1960s Writing Project

(1) Sweaty v. Boyish: The presidential election of 1960 featured an unprecedented series of televised debates between Nixon and Kennedy. Many commentators noticed that Nixon appeared uneasy and sweaty on television, while Kennedy looked boyish and confident. Kennedy ultimately won the election. How did television change the way presidential candidates campaigned? How did TV change public perceptions of candidates? Explain.

(2) The Survival and Success of Liberty: President Kennedy once declared, “We shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friends, oppose any foe, to insure the survival and the success of liberty.” Do you believe the United States has a responsibility to follow this philosophy? What are some possible consequences of acting according to this philosophy? Explain your answer.

(3) The Brink of Nuclear War: For fourteen days in 1962, the United States and the Soviet Union teetered on the brink of nuclear war. Soviet leader Khruschev positioned Soviet missiles in Cuba and United States President John Kennedy demanded that the Soviets withdraw them. Both sides seemed ready to start a nuclear war. Imagine that you are either an American or Russian student during the Cuban missile crisis. Write a diary entry about what you are feeling.

(4) Lunch Counter Protest: In 1960, a few black college students protested against segregated restaurants by staging a sit-in at a lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina. The nonviolent tactic proved effective. What other nonviolent protest tactics can you think of? Which do you consider most useful? Which would you employ if you wanted to protest something? Explain your answer.

(5) A Tax on Voters: In the midst of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, the nation ratified the 24th Amendment, which outlawed a poll tax for federal elections. Whom do you think poll taxes were originally meant to affect and how?

(6) Wallace for Segregation: In June of 1963, Alabama Governor George Wallace stood in a doorway of an Alabama university to physically prevent two African-American students from entering the school. The governor actually proclaimed, “Segregation now! Segregation tomorrow! Segregation forever!” Write a letter to Governor Wallace criticizing his position on segregation.

(7) Get Out the Vote: During the 1960s, civil rights activists traveled throughout the South to help minority citizens register to vote. President Johnson aided the civil rights movement by sending federal voting registrars to the South and by pushing through legislation that outlawed literacy tests for potential voters. Minority citizens already had the right to vote, so why do you think civil rights activists had to work so hard to get out the vote?

(8) The True Meaning of its Creed: “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.'”Martin Luther King spoke these words during the Civil Rights Movement. What do you think King meant by these words? Do you think his dream has been accomplished in the United States?

(9) Ignoring a Murder: In 1964, a woman named Kitty Genovese was stabbed to death in a courtyard in Queens, New York. Although many of her neighbors heard her crying out for help and some even looked down at the scene from their windows, no one intervened or called the cops. What do you think might have caused her neighbors to act as they did?

(10) Against Poverty: President Lyndon Johnson launched what he called the War on Poverty. If you were in charge of a war on poverty, what would you do? What measures would you take to combat poverty?

(11) Miranda Rights: In 1963, a man named Ernesto Miranda was arrested. Upon his arrest, he confessed to the crime of which he was accused. Miranda later said that he wouldn't have confessed if he had known that confessions were not mandatory and that his confession would be used against him. The Supreme Court, in Miranda v. Arizona (1966), said that a suspect must be told that he has the right to remain silent, that anything he says can and will be used against him in court and that he has the right to an attorney. These are now known as Miranda warnings. Why do you think the Supreme Court would go so far to protect the rights of someone accused of a crime?

(12) Women to Work: During World War II, women worked in factories and at other jobs. After the war ended, they demanded more opportunities in all walks of life. During the 1950s and 1960s, women went to work in increasing numbers, earning more pay and breaking into fields that had been dominated by men. Make a list of jobs that were essentially off-limits to women prior to the 1950s and 1960s.
(13) Hippie Culture: During the 1960s, a counterculture emerged in the United States unlike any the country had seen before. Hippies and students across the country questioned authority, pushed social boundaries and explored new religions and philosophies. These new attitudes were reflected in the music, art, and fashion of the era. Have you observed any similar (if less powerful) counterculture groups or movements in your lifetime? If so, describe them.
