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preface




A GENERATION AGO WILLIAM E. LEUCHTENBURG PUBLISHED HIS evocative, popular histories of the 1920s and the 1930s. Appearing just two decades after the events he chronicled, The Perils of Prosperity and Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal mapped out what was then the very recent past. The author and his audience had lived through and vividly remembered the events that these books retold. Leuchtenburg cut a broad swath through American history, leavening the standard account of politics and policy with tales of mah-jongg tournaments and labor unrest, Broadway musicals and crackpot pension schemes. The books were also decidedly personal. Leuchtenburg never injected himself into the text, but readers could detect that he had grappled with his own, and his generation’s, coming of age. 1

This book follows, haltingly, in those footsteps. It attempts a rich, evocative-portrait of the United States in the 1970s. It analyzes not only presidential politics and national policy but the broader social and cultural experiences of the recent past: the agonies of busing, the shake of disco, the new power and consciousness of the elderly, the rise of the Sunbelt, and the brie, chardonnay, and BMWs of yuppies. The narrative allows readers to relive familiar moments, stumble on forgotten, surprising incidents from their lifetimes, and rethink both from a broader, deeper, historical perspective. It dissects the meaning and analyzes the enduring influence of those not-so-bygone days.

Of course, when Leuchtenburg completed his history of the 1930s, he felt no need to justify his topic. Americans understood the Great Depression as a life-altering, world-shattering event. The New Deal remained vividly alive; every day millions of Americans cashed social security checks, deposited them in federally insured bank accounts, and used the proceeds to repay GI bill mortgages and guaranteed student loans. The Roosevelt coalition—the odd alliance of African Americans, labor, farmers, and urban white ethnics that FDR had assembled—still dominated American politics. The nation’s leaders, Democrats and Republicans alike, measured themselves against FDR’s achievements. 2

The task of a historian writing about the 1970s seems much less clear. Most Americans regard the Seventies as an eminently forgettable decade—an era of bad clothes, bad hair, and bad music impossible to take seriously. Contemporaries dismissed it as a “Pinto of a decade,” referring to Ford’smysteriouslyexploding compact car. “The perfect Seventies symbol,” one critic complained, “was the Pet Rock, which just sat there doing nothing.” 3

“Of all the decades of the twentieth century,” recalled another Seventies chronicler, “it would be hard to pick out one with a less distinctive, recognizable character.” 4 The very term the Sixties conjures a whole set of political, social, and cultural associations. So does the Eighties. References to a “Sixties veteran” or an “Eighties outlook” evoke knowing nods and clear, if stereotyped, images. But the term Seventies sensibility elicits only laughter. It dredges up vague reminiscences of wild fashions and vapid dance music. It calls forth a “wasted generation,” a rootless youth culture wavering between the political commitments of the 1960s and the career ambitions of the 1980s—a generation that spent much of its uncertain time “wasted.”

To the extent that the Seventies recall more serious concerns, they form a dreary catalogue of depressing events: hostages in Iran and defeat in Vietnam, double-digit inflation and lines at the gas pumps. The era seems to have accomplished nothing worth remembering, and nothing remains except the stuff of harmless nostalgia—nostalgia nourished by the remoteness and apparent insignificance of those years.

This impression could hardly be more wrong. The Seventies transformed American economic and cultural life as much as, if not more than, the revolutions in manners and morals of the 1920s and the 1960s. The decade reshaped the political landscape more dramatically than the 1930s. In race relations, religion, family life, politics, and popular culture, the 1970s marked the most significant watershed of modern U.S. history, the beginning of our own time. One year alone, 1973, witnessed the end of American intervention in Vietnam, the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade, the exposure of the Watergate conspiracies, the Indian occupation of Wounded Knee, and the first Arab oil shock. Billie Jean King won the Battle of the Sexes, The Godfather swept the Academy Awards, and a young evangelical preacher named Jim Bakker appeared on the airwaves, intent on creating “God’s television.”

Americans might have stopped talking about revolution, ceasing the utopian blather that filled the air and the airwaves during the late 1960s. But the era witnessed fundamental changes. Over the course of the long 1970s, the nation’s center of gravity shifted south and west. Political power, economic dynamism, and cultural authority more and more emanated from the sprawling, entrepreneurial communities of America’s southern rim. When SenatorBarry Goldwater galloped out of the Southwest in 1964, preaching a brash mixture of patriotism and militarism, libertarian disregard for big government and reactionary solicitude for states’ rights, the northeastern establishment sniggered. Old-line Republicans, the scions of Wall Street and the captains of Rustbelt industry, like New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, were dumbfounded that the upstart Arizonan had captured their party’s presidential nomination. The nation’s political and cultural elites, and the vast majority of voters, thought Goldwater simply nuts. He had spent too much time out in the desert sun.

Only in the Deep South did Goldwater find support, where his opposition to the Civil Rights Act and hostility to federal intervention won him the votes of hard-line segregationists. Yet Dixie’s embrace of Goldwater only deepened the dominant North’s scorn and loathing. The South seemed even more benighted than the desert Southwest that had produced Goldwater. In the northern imagination, it remained a backward, brutal place, entirely out of step with modern life. Sometimes the South seemed quaintly bathed in moonlight and magnolias; more often it registered as a menacing landscape of ignorant Bible thumpers, redneck sheriffs, and reckless lynch mobs. Either way, the region exerted little real influence before the 1970s.

Southern politics was surely colorful, but it had little to teach the nation. Beset by demagogues and one-party rule, its racial obsessions, disdain for taxes and social programs, and virulent anticommunism seemed out of step with Sixties America. True, the region controlled a sizable bloc of votes on Capitol Hill and several key congressional committees. But it could merely obstruct, rather than create, national policy. Lyndon Johnson had long believed the country would never elect a southerner president. Even after he gained the White House, he complained about the condescending chauvinism of the “Harvards” who ran the American establishment. 5

During the 1960s southern culture won even less respect than southern politics. Most Americans regarded the region as a land of moonshine and fiddle music, racism and possum stew—a place they passed through as quickly as possible on the way to Florida. Being a white Southerner in those days, journalist Blanche McCrary Boyd recalled, was “a bit like being Eichmann’s daughter: people don’t assume you’re guilty, but they wonder how you’ve been affected.” 6

Then during the Seventies, the tides of American life turned. A booming economy and burgeoning population transformed the South and Southwest. Renamed the Sunbelt, this outcast region wrested control of national politics,sending the winning candidate to the White House in every election after 1964. The region’s power centered no longer in the recalcitrant, segregationist Deep South but along its periphery—in the skyscrapers of Atlanta, the space centers and shopping malls of Houston, the sprawling subdivisions of suburban Charlotte and northern Virginia, the retirement centers of Florida. In 1972, a half million people swarmed President Richard Nixon’s motorcade route along Peachtree Street in Atlanta. The South, Nixon confessed, had always formed a crucial element in his electoral game plan. But the president denied cynically exploiting the racial resentments of white southerners. He had pursued “an American strategy,” he claimed, not a “Southern strategy.” After all, the president explained, Michigan cared about busing and military strength as much as Alabama did. The Sunbelt South’s issues and outlook, Nixon recognized, would soon define the contours of an emerging new majority in American politics. 7

During the Seventies, this influence would extend far beyond the political arena. Shorn of the most overt forms of racial brutality, a domesticated white southern culture flourished. Country music and southern rock, cowboy boots and pork rinds, even Pentecostal churches and the Confederate flag appeared throughout the nation. In 1973, the Country Music Association held its annual convention in Manhattan, and Mayor John Lindsay declared Country Music Day in New York City. “There’s a swing over to the simple, the clean, to the healthy,” a Yankee convert to the Nashville sound enthused. “Country music celebrates the goodness in America, faith in America, patriotism.” 8 The brash, freewheeling boosterism of the Sunbelt South gradually enveloped the nation; by the time of the Los Angeles Olympics and Ronald Reagan’s 1984 reelection campaign, it had become the national style.

This southernization of American life also translated into new-found respect for religion—a broad, nationwide interest in the experience of spiritual rebirth. “Not too long ago,” one southern minister explained in 1974, “the Gospel according to Billy Graham was strictly a southern product. Now, that gospel of individual salvation . . . appeals to persons throughout the land who struggle with the torment of littleness, trying to gain some sense of instant worth and welcome from an indifferent civilization that is too complex for their coping.” As the old-line Protestant churches—the calm, rational, polite observances of the Northeast and Midwest—declined during the Seventies, an arc of ecstatic religious enthusiasm spread across the nation from the Baptist revivals of Virginia to the New Age retreats of California. 9

These changes in latitude encouraged broader changes in attitudes.Around the globe, the 1970s witnessed declining faith in government programs—skepticism about large-scale public efforts to remake the world. Economic malaise and political crisis sent the welfare state into retreat and prompted new respect for capitalism throughout the industrialized world. But in the United States, these international trends played out in distinctive ways and followed unusual directions. Americans developed a deeper, more thorough suspicion of the instruments of public life and a more profound disillusionment with the corruption and inefficiency of public institutions. The ideal of social solidarity, the conception of a national community with duties and obligations to one’s fellow citizens, elicited greater skepticism during the 1970s, while the private sphere commanded uncommon, and sometimes undeserved, respect.

Seventies Americans developed an unusual faith in the market. More and more, they turned to the private sphere, relying on business rather than government to provide essential services and even to construct the spaces where ordinary Americans would meet, shop, and socialize. Businessmen, management guru Peter Drucker rightly prophesied in 1973, would soon realize their fondest wish: “that the United States employ private enterprise, rather than government, to satisfy the country’s social and economic needs.” 10

Increasingly, all sorts of Americans, even those with dreams of radical reform, looked to the entrepreneur and the marketplace as the agent of national progress and dynamic social change. Richard Nixon uncovered this sentiment in 1972, beginning his push for a new conservative American majority. Ronald Reagan completed it in 1984 amid the celebrations of the Los Angeles Olympics, the first staged entirely without public support.

But the transformations of the Seventies amounted to more than a conservative, southern ascendancy. The era ushered in another sort of change in latitude. Hair was no longer an issue. Fashions became outrageous, sexual behavior less restrained. A new ethic of personal liberation trumped older notions of decency, civility, and restraint. Americans widely embraced this looser code of conduct. Even those who had never been hippies, or never even liked hippies, displayed a willingness to let it all hang loose.

In 1979, New York Times correspondent Robert Reinhold journeyed to middle America. Reporting from Des Moines, Iowa, Reinhold found evidence of a new informality everywhere he looked. Even the police force had let its hair down; Iowa police officers wore long hair, beards, and mustaches. Previouslyanyone who admitted ever using marijuana could not be considered for a job on the force. Now, Reinhold learned, the department had recently changed its regulations. If prospective officers just promised to obey the law after they donned the uniform—wink, wink—they remained eligible for the police academy. 11

Americans enjoyed the freedom to reinvent themselves. “All sorts of people,” one journalist noted, “suddenly appeared as other than they were: stockbrokers dressed up as for safari; English professors looked like stevedores; grandmothers in pant suits, young girls in granny dresses.” Not just the government, but all sources of authority became targets for distrust and mockery. Academe, the legal and medical professions, and professional athletes all lost credibility and public trust. Even science, the triumphant force that had landed a man on the moon, seemed increasingly suspect. 12

Seventies popular culture, from the iconoclastic cinema of Martin Scorcese and Roman Polanski, to the outrageous lyrics and ear-shattering screams of punk rock, to the irreverent comedy of Saturday Night Live, revealed a contempt for authority, a sense that the powers that be had rotted to the core. Even the era’s partisans of decency, including the self-styled Moral Majority, eschewed the decorum, the formality, the courtesy of their forebears and adopted a defiant, in-your-face style. During the Seventies, the forces of God and the forces of Mammon refused to show deference to established leaders and institutions.

Instead Americans constructed, and relied on, alternatives to the public sphere and the national community. The decade unleashed a frenzy of new associations and affiliations: religious pilgrimages and secular communes, senior citizen centers and ethnic organizations, neighborhood associations and mall-walking societies. The “dominant thrust of American civilization, one contemporary critic concluded, was “a quest for personal fulfillment within a small community.” 13 This implosion of American public life and attempt to reconstruct the nation as a congeries of separate private refuges revealed itself across the traditional political spectrum and among all demographic groups. It energized the political left as well as the right. It appeared in the suburbs and in cities, in religion and secular life. Politics aimed more and more to protect and nourish privatism. 14

It is easy to mock the overwrought chronologies that lay such heavy weight on years that end with zero. But during the long 1970s, fifteen malaise- and mayhem-filled years, from 1969 to 1984, the United States experienced a remarkable makeover. Its economic outlook, political ideology, culturalassumptions, and fundamental social arrangements changed. This book describes and analyzes those transformations.

This book also hopes to find a voice for the children of the Seventies. The history of the contemporary United States, as little of it that has been considered, debated, and written, has borne the imprint of our older siblings. The taunt we heard as teenagers—that we had missed out on the Sixties, the real turning point of U.S. history—has become the standard interpretation of the recent past. Our image of the Sixties as an era of radicalism and revolution persists, even if the era’s most potent political legacy has been conservative.

Of course, every generation invents its own traditions. As mine exchanged license plates to beat the system of odd-even gas rationing enforced during the Arab oil embargo, or campaigned on behalf of school budgets targeted by the tax revolt, we knew that much was happening, that American public life was being transformed. Our prospects appeared far different, not only from those of our parents but from those of our older brothers and sisters too. But we could not understand or characterize these changes, and as a generation we still have not. The Seventies seeks to begin that process of revision, to challenge the interpretation of the Sixties veterans and recover a history for the “wasted generation.”
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THE SIXTIES AND THE POSTWAR LEGACY



THE SEVENTIES BEGAN, OF COURSE, IN THE WAKE OF “THE SIXTIES” and have remained ever since in their shadow—the sickly, neglected, disappointing stepsister to that brash, bruising blockbuster of a decade. “The sober, gloomy seventies,” as one journalist put it, “seemed like little more than just a prolonged anticlimax to the manic excitements of the sixties.” Sure, pundits constantly debate the era’s parameters, suggesting that the “real Sixties” did not begin until the escalation of the war in Vietnam, the riots in Watts, or the Summer of Love, or that they lasted until Nixon’s resignation, the fall of Saigon, the breakup of the Beatles or release of “The Hustle.” But they agree on a common portrait—the same mug shot of the Sixties as a time of radical protest and flower power, polarization, experimentation, and upheaval. Depending on one’s point of view, they are the source of everything good or everything evil in contemporary life. 1

If one date delineated the end of the Sixties and the beginning of the Seventies, it was the year 1968. It struck many observers, then and now, as a revolutionary moment. Nineteen sixty-eight marked simultaneously an annus mirabilis and an annus horribilus, a year of miracles and a year of horrors. For many it seemed to be the Year of the Barricades, to quote the title of one book on the tumultuous events of 1968. Certainly, violent confrontations between the generations erupted around the world. In France, left-wing students occupied the University of Paris. Led by a man known simply as Danny the Red, students seized parts of the Sorbonne and clashed with police on the streets of the Latin Quarter. On May 13, huge crowds marched in protest against the sitting government, against university regulations, against the distribution of wealth and power in French society. Prime Minister Georges Pompidou warned that “our civilization is being questioned—not the government, not the institutions, not even France, but the materialistic and soulless modern society.” He compared the chaotic scene to the “hopeless days of the 15th century, where the structures of the Middle Ages were collapsing.” 2

Rebels manned a different sort of barricade a few hundred miles to the east. In Prague, the capital of communist-dominated Czechoslovakia, student protests in late 1967 had blossomed into the Prague Spring—a buoyant, defiant, just plain ballsy challenging of the Soviet-backed regime. The Prague Spring offered a small dose of political opening and a cultural renaissance, inspired by rock music and avant-garde poetry. And then, horribly, Soviet tanks trampled those hopes, rumbling into Czechoslovakia to re-install a hardline communist dictatorship.

Across the Atlantic, the United States would not prove immune to violent confrontation. An explosion of racial outrage after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., brought smashed windows and tense confrontations between police and protesters within a few blocks of the White House. A few weeks later, radical students at Columbia University in New York City brought the barricades into the ivory tower. The Columbia unrest unfolded at a time of growing student protest across the country—against the war in Vietnam, against restrictive campus policies, and against traditional curricula and courses. At Columbia, violent protests led to the cancellation of final exams and an early end to spring semester. The campus revolt also convinced many Americans that revolution was at hand—that young radicals had moved from mere protest toward power. They would seize control of “the machine,” if it would not cease to pursue inhumane ends. 3

The Sixties appeared as a historical divide, a decade of turmoil with the future hanging in the balance. But the era, and its climactic twelve months, have also been recalled, as “the Year the Dream Died”—the year, to quote one journalist, “when for so many, the dream of a nobler, optimistic America died, and the reality of a skeptical conservative America began to fill the void.” 4

In April, an assassin murdered Martin Luther King, Jr., the man most closely associated with such noble dreams. After King’s death, his vision of racial harmony—even the modest hope of the races living side by side in peace—evaporated. 1968 marked the fourth consecutive year of massive racial violence in America’s cities. The end was nowhere in sight, and indeed a race war on the nation’s streets seemed a real possibility.

Certainly African Americans displayed growing frustration at the slow pace of reform. Militance bubbled through the nation’s black neighborhoods, fueled by the radical black nationalism of organizations such as the Black Panther party and leaders like Stokely Carmichael. “When white America killed Dr. King,” Carmichael warned after the shooting in Memphis, “she declared war on black America and there could be no alternative to retribution. . . .Black people have to survive and the only way they will survive is by getting guns.” 5

At the same time, white backlash mounted in the nation’s cities and suburbs, a seething resentment most powerfully revealed in the enthusiasm for the independent campaign of George C. Wallace. In 1968, the Alabama governor famous for his stand-off with Martin Luther King during the Selma marches launched a third-party campaign for president. Wallace combined his hostility to civil rights with a populist contempt for the high and mighty. Champion of the little guy, he denounced “briefcase totin’ bureaucrats,” pointy-headed intellectuals, and federal judges who wouldn’t mind their own business. Crowds roared approval as the governor mocked “Yale Ph.D.s who can’t tie their own shoelaces, hypocrites who if you opened their briefcases you’ll find nothing in them but a peanut butter sandwich.” 6

In September 1968, national polls showed Wallace with the support of nearly 25 percent of American voters; the Alabama governor was running strong not only in the white South, where his defense of racial segregation had made him a hero, but also in the urban North. In Rustbelt cities, Wallace’s advocacy of law and order, contempt for antiwar protesters, and opposition to further civil rights advances won him the admiration of many working-class white ethnics. The early Sixties vision of peaceful, nonviolent reform—of ending poverty and racism—evaporated.

In their distress, many Americans looked to a leader who could heal the nation’s wounds. They found their man in Senator Robert F. Kennedy, out on the campaign trail for president. On the night of King’s assassination, Bobby Kennedy rejected his wife’s advice to cancel his scheduled appearance in Indianapolis and instead addressed the crowd. Kennedy paid tribute to King’s life and work and then appealed directly to his audience. “For those of you who are black and are tempted to be filled with hatred and distrust at the injustice of such an act, against all white people, I can only say that I feel in my own heart the same kind of feeling. I had a member of my family killed.” But, the candidate pleaded, “we have to make an effort to understand, to go beyond these rather difficult times. . . . What we need in the United States is not division,” Bobby concluded. “What we need in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence or lawlessness, but love and wisdom and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or they be black.” 7

Kennedy resuscitated the hopes for peaceful, meaningful reform. His campaign,after tough fights across the country, faced its decisive test in the June California primary—the contest that would likely decide whether he could win his party’s nomination for president. Kennedy won the primary, addressed the cheering crowd in his campaign hotel, and headed toward the press room for interviews. On the way, a young man fired a snub-nosed revolver at Bobby from point-blank range. He collapsed onto his back. Five others fell in the hail of bullets. All of them would survive. But the next day, after three hours of surgery and other heroic efforts to revive him, Robert Kennedy died.

If those assassinations did not extinguish the extravagant hopes of the era, one small, historically insignificant event in the fall of 1968 signaled the end of the optimistic, liberal 1960s. On October 20, thirty-nine-year-old Jacqueline Kennedy, widow of the martyred president, married a sixty-two-year-old Greek shipping magnate, Aristotle Socrates Onassis. The mystery of this event—why would she? how could she?—shocked the nation for weeks. Comedian Bob Hope made light of it. Referring to Spiro Agnew, the Greek-American governor of Maryland running for vice president on the Republican ticket, Hope jested, “Nixon has a Greek running mate and now everyone wants one.” 8 For most, it was no laughing matter but the tawdry end of Camelot. The shining knight had died, and now the swarthy villain carried off his noble lady. The dream that was the 1960s, it seemed, had died. The stormy, uncertain Seventies had begun.





The End of “The Great American Ride”


Its drama aside, 1968 should not be torn from the fibers and wrappings of history; its real significance lay as a cultural divide. The last days of the Sixties signaled the end of the post-World War II era, with its baby boom and economic boom, its anticommunist hysteria and expansive government, and the beginning of another age, the long 1970s, which defined the terms of contemporary American life. After two decades of postwar prosperity, Seventies Americans took for granted a set of political assumptions, economic achievements, and cultural prejudices. But after 1969 Americans entered a disturbing new world. The experiences of the postwar generation would offer little guidance.

During the postwar era America enjoyed unchallenged international hegemony and unprecedented affluence. 9 The boom ushered ordinary working Americans into a comfortable middle-class lifestyle; millions of blue-collar workers owned their own homes, garaged late-model cars, and sent their children to college. The economy hummed so smoothly that the nation had enough left over to fund a massive war on poverty. A series of federal programs essentially eliminated want among previously hard-hit populations, like the elderly, and reduced the overall poverty rate from more than 20 percent in the late 1950s to 12 percent by the early 1970s. 10

The postwar years also established a pattern of expansive government. The national government provided Americans with subsidized home mortgages and easy terms on student loans. Strong federal support for unions offered high wages and job security for industrial workers, not to mention lucrative employment in defense and aerospace plants. Washington built a system of interstate highways, opening previously isolated areas to travel and commerce. The federal government permeated nearly every aspect of American life in the 1950s and 1960s—guaranteeing civil rights and voting rights for African Americans, sending astronauts to the moon, subsidizing farmers, regulating air travel, and uncovering the dangers of smoking.

The continuous expansion of the federal establishment, even under Republican president Dwight D. Eisenhower, pointed to a key element of the postwar era: the liberal consensus that made big government possible. From the mid-1940s through the mid-1960s, little disagreement emerged over the fundamental principles for organizing American life. Most Americans accepted the activist state, with its commitments to the protection of individual rights, the promotion of economic prosperity, and the establishment of some rudimentary form of political equality and social justice for all Americans. Few real conservatives and only a handful of genuine radicals exerted influence in the 1950s and 1960s. 11

The liberal coalition in turn relied on northern regional ascendancy. The national policy establishment, the party elites, and the most potent political machines resided in the Northeast and industrial Midwest. The old manufacturing centers, what would be called the Rustbelt, still dominated American economic life, supplying the nation’s most prominent business leaders and labor chieftains. New York City remained the undisputed cultural capital; Hollywood was just a place of crass upstarts, who earned money hand over fist but looked “back East” for legitimacy. The South barely occasioned a thought in the corridors of power, except to elicit smug head shaking over its economic backwardness, gothic politics, and barbaric racial caste system. The cotton fields of Alabama seemed scarcely less foreign than the jungles of Vietnam or the steppes of Russia—and no less un-American.

By the end of the Sixties, all of these defining features of post-World War II America had broken down. The cold war had begun to thaw. True, tensions between the free world and the communist bloc remained high; the brutal crushing of the Prague Spring left no doubts in American policymaking circles about the ruthlessness of the Soviet Union. And a hot war still raged against communism in Vietnam. But the rigid, dangerous cold war—the scary state of all but war that had existed in the 1940s and 1950s, when many Americans truly feared nuclear annihilation—was giving way to a more stable form of coexistence.

In July 1968, U.S. president Lyndon Baines Johnson signed with the Sovietsand more than fifty other nations the Treaty on Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, banning the spread of nuclear technology, materials, and knowledge. Such an agreement would have been unthinkable just ten years earlier, when it was widely accepted that Americans could never trust, could never negotiate with or even have normal contact with the reds. The treaty was but one of eight agreements LBJ signed with the Soviets, ranging from cutbacks in the production of nuclear materials to establishing commercial air service between the United States and the Soviet Union. The nation and the rest of the world were pointing toward what Richard Nixon would soon call the era of détente.

But if the relaxed international tensions offered some hope, the seeming loss of U.S. global hegemony remained deeply unsettling. The United States, the world’s strongest nation with the most powerful, technologically sophisticated military, found itself locked in a confusing, bloody stalemate, half a world away in Vietnam. Victory was always around the corner the nation’s leaders endlessly proclaimed, but the American people were growing restless.

Then, in the wee hours of January 30, 1968, during Tet, the celebration of the Vietnamese New Year, communist commandos blasted a hole in the protective wall surrounding the U.S. embassy in Saigon, the most visible symbol of the American presence in South Vietnam. For six hours, nineteen guerrillas fired mortars into the building. The audacious raid, captured by television cameras, formed only a tiny part of a simultaneous assault on every major region in South Vietnam. Enemy forces took the Americans by surprise, seized the city of Hue, and struck at more than one hundred targets throughout Vietnam. U.S. troops eventually beat back the offensive, recapturing the cities, inflicting horrific casualties on the Vietcong, and maintaining the South Vietnamese government’s precarious hold on the country. Elated by the communists’ breakout into open battle, U.S. commanding officer General William Westmoreland claimed a major victory. 12

Tet turned out to be a decisive engagement—not on the battlefields of Vietnam as General Westmoreland hoped, but in the living rooms of America. The offensive made clear that there was plenty of fight left in the enemy, that it could attack at will; even the U.S. headquarters in Saigon were at risk. Support for the war drained away instantly; Tet vividly demonstrated that U.S. strategy had failed. Immediately before the offensive, despite years of antiwar protests, only 28 percent of Americans opposed the war effort. Twice as many, 56 percent, told Gallup pollsters that they supported it. One month later, hawks and doves each tallied 40 percent. Tet had changed millions of minds. 13

Other setbacks around the world highlighted the nation’s frustration in Vietnam. The United States sat helpless while Soviet tanks crushed the Prague Spring. Meanwhile, North Korea seized the U.S.S. Pueblo, claiming it had violated their territorial waters. The crisis, and the sailors’ captivity, dragged on for months. Despite its vast power, the United States could do little.

Disturbing as that was, the loss of global economic hegemony and the bursting of the postwar boom might have been even harder to accept. Since World War II, the dollar had been the world’s currency, the global economic stabilizer. But by 1970, the all-powerful greenback faced sustained attack as foreign investors dumped dollars, driving down its value and forcing the United States to take extraordinary steps to preserve the international monetary system. In 1968, the Federal Reserve Board raised interest rates to 5 1/2 percent, their highest level since 1929, the eve of the Great Depression.Inflation accelerated; prices rose at the then-alarming rate of 4 percent per year. Sixty percent of Americans warned the Gallup organization that the high cost of living was the most urgent problem facing them and their families. 14

The shocking financial news hinted at the approaching end of that greatestof great rides, the long postwar boom. That phenomenal economic growth—the nation’s vaulting advances in productivity, output, and wages— had allowed Americans to accomplish unprecedented achievements. The United States fought the cold war and rebuilt Europe and Japan. It incorporated millions of working Americans into a home-owning, college-educated middle class. And it still had enough left over to lift millions of Americans out of desperate poverty and to establish the social safety net for all citizens.

By 1970, all that was fading into memory. The economic struggles of the postwar decades had centered around the problems of an affluent society—around the tensions spawned by vast economic growth and pockets of poverty amid plenty. The Seventies would grapple with the problems of stagflation— the crippling coupling of high rates of inflation and economic stagnation, the seemingly impossible combination of rising prices with high unemployment, slow growth, and declining increases in productivity. For the first time since the Great Depression, talk of limits and diminishing expectations filled presidential addresses and dinner table conversations.

This new economic regime drastically altered Amerian attitudes about taxation. During the 1950s and 1960s, Americans not only experienced the most rapid advances in investment, productivity, income, and national wealth; they paid the highest taxes in U.S. history. The corporate income tax accounted for nearly double its current share of tax receipts. The steeply graduated personal income tax reached a top rate of more than 90 percent. The bite on wealthy taxpayers convinced some movie stars, like the young Ronald Reagan, that it was not worth making more than two movies a year. After 1969, Americans would resent these burdens and launch a sustained revolt against taxation.





Cracks in the Consensus
By 1970, the great American ride had stalled. Even more troubling, the dominant liberal consensus had started to crumble. White backlash against civil rights and taxes revealed mounting resentment among previously loyal members of the liberal Democratic party coalition. For years, urban white ethnics had expressed discontent with the changing faces of their neighborhoods—the seeming encroachment of minority communities, the construction of housing projects and garbage dumps, the rising crime rates and disrespect for police. Often they had punished liberal politicians in local elections, gravitating toward law-and-order candidates who combined a conservative social agenda with a working-class touch. Still, they had remained loyal soldiers of the liberal coalition in state and national elections, supporting the Democratic party’s stance on civil rights in the South and social spending in northern cities. By the end of the Sixties, many such voters had grown disaffected with national liberalism. Ready to abandon their old champions, they drifted unmoored through the currents, unwilling to hitch themselves to a conservatism many still found elitist or extremist. 15

In the wings a renascent conservative movement waited to make the most of that discontent. Still, conservatism remained weak, neither well organized nor well respected by ordinary voters. 16 In the Sixties, the most potent attackson the liberal consensus came not from the right but from the political left— from radicals who assailed the liberal establishment. Young radicals, members of a self-described New Left, dismissed liberal reform and asserted the necessity of direct action. Liberals believed the political system gave voice to individuals; they just needed to vote, participate, stand up and make themselves heard. New Leftists bristled at the naiveté of that faith. Bureaucracy, corporate power, and the inhumane machine-like operations of American institutions, they asserted, stifled creativity and the expressive potential of individuals and groups. Liberals assisted the poor through paternalistic aid programs; radicals wanted to empower poor communities to reform themselves. While liberals had supported the war in Vietnam as a noble and necessary fight for freedom against tyranny, radicals increasingly saw it as an act of imperialist domination and repression.

In 1968, the radical challenge to liberalism crested around the world and across the United States, most pointedly at Columbia University in New York. Responding to the growing unrest, Grayson Kirk, the sixty-four-year-old president of Columbia, denounced the younger generation’s disrespect for established authority. “Our young people,” Kirk declared, “in disturbing numbers, appear to reject all forms of authority, from whatever source derived, and they have taken refuge in a turbulent and inchoate nihilism whose sole objectives are destructive. I know of no time in our history when the gap between the generations has been wider or more potentially dangerous.” 17

Kirk soon received his response from Mark Rudd, leader of the Columbia chapter of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the principal radical students’ organization. Already known as a firebrand, Rudd had taken time off from school to visit Cuba, had denounced the national leadership of SDS as too moderate, and had briefly taken over President Kirk’s office in a protest against the university’s participation in cold war arms research. Rudd responded to Kirk’s speech in an open letter that clearly sketched the differences between radicals and liberals: “While you call for order and respect for authority, we call for justice and freedom.” Demonstrating that the New Left placed liberation above formality, order, and due process, Rudd deliberately adopted the shocking vernacular of the emerging counterculture. “There is only one thing left to say,” he concluded. “It may sound nihilistic to you, since it is the opening shot in a war of liberation. . . . Up against the wall, motherfucker.” 18

The words would soon seem prophetic. Columbia announced plans to construct a new gymnasium on nearby parkland, in the heart of Harlem, anAfrican American neighborhood. Responding to what they perceived as a racist encroachment on traditionally black public space, Rudd and other student radicals occupied the administration building and seized the dean of the college. Eventually black students and neighborhood activists joined the protest, convincing the white students to leave the building and turn the demonstration over to them. But instead of disbanding, they marched into President Kirk’s office. The protesters released the captured dean, but over the next few days students occupied several other campus buildings. As the crisis continued, the students broadened their focus. They demanded not only the cancellation of the gym project, but steps to combat racism and to terminate Columbia’s ties to the military and the war in Vietnam. Finally, after lengthy negotiations failed, 1,000 New York City police officers poured onto the campus, bodily removing the protesters from five buildings. Some students resisted, sparking violent confrontations with the police. Columbia students launched a general strike; the administration canceled final exams and shut down the university. 19

Columbia seemed to mark, in one New Leftist’s words, “a new tactical stage in the resistance movement.” As protests closed campuses around the nation, radicals appeared ready to confront the establishment directly. Student radicals, SDS leader Tom Hayden asserted, had escalated from “the overnight occupation of buildings to permanent occupations, from mill-ins to the creation of revolutionary communities, from symbolic civil disobedience to barricaded resistance.” Hayden foresaw the possibility of actions “too massive for the police to handle.” We “are moving toward power,” he concluded,“the power to stop the machine if it cannot be made to serve humane ends.” 20

Writing in the Washington Post, Nicholas Von Hoffman concluded that “the condition of youth has changed in important ways. College is no longer a voluntary business. You go to college or you go to war; you get your degree or you resign yourself to a life of low-paying jobs.” Students barely resembled “the rollicking adolescents of the old rah-rah collegiate culture.” They might lack maturity, Von Hoffman conceded,“but they are serious people who take questions of war and peace, wealth and poverty, racism and emancipation personally and passionately. They do not agree with the way their universities deal with these questions. As a practical matter, they cannot leave the universities, so they are fighting for a part in the decision-making process.” 21

But while students fought for various reforms, they primarily struggled against something: the established order. And, this new way of thinking, thiscountercultural ethos, extended well beyond the relatively small number of self-conscious radicals on the nation’s campuses. As even professional men discarded their fedoras and gray flannel suits, the entire culture opened up. Curse words ceased to shock; many moved into the accepted lexicon. Legal restrictions on personal behavior softened as states relaxed or repealed obscenity laws, abortion restrictions, and regulations prohibiting the sale of contraceptives. 22

The new laws reflected broader, more informal shifts in sexual mores, living arrangements, dress, food, and social behavior. Young people shunned longaccepted routes to social and professional success. More and more young people chose to “live together without benefit of matrimony” or even just to share dwellings with groups of unrelated men and women on an entirely platonic basis. They challenged the parietal rules that governed the personal behavior of students on campuses—single-sex dorms, curfews, prohibitions against single women living off-campus. In 1970, University of Kansas students initiated a plan for coed dorms.“I believe that segregation of the sexes is unnatural,” one sophomore wrote in support of the new system.“I would like to associate with women on a basis other than dating roles.” Another student argued that coed housing would encourage men and women to “meet and interact in a situation relatively free of sexual overtones; that is, the participating individuals would be free to encounter one another as human beings, rather than having to play the traditional stereotyped male and female roles.” The students admitted that such arrangements allowed freer and more common premarital sex, but they called for policies that would allow liberated individuals to form their own relationships, sexual and otherwise, on their own terms. 23

The experiments in living arrangements pointed out broader changes in sex roles. Many women were demanding, as the newly formed National Organization for Women insisted, admittance to the rights and privileges of citizenship in truly equal partnership with men. Others sought an even more thoroughgoing reconstruction of American institutions along nonpatriarchal lines. These radical feminists burst onto the national scene in September 1968 with dramatic protests at the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City.Demonstrators crowned a live sheep Miss America and paraded her down the boardwalk to protest the ways contestants—and all women—“were judged like animals at a county fair.” Some chained themselves to a giant Miss America puppet, mocking women’s submission to conventional standards of beauty. Others hurled “instruments of torture to women” into a “Freedom Trash Can”:high heels, girdles, bras, copies of Ladies Home Journal and Cosmopolitan, hair curlers, false eyelashes. (They had planned to burn the contents but never did.) Inside the convention hall protesters disrupted the pageant with cries of “Women’s Liberation” and “Freedom for Women.” These inspired acts of guerrilla theater won national attention for the emerging women’s movement; they showed that even the nation’s cherished assumptions about gender and the family might soon be up for reappraisal. The women also aroused considerable consternation in and hostility from the media because the demonstrators refused to speak with male reporters, forcing newspapers to reassign women reporters from the society pages and gossip columns. 24

No single event, however, so vividly showcased the smashed remains of the old consensus—the sense that Americans, however much they might disagree on specifics, shared fundamental values and could solve disputes peaceably— than did the disruptions at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. As thousands of demonstrators descended onto the streets and filled the parks of Chicago, the city’s fabled boss, Mayor Richard Daley, girded for action. “As long as I am mayor of this city,” Daley vowed, “there is going to be law and order in Chicago.” To keep his promise, the Boss assembled a force of 12,000 Chicago police, 6,000 armed National Guardsmen, 6,000 U.S. Army troops, and 1,000 undercover intelligence agents from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the CIA (which was, according to its charter, forbidden from surveillance within the United States), the army, and the navy. 25

This imposing force determined to rein in a large phalanx of protesters. The motley crew of radicals included thousands of activists organized by the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam. Led by SDS leaders such as Tom Hayden and Rennie Davis, the MOBE, as it was known, planned a series of demonstrations. These New Leftists tried to keep order among the protesters and, at least initially, to deploy them in effective demonstrations against the Democratic party and American intervention in Vietnam.

Then there were the Yippies. Led by Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, the Yippies planned not a protest but a Festival of Life—music, nakedness, drugs. They would not so much protest the war in Vietnam as dramatize a more fundamental internal conflict: the confrontation of a liberated, authentic culture with the phony, straitlaced, inhibited, greedy one that had brought on the war. The weekend before the convention started, the Yippies nominated their own presidential candidate—a huge sow they named Pigasus—and demanded that the porker receive Secret Service protection and a White House policy briefing.They filled Chicago’s Lincoln Park and clashed repeatedly with police determined to uphold the city’s regulations against camping in the parks and organizing without permits.

For an entire week, the protesters and the Chicago police skirmished, on national television, with the whole world watching. Finally, on Wednesday— nomination day—15,000 people moved into Grant Park in the heart of downtown Chicago for a MOBE rally. During some speeches, a shirtless, long-haired man began to lower the American flag (planning, it was later reported, to turn it upside down in the international symbol of distress). But as he removed the flag, the police suddenly snapped. They charged into the crowd, swinging billy clubs indiscriminately, seizing demonstrators, clubbing them, and tossing them into paddy wagons.

Eventually the rally resumed, and demonstrators marched away from the park toward Michigan Avenue (Chicago’s Main Street), specifically toward the Conrad Hilton Hotel, headquarters of many candidates and their supporters. What happened—later called the police riot—shocked bystanders. Television cameras broadcast the ugly scene directly into the convention hall and into living rooms around the country. For roughly half an hour, from 8:00 to 8:30P.M.,law and order disappeared entirely on Michigan Avenue. The police broke discipline and assaulted the marchers with clubs and tear gas; marchers fought back with rocks and insults. Someone hurled MOBE leader Tom Hayden through the picture window of the hotel bar. Tear gas drove Senator Eugene McCarthy, the leading antiwar candidate after the death of Bobby Kennedy, out of his hotel room. McCarthy rode the elevator to the fifteenth floor, where his staff had set up a rudimentary first aid station. McCarthy pitched in to help the injured and muttered, “It didn’t have to be this way.” 26

Even Patrick Buchanan had to shake his head in amazement. Sent by Richard Nixon to observe the convention, the young conservative firebrand conceded that “the police had had enough, and deliberately went down that street to deliver some street justice.” 27

After Chicago, gloom descended onto the New Left. To be sure, opposition to the conflict in Vietnam did not flag after the battle of Michigan Avenue. Indeed, the antiwar movement mounted large protests in 1969 and 1970; many establishment figures, members of Congress, organizations of housewives, even veterans, joined a now-respectable opposition. But the New Left, the radical movement envisioning real change, fizzled after Chicago. 28 Many activists embraced new concerns—ecology, ethnicity, women’s liberation.Others literally headed for the hills, building new communities and alternative institutions undefiled by the corrupt mainstream with its napalm and aerosol spray. Even those who remained active lost the optimism and sense of revolutionary potential they had brought to Chicago. In those heady days, the pop-rock quartet Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young had released a song about Chicago brimming with confidence about the possibilities for peaceful reform. But just two years later—after Richard Nixon had faced down protesters and expanded the war into Cambodia, after National Guardsmen had killed four student protesters at Kent State, after the war dragged on despite ever larger and more successful demonstrations—the prospects for remaking the world grew dim. Instead, Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young sang about finding the “cost of freedom.”





The Legacy of Woodstock
After the Chicago debacle, many young Americans, those politically active and those not, found both protest and going along with the system equally undesirable. The prospect of a genuine counterculture, a real alternative to the corrupt, violent, greedy, tactless mainstream, exerted powerful appeal. Only a small part of the Sixties generation had succumbed to the “hippie temptation”; during the fabled 1967 Summer of Love, the best estimates placed the number of hippies at roughly 100,000 young Americans. But that small, if rather boisterous, minority blossomed, in the words of one chronicler, into a “garden of millions of flower people by the early 1970s.” 29

During autumn 1968, a Village Voice reporter asked Country Joe McDonald,-lead singer of Country Joe and the Fish, to “rap about the revolution.” Country Joe’s most famous song, “Feels Like I’m Fixin’ to Die Rag,” had directly attacked the war in Vietnam (“It’s one, two, three, what are we fightin’ for,” the song demanded). But McDonald assured the interviewer that “there isn’t going to be any revolution.” To carry out a revolution, he explained, “you have to control things and most of the people I know aren’t ready for that. They want a leaderless society.” 30

The Voice reporter remained dissatisfied. “What about the guerrillas?” he demanded. “I don’t know any,” Country Joe explained. “I know a lot of people wearing Che Guevara stuff . . . a bunch of tripped-out freaks.” Then Barry Melton, Country Joe’s guitarist, chimed in: “The revolution is just another word for working within the community.” But the interviewer wasn’t having it; he wanted to write about honest-to-goodness revolutionaries. “Hell,” heprotested, “you are the Revolution.” No, concluded Country Joe, shaking his head. “I’m just living my lifestyle. That’s what you should be doing.” 31

On the surface, Country Joe’s renunciation of revolution and embrace of “lifestyle” sounded apolitical—even antipolitical, as if it rejected political action altogether. Certainly, looking back to the mid-1960s, it would not have been farfetched to demarcate a firm split between the student radicals—the New Left or antiwar movement—on the one hand and the counterculture or flower children on the other. A lack of understanding divided the Berkeley radicals intent on shutting down the draft induction center in Oakland and the Haight-Ashbury hippies staging the Human Be-In in Golden Gate Park. The same palpable tension separated the SDS radicals occupying the president’s office at Columbia and the Yippies throwing dollar bills onto the floor of the New York Stock Exchange. There was even something of a difference in style; mid-1960s New Lefties looked well scrubbed, with crewcuts, ties, and serious, even earnest demeanors. Certainly, they looked different from the emerging counterculture with its long hair, beads, psychedelic fashions, and experiments with mind-altering drugs.

But the lines between the two always remained murky and amorphous, and after 1968, they vanished. Young radicals, even those most straightforwardly political—in the sense of trying to stop the war or directly influence government policy—had embraced the wider cultural critique of the counterculture. And the counterculture developed an essentially political edge—a rejection of the values, beliefs, and priorities of mainstream America. At Woodstock, Country Joe introduced “Fixin’ to Die” by leading the assembled mass in an obscene chant: “Give me an F, Give me a U, Give me a C, Give me a K, What’s that spell!” The F-U-C-K chant, with its deliberate attempt to shock sensibilities by rejecting established, repressive standards of propriety, asked why Americans could find such language profane, but not the war in Vietnam. It suggested an alternative, more liberated, and supposedly more honest and authentic way of being. The obscene chant was as much a political protest as the antiwar song that followed; political protest and countercultural sensibilities went hand in hand. 32

In 1969, one SDS leader estimated that three-quarters of the organization’s membership could be classified as hippies.“Now the talk has shifted to cultural revolution,” pundits reflected. “Gentle grass is pushing up through the cement.” Several broad forces fed into this widening of the counterculture after 1968. Frustration certainly contributed—the growing sense that straightforward, organized political protest had failed. The war dragged on, Nixon became president, GIs invaded Cambodia, and students died at Kent State. “It was not that we disagreed with the radical interpretation of America,” one antiwar protester explained after he dropped out and moved to a commune in New Mexico. “It was that by the Nixon era that message was irrelevant.” Young people concluded that protest had to evolve, somehow become more fundamental. If you could not convince the older generation to change its beliefs, to stop the war, you could refuse to participate. 33

In fact, a general alienation from mainstream America, not just disillusionment with politics, fed the counterculture in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Many young people grew disgusted with the nation and its basic values. This discontent filled both veterans of Sixties radicalism and millions of young Americans who had never demonstrated interest in political protest. “I learned to despise my countrymen, my government and the entire English speaking world, with its history of genocide and international conquest,” one disgruntled New Leftist wrote after decamping to the Vermont woods.“I was a normal kid.”“America,” another young man reflected in 1969. “Listen to it. I love the sound. I love what it could mean. I hate what it is.” 34

Polls revealed widespread disenchantment among American youth. In 1970–1971, one-third of America’s college-age population felt that marriage had become obsolete and that having children was not very important. The number identifying religion, patriotism, and “living a clean, moral life” as “important values” plummeted. Fifty percent held no living American in high regard, and nearly half felt that America was “a sick society.” 35 In this setting, many young Americans no longer saw any reason to heed established conventions about sex, drugs, authority, clothing, living arrangements, food—the fundamental ways of living their lives.

So what could you do if you found yourself in such a supposedly sick society?-Country Joe had the answer: “You take drugs, you turn up the music very loud, you dance around, you build yourself a fantasy world where everything’s beautiful.” Frustration and alienation pushed Americans toward the counterculture, but also exerted a strong pull of its own: the conviction that it was possible to drop out of the polluted, corrupt mainstream and live according to one’s values. Young Americans believed they could do it right, without the phoniness and hierarchy, the profit and power, the processed food and threepiece suits, the evening news and the suburban ranch house. They could build alternative institutions and create alternative families—a separate, authentic,parallel universe. “We were setting up a new world,” Barry Melton, the Country Joe guitarist, recalled—“a new world that was going to run parallel to the old world but have as little to do with it as possible. We just weren’t going to deal with straight people.” 36

Fed by these diverse streams, the counterculture burgeoned in the early 1970s. The senior portraits in any high school or college yearbook display its broad influence. A 1966 edition, or even 1967 or 1968, shows clean-cut faces, ties, and demure dresses; they resemble stereotyped images of the 1950s. But the 1972 or 1974 yearbook reveals shaggy hair, beads, granny glasses. Of course, no one could precisely measure the counterculture, or distinguish the dedicated freak or head from the fellow traveler or counter-consumer, who simply adopted a style without much content. As one tie-dyed anthropologist put it, “There were no hippie organizations, no membership cards, no meetings, no age limits. . . . One did not have to drop out to ‘qualify’ as a hippie, or have to take drugs, participate in sex orgies, live in a commune, listen to rock, grow long hair. No minimum requirements. No have to.” The movement is “not a beard,” a University of Utah student explained. “It is not a weird, colorful costume, it is not marijuana. The hippie movement is a philosophy, a way of life.” It implied rejection of the dominant culture and a decision to practice alternate lifestyles. 37

Certainly the counterculture embraced several salient features: dope, as an entry way to expanded or altered consciousness, heightened awareness, and communal experience; freer sexual mores and living arrangements; a new relationship to nature; distinctive dress and foodways; and a commitment to communal living. Freaks rejected capitalist materialism, especially the grind of workaday jobs and the emphasis on property and acquisition. They constructed alternative institutions—food co-ops, underground newspapers, free medical clinics. In most cities and university towns, hip neighborhoods emerged, with natural food restaurants, head shops, Zen bakeries, independent record stores.

The counterculture also relied on music as a means of communication, a communal ritual, a gathering of tribes. After the success of the Monterey Pop Festival in 1967 (featuring the first major performances of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin), rock festivals spread around the country. They offered a potent mix of counterculture and capitalism, barefoot hippies and big-bucks event promoters. One hundred thousand people gathered for the Atlanta Pop Festival. In Seattle, helicopters dropped flowers on the assembled revelers.

But it was Woodstock that would transform the nature of the rock festival, create its mythology, raise its most extravagant hopes. Like all of the other festivals, Woodstock began as a commercial venture. Four producers offered farmer Max Yasgur $50,000 to use his farm near Bethel, New York. They hoped 50,000 rock fans would pay $18 each for three days of performances by more than twenty acts, including Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, The Who, The Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, John Sebastian, Sly and the Family Stone, Arlo Guthrie, Country Joe and the Fish, and Richie Havens.

Yet Woodstock became something much, much bigger. Before the first band came onstage, a massive pilgrimage of young people clogged the roads, forming the most massive traffic jam in U.S. history. They crashed the gates; eventually 400,000 people camped on the grounds, frolicking in the mud, listening to the music, cooking and eating together, even giving birth. The logistical problems were daunting: inadequate sanitation facilities, insufficient food and water, delivering medical supplies. But somehow it worked. Even the promoters, who took a financial bath, thought a new society had been born.

The real festival, organizers told one journalist, would not end with Woodstock. The concert marked “this generation and this culture’s” departure from the old generation and the old culture. “You see how they function on their own—without cops, without guns, without clubs, without hassles. Everybody pulls together and everybody helps each other and it works.” No matter “what happens when they go back to the city, this thing has happened and it proves that it can happen.” Singer-songwriter John Sebastian agreed. Mounting the stage, he called the scene “the biggest mindfucker of all time.” Sebastian had “never seen anything like this. There was Newport,” he remembered, referring to the annual folk festival in Rhode Island, “but they owned it. It was something different.” 38

Woodstock fueled ecstatic hopes that a new generation had emerged, that an alternative to the corrupt mainstream could be, was being, constructed. A few months later, another massive outdoor concert opened at Altamont, California, with the Rolling Stones as featured act. Anxious for “Woodstock West,” the audience of about 300,000 remained generally peaceful, the mood celebratory. But close to the stage, the scene grew ugly; brawls and bad acid trips led to a number of ugly scenes. In a particularly ill-advised move, the Stones offered the Hell’s Angels $500 worth of beer to guard the stage. As the crowd pushed closer, the Angels began beating people, busting pool cues over their heads. Eventually, four people died at Altamont including a young black man, beaten and stabbed to death by the Angels as he danced too close to the stage. 39

If Woodstock seemed idyllic, the birthplace of a new culture, Altamont swept into the open all the ugly features of the counterculture—“the greed, the hype, the hustle,” to quote one observer. At Altamont, the Woodstock generation learned that its fondest hopes, its most ambitious objectives would not be easily met; it would have to confront the darker realities of the age.

Among those harsh truths was the concerted opposition of the establishment. The mainstream press attacked the hippies and the festivals as harbingers of dope, debauchery, and destruction. 40 And the opposition fired more than harsh words. Vandals bombed Trans-Love Energies Commune in Detroit; others shot out the windows at the offices of the Street Journal, an underground newspaper in San Diego. When Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda made the cult classic Easy Rider (1969), they encountered violence while filming the movie in the South. They had expected the taunts: “Look at the Commies, the queers, is it a boy or a girl.” But they were stunned by the stories they heard “of kids getting their heads broken with clubs or slashed with rusty razor blades.” Patrons in one bar jumped the longhaired filmmakers themselves. “Don’t be scared, go and try to change America,” Hopper concluded, “but if you’re going to wear a badge, whether it’s long hair or, or black skin, learn to protect yourself.” 41

The film itself dramatized this resistance, tracing the motorcycle journey of two drug-dealing hippies across the South. Persecuted by rednecks and hounded by police, the sojourners cannot get service at a restaurant or a room at a motel. Their brand of freedom, the alcoholic lawyer played by Jack Nicholson explains, threatens the complacency of ordinary Americans. The bikers’ very existence mocks their constrained lives, dramatizing the compromises they have made and the shackles they endure. 42

Despite the resistance from outside and its own contradictions and difficulties, the counterculture expanded in the Seventies, spreading a less formal, more open and freewheeling way of life. But the real efforts at cultural revolution, at creating a sustainable alternative, collapsed or became diluted. Communes drifted apart; underground papers mainstreamed or failed; free clinics applied for government funding. Standing on a hill in the desert in 1971, gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson recalled the feelings of imminent change he had experienced a few years earlier—“that sense of inevitable victory over the forces of Old and Evil. Not in any mean or military sense; we didn’t need that. Our energy would simply prevail. ” But now, “with the rightkind of eyes,” he could almost see “the high-water mark—that place where the wave finally broke and rolled back.” 43

The wave seemed to crest at the end of the Sixties. The Democratic party left Chicago in turmoil. The broad liberal coalition that had been its foundation, forming the bedrock of American politics for a generation, lay in ruins. The nation was divided, confused, seemingly in uproar. In the winter of 1968–1969, the nation turned its longing eyes toward California. There, rested and ready, if never tanned like T-shirts and bumper stickers would one day proclaim, waited Richard Milhous Nixon. On Election Day, he promised to heal a wounded people. But he had other plans.
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“DOWN TO THE NUT-CUTTING”

The Nixon Presidency and American Public Life




AS THE 1968 CAMPAIGN REACHED ITS UNCERTAIN CONCLUSION, climaxing that year of miracles and of horrors, Richard Nixon noticed a placard at a rally in Deshler, Ohio. Speaking at New York City’s Madison Square Garden, Nixon remembered the scene: “There were many signs like those I see here. But one sign held by a teenager said, ‘Bring us together again.’ My friends,” the nation’s next president concluded, “America needs to be brought together.” 1

Those generous words generated little attention from the national media. During the 1968 campaign, Nixon had repeatedly rejected his speechwriters’ suggestions that he offer comfort to the nation. Even in a year marked by unprecedented strife, Nixon had voiced disdain for “uplift” and had thrived on hard-hitting, polarizing rhetoric. But a few days later, in his moment of triumph, Nixon returned briefly to the theme of national unity and the message of healing. “I saw many signs in this campaign,” Nixon reflected on the morning after the election. “Some of them were not friendly and some were very friendly. But the one that touched me most was one that I saw in Deshler, Ohio, at the end of a long day of whistlestopping.” A “teenager held up a sign, ‘Bring Us Together.’ And that will be the great objective of this Administration at the outset, to bring the American people together.” 2

But President Nixon would rarely repeat that message and never mean it. With the long-sought prize within his grasp, it was time, as Nixon put it on election eve, to “get down to the nut-cutting.” As he celebrated with his staff the next day, Nixon recounted a story about eating lamb fries on the campaign trail in Missouri a few years earlier. They had tasted like breaded veal but turned out to be “sheep’s nuts. When this is over,” Nixon told his closest aides, “we’ll go out and have a mess of them.” 3



Of course, such metaphors had long been the familiar lingo of backroom politics—the vernacular of the all-male, decidedly macho, authentically smoke-filled rooms of the campaign trail. But Nixon had more than usual relish for the language of revenge and castration. 4 Over the next six years, Nixon’s ambitious and cunning policy agenda would poison American politics and fragment American society. His presidency, often deliberately, sometimes unintentionally, drilled a deep well of cynicism about national politics—about the possibilities for community and communication, about the capacity of government to address the nation’s needs, about the dignity and necessity of public service itself. In the process, Nixon shifted the balance of power in American politics and the terms of debate in American culture.





Tricky Dick
Richard Nixon hated the establishment. He loathed the prep school and private club set, the opera-goers and intellectuals, the northeastern Ivy League elite. Born in what then formed part of southern California’s agricultural “Inland Empire,” Nixon grew up in the small Quaker community of Whittier. He attended Whittier College, ever resenting the Ivy Leaguers he felt lorded over him with their superior educations, before taking his law degree at Duke. Before World War II, Duke had yet to become an elite college; it remained a young upstart and very much a southern university. At Duke, Nixon learned contempt for both the social snobbery and the liberal racial outlook of the Northeast. In December 1937, during his final year of law school, Nixon made the rounds of New York’s most prestigious law firms. The humiliating rejections he suffered only deepened his contempt for the northeastern elite. 5

After military service in World War II, Nixon returned to California and climbed the greasy pole, reaching first the House of Representatives, then the U.S. Senate, eventually ascending to the vice presidency of the United States. From this exalted position, Nixon assailed the fortress of the establishment. Even as vice president, he remained ever the outsider—too crude, too naked in his ambitions. The elite never welcomed the driven young southern Californian, even as he entered its comfortable corridors of power.

Nixon’s resentments persisted as well: his crude disregard for Jews, his contempt for African Americans, his hatred of the press. But most of all he hated the establishment, for its wealth and connections, its intellectual and cultural hauteur, its exclusiveness. “In this period of our history, the leaders and the educated class are decadent,” President Nixon instructed his chief ofstaff, H. R. Haldeman. The educated become “brighter in the head, but weaker in the spine.” The nation’s elite, in Nixon’s mind, no longer possessed any character. 6 Nixon would prove it to them, and prove it in the most cunning of ways.

Nixon’s presidency presented more than just a fascinating, and baffling, psychological profile. It even accomplished more than the unprecedented abuse of power Americans have too narrowly labeled “Watergate.” His administration also posed a crucial historical problem about the evolution of contemporary American politics and public policy. Was Nixon the last of the liberals, or the first of the conservatives? Did his domestic presidency mark the last gasp of postwar liberalism—of energetic, activist government? Or did it mark the onset of a new, more cautious era—of small government, fiscal conservatism, diverting resources and initiative from the public to the private sector?

In some ways, Nixon did seem like the last interventionist liberal. He doubled the budgets for the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH). He proposed a guaranteed income for all Americans, signed the nation’s principal environmental protection laws, and expanded affirmative action for racial minorities. Under Nixon’s watch, the regulatory state swelled; federal agencies began monitoring nearly every aspect of American life. The Nixon administration created the Occupational Health and Safety Administration and instituted the first peacetime wage and price controls in U.S. history.

Nixon even conceded that “I am now a Keynesian in economics.” He embraced the idea that a humming economy was the responsibility of the federal government and that the White House should actively intervene in economic affairs, carefully calibrating the policy controls, to ensure robust growth and low unemployment. Nixon even dispensed with the gold standard, that most reassuring symbol of conservative fiscal orthodoxy. 7

By the middle of his first term, Nixon’s seeming unwillingness to crush liberalism and disband social programs angered many committed conservatives. Patrick Buchanan, the president’s in-house right-wing fire-eater, warned that conservatives felt Nixon had betrayed them.“They are the niggers of the Nixon administration,” Buchanan fumed in a scathing seven-page memo. 8

On the other hand, the Nixon era seemed to initiate a new, more conservative-era in American politics. Nixon intervened on behalf of southern school districts, supporting efforts to curtail busing and slow the pace of school desegregation. He attacked the Warren Court, replacing such liberal icons as Abe Fortas and Earl Warren with Warren Burger and William Rehnquist (and even unsuccessfully attempted to appoint two southern conservatives to the Supreme Court). He dismantled, or at least attempted to eliminate, the principal agencies of 1960s liberalism, such as the Office of Economic Opportunity (which ran Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty) and the legal services program. While he signed the popular legislation restricting air and water pollution, Nixon also established procedures for economic cost-benefit review of all environmental regulations. And he made it clear that officials should scrap or water down any pollution control that might slow the economy or antagonize business.

Nixon also pioneered what came to be called devolution—transferring authority from the federal government to state and local governments and from the public sector to the private sphere. Through a complicated series of initiatives—a combination of block grants, revenue sharing, and the like— Nixon consigned to the states policy areas that had been the responsibility of the federal government. He also took problems and programs that had been thought to require public attention and shifted them to business and the private sector. Indeed, when Nixon left office in August 1974, CBS Evening News commentator Rod MacLeish described devolution as Nixon’s major achievement.“As president,” MacLeish told a national television audience,“Mr. Nixon made serious policy efforts to disburse responsibility as well as money for the alleviation of our domestic problems.” 9

By the end of his first term, Nixon had embraced small government as his campaign theme. Concluding that cutting government could become a winning strategy, Nixon declared in his second inaugural address that “ government must learn to take less from people so that people can do more for themselves.” Reversing John F. Kennedy’s famous call for collective sacrifice, Nixon instructed,“In our own lives, let each of us ask—not just what will government do for me, but what can I do for myself?” 10

Faced with such a contradictory record, Nixon watchers have been tempted to split the difference. But Nixon the president did more than combine economic liberalism with social conservatism. He was no mere transitional president, a passage from one era to another that embraced elements of both, although many scholars have portrayed him as such. Others have dismissed Nixon as nothing more than opportunistic, swaying with the prevailing political winds. Primarily interested in foreign affairs, Nixon viewed domestic policy as a nuisance; he would do anything so long as it would not cost him votes.

Splitting the difference, however, mistakes not only Nixon’s character, buthis presidency’s decisive influence on American political culture. Although Nixon was both a transitional president and an opportunist, those assessments miss his historical significance—the ways that the man (the psychological puzzle) and the policies (the historical problem) intertwined.

Not for nothing did Nixon earn the nickname Tricky Dick. Nixon was indeed the first of the conservatives. He fooled many observers, then and now, because he pursued this conservative agenda—this assault on public life—in a particularly devious sort of way. Unlike Barry Goldwater before him and Ronald Reagan after him, Nixon never took on big government directly. He rarely assailed the liberal establishment he so furiously hated and so openly resented. He did not attack liberal programs or the agencies and political networks that undergirded them. Rather, he subtly, cunningly undermined them. Nixon wanted to destroy the liberal establishment by stripping it of its bases of support and its sources of funds.

Federal support for the arts and humanities offered a vivid case in point. Of course, antipathy to federal arts support has become a basic tenet of contemporary American conservatism. Given Nixon’s hostility toward artists and intellectuals and his own lack of personal charisma and glamour, many expected the worst from Nixon on cultural policy. After Kennedy’s style— bringing talented musicians, writers, and artists into the White House—and Johnson’s substance—creating the national arts and humanities endowments—observers wondered what the unfashionable, anti-intellectual Nixon would bring. 11

“White House reporters,” Washingtonian magazine reported in 1969, thought Nixon’s social secretary was “deliberately planning dull parties.Cabinet members have been sneaking out of state dinners. . . . Gone are the scenes from Broadway shows, the performances by top ballet companies or appearances by musicians like Van Cliburn.” Elegant desserts are out, the Washington establishment complained; “cottage cheese with ketchup is in.” 12 These charges of philistinism stung so much that the Nixon White House hastily arranged a jazz evening to dispel its dour image and invited Duke Ellington to refute charges that Nixon disliked black entertainers. 13

But what of the substance? What of Nixon’s actual arts policies? In 1969, when Nixon took office, the National Endowment for the Arts received an annual budget appropriation of $7.7 million; it received $8.2 million in 1970. For the 1971 budget, Nixon asked Congress to double the appropriation for the arts: he requested $16.3 million. The next year he doubled it again. By thetime Nixon left the White House, arts spending had reached $61 million (and Nixon had requested even more, $72 million, in that year’s budget). 14

Nixon’s arts record astounded many observers, then and now. To be sure, arts spending offered a relatively cheap way to counter Nixon’s reputation for philistinism—his image, to quote one ungenerous contemporary, as a “Square Elephant.” But a budget-conscious conservative, even one so jealous of his political profile as Richard Nixon, would not have unthinkingly multiplied arts spending eightfold. On the surface, Nixon’s generosity toward the NEA benefited the northeastern museum and opera crowd, the very people he denounced as decadent and spineless—the people who most despised Nixon for his vulgarity, ambition, and toughness.

In fact, Nixon wanted to strip the cultural elite of its power and perquisites, but he knew that dismantling or cutting the arts endowments would provoke opposition and allow critics to denounce him as an opponent of culture. Instead, he accomplished the same goal of defunding the liberal arts establishment, simultaneously insulating himself from criticism. While expanding the NEA and the NEH, he shifted arts funding in new directions.

During the 1960s, federal arts dollars had gone almost exclusively to established institutions of high culture in major cities—museums, symphony orchestras—and to leading avant-garde artists, or at least to up-and-coming artists working along similar lines. The panels awarding NEA grants for painting, for example, were made up almost entirely of famous, successful abstract artists and the museum curators who exhibited their work. They made grants that reinforced their notions of what was best and most deserving— overwhelmingly New York–based abstract art. 15

Nixon redirected federal arts policy and reallocated federal arts dollars. First, he distributed more and more resources to regional and local arts authorities and cultural endeavors, shifting money and support from the northeastern elite to the nation’s heartland. Second, he shifted the emphasis from elite, avant-garde forms of artistic expression to more popular and populist forms: representational painting, commemorative sculptures, folklore, folk art, folk music. Third, Nixon’s arts policies focused spending on youth. The endowments underwrote local art centers designed to keep young Americans off the streets—to encourage “correct,” productive use of leisure time (instead of protests or riots). Finally, Nixon used arts policy to advance his administration’s ideological agenda, such as sending the pop-rock group Blood, Sweat and Tears on a concert tour through Eastern Europe to showcase American artistic freedom. 16

Despite Nixon’s massive injection of capital, the northeastern elite received a smaller share of arts funding, saw most resources go to projects it disliked, and, most important, lost control of arts spending to more heavily Republican, conservative local and regional interests. Yet the cultural community could hardly complain. No other president, after all, had supported the arts and humanities so generously. Dick Nixon had proved very tricky indeed.

A similar pattern emerged in federal housing policy. Nixon did not propose to get the government out of the business of providing housing for the poor, as outspoken conservatives like Arizona senator Barry Goldwater favored. Nor did Nixon drastically cut or shut down federal housing programs, as Ronald Reagan attempted in the 1980s. Instead the Nixon administration maintained and even expanded federal housing, while at the same time circumventing and eroding the liberal, Democratic network that had always supported, benefited from, and controlled public housing. 17

Politics makes strange bedfellows, but there was perhaps no odder combination than the allies who supported public housing: developers who received government money to develop their properties, often in areas where they could never have secured private funds; construction companies that won lucrative government contracts to build the housing units; the building crafts trades, labor unions whose members enjoyed jobs at high union wage levels; and the social services establishment, the bureaucrats and social workers who administered public housing projects. All of these groups barely got along; most hated each other. But they all wanted to build public housing, and they all supported the politicians—the liberal Democrats—who favored it. They supported them with funds, campaign workers, information, and votes.

Nixon sought to sunder that alliance. Cutting housing aid would have united all those interests—all those uneasy bedfellows—against him. So instead he maintained, and even increased, spending on public housing. But he also rechanneled it. Wherever possible, the Nixon administration redirected funding from specific projects and contracts to block grants. The new system encouraged squabbling for shares of the allocated money. Nixon also shifted resources from building and maintaining public housing to handing out rent subsidies, so poor tenants could rent from private landlords. 18 This policy defunded the liberal network; the money would not flow freely to the builders, the unions, the housing administrator, and they no longer faithfully rewarded liberal Democrats with their support. But urban Democrats could hardly oppose a policy that put more aid directly in the hands of poor tenants. So liberals lost control of housing policy and lost the support of the housing network.

A similar calculus manifested itself in the Nixon administration’s approach to environmental protection. Except for national parks, the president evinced little interest in natural resource or pollution issues. He delegated responsibility to domestic policy adviser John Ehrlichman and cabinet secretary John Whitaker, ordering them to “just keep me out of trouble on environmental issues.” But with the Santa Barbara oil spill and Los Angeles smog reports alerting millions of Americans to the dangers of pollution and many young activists discovering ecology, the administration felt intense pressure to present a vigorous environmental agenda. According to Whitaker,“hysteria” defined the mood on environmental issues in Washington.“The press gave the issue extraordinary coverage. Congress responded by producing environment-related bills by the bushel, and the President was in danger of being left behind.” 19

Just keeping out of trouble required aggressive action. Despite strong reservations, Nixon signed a tough Clean Air Act in 1970. He preferred legislation friendlier to business but recognized the futility of a veto; the Congress would easily have overridden it. The president also reorganized the nation’s pollution control programs, briefly considering a cabinet-level Department of Environmental Quality before establishing the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). In February 1970, Nixon delivered a special message on environmental quality to the Congress. Drafted by Whitaker, the thirty-sevenpoint program detailed proposals for twenty-two separate pieces of legislation, including controls on strip mining, ocean dumping, pesticides, noise, automobile emissions, and water pollution. Nixon called it “the most far-reaching and comprehensive message on conservation and restoration of natural resources ever submitted to Congress by a President of the United States.” 20

But Nixon was no closet environmentalist, not even by default. He appointed strong leaders to head the EPA but drew a rigid distinction between sensible conservationists and irresponsible extremists. Environmentalists and consumer protection activists, Nixon told auto industry leaders, “aren’t really one damn bit interested in safety or clean air. What they’re interested in is destroying the system.” They wanted the nation to “go back and live like a bunch of damned animals.” 21 When it came down to “a flat choice between jobs and smoke,” the president instructed John Ehrlichman on another occasion, he would not let nature lovers get in the way of a strong economy. 22

When the entire nation paused to celebrate Earth Day in April 1970, President Nixon refused to notice. Although his cabinet officers appeared at events around the country and the White House staff participated in a televised cleanup of the Potomac River, the president kept his distance. During that same week the White House issued presidential proclamations for National Archery Week and National Boating Week, but none for Earth Day. The president had no wish to identify himself with the activist core of the conservation movement. In fact, he did the opposite, directing Secretary of the Interior Walter Hickel to endorse construction of the Alaska pipeline in his Earth Day address. 23

Nixon tried to stake out a conservative version of environmentalism, suckingthe wind out of his liberal opponents’ sails. He endorsed elements of the ecological agenda while limiting the reach of environmental regulation and foreclosing more radical alternatives. Over and over again, Nixon ensured that environmental regulations would remain subordinate to economic growth and that they would rely much more heavily on market mechanisms and less on established bureaucratic and judicial controls. Nixon subjected all EPA decisions to cost-benefit review by the Office of Management and Budget. He developed an effluent fee proposal to control water and air emissions, relying on market incentives rather than regulation, standard setting, and judicial procedures. He established the EPA rather than the broad-based, more powerful agency that environmental groups favored. 24

In 1972, Nixon openly revealed his reservations about environmentalism when he vetoed the Clean Water Act. The president denounced the bill, which tripled his own proposed spending on water pollution abatement, as a budget buster—the work of spendthrift, “charge-account congressmen.” He also found it anticapitalist. Nixon believed its plans for zero emissions, secondary treatment of municipal water, and severe punishments for violations would cripple industry and punish taxpayers. But Nixon could not derail so popular a policy; his move out into the open met with overwhelming defeat and an immediate congressional override. 25

The president mainly navigated a more subterranean channel. Nixon strove to restrict the federal role in solid waste management, preferring to devolve responsibilities to state and local governments. 26 When opportunities presented themselves, he exploited the popularity of conservation to deliver glancing blows to federal agencies and the liberal legislators who championed them.
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