighbors well, talk with them regularly, and even have them over of an evening. Far more kids played pickup games of baseball, football, and basketball on vacant lots in the neighborhood and driveway courts than participated in various organized Little Leagues and such. The number of American kids playing what the rest of the world calls football was scarcely above nil.


Interracial marriage was illegal in a third of American states.


People—a term that was then widely taken by white people as a synonym for whites—generally felt safe in their hometowns, even after dark. Howard Johnson’s reigned as king of highway food. McDonald’s still charged fifteen cents apiece for its hamburgers.


It made a difference what season it was, especially in a grocery store. Apples and pears were to be found only in the fall and early winter; strawberries were confined to late spring; peaches, plums, and tomatoes to the summer. Although air-conditioning was no longer so unusual that it commanded comment, it was far from ubiquitous.


Razor blades had two edges, on opposite sides of the blade.


People could—and did—argue endlessly about all sorts of things, with no easy resort to the correct answer on the internet via their phones.


Google was the name of a comic strip character that had inspired a 1920s song, “Barney Google (with the Goo-Goo-Googly Eyes).”


“On line” was a New York colloquialism for “in line,” and “in line” was where people stood waiting for something; it was not an adjective placed before skates.


The web was something spiders wove; the internet was not yet even a glint in Al Gore’s eye. Cells were components of plants or animals or spaces that housed prisoners—or groups of clandestine Communists. All phones were dumb, large, had rotary dials, and were tethered to a wall by a cord. There was only one telephone company.


In 1964, most people still read daily newspapers—and considered what was in them, a day or more after the events had occurred, to be news.


Most women, who had no reason to think they should try to decrease the appearance of the size of their waist, wore girdles. The purpose was to hold up their hose, which were separate, one for each leg. Women were expected to wear sheer nylon stockings, particularly if they were in the business world—a male preserve into which a hoseless female was unlikely to gain admission.


Young males, no matter how poor they were as students, were bilingual. They spoke one language around parents, other adults, and females of all ages. When among male friends, they spoke another language that had an expanded vocabulary. Today, this bilingualism is all but forgotten. There is little difference between the words used among the guys and those spoken in what was then termed “polite company.”


In 1964, a comedian—Lenny Bruce—could be arrested for using obscenities in his act and sentenced to four months in prison in New York City.5


Sex was much more of a mystery. The Pill had been put on the market only four years earlier, and its effects on female sexuality were just beginning to ripen. Television depicted married couples as sleeping in separate beds, and even the mildest sexual references were removed by censors.


At the beginning of 1964, references to sex in popular music were subtle. If you wanted to hear “dirty” words in songs, you had to play a record at the wrong speed. Or transfer it to tape and play it backward. Or so it was said.


Today we know that JFK had turned the White House into a personal brothel and the man who succeeded him in November 1963 had previously used a private chamber in the United States Capitol as his “nooky room.”6 But then reporters—almost all male—kept the public blissfully ignorant of such matters.


Before the internet, there were no easily accessible views of naked women to help young males learn about the mysteries of female human anatomy. Playboy offered a look at uncovered female breasts, but in still-repressed middle-class households, Hugh Hefner’s anatomy lessons weren’t that easy for boys to obtain—and the magazine wouldn’t go to full-frontal nudity until 1972. The only ready source of at least slightly titillating illustrations was that old standby, the Misses’ underwear section of the Sears, Roebuck catalog, where both the underwear and the women wearing it were uniformly white. And the only place to see any parts of the female body that differed significantly from those of curious young males was National Geographic, which sometimes carried photographs of topless “native” women, as they were then called. Unlike the Sears models, these women were all black or brown. Apparently, the elite, scientific minds of the editors of the magazine thought of these women as in a category so close to animals that there was no expectation of privacy for their “private parts.”


Divorce was still remarkable—and people remarked at length about it when it happened in their neighborhood, although they generally did so in hushed tones. Unwed pregnancies were the stuff of tragedy.


Abortions were illegal, dangerous, done clandestinely, and usually remained unspoken of.


Almost all OB/GYN practitioners were male.


Until the Supreme Court’s 1965 decision in Griswold v. Connecticut, a law in that state prohibited the use of “any drug, medicinal article or instrument for the purpose of preventing conception.”7 In an attempt to skirt such laws in that and other states and the anti–birth control stance of the Catholic Church, manufacturers placed on condom packages statements along the lines of “Sold for the prevention of disease only.”


Gay was a synonym for happy or fun-loving. Homosexuals were referred to as “queers,” “faggots,” “fairies,” or “homos” and generally considered to be beneath contempt. In 1964, sexual acts between consenting adults of the same sex were classified as felonies in every state except Illinois. Punishment for those who were convicted ranged up to life imprisonment.


Most colleges and universities in 1964 were “coeducational,” but that term applied to classrooms and social events, not to living arrangements. Dormitories were strictly segregated on the basis of sex. At almost all times, males could go no farther than a lobby in a female dorm, and vice versa. On the rare occasions when—a Sunday afternoon once or twice a semester, perhaps—members of one sex were permitted for an hour or two to visit the dorm room of someone whose twenty-third chromosome differed from theirs, there were strict rules: The room’s door must be left wide open; the feet of both students must be touching the floor, and so on.


These rules were part of a policy known as in loco parentis, which placed the school in the legal position of acting as a parent to the students on its campus. Students were not considered to have the freedom to do as they pleased. And freedom was what 1964 would be all about.


And then there’s this, perhaps the greatest difference of all between 1964 and today, and one of the most important ways in which that time relates to ours: In 1964, 77 percent of Americans said they believed that the government in Washington could be trusted to do what was right always or most of the time. And, given a choice between whether they thought the government is “pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all the people,” 64 percent chose “for the benefit of all the people.”8 In 2019, the figure on trusting the government was down by 60 points, to a paltry 17 percent.9


The person most responsible for initiating the precipitous decline in public trust that ensued after 1964 was the man who assumed the presidency when our story begins. It was in 1964 that Lyndon Johnson made the fateful decisions and uttered the lies that would lead the country into the abyss of the Vietnam War and so destroy Americans’ trust in their government.


It is both highly ironic and tragic that it was Johnson, a man who believed more completely than anyone else who has ever been president—with the possible exception of Franklin Roosevelt—that government can be a powerful instrument for good in helping people, who set off the collapse in Americans’ trust in government that would, over the ensuing decades, bring much of the populace to adopt the anti-government outlook championed by his 1964 opponent in the presidential election, Barry Goldwater.


Had it not been for the collapse of faith in government that began under LBJ and accelerated through his presidency and that of his successor, Richard Nixon, it is highly unlikely that the move to the right that brought Ronald Reagan and later, more disastrously, Donald Trump to power would have occurred.


The belief that government cannot work for the benefit of all the people became self-fulfilling and helped to fuel the selfish desires of the very rich to be free from government intervention to rein in their efforts to acquire ever-larger portions of the nation’s income and wealth for themselves. “The nine most terrifying words in the English language,” Reagan said in the 1980s, “are: I’m from the Government, and I’m here to help.”10 In the next decade, even a Democratic president, Bill Clinton, felt the need to proclaim: “The era of big government is over.”11


Surely, we continue to face today the consequences of that misbegotten offspring of 1964. Just maybe, though, as the daring agenda President Biden enunciated in 2021 proposed, we’ll be able in the 2020s to restart what was attempted then: to begin again the effort to remake the reality of America into something closer to the vision of America. That hope is what characterized so much of 1964. Optimism abounded: we can conquer poverty, racism, and wrongs of all sorts.
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Bob Dylan’s “The Times They Are a-Changin’” was released as the title track on his third album thirteen days into calendar 1964. Its lyrics foretold the significance of the year in which the sixties arrived:




As the present now


Will later be past


The order is rapidly fadin’


And the first one now will later be last


For the times they are a-changin’12





The period discussed in this book—from November 1963 through mid-1965, which I call the “Long 1964”—takes America from a time, prior to the assassination of John F. Kennedy, of persisting innocence among the nation’s white youth, when the most “radical” student actions on campuses were “panty raids” (a group of male students gathered outside a girls’ dorm shouting for the girls to throw underwear out their windows to them), to young whites joining with African Americans to risk their lives for the freedom of others in Mississippi;


FROM a time when more than half of all Americans said they had never heard of Vietnam to when President Johnson was given carte blanche to conduct war there and had begun massively to do so;


FROM a time when it was still legal to refuse on the basis of race to serve people or provide them with public accommodation to when such discrimination was prohibited by federal law;


FROM nonviolent resistance to racial injustice in the South to violent resistance to racial injustice in the North and California;


FROM when the civil rights movement was characterized by “We’ll walk hand in hand” and “black and white together” to deepening friction and distrust between African American activists and white liberals;


FROM a time when hardly anyone was seeing a similarity between the oppression of black people and the treatment of women to one in which that connection was beginning to ignite radical feminism; from “Wives and Lovers” to “You Don’t Own Me”;


FROM a time when the music charts were topped by Bobby Vinton and the Singing Nun to one in which the Beatles were dominant and, within a span of six weeks in June and July 1965, the two best rock songs of all time, the Rolling Stones’ “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” and Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” were released13—along with Dylan going electric at the Newport Folk Festival.


The pages that follow explore and interpret this extraordinary transitional period that took Americans from what was, President Kennedy’s inspiring words notwithstanding, still the pre-sixties to what we can readily recognize as “the sixties”—a time in which clashing conceptions of freedom had emerged to create one of the most tumultuous and significant periods in American history.
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INTRODUCTION


1964 IN THE CONTEXT OF THE HISTORY OF “THE LAND OF THE FREE”
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Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party members on Atlantic City boardwalk, August 1964.




Oh, freedom


Oh, freedom


Oh, freedom over me, over me


And before I’d be a slave,


I’d be buried in my grave


And go home to my Lord and be free.


—African American spiritual







Freee-dom! I say Free-ee-ee-dom


Freedom’s comin’ and it won’t be long.


—Chant and song at Greenwood,


Mississippi Freedom House


(August 1964)












FREEDOM IS WHAT AMERICA has always been about. But what sort of freedom, how much, and for whom—for us but not them? Such questions, along with related concerns about the implications of freedom for individualism, community, responsibility, equality, power, the economy, the distribution of wealth, and an ethnically diverse society, have been the fundamental issues around which American history has revolved. Freedom and society, individual freedom and community, are in constant tension, and radically differing conceptions of what freedom means are central to understanding what was going on in 1964 and the subsequent sixties as they are today.


The American experiment has centered on how much—and what kind of—freedom is compatible with the maintenance of society. How far could self-seeking individuals go in “the pursuit of happiness” before the centrifugal forces took over and society flew apart?


From the time of the earliest settlements Europeans established in America, it was apparent that unlimited freedom in an environment of seemingly limitless resources could pose danger to community and such virtues as responsibility. Their settlements were at the same time “unsettlements,” in the sense that their migration left behind the settled society of the Old World, and it was not clear what would replace that old order. In the “virgin” environment of America, the ultimate land of opportunity, freedom could spread so rapidly that it had the capacity to overwhelm everything else.


American Freedom:


From Merry Mount to the Merry Pranksters


John Winthrop spoke in 1630 of a community in which “All the partes of this body being thus vnited are made soe contiguous in a speciall relation as they must needes partake of each other’s strength and infirmity; joy and sorrowe, weale and woe,”1 but from the earliest days a struggle has raged between that sort of community and the temptations of escaping the bonds of civilization and responsibility entirely, to live free, like “primitive men” or “savages,” who were always symbolically represented by people of color. Even before Winthrop and his followers established the Massachusetts Bay Colony, Thomas Morton in Merry Mount was trying to become what he apparently imagined was a “White Indian,” in much the same way that the hipsters about whom Norman Mailer wrote shortly before the dawn of the 1960s sought to be “White Negroes.”2


By the time Winthrop arrived in Boston in 1630, Puritans were alarmed over excessive freedom in the form of Morton and the Maypole he erected. “The men of whom we speak,” Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote more than two centuries later of the revelers at Merry Mount, “after lo[o]sing the heart’s fresh gayety, imagined a wild philosophy of pleasure, and came hither to act out their latest day-dream.”3 That description of the outlook of the free spirits of Merry Mount in the 1620s could readily be applied across the centuries to those on a “freedom high” in the 1960s, such as Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters, who traveled across America from California to New York in a school bus painted in psychedelic colors in the summer of 1964. Their physical goal was the New York World’s Fair, but they named the bus “Furthur” (sic), indicating that their desired destination was not the fair’s Unisphere but an expanded universe that could be reached only by freeing the mind through hallucinogenic drugs. The assessment of one of Merry Mount’s fervent opponents, William Bradford of Plymouth, would also fit the Merry Pranksters and the hippies who followed the path they blazed. He wrote in 1628 that Morton and his band had fallen “to great licentiousness, and led a dissolute life, powering out them selves into all profaneness.” He accused them of having revived “the beas[t]ly practieses of the madd Bacchinalians.”4


The first Africans had arrived in Virginia in 1619, the year before the Pilgrims reached Plymouth and more than a decade before Winthrop and the Puritans set foot on Massachusetts soil. Of course, the territories to which the English migrants were laying claim were already occupied by a wide variety of indigenous peoples. And migrants from many other parts of Europe and, later, the rest of the world, were also attracted to the vast “unclaimed” resources in the lands that would become the United States. The result was a society in which understandings of freedom were complicated by the presence of numerous “Others.” The struggle to create a unified society, an “us” that would include all of “them”—e pluribus unum, “out of many, one”—and to do it in such a way that people are “free” has been and continues to be the essential project of America.


Profoundly, the struggle for a unified society intersected from the beginning with the complete opposite of freedom—should all people be free, or should some be free to own or otherwise subordinate others?


Questions about the meaning and application of freedom have kept the people of the land that became the United States in a kind of cold civil war since 1607. In the 1770s, 1860s, and 1960s, the frictions heated to the combustion point. They again approached ignition from 2016 through 2020 and have a growing potential to burst into flame as I write in 2021.


The first major American conflagration over freedom established one vague and open-ended definition of freedom as “the pursuit of happiness.” The War for Independence also brought to the fore the contradiction between the professed American ideals of freedom and equality and the actual denial of access to these benefits to large fractions of the population. Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and many others saw the incompatibility between the declared principles of the revolutionaries and the enslavement of black people. Thomas Paine and, especially, Abigail Adams, were among those who pointed to similar disparities between an ideology of equality and the subordination of women. Then there was the tension between the emerging free market economics (it is an entirely appropriate coincidence that Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published in the same year in which the Declaration of Independence was written) and the democratic objectives of equality and community. All these incongruities remained unresolved nearly two centuries later, in 1964. And, though there has been substantial progress since then, they are still the cracked foundation beneath America’s conflicts today. The basic nineteenth-century attempt to deal with the incompatibility of conflicting notions of freedom, competition, community, democracy, and equality was segregation. There was, of course, both before and after enslavement was officially ended, a vicious segregation based on race, in which all traditional notions of freedom were denied to the vast majority of Americans of African ancestry. There was also a geographical segregation of some of the ideals of freedom, with the North increasingly subscribing to the free market, individualist model, while the South continued to operate much more on the premodern paradigm of an organic community—seeing society as an organism in which different types of people were the organs: white males, the head; white women, the heart; and enslaved black people as the hands and muscles. The rubbing along these two fault lines of American freedom became sufficiently intense in the middle of the century that it produced the most massive social earthquake in the nation’s history.


The war resulting from the rebellion of enslavers intent on continuing to treat humans as property did not resolve or end the two forms of segregation of concepts of freedom that produced it. Anyone who doubts that there remains some level of geographic segregation of conflicting visions of the meaning of America and conceptions of freedom should consider the current division of the nation into what have come to be called “red states” and “blue states.” Red and blue are in fact more states of mind than geographical states, with often substantial minorities of the populations of a state of one color adhering to the views represented by the other hue. But they also still have an undeniable geographical component.5


One of the nineteenth-century means of dealing with—or avoiding—the contradictions inherent in the American ideology of freedom was a sexual segregation of spheres: brutal, Darwinian, free market, individual competition in the man’s world outside the home and, ideally at least, a nurturing, community-oriented refuge in the woman’s world of the home.6


Although this “solution” of segregation of conflicting ideals by sex continued far into the twentieth century and enjoyed a powerful late-autumn blooming in the 1950s, another form of freedom segregation was becoming increasingly important.


The Protestant work ethic provided a means of confining freedom within acceptable bounds from the colonial era through the production-oriented phases of the Industrial Revolution. As the economy matured, however, industry became so prolific that the economic focus had to shift to increasing consumption. A population schooled in the virtues that maximize production had to be persuaded to shift its attention to consumption and spend like there was no tomorrow. Since the 1920s, interrupted only by the years of the Great Depression, advertisers carried the message of this different conception of freedom to the American public.


As necessary as the encouragement of buying was from an economic perspective, it also held the capacity to produce socially disastrous side effects, as Daniel Bell explained in the mid-1970s in The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism: Promoting consumption meant endorsing self-indulgence. What was to stop acceleration along this vector before it reached hedonism?7


One result of this growing contradiction between the needs of the economy and the moral codes that had contained freedom within acceptable limits was that the traditional racial segregation of freedoms was magnified. American society continued to consider economic and political freedom as white, while sexual freedom was identified as black. This was, to be sure, not a new division in the twentieth century. White people had long promoted a loosening of their professed code of sexual morality among African Americans. That was “freedom” of a peculiar kind for black people, because almost always when a white man crossed the color line in search of that sort of freedom, the black woman on whom he exercised it was anything but free in her sexuality.8 In the twentieth century, this traditional American segregation of freedom was intensified as large numbers of African Americans moved into cities outside the South. The redoubled racial segregation of freedom constituted an attempt, however unconscious, to quarantine the ill effects of the growing culture of consumption.


By the years following World War II, mainstream America was pursuing a domestic agenda that paralleled the nation’s Cold War foreign policy of “containment.” Much as the goal internationally was to contain communism within the areas it already held; the goals on the home front were to contain sexuality within the African American population and to contain white women within the domestic sphere.


Ironies abounded in this setup. Urban black people were largely “free” to be hedonistic but denied access to most of the material means of hedonism. Many whites were increasingly prosperous but much more constrained by conventional definitions of acceptable behavior. An even greater irony is that African Americans, the least free group in traditional meanings of freedom, came to be seen, at least from the 1920s onward, as the avant-garde of freedom by successive generations of young middle- and upper-class white people, who have followed black leads into the musical forms of blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, rock and roll, and hip-hop/rap and at least portions of the lifestyles associated with them. An appreciation of this extraordinary irony is the essential starting point for a successful effort to unravel the meaning of the era that arrived in 1964.


Black Freedom, White Freedom


The key to understanding 1964 and the era it spawned is the interplay of a variety of competing notions of freedom, among them two very different conceptions related to America’s long history of racial division. Those seeking change in this tumultuous time—in civil rights, by ending the Vietnam War, in liberation from societal constrictions on behavior—have generally been lumped together as “the movement.” In fact, they were motivated by contrasting conceptions of freedom.


Large portions of the United States remained segregated in 1964, and segregation also extended to forms of freedom. Black people, most of whom were at that time still far from free in the usual senses of the word, had become symbols of freedom to a growing number of white people. This phenomenon was evident in two important cultural landmarks that had appeared in 1957, Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road and Norman Mailer’s essay “The White Negro.”9 African Americans appeared to some whites to be free because they were largely outside of or on the periphery of the consumer culture that had come to dominate twentieth-century America. They didn’t have money, but they seemed to know how to get “kicks.” Their freedom looked to be in the areas where many white youths felt deprived, most significantly, sex. Circa 1964, sex, drugs, and rock and roll were all seen as “Negro things.”


While the sort of freedom that African Americans were imagined to have was attractive to many young white people who did not have it, many black people sought precisely the kinds of freedom that white Americans had—political participation, a degree of material abundance, and freedom to patronize restaurants, hotels, and other public establishments. Freedom to some of those who had grown up in economic security might consist of “nothing left to lose,” as Kris Kristofferson put it a few years later,10 But to those who had little or nothing, freedom consisted in part of obtaining access to material things as well as material well-being. To those looking out from mainstream white America and those who were outside looking in, freedom appeared to be freer on the other side of the wall that separated them.


To be a part of or apart from mainstream America, that was the question of the sixties that was coming into focus in 1964.


Two principal ideals of freedom—one social and political, the other cultural and personal—were like two strands of a double helix that twisted around each other. They were usually not distinguished because both answered to the same name. The wide philosophical divide between the two strands of “the movement” is suggested by the early emphasis of the sociopolitical side on civil rights and the persistent calls by the cultural radicals, whose forebears were the Beats of the fifties and who would become the hippies of the later 1960s, for individual rights. Civil rights indicate rights as citizens and carry with them obligations to the community; they are rights inextricably bound up with responsibilities and they are the rights of people who are members of a community, not free-floating “selves.” Civil rights are entirely compatible with traditional values; indeed, they are rooted in those values. Individual rights, in contrast, entail no necessary connection with anyone else, and so no responsibilities. This ideal meshes with the “every man for himself” doctrine of the modern, consumption-ethic economy.


There was a critical, but often overlooked, difference between the African Americans the white political-social and cultural radicals attempted to emulate. The political and social side took the black civil rights activists of the rural South as their model. The ways of the early civil rights movement were southern, rural, religious, “brotherly,” and oriented toward family and community. Significantly, the anthem adopted by this early phase of the movement was the old union song, “We Shall Overcome.” The southern civil rights movement was one that came from a social environment in which it was still possible to think in terms of we, rather than the modern me.


Outside the South, the modern social and economic atmosphere with its disintegrative, nonreligious, atomistic anomie infected the lives of black Americans, as it did of white Americans. It is telling that, with the shift to the urban environment, which began with scattered uprisings in the summer of 1964 and burst into full national attention in Los Angeles the following summer, the movement’s goal began to shift from integration to black separatism and its means from nonviolence to violence. Separatism was in keeping with the disintegrative forces of the modern economy.


Not only were the two halves of “the movement” associated with the youth of the sixties philosophically incompatible, but the real, though unacknowledged, affinity then and later was more between the cultural radicals and the economic “conservatives.” Before the decade began, such corporate consultants as Ernest Dichter were urging their clients to promote hedonism as moral.11 Though Barry Goldwater presumably didn’t have hedonism in mind, his 1964 pronouncement that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” clearly promoted extreme individualism.12


In 1976, Tom Wolfe coined the term “Me Decade.”13 The 1930s had in many ways been a “We Decade.”14 Like those years of the Great Depression, 1964 was a time when the personal pronoun that exhibited the dominant cultural, social, political, and economic outlook, was the first-person plural subjective, we. The “we” feeling, though, didn’t much outlast the extended 1964. The operative personal pronoun in the later sixties became the first-person singular objective, me. The later sixties were largely about being free to “do your own thing” and “if it feels good, do it!”


Wolfe’s characterization of the 1970s had been applicable to the last years of the 1960s and became even more accurate after 1980. A striking example of the continuation into the 2020s of the extreme notion of “freedom” that concerns only me and not we was the extraordinary right-wing opposition to vaccination, masks, and other efforts to contain the COVID-19 pandemic and protect the lives of others.


The “We Long Year” of 1964 was followed by a “Me Half-Century.”
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In 1964, two other categories of people were slowly coming to realize that they were on the outside when it came to important parts of freedom. White women had achieved the right to vote and many had the economic benefits of middle-class status, but some were beginning to realize that they were very much on the outside in other ways and began to seek the full equality of the freedoms men had: “male freedom.”


At first blush it might seem outlandish to suggest that some men were trying to get “female freedom,” but there were males who were beginning to seek freedom from the requirement to live up to masculine stereotypes. A man who advocated nonviolence or opposed war was likely to be mocked as “womanly.” In a spring 1965 presentation at Rutgers, literary critic Leslie Fiedler spoke of nonviolent resistance as an aspect of a “revolt against masculinity”—“the possibility of heroism without aggression, effective action without guilt.” Fiedler argued that, in their quest to become “other,” the young people to whom he referred as the new barbarians “identified with woman.” “To become new men, these children of the future seem to feel,” Fiedler said, “they must not only become more Black than White, but more female than male.”15


Almost everyone, it seemed, was talking about freedom in 1964. African Americans sought to be free from discrimination. White segregationists wanted to be free to discriminate. Liberals sought to free people from the fear of poverty, hunger, and illness. Free Market conservatives sought to free businesses from government regulation. Growing numbers of women were beginning to push for freedom from subordination to men and male-defined institutions. Some men were yearning to break free from society’s definition of masculinity. The American government sought to free people around the world from the threat of communism. Vietnamese people sought to be free of foreign domination.


Does freedom include people whose skin is not white? Does freedom apply to women? Does freedom of speech include political speech on university campuses? Does it include obscene speech? Does freedom mean that people have a right to eat at restaurants and stay at hotels, or does it mean that the owners of those establishments have the right to deny people entrance to them? Does freedom in other countries mean being free from communism or free from foreign domination?


Nineteen sixty-four was, as Ronald Reagan said in October in what would come to be known by conservatives simply as “The Speech,” “A Time for Choosing.” The choosing was among widely varying conceptions of freedom.









1


“A CHANGE IS GONNA COME”


1964 AND THE BATTLE LINES OF TODAY
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Bob Dylan
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Lyndon Johnson in 1964.




The chance won’t come again . . .


For the loser now will be later to win


For the times they are a-changin’.


—Bob Dylan, “The Times They


Are a-Changin’1












SAM COOKE’S HOPEFUL MESSAGE in his 1964 song “A Change Is Gonna Come”—that change had been far too slow, but he knew it would come—was timely.2 Change, massive change, was about to come at a stunning pace. It was in that year that what we think of as “the sixties” arrived. “The differences between 1963 and 1969 were dramatic,” as Kurt Andersen notes in his 2020 book, Evil Geniuses: “The clothes, the hair, the sound, the language, the feelings—and the changes happened insanely fast.”3


In the chapters that follow, I argue that 1964 was the key year in the shaping of modern America. It launched the most intense, meaningful, and—on balance—positive period of change in American history. Moreover, the changes that occurred then still define the political, social, cultural, and economic battle lines along which Americans contend today. The “culture wars” that have been so prominent in the divisions of the nation since the 1980s center largely on the remarkable transformations that began in 1964. To appreciate what is at stake in the political and cultural conflicts of the 2020s, it is essential to understand the pivotal year explored in this book.


But history is not mathematics. Decades in culture, politics, and attitudes often don’t match calendar numbers. What comes to mind when we hear “the sixties” went from the closing days of 1963 well into the early 1970s. Similarly, a year in history doesn’t necessarily equate to 365 or 366 calendar days. Nineteen sixty-four, or what I call in this book the “Long 1964,” began in late 1963 with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the arrival in America, albeit not yet in person, of the Beatles in November and December 1963. It continued through the summer and early fall of 1965, with Lyndon B. Johnson’s major escalation of the American war in Vietnam, the release of “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” and “Like a Rolling Stone,” the Voting Rights Act, the Watts uprising, and key portions of Johnson’s Great Society legislation. When I refer to 1964 in what follows, it should be understood as shorthand for that extended period.


Here’s a useful way to look at how that time relates to now:


Nineteen sixty-four was a time of righting wrongs. Today, one of the two major political parties is fully dedicated to wronging rights—reversing the progress initiated in the period I explore here. The once Grand Old Party has defined itself as both anti- and ante-1964.
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One of the prominent battle lines in the politically inspired culture wars emerged in 2019 when the New York Times introduced “The 1619 Project,” which identified the introduction of slavery into the English colonies in North America four centuries ago as one of the defining moments shaping American history. Opponents swiftly countered with arguments supporting the traditional view that Enlightenment ideals underlying the Declaration of Independence in 1776 are central to the meaning of America, and the question became a culture-war litmus test.4 In fact, 1619/1776 is not an either/or choice. Americans have always been, in a variety of ways, in historian Michael Kammen’s accurate designation, a “people of paradox.”5 Surely, the greatest of all American paradoxes is that, from the start, the new land of freedom was also a land of enslavement. Much of American history can be seen as a tension between these two facts. Those who have attacked the 1619 Project have conveniently ignored that, in her introduction to it, Nikole Hannah-Jones wrote, “the year 1619 is as important to the American story as 1776. [emphasis added]”6 That assertion should not be controversial.


The paradox that is the United States took bodily form in Thomas Jefferson. He enunciated the radical vision, with its majestic ideals of freedom and equality, but failed miserably to live up to those ideals. Yet the promise of America has rightly inspired even those people who have been excluded from it. African American poet Langston Hughes may have said it best in 1936: “America never was America to me / And yet I swear this oath— / America will be!”7


It was in the Long 1964 that the full promise of 1776 was for the first time opened to those for whom the legacy of 1619 had for so long defined America. Through the Twenty-fourth Amendment outlawing the poll tax, the Civil Rights Act banning racial discrimination, and the Voting Rights Act opening the vote to all, the United States for the first time became a full democracy.8 As of this writing in 2021, the Republican Party is engaged in an all-out assault on that democracy. While the radical right seeks to make political capital out of insisting that 1776 is what America is all about, they are plainly on the side of returning the nation to its 1619 inheritance as was in place prior to 1964.


Zeitgeist:


A Dylan-Johnson Duet


History is punctuated by discontinuities that alter its trajectory. The key to the occurrence of such watershed moments is less the leaders than a sociopolitical environment that is receptive to change. Though Lyndon Johnson’s vision and ability to get things done in Congress were clearly important in the change that occurred in 1964, more essential was that Johnson found himself, to use an evolutionary metaphor, in an environmental niche for which progressive approaches were adaptive. That is apparent in the dramatic cultural change that took place during the same period.


On January 13, 1964, Columbia Records released Bob Dylan’s third album, The Times They Are a-Changin’. It seems to have gone unnoticed, both then and since, but the messages in Johnson’s State of the Union speech in which he declared war on poverty and Dylan’s song that provided the album’s title in the first two weeks of 1964 were, while drastically different in tone and approach, parallel in the thrust of what they were saying about the times.


When Dylan sang about the chance not coming again and the loser later becoming the winner because the times were a-changin’,9 he could have been channeling the new president. These words almost exactly reflect how Lyndon Johnson saw the situation and the opportunity he had to change America for the better. Dylan and Johnson—the poet and the president—almost seemed to be singing a duet. This synchronicity was, of course, entirely unplanned. Dylan had written the song in September and October 1963, while JFK was still alive, and he was reflecting the sense of hope that Kennedy had provided but not fulfilled and, even more, the bold actions of civil rights workers.


The sort of convergence that happened with Dylan and Johnson is usually referred to as mere coincidence. Coincidence it certainly was, but was it mere? When two things coincide chronologically, it may be meaningless, or it may reflect something meaningful about that time. When Dylan’s friend Tony Glover picked up a typed copy of the song’s lyrics in Dylan’s apartment in September 1963 and read aloud the line, “Come senators, congressmen, please heed the call,” he asked, “What’s this shit, man?” Dylan shrugged his shoulders and responded, “Well, you know, it seems to be what the people like to hear.”10 Precisely. Such a coincidence of a musician’s words with the arguments of an activist president suggests that something was “in the air.” And one of the things in the air—or “blowin’ in the wind”—in 1964 was a desire to improve the conditions of society’s “losers.”


This interpretation is important when considering Bob Dylan’s work. While he was deemed the voice of protest, the spokesman for his generation who, as Zora Neale Hurston said of her protagonist in her 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, put the “right words tuh our thoughts,”11 Dylan has long denied that he had any such intention. Always fiercely refusing to be pigeonholed and frequently reinventing himself, he reacted against the embrace in which the civil rights and antiwar movements tried to hold him.12 “The left tried to lionize him,” Pete Seeger wrote in a letter to his father in 1967; “he reacted violently against this, saying fuck you to them all.”13 Dylan’s answer to the claims that he was the leading voice of protest may have been contained in a song on his next album, Another Side of Bob Dylan, which was released seven months later, in August 1964: “It Ain’t Me Babe.”14


It is difficult to believe that Dylan was not authentic when he wrote the powerful words of protest and social justice contained in so many of his songs in 1963 and ’64. But if we look at the songs and their reception as reflections of the spirit of the time, Dylan’s purposes and sincerity don’t matter. He was a major voice of his generation, even if he didn’t want that role. And, speaking of sincerity, the same is the case with LBJ’s words at this time. He wanted to uplift the downtrodden, but regardless of his candor or lack thereof, the enthusiasm with which many Americans greeted his calls for fundamental change indicates that, like Dylan, Johnson was voicing sentiments that were “in the air” and “what people want[ed] to hear” in 1964. This odd couple calling for changing times in January 1964 would have had a hard time singing in harmony, but growing numbers of those who formed their audiences were eager to harmonize with them. If the duet of Bob Dylan and Lyndon Johnson were to be given a name, the most appropriate one would be Zeitgeist.


One part of Lyndon Johnson might have wanted to sing along with the sentiments in another song on Dylan’s January album, the powerfully antiwar ballad “With God on Our Side.”15 To do so, though, would have required LBJ to overcome his manhood insecurities, and, as I’ll discuss later in the book, that wasn’t in the cards. It was over the issues addressed in “With God on Our Side” and the question of the Vietnam War that the duo of Dylan and Johnson split apart. The majority coalition of Americans that came together in 1964 in support of the ideal of “for the loser now will be later to win” would be torn apart over the war. One result would be that the big winner in 1964, Johnson, would be “later to lose.”16 Another consequence would be a shortened life span for the spirit of the times of 1964.


[image: images]


[image: images]


The motto of the 1868 Democratic presidential ticket on the above poster directly raised the basic issue of American history: The question of whether America can and will be a free, diverse, inclusive democracy or “a white man’s country” has been with what became the United States since 1607, when English settlers arrived in a land already occupied by people who had skin of a color different from theirs.


It was central at the Constitutional Convention in 1787, in the virulent sectional disputes of the 1850s and the enslavers’ rebellion, during Reconstruction and the “restoration” of white rule in the South, through the Jim Crow era, and in the civil rights and women’s movements, and it is fundamental to the bitter confrontation today between progressives who advocate for the continued advance toward the ideals of America and those who are regressive—the sort of people Russian writer and artist Svetlana Boym categorizes as “restorative nostalgics.”17 They seek, British journalist Nick Bryant says in When America Stopped Being Great, “refuge in a misremembered past.”18 They want, as Anne Applebaum puts it in Twilight of Democracy, “the cartoon version of history” and “they want to live in it right now.” They long to return to an imagined golden age before some conspiracy “perverted the course of history and reduced the nation to a shadow of its former self.”19 In the contemporary United States, they are striving to go back to when there seemed to be no serious question that it was a white man’s country.


Nineteen sixty-four was the year in which the Democratic Party under the leadership of Lyndon Johnson unequivocally proclaimed, through the Civil Rights Act, that the United States is not a white man’s country. The hostility of many white people to racial equality opened the way for the Republican “Southern Strategy.” But the Voting Rights Act of 1965 provided a possibility of overcoming the defection of white racists by expanding the electorate—and it has done just that since the early 1990s. In 2014, Bill Clinton accurately said that “the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act made it possible for Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama to be president of the United States.”20 Joe Biden can now be added to that list, as could, by virtue of winning the popular vote, Al Gore and Hillary Clinton.


Nineteen sixty-four was also the year the Republican Party first took on the appearance it has today. Delegates to the national convention rejected, by a margin of more than two to one, a proposed amendment to the party platform endorsing the Civil Rights Act of 1964.21 And it was in that year that the party of Lincoln first openly embraced the sort of right-wing extremists who dominate it in the early 2020s. In 1964, state Ku Klux Klan branches in Georgia and Alabama widely publicized their unqualified endorsement of Barry Goldwater. Republican National Chairman Dean Burch’s reaction to the KKK approval was: “We’re not in the business of discouraging votes.”22 At the 1964 GOP National Convention, delegates rejected a proposed amendment to the platform to repudiate “the efforts of irresponsible extremist groups, such as the Communists, the Ku Klux Klan, and the John Birch Society.” Words New York governor Nelson Rockefeller used to denounce the “radical right” that sought to take over the Republican Party then would fit exactly what has happened to that party since 2016: “the tactics of totalitarianism,” the use of “ruthless, rough-shod intimidation.”23


Lady Bird Johnson campaigned through the South in October 1964 and was harassed by vicious crowds of Goldwater backers. In Charleston, South Carolina, the First Lady was greeted with signs reading, JOHNSON’S A NIGGER LOVER and BLACK BIRD GO HOME. The crowd wouldn’t stop booing long enough to allow her to speak. Louisiana congressman Hale Boggs called the Charleston mob “a Nazi gathering.”24


As those events exemplify, there were many signs of the taking up of racism among the backers of Goldwater in 1964, but as a whole the party of Lincoln did not yet identify itself with white supremacy. The party’s whole-hog adoption of the “this is a white man’s country” position has occurred only in recent years, as the entire nation has been rapidly becoming what portions of Mississippi, Alabama, South Carolina, Louisiana, and other Deep South states were in 1964: a place where the population of people of color could, if allowed to participate in politics, outvote whites. It is the accelerating trajectory of the United States toward the status of a “majority minority” nation that has so terrified large numbers of white Americans and prompted them to seek to return the country to the “undemocracy” it was prior to 1964. The four states I just listed, which constituted two-thirds of those Goldwater carried in 1964, were then the only ones with populations less than 70 percent white. The 2020 census found that the population of the United States as a whole is only 58 percent non-Hispanic white, down from 89 percent in 1960—which was essentially unchanged from 1910—and 69 percent in 2000. In the 2010s, for the first time in history, the nation’s white population declined, not just as a share of the total population but in absolute numbers, by 2.6 percent.25 Those facts help “explain why so many whites outside the South turned into crypto-Southerners,” Kurt Andersen rightly points out. “As their communities got more racially and ethnically diverse, they got more consciously white and defensive and racist.”26


Reforms in 1964–1965 played a major role in decreasing the percentage of whites in the American population. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 removed the quotas that had been aimed at keeping the country predominantly of northern and western European descent. As was his wont, Donald Trump confirmed the desire of many of his followers to go back to what the United States was before that change when he blurted out in 2018, “Why do we want these people from all these shithole countries [referring to Haiti and African nations] here? We should have more people from places like Norway.”27


At least some Republicans have long understood voting barriers to be a necessity if they are to have any chance of winning elections. “I don’t want everyone to vote,” Paul Weyrich, a cofounder of such right-wing organizations as the Heritage Foundation and the Moral Majority, declared shortly before Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980. “As a matter of fact, our leverage in the elections quite candidly goes up as the voting populace goes down.”28 In 2020, Trump concurred. Denouncing provisions to facilitate voting that were in a COVID-19 relief bill, he said, “They had things, levels of voting that if you’d ever agreed to it, you’d never have a Republican elected in this country again.”29


In the early 2020s, the Republican Party came out foursquare for undermining democracy. Within less than a year following Trump’s defeat in the 2020 election, and with his constant repetition of the Big Lie that the election had been stolen from him as background, Republican-majority legislatures in nineteen states had passed voter suppression laws making it more difficult to vote, with the transparent purpose of reducing Democratic votes. Many of these measures had provisions clearly targeting people of color. Some promoted voter intimidation.30 Even more ominous, according to a report released in September 2021 by the nonpartisan Voting Rights Lab, Republican-controlled legislatures in eleven states had enacted seventeen election suppression laws: transferring “control of elections or reporting results from nonpartisan officials to [Republican] political operatives,” Republican state officials taking over the powers of local election officials in heavily Democratic counties, partisans counting ballots and doing recounts, and even empowering legislatures to override the state’s voters in a presidential election and appoint to the Electoral College a slate for the defeated candidate.31


The ongoing full-frontal assault on voting rights and inclusive democracy is among the clearest illustrations of how the battle lines of today were drawn in the Long 1964. It is plain that a major objective of those on one side of the political lines of the 2020s is to overturn the accomplishments made then. On the right to vote, the contrast between where the Republican Party was in the period examined in this book and where it is now is stunning. In 1965, 83 percent of House Republicans and 94 percent of Senate Republicans voted for the Voting Rights Act.32 As recently as 2006, an extension of the Voting Rights Act was supported by all Senate Republicans.33 In October 2021, all fifty Republicans in the Senate voted not even to allow discussion of a bill titled the Freedom to Vote Act, which would restore voting rights protection.34


A more far-reaching effort to overturn the progress of the Long 1964 would be difficult to imagine, and the forces seeking to preserve and extend those gains find themselves needing again to fight the battles of six decades earlier.


The Ghost of Campaigns Yet to Come:


The Concept Sketch for Today’s Republican Party


The concept sketch for what has happened in the Republican Party in recent years was created in 1964. A remarkable half-hour film produced for the Goldwater campaign eerily put forward an outline for reshaping the Republican Party into what it would become by 2020.


On Columbus Day 1964, with President Johnson holding a huge lead over Goldwater, one of the Republican candidate’s strategists, F. Clifton White, wrote a memo contending that the big issue that could turn the election around was “the moral crisis in America today.” That crisis was, White said, multidimensional, including “crime, violence . . . the [racial] backlash . . . the breakdown of law and order, immorality and corruption in high places, the lack of moral leadership in government, narcotics, pornography.” Taken together, he declared, these concerns painted a “picture of a society in decay.” The strategist proposed the creation of a front group, “Mothers for a Moral America,” to sponsor a documentary film on American society in decay that would “attempt to bring the onus of this right to the steps of the White House.” The film should, White said, be shown in swing-state markets during the last week of the campaign.


The next day, Goldwater responded: “Agree completely with you on morality issue. Believe it is most effective we have come up with. Also agree with your program. Please get it launched immediately.”35


The hastily assembled national committee of the front group included a few women who were known in their own right, such as Hedda Hopper and Dale Evans, but most of them were the wives of important men and were listed as “Mrs.” followed by the first and last names of their husbands: Mrs. Ronald Reagan, Mrs. Willis H. DuPont, Mrs. William F. Buckley Sr., and so on.


The result was a remarkable film, titled Choice, that had no impact on the 1964 election but is of great significance as a concept sketch for reshaping the Republican Party into the anti-sixties party at the time when “the sixties” were beginning. The outline of the argument for virtually all Republican campaigns for the next half century and more is to be found in this 1964 production.


Choice used some of the same images as Goldwater’s television spots, to which it added scenes of race riots, drug dealing, other crime, and sex. It said people were afraid to go out after dark and complained of the open availability of “smut.” What Time magazine referred to as “striptease babes, wild Twisters, [and] Negro riots” were “interlaced with shots of a black Lincoln Continental limousine careening madly along a country road, with beer cans being tossed out of the driver’s window.”36 Viewers were intended to identify the driver as the president of the United States, who, it had been reported earlier in the year, liked to drive his Continental at extraordinary speeds on Texas country roads while holding a beer can in his hand.


The film then cuts to a large number of nice-looking white kids reciting the Pledge of Allegiance,37 intercut with images of an American flag, the Capitol Dome, and the Statue of Liberty. A voice-over (actor Raymond Massey) says that there are now two Americas. Pictures of the Founding Fathers appear on the screen. “The other America, the other America, is no longer a dream but a nightmare.” Images of African Americans fighting with police are accompanied by the narrator saying, “Our streets are not safe; immorality begins to flourish; violence pits American against American. We don’t want this.”


Unmistakably, the “other America” was intended by the makers of the film to be identified by white viewers as the Others’ America—our America being taken over by them.


As Choice continues, images of the putative moral decay in 1964 America grow more startling—a woman dancing with her crotch positioned above a man; a topless woman with her arms around a man . . . a virtually naked man with a woman; a bare-bottomed woman; a woman with a lock on her vagina . . . books with such titles as Call Me Nympho and Male for Sale.


The film tells viewers that it is no longer safe to go out at night and shows scenes of riots and black people looting. “Demoralization. Chaos. … In the streets, the mob—mobocracy.” The camera zooms in on single words in newspaper headlines: FEAR, RIOT, BRUTAL, SMUT, FIEND, ASSAULT, DEAD. A long series of rioting scenes is followed by the statement: “By new laws, it is not the lawbreaker who is handcuffed; it is the police.”


And, remarkably for a film shot a year before the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, Choice shows a border crossing with the sign MEXICO. The voice-over intones: “Over the borders: Dope! Narcotics trafficking setting a new, depraved record.” It also features a kid raising his middle finger at a cop, one nearly naked woman spanking another, and . . . well, you get the picture.


John Wayne appears, with a rifle on the wall behind him, to close the sale: “You’ve got the strongest hand in the world—that’s right, the hand that marks the ballot; the hand that pulls the voting lever. Use it, will ya!” Then photos of Goldwater and his voice come on, speaking of restoring “high morality” and stating, “I look forward to a time and a republic under God.” Back to the Duke: “It’s in your hands: Which America?”38


Journalist and historian Theodore White characterized the ad by saying, “naked-breasted women, beatniks at their revels, Negroes rioting and looting in the streets succeeded each other in a phantasmagoric film.”39 NBC refused to run the ad unless several of its more risqué scenes were excised.40 At this point, Goldwater vetoed it, saying, “I’m not going to be made out as a racist. You can’t show it.”41


Other Republicans would prove to have no such qualms. The film is the prototype for the strategy and tactics Republicans would use from 1968 (and in some state campaigns, such as Ronald Reagan’s in California, 1966) onward to the present.


“What Choice really did was establish the power of television to communicate American myths, values and beliefs,” said political advertising professor Kathleen Watters in 1996. “Its use of visual symbols was unique at that time. Its power came visually. And that power was reinforced by positing two different images of America.”42


The basic message of the film43 was almost identical to what Reagan and Trump would use: “Make America Great Again!” by returning to the days when white men ruled without question, minorities and women knew their place, there was little crime, everyone was patriotic, and so on: the imagined time before 1964—before the sixties arrived.


Ending an Age of Ignorance of Guilt


“It is hard, now, to grasp just how profoundly the tectonic plates of American politics have shifted between 1964 and today,” historian Rick Perlstein wrote in 2001.44 That was even more the case during the Trump years, which can accurately be seen as the anti-sixties. Yet the echoes from the dramatic social, cultural, and political upheavals of 1964 continue to reverberate all around us in the present. What happened then shapes us today in numerous ways, some obvious, others less so. Many of the accomplishments that constituted the change that arrived in the year “A Change Is Gonna Come” was released were at least partially reversed from 1980 onward, four decades that have constituted a “long time waiting” for positive change to come again.


It is clear that 1964 marked a major discontinuity. In his 1999 book on the year, journalist Jon Margolis called it The Last Innocent Year.45 Historian James T. Patterson included the last months of 1964 in his 2012 book, The Eve of Destruction: How 1965 Transformed America.46 A year that can be seen both as the end of the previous era and the beginning of a new one clearly was an historical inflection point.


His book’s title notwithstanding, Margolis doesn’t see the time leading into 1964 as innocent. He rightly says that there was a “delusion of innocence” about what America was.47 The way I would put it is that, rather than being a time of innocence, the period before 1964 was one of ignorance of guilt—the guilt of a nation founded on an extraordinarily inspiring set of ideals that had expended much effort in overlooking how far short of those ideals it has fallen through much of its history. American history as it was taught in the 1950s and into the 1960s was whitewashed.48 The focus was on how the West was won, with no consideration of the people who were losing it. The existence of slavery was mentioned, but then the “peculiar institution” was abolished and apparently all black people apart from Booker T. Washington and George Washington Carver vanished from the American story. The United States had never done anything wrong and had always stood for “truth, justice, and the American way.”


Here is a striking example of just how distorted and perverse the view of the past was then: In a 1963 collection of documents relating to the career of Christopher Columbus, Samuel Eliot Morison, one of the most prominent historians in mid-twentieth century America, included a letter written by Michele de Cuneo, a Genoese nobleman who accompanied Columbus on his second voyage. It is a startling document, in which the writer recounts an incident in which Columbus “gave” him a “beautiful Carib woman.” Cuneo relates that he “conceived desire to take pleasure” with her, she resisted forcefully, digging her fingernails into him, he “took a rope and thrashed her well,” and forced her to act like a harlot. The account is highly revelatory and certainly worthy of inclusion in the book, but at least as horrifying as the boastful account of a rape is the way Morison described the perpetrator. Cuneo was, Morison reported without a hint of disapproval, a “cultured … Italian gentleman of the Renaissance, savoring life and adventure, full of scientific curiosity”—a “jolly dog” who loved to have “a good time, which obviously he did.”49


Although President Johnson gave Professor Morison the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1964,50 it was in that year that both his sort of casual acceptance of horrible truths about the American past and the willful ignorance of them began to be replaced by an awareness on the part of a much larger slice of the American population of some of those facts. In that year, songwriter and folk singer Tom Paxton recorded a song, “What Did You Learn in School Today?” It is a biting satirical attack on the misinformation that was still being taught about the American past. The son in the song responds to his father’s question by saying he learned that everyone in the United States is free, our country is always right and just, the police are always our friends, the wars America fights are always good, and so on.51 Paxton’s lyrics again seem tailor-made for the “guilt-free” mythology that Republicans today are imposing on school curricula and calling it “history.”


Such nationalistic myth-history is, to be sure, not unusual in countries around the world. Nor was it absent in the United States prior to the Civil War. “The History of our Revolution will be one continued Lye from one End to the other,” John Adams complained in a bitter private letter in 1790. “The Essence of the whole will be that Dr Franklins electrical Rod, Smote the Earth and out Sprung General Washington. That Franklin electrified him with his Rod—and thence forward these two conducted all the Policy Negotiations Legislation and War [emphasis in original].”52


But a distorted view of the American past was expanded in an unusual way after a combination of white terrorism and the removal of federal troops from the South as the rest of the country turned its attentions to other matters allowed for the “restoration” of white rule across the South between 1877 and the 1890s.53


“The Losers Now Will Be Later to Win”?


It is often said that history is a story told by the winners. Yet, stunningly, by a few decades after the Civil War and for well over a half century thereafter, it came to be the losers’ stories of “a land of Cavaliers and cotton fields,” moonlight and magnolias, kindly masters and happy slaves, a glorious “Lost Cause,” and a horrible period of “Black Reconstruction” that were widely accepted as accurate history.


In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the nation was reunited on the basis of a tacit armistice in which the South accepted that the Union is indissoluble and much of the rest of the white country accepted the southern belief in the innate inferiority of people of African ancestry. That acceptance was facilitated by the popularity of the pseudoscience of social Darwinism and a fabricated story that Reconstruction had been a monstrous time of rule by ignorant black people, rather than the largely successful progressive period that it was.


This inverted history had an enormous impact on the lives of at least three generations of Americans that, though diminished, continues down to the present. The most consequential telling of it is D. W. Griffith’s 1915 film, Birth of a Nation. The movie represents enslavers as benevolent caretakers for a lower life-form. The enslaved are shown singing and dancing during the “two-hour interval given for dinner.” Reconstruction is painted as a time in which the “natural order” of white superiority was turned upside down. Griffith presents a frightening picture of “crazed negroes,” with the necessary restraints of slavery removed, making “helpless whites” their “victims.” As for “restoration,” one of the title cards in the silent movie depicts the restoring of white man’s rule as a glorious event and describes it as “the former enemies of North and South are united again in common defence of their Aryan birthright.”54


The view that Reconstruction was a period of terrifying “black domination,” and restoration the reaffirmation of the United States as “a white man’s country” was prevalent throughout the nation from the 1890s into the early 1960s. Pushed by followers of early twentieth-century Columbia University historian William Dunning, this interpretation was routinely taught in schools. It was also reflected in popular culture, notably in Margaret Mitchell’s hugely successful 1936 novel Gone with the Wind and its 1939 film adaptation.


It is a safe assumption that the adoption of the losers’ view of slavery, race, the war, Reconstruction, and restoration by the winners in that war against the enslavers’ rebellion is not what Bob Dylan meant when he wrote, “The losers now will be later to win.”
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“A Shadow Stretched Across Our History for a Hundred Years,” read a New York Times Book Review headline on September 13, 1964.55 That shadow, cast by the acceptance of the losers’ false history, which continued its pernicious effects through the Jim Crow era of segregation, was finally being lifted. It was during the Long 1964 that newer scholarship presenting a very different view of Reconstruction—and some older but largely ignored scholarship, notably W. E. B. Du Bois’s 1936 Black Reconstruction56—was brought to a wider public attention.57 Even more important in overturning the whitewashed history that had held sway for so long was the impact of the civil rights movement in awakening many Americans, particularly the young, to the fact that they had been spoon-fed a distorted version of the nation’s past.


In our own time, the calls to “Make America Great Again” and “Take Back America” are partly about restoring the age of ignorance of guilt that existed before 1964. Those slogans mean to take America back in two senses: back from those who are not white or not male and back to the time when straight white males were in charge. It should not have been surprising that, as part of this overall quest to effect a second restoration of white man’s rule, those who want to regress proposed to restore the ignorance of American history that had prevailed before 1964. The sociopolitical heirs of the 1865 losers are again attempting to rewrite the American past of the nineteenth century as a lie—and they are doing the same with the recent past, most notably by rewriting the January 6 Insurrection as a lie.


In October 2020, Donald Trump announced that he would create a 1776 Commission to combat “anti-American historical revisionism” and promote “patriotic education.”58 It was, as writer Konstantin McKenna put it, “a desperate search for the right enemies.”59 The commission’s report was published on January 18, 2021. Among President Biden’s first actions on the afternoon of his inauguration two days later was to disband the commission.60 That action, however, did not deter states under right-wing control from enacting laws restricting what may be taught in their schools, especially about racism.


The Republican-controlled Texas state legislature enacted a law in 2021 specifying exactly what should—and should not—be taught to students about their nation’s past. Excluded were the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibits the federal government and states from denying or abridging the right to vote “on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude,” the 1965 Voting Rights Act, “the history of Native Americans,” and documents on the separation of church and state, and the women’s, Chicano, and labor movements. Existing standards calling for teaching about the ways in which white supremacy, slavery, eugenics, and the Ku Klux Klan are “morally wrong” were removed.61 The law is unmistakably a formula for again making Texas, where non-Hispanic whites are already a minority, what it was before 1964: a white man’s state.
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The faux patriotism of the radical right, especially evident in the 2020s, connects with an underlying question in the sixties, from 1964 onward: Are bad things happening because America has abandoned its values and traditions, or are at least some of those values and traditions themselves bad?


In 1965, at one of the first anti–Vietnam War demonstrations, Carl Oglesby, president of Students for a Democratic Society, spoke eloquently on the question. “We have lost that mysterious social desire for human equity that from time to time has given us genuine moral drive,” he said. Some people, he noted, would contend that he sounded “mighty anti-American. To these, I say: Don’t blame me for that! Blame those who mouthed my liberal values and broke my American heart.”62


Four years later, George Hanson, the Jack Nicholson character in the 1969 film Easy Rider, also questioned America and what had happened to it. “You know, this used to be a helluva good country,” George says to Wyatt and Billy at his last campfire. “I can’t understand what’s gone wrong with it.”63


Nineteen sixty-four was, on the whole, a time when the United States was becoming more of a “helluva good country,” but also when it began once more to go wrong.
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DEATH AND REBIRTH: AN EARLY START TO A LONG YEAR


JFK DEPARTS; THE BEATLES ARRIVE


NOVEMBER 1963–FEBRUARY 1964
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John F. Kennedy’s casket, November 1963.
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The Beatles departing for New York, February 1964.




The President had made “Real Freedom” a hope.


—Anne Moody (November 1963)1


I’d like to take a fucking bomb and blow the fucking state of Texas off the fucking map.


—JFK aide Ted Reardon after the


assassination2












WE’RE HEADING INTO NUT country today,” President John F. Kennedy said to his wife on the morning of November 22, 1963, as he showed her an ad, bordered in black like a funeral announcement, that a right-wing extremist group, the John Birch Society, had placed in the Dallas Morning News, indicating that the Kennedys were pro-communist. “But, Jackie, if somebody wants to shoot me from a window with a rifle, nobody can stop it, so why worry about it?”3 Jack Kennedy had long been a fatalist and remained so on his fatal day.


“There’s something rotten in Dallas,” leading psychologist Charles G. Osgood wrote to Robert Kennedy a few months after the assassination.4 The city was the home of retired general Edwin Walker, who had been charged with insurrection against the United States during the riot over the integration of the University of Mississippi more than a year before. “Kennedy is a liability to the free world,” Walker said not long before the president’s scheduled trip to his city.5 As far back as the 1960 campaign, a “mink coat mob” of right-wing high-society Dallas women joined with Congressman Bruce Alger, then the only Republican in the Texas delegation, to give native Texan Lady Bird Johnson a hostile reception at the Adolphus Hotel in Dallas. Alger led the mob holding a sign reading LBJ SOLD OUT TO YANKEE SOCIALISTS, swinging it close to Mrs. Johnson’s head. One of the “ladies” pulled Lady Bird’s white gloves out of her hands and threw them into a gutter. Then the well- and high-heeled thugs encircled the vice-presidential candidate and his wife, jeering, cursing, and spitting. Primal rage was unmistakable on their faces.6 Nut country indeed.* The disgraceful behavior of those Dallas extremists occurred four days before the 1960 election, and political analysts concur that it turned embarrassed Texans away from the Republican ticket, making it possible for Kennedy and Johnson to carry the state and thereby the national election.7


Early on the afternoon of November 22, 1963, as the presidential motorcade moved through Dealey Plaza in Dallas, gunshots rang out and John Kennedy, who was riding in an open car, was hit by two bullets, the second of which tore off part of his head. His car rushed to a nearby hospital, where he was pronounced dead. At least some of the gunfire came from the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, where a shadowy character named Lee Harvey Oswald shot a rifle from an open window above the street as the president’s car was passing. Oswald fled the building, later shot a Dallas policeman, and was apprehended as the prime suspect in the murder of the president. Two days later, while in police custody and being taken to a court hearing, Oswald was shot and killed by a local nightclub owner, Jack Ruby, as a national television audience watched in stunned disbelief. A week after Kennedy’s murder, the new president, Lyndon B. Johnson, established a commission, headed by Chief Justice Earl Warren, to investigate the assassination. In September 1964, the Warren Commission announced its findings, the key one of which was that Oswald had acted alone in killing Kennedy. In 2007, Vincent Bugliosi completed a monumental examination, Reclaiming History, based on twenty years of research, in which he concluded that it is beyond a reasonable doubt that Oswald acted alone.8


There are many reasons why a majority of the American people has never accepted the Warren Commission’s lone gunman conclusion, beginning with the fact that that conclusion was preordained by Johnson. The commission’s purpose was not to find the truth but to put down rumors of a conspiracy that might involve the Cuban or Soviet government.


Lyndon Johnson, who was personally adept at shaping events in secret backroom meetings, was a man given to seeing conspiracies behind any negative occurrence.9 He believed that his predecessor’s death had been the result of a conspiracy involving Fidel Castro, in retribution for CIA attempts to assassinate the Cuban leader. “President Kennedy tried to get Castro,” Johnson told his aide Joe Califano, “but Castro got Kennedy first.”10 “We had been operating a damned Murder, Inc. in the Caribbean,” Johnson told CBS news anchor Walter Cronkite in 1969. LBJ knew that it was JFK’s brother who had been pushing anti-Castro activities, and surely Johnson’s eagerness to believe this scenario was enhanced by his loathing for Bobby Kennedy. But the target of Johnson’s abhorrence shared his view that the plots to kill Castro had led to the Cuban dictator turning the tables and having JFK killed. “Though [Robert] Kennedy gave lip service to the single-gunman explanation, he never quieted his own doubts,” biographer Evan Thomas points out.11


The new president saw it as imperative to convince the American people that Oswald had acted alone. Johnson told Chief Justice Warren that, “because it involved both Khrushchev and Castro,” the rumor of a conspiracy “might even catapult us into a nuclear war.” “I was afraid of war,” Johnson later recalled having told Warren. “The nation cannot afford to have any doubt this time. You can imagine what the reaction of the country would have been if this information came out.”12 He made clear to Warren that the commission’s conclusion must be that Oswald acted alone.


This action may not have been Lyndon Johnson’s first presidential lie—he had, after all, already been in office for a week—and it was thousands of lies from his last, but it may have been the one with the best motivation. If Kennedy had avoided nuclear annihilation by restraining the shoot-first-ask-questions-later proclivities of his military and civilian advisers during the crisis thirteen months before, when it was discovered that Soviet missile bases were being constructed in Cuba, Johnson sought to avoid nuclear war by not allowing the American populace to see a reason to give in to their similar tendencies.


That the Warren Commission’s finding that Oswald acted alone was preordained does not necessarily mean it was wrong, but Johnson’s directing of that outcome led to an investigation and report that ultimately increased rather than calmed suspicions of a conspiracy. Over the next several years, the decline in the public’s trust of the government as the American war in Vietnam both escalated and deteriorated contributed to skepticism concerning the official story of the assassination. By 1967, two-thirds of the respondents to a nationwide poll said they believed the murder was the result of a conspiracy.13 In 1988 the same portion of Americans (66 percent) believed that there was a conspiracy to kill President Kennedy as had held that view in 1967, and merely 13 percent thought Oswald acted alone.14


“An Incalculable Loss of the Future”:


Camelot, the First Kennedy Assassination, and the Course of the Sixties




Don’t let it be forgot, that once there was a spot, For one brief shining moment that was known as Camelot. There’ll never be another Camelot again.


—Jacqueline Kennedy (November 29, 1963), quoting Alan Jay Lerner, Camelot15





Wherever one comes down on the matter of who killed John F. Kennedy, the more important aspect of the assassination for our purposes is its impact on the American people and on the development of what we think of as the sixties.


“9/11 changed everything,” Vice President Dick Cheney and other members of the administration of the second George Bush repeated as a mantra through most of their time in office.16 Regardless of whether the government and the American people should have let 9/11 change everything, the related question about the sixties is: Did 11/22 change everything?


The answer, I believe, is that it changed a great deal about the trajectory of the ensuing year and the remainder of the decade but far from everything. In the immediate aftermath of the assassination, the American people gathered around television sets for four days, experiencing the same events as if they were all one family in one immense national living room.17 At that time, Ben Bradlee captured the view that 11/22 changed us, even if it didn’t change everything. “John F. Kennedy is dead,” Bradlee wrote in Newsweek, “and for that we are a lesser people in a lesser land.”18 What was lost was what Kennedy had seemed to provide: an “electrifying sense of hope and possibility.”19 One of the principal ways in which 11/22 changed the sixties was by taking on the role of “the Fall” needed to establish and perpetuate the myth of an Eden before everything collapsed.


Kennedy was nearly mythical in stature while alive; his death, particularly in the way it occurred, removed the nearly. The Thousand Days of JFK became the Paradise Lost of 1964 and the sixties. In the week after its fall, this mythical paradise was given another name that stuck and influenced the remainder of the decade by setting an imagined standard that could not be duplicated. In an interview with Theodore White a week after her husband’s death, Jacqueline Kennedy referred to his time in office as “Camelot” because of JFK’s fondness for the play about King Arthur, expressing the idea that President Kennedy had now become the fallen king.20 White used the term publicly in reference to the Kennedy presidency in an article in Life magazine for the next week.21


The coupled ideas that the Kennedy presidency had been “one brief shining moment” and “there’ll never be another Camelot again” became widespread and influential and played a major part in shaping the long year that followed as well as the rest of the sixties. In retrospect, it seemed that all things had been possible during that shining moment while the fallen king had been alive. Had it not been possible then, in the words of the signature song from another Broadway musical, 1964’s Man of La Mancha, “to dream the impossible dream”?22


Initially, though, impossible dreams still seemed possible despite—and in part because of—Kennedy’s murder. None of the major reforms JFK had proposed was passed while he was alive. Civil rights, antipoverty programs, and federal aid to education, among others, were enacted only after his death. Their passage was facilitated by the feeling, forcefully emphasized by his successor, that they should be passed as a tribute to the fallen leader, and they were pushed through by Johnson’s far more effective abilities to get things through Congress.23 In death, JFK became a much greater reformer and idealist than he had ever been in life.


But as time passed and everything, it seemed, started to deteriorate, “Camelot” came more and more to be seen as a paradise in which none of those bad things—such as the war in Vietnam, violent racial clashes, and bitter division—would have happened. To the millions who came to think in this way, 11/22 had indeed changed everything.
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The Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 had made the prospect of nuclear annihilation palpable and taken a toll on the innocence and optimism of young people of the era, but the death of the nation’s young president was a much greater blow. Kennedy was part of a new generation, as he emphasized when he declared in his inaugural address, “the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans.” He didn’t seem like the old politicians and government leaders. Like the other products of the youth culture, from Davy Crockett coonskin caps and hula hoops to commercialized rock ’n’ roll, Kennedy was made for the young. He was their friend and future.


Barack Obama, who was born the year after Kennedy was elected, captured the importance of JFK to the sixties—and this particularly applies to 1964 and 1965—and to American memory when he wrote in 1995 of “a spirit that would grip the nation for that fleeting period between Kennedy’s election and the passage of the Voting Rights Act: the seeming triumph of universalism over parochialism and narrow-mindedness, a bright new world where differences of race or culture would instruct and amuse and perhaps even ennoble. A useful fiction, one that haunts me no less than it haunted my family, evoking as it does some lost Eden that extends beyond mere childhood.”24


“A useful fiction.” That’s exactly the way Lyndon Johnson saw the Kennedy myth. He believed it to be a galling fiction, but he made remarkable use of it during the period that is our subject.


Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then an assistant secretary of labor in the Kennedy administration, may have put it best on the day of the assassination. When journalist Mary McGrory said to him, “We’ll never laugh again,” Moynihan responded, “No, Mary, we’ll laugh again, but we’ll never be young again.”25


Despite this sentiment of loss, the young in 1964 managed with the help of music to restore their youth, albeit with less innocence than had been the norm before. Prior to John Kennedy’s assassination, most young white Americans of the post–World War II generation had experienced tragic, early death only through fiction, in films such as Rebel Without a Cause and in a spate of teen tragedy songs that were popular at the beginning of the 1960s, including most famously Mark Dinning’s “Teen Angel.” Now the young had to face a tragic early death that was real. “The Leader of the Pack” himself dies in the Shangri-Las’ 1964 classic.26


“Countless individuals have noted that the president’s death affected them even more deeply than the death of their own parents,” Kennedy confidant Ted Sorensen remarked the month after JFK’s assassination. “The reason, I believe, is that the latter situation most often represented a loss of the past—while the assassination of President Kennedy represented an incalculable loss of the future.”27


The Beatles Arrive


“The world, it seemed, was a dark and malignant place,” journalist Tom Wicker wrote of the aftermath of the assassination, “the chill of the unknown shivered across the nation.”28 The “desire to huddle together” that the public felt cried out for fulfillment. As young Americans grieved for their fallen young president, their trembling hands were held by four young men from England.


The Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” arrived on American airwaves and a huge portion of the nation’s youth quickly turned its affections in a new, nonpolitical direction. In fact, the CBS Morning News aired a report from London on “Beatlemania” in Britain on the morning of November 22. Because of what happened later in the day, it was not used on the network’s evening newscast until almost three weeks later.29 In the background of the other events going on during 1964 were the sounds of the British Invasion.


The fallen president had been something like a teen idol himself. The first televised debate in the 1960 presidential campaign made Jack Kennedy the first political superstar of the new celebrity culture. In the days that followed, “jumpers”—young women who leaped in the air as JFK passed—began to appear along the Democratic nominee’s motorcade routes.30 In mid-October, Kennedy received what was described as an “orgiastic welcome” from as many as 1,250,000 people in New York City.31 JFK was now the political Elvis: a celebrity sex symbol. By late in the campaign, Kennedy was, one southern senator said, a combination of “the best qualities of Elvis Presley and Franklin D. Roosevelt.”32


Kennedy was a new kind of candidate. He was hip. “This man seeks the highest elective office in the world not primarily as a politician, but as a celebrity,” one journalist wrote, disapprovingly but not inaccurately.33
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