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John F Kennedy

Background Information: In 1960, as President Eisenhower's second term drew to a close, a mood of restlessness arose among voters. The tension of the Cold War, the Soviet launchign of Sputnik, and the domestic economic depression weighed heavily on many voters minds. A recession that slowed the national economy in the fall of 1960 helped the Democrats, who attacked Eisenhower’s “tight-money policy.” The Democrats also blamed the earlier administration for the U.S. having fallen behind Russia in military might and reputation! The Democratic nominee for president  was the young Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy, who promised active leadership "to get America moving again." The Republicans hoped to bank off of the popularity of Eishenhower and nominated Vice President Richard Nixon. The debates, on TV, helped millions of voters to know Kennedy better (many were already familiar with Nixon since he was Vice President). Kennedy was the winner, but by a narrow margin. Only 119,450 popular votes separated the candidates but Kennedy won 303 electoral votes to Nixon’s 219. Democratic majorities in Congress were also reduced.  
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Document #1A: The 1960 Presidential Campaign

Document #1B: The 1960 Presidential Election Results
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The 1960 Presidential Election:
· John F. Kennedy uses imagery, charm to defeat Nixon
· Youngest elected President (43)
· First Roman Catholic President
· Promise of active leadership, issued challenges to the American public
The New Frontier:
· JFK's vision of progress throughout the country:
· Reform education, stimulate the economy, win the space race, help developing nations, improve urban conditions and civil rights
· Inspired the nation to improve itself 
The Debate

“I was one of four reporters who asked questions during the first debate between Vice President Nixon and Senator John F. Kennedy in Chicago on September 26th, 1960. We were probably the worst judges of who did better in that debate because we did not see the debate on a television set. There were no television monitors in the studio that we could look at. The people who watched the debate on their television sets apparently thought that Kennedy came off better than Nixon. Those who heard the debate on radio thought Nixon was superior to Kennedy. The other memory I have of that debate is that the reporters asking the questions did not fully understand how important the debate would be that year. All we knew was that this was a first in American presidential campaigns. There were no spin doctors around to tell us we were making history.”    – Sander Vanocur 

The Inauguration  

Kennedy carefully selected cabinet appointments. He made his inaugural address filled with rhetoric and moving phrases. He was devoted to a general discussion of the world role of the United States, he pledged firmness against the nation’s enemies but promised every effort to break the Cold War. The inaugural speech showed a President that was not afraid of the unexplored. Kennedy inspired the nation to be activists and work with the government. 

JFK, Inaugural Address, January 20, 1961; JFK Library: 
(1) “…So let us begin anew - remembering on both sides that civility is not a sign of weakness…Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate. Let both sides explore what problems unite us instead of belaboring those problems which divide us. Let both sides, for the first time, formulate serious and precise proposals for the inspection and control of arms--and bring the absolute power to destroy other nations under the absolute control of all nations. Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terrors. Together let us explore the stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate disease, tap the ocean depths and encourage the arts and commerce. Let both sides unite to heed in all corners of the earth the command of Isaiah - to "undo the heavy burdens…[and] let the oppressed go free”…

All this will not be finished in the first one hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first one thousand days, nor in the life of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin…”
(2) “…Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, North and South, East and West, that can assure a more fruitful life for all mankind? Will you join in that historic effort?

In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility - I welcome it. I do not believe that any of us would exchange places with any other people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it - and the glow from that fire can truly light the world.
Thanks to his experience in Congress and his eight years as Eisenhower's vice president, Nixon was highly qualified to be President, especially when it came to foreign affairs. However, he also had a reputation as a hatchet man and a red-baiter from his role in the Alger Hiss trial. When Ike had a heart attack in 1956 and people began to express apprehension that Nixon was next in the chain of command, the Republicans unveiled a "New Nixon." This New Nixon, although slightly less menacing than the old version, still exemplified the hollow man of a homogenized society.


On the other side of the aisle stood John F. Kennedy, who many American believed was little more than a Democratic Nixon. Kennedy, then a senator from Massachusetts, had been the lone Democrat to support Joe McCarthy when the Senate voted to censure him. In another demonstration of questionable ethics, Kennedy took credit for writing, Profiles in Courage, a book that he signed his name to after his research assistants had written for him. Practically since birth, JFK had been groomed to become President. His father, Joseph Kennedy, who had made a fortune in Hollywood, still felt shunned by elite society because his family was Irish Catholic.  Religion did play a part in the campaign, if only briefly. Before Kennedy, American voters had never elected a Roman Catholic President. The only other serious Catholic contender for the presidency was Al Smith, who lost to Herbert Hoover in 1928. In 1960, however, JFK managed to defuse the Catholic issue when he won the Democratic presidential primary in West Virginia, a largely Protestant state.
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