Teaching the 1960s with Primary Sources

Peter B. Levy
York College

ONE OF THE MOST POPUL.AR COURSES on college campuses and
one of the time periods that still provokes considerable interest among
high school students is the 1960s. Drawing on my experience as an author
of several documentary collections and as a teacher, this paper will
consider ways that teachers and students can use primary sources to
enhance their understanding of this seminal era.! In addition, both the
text and notes of this paper identify where teachers and students can find
the particular documents mentioned below and others like them.? Nu-
merous studies have shown that using primary sources, such as docu-
ments in a history class or laboratory experiments in science courses,
encourages active learning. Primary sources compel students to interro-
gate the past and to begin to form their own interpretations and narratives
rather than memorize facts and dates and/or digest interpretations written
by others.? Simultaneously, teachers can enhance their students’ under-
standing of the historical method or craft by using original documents,
The advantages of using primary sources in classes about the 1960s
are of even greater magnitude than in courses about other periods. Many
of the authors of the most widely used texts on the 1960s, arid many
teachers of classes on the 1960s lived through this time period and seek to
shed light on it by drawing on their personal experiences. Todd Gitlin’s
popular book, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage, exemplifies this
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approach. While students can learn a great deal from this mix of memoir
and history, we need to recognize the degree to which such an approach
encourages passive learning. Challenging or questioning any authority is
difficult enough for most students. Expecting them to challenge scholars
who lived through the period may be too much.” The fact that college
courses on the sixties often attract nontraditional students or adult learn-
ers adds to the reluctance of traditional students to think and act criti-
cally

It is additionally inappropriate for classes on the sixties to operate in a
passive and/or uncritical manner since new teaching approaches aimed at
promoting active learning and critical thinking were to a large degree
initially developed by sixties activists, such as those who participated in
the Mississippi Freedom Schools and/or founded Radical Teacher. Sev-
eral years ago, for instance, I attended a continuing education conference
hosted by the University of Virginia entitled “Rethinking Recent Ameri-
can History.” Among the topics we “rethought” was the civil rights
movement. The facilitator of this session was Julian Bond, one of the
leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the au-

thor of a collection of primary documents on the civil rights era. Ironi-
cally, rather than require us to draw on his compilation of documents,
Bond presented a lecture on the recent historiography of the movement.
As aresult, his method undercut his argument that the movement needs to
be viewed from the grassroots up rather than the top down.

As a colleague of many men and women who pioneered radical teaching
techniques, Bond understood very well the value of active learning and
critical thinking. I suspect he chose to use a more traditional approach at this
conference for the same reason many teachers are reluctant to use more
novel approaches in their classrooms. Simply stated, they want to cover so
much material in so little tirrie that they fear giving control over to students
lest the students not learn the main “lessons.” 1 also suspect that many
teachers are fearful of losing control when they are covering subjects for
which they seek to reveal a usable past.

One final reason for using primary sources in classes on the 1960s is
that they have the potential to produce a broader, more balanced and

complex sense of the decade than is obtained customarily from either

textbooks or popular culture. Perhaps more than any other time period,
the sixties has become defined by a number of cliches. The film Forrest
Gump embodies almost every one of these cliches, including the foul-
mouthed, long—haired dope-smoking, antiwar protester who abuses his
girlfriend. By engaging students with pnmary documents, teachers can
encourage them to shed these simplistic images and arrive at a much
more sophisticated understanding of the past.
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Turning now to how I teach the course. I begin with an examination of
the social, cultural, political and economic conditions of the late 1950s,
with an emphasis on two particular themes, mass consumerism and the
cold war.* To this end, students are required to read a set of documents
that range in content and type. First they analyze a General Electric -
advertisement entitled “People’s Capitalism— What Makes It Work for
You?” This particular advertisement was part of a broader Advertising
Council campaign sponsored by the United States Information Agency.
Its motto, “Progress is Our Most Important Product,” mirrored General
Electric’s corporate slogan. The campaign culminated with a senies of
trade exhibitions, including one in the Soviet Union, the scene of the
famous Nixon-Khrushchev “kitchen debates.” Students are required to
read excerpts from this heated exchange, where the Soviet premier and
America’s vice-president argued over who made better washing ma-
chines ®

Second, students review a spccml end-of-the-decade double issue of
Life magazine, entitled: *“The Good Life.” They read the publishers’

introduction, which proclaims: “for the first time a civilization has reached
a point where most people are no longer preoccupied exclusively with
providing food and shelter,” and they examine an assortment of photo-
graphs of gleaming swimming pools, pleasure boats, plush vacation
retreats and other resplendent scenes.”

Third, students look at the want ads, excerpted from the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution on January 2, 1960 and read two speeches, Adlai
Stevenson’s, “Commencement Address” which he delivered to the class
of 1955 at Smith College and the Reverend Billy Graham’s, “The Na-
tional Purpose: Moral and Spiritual Cancer Found in Stress on Personal
Comfort,” which was placed in the Congressional Record with the
unanimous consent of the House of Representatives.® A number of other
documents are recommended, including the introduction to David Potter’s.
Peaople of Plenty, President Eisenhower’s press conference in which he
discussed the budding crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas and the launching
of sputnik, David Perlman’s story on the “Howl” triat in San Francisco,
and several leaflets distributed by the American Nationalists on race-
mixing and the entertainment industry .}

Nearly every one of these documents provokes discussion. In particu-
lar, the “Want Ads,” because they were explicitly divided into separate
categories, one for men and one for women, and incinded specific refer-
ences to jobs for “colored™ workers, work as a great tool for discussing
the depth of sexual and racial discrimination. Adlai Stevenson’s speech,
in which he asserted that most of Smith’s graduates would become
housewives, “whether you like the idea or not just now—and you’ll like
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it!” generates a good deal of disgust and then some consideration of why
his assertion did not result in a similar outcry at the time. Usually, I try to
work these documents into a larger writing assignment, such as asking if
the 1950s were really “Happy Days.” The selections also provide a
baseline for evaluating the changes, or lack thereof, that took place
during the 1960s. For instance, students can be required to compare and
contrast Life's end of the decade issue in 1969 to its “good life” issue in
1959.

Since I want students to view the 1960s historically, I spend a good

deal of time on the first half of the decade, before the antiwar movement,
counterculture, sexual revolution and women’s movement exploded on
the scene. I expose students to documents that represent a wide variety of
political persuasions and issues, with the hope that they will see that later
developments were not inevitable. For instance, groups of students are
required to represent a particular political position or organization. Put
somewhat more imaginatively, I inform students that they will hold a
student activities fair, where each group role plays a particular organiza-
tion of the early 1960s. Students can develop brochures, buttons, bumper
stickers, or anything else that helps them explain their positions and

recruit new students to their organizations. Among the documents that
students are required to read in preparation for this assignment are SDS's
“Port Huron Statement,” the Young Americans for Freedom’s “Sharon
Statement,” excerpts from the testimony of Women Strike for Peace
before the House Committee on Un-American Activities, Robert Moses’
“Letter from a Mississippi Jail Cell,” George Wallace’s “Inaugural Ad-
dress” and Rachel Carson’s testimony before the Senate Subcommittee
on Reorganization, better known as the Ribicoff Committee.® From

- these documents, students glean a sense of the views of both young
leftists and young conservatives, of the grass roots civil rights movement,
of prominent white supremacists, and of the budding peace and environ-
mental movements. They also come to understand the degree to which
nearly every social movement or reform generated both enthusiastic
support and vigorous opposition. '

Then we examine the ‘Great Society.” Students review President
Johnson’s “Commencement Address” on the Great Society, which he
presented at the University of Michigan in the spring of 1964, and AFL-
CIO President George Meany’s “Testimony” in favor of Medicare. They
read Ronald Reagan’s “A Time for Choosing” and Strom Thurmond’s
criticism of the Supreme Court’s decision to “ban” prayer in school." To
enliven our examination of this subject, students participate in a mock
debate, in which they pretend to represent either students for Johnson or
students for Goldwater. They are required to draw on the documents in

Teaching the 1960s with Primary Sources 13

making their arguments for or against Johnson’s Great Saciety proposals.
To help them understand the appeal of the Great Society, I recommend
that they read Robert Collins’ **Growth Liberalism in the 1960s,” one of
the most sophisticated analyses of the 1960s.'? Students are also required
to find the results of the 1964 presidential election in their hometown or
congressional district. Often, since Johnson won in a landslide in most of
the nation, these results compel the students to consider further the appeal

of Johnson’s vision as opposed to Goldwater’s, which tends to be much

more favorably viewed today than it was at the time. In addition, the task
of finding local election results, which are usually unavailable online,
teaches a basic lesson on the tools or skills necessary to conduct historical
research.

Only after we have examined these subjects do we turn to the themes
most commonly associated with the 1960s: Vietnam, racial and student
protest, and sex, drugs and rock ‘n* roll. My primary cbjective in discuss-
ing these themes is to encourage students to see the variety and complex-
ity of opinions that existed on each one of these issues. Furthermore, I
seek to prod my students to compare their own interpretations of these
subjects, based on their reading of a sampling of primary documents, to

interpretations developed by scholars and other pundits.

In my unit on the Vietnam War, students are required to read speeches
and essays by the formulators of the Johnson Administration’s policy in
Vietnam, by prominent antiwar activists, by “dove™ Senators, by anti-
antiwar conservatives, and by labor leaders whose views of the war
changed over time."® (See endnote for specific documents.) We discuss
the documents by utilizing a technique employed by antiwar activists,
namely, the teach-in. Each student is assigned a specific document and is
responsible for summarizing it in class. The document that generally
provokes the greatest amount of discussion is Donald Duncan’s “The
Whole Thing Was A Lie.” Duncan was a Vietnam veteran who spoke out
against the war as early as 1966. Paul Potter’s, “We Must Name the
System,” also has proven especially compelling because Potter was a
college student when he delivered this address at the first significant
antiwar demonstration in the spring of 1965.

Probably the most fun unit is on the sexual revolution and the counter-
culture. The last time 1 taught a class on the 1960s we began this unit by
reading the San Francisco Oracle’s announcement of the first human
“be-in.” If possible, it is helpful to share the poster that publicized this
“union of love and activism,” since its artwork is even more outrageous
than is its invitation to bring “costumes, blankets, bells, flags, symbols,
cymbals, drums, beads, feathers, and flowers.” To enhance our sense of
the spirit of this self-described “joyful Pow-Wow,” we hold our own be-
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in (sans drugs) at the center of the campus. Students are required to bring

their own documents from the time, ranging from Allen Ginsburg’s
poem, “America,” to music by the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, and
others." Afterwards we ponder the significance of such gatherings. Did
those who participated really think they were creating a new world? Just
to remind students that not everyone lost their senses during the 1960s,
that there was some cultural continuity as well as discontinuity, and that
youths and their elders maintained some things in common, I have them
read an excerpt from George Vecsey's Joy in Mudville, in which the
author describes the most important event of 1969, not man’s landing on
the moon, not Woodstock, but the New York Mets’ victory in baseball’s
world series.’” To aid their quest to understand the counterculture, I
assign George Lipsitz’s insightful essay, “Who’ll Stop the Rain,” which
examines both the revolutionary and not-so-revolutionary nature of rock
music and the music industry.'¢

An alternative lesson plan to conducting a be-in is to require students
to put together a radio documentary on the history of Rock and Roll, or
the music of the 1960s, and/or of Woodstock. Students are quite good at
burning CD's and surprisingly knowledgeable about the music of the

times. But they have not given much thought to the historical context of

the music. Reguiring them to produce an audio documentary helps ad-
dress this shortcoming. It also helps develop a skill that they might be
able to put to good use outside of the classroom.

Probably the most difficult unit in the course is the one on the rise of
black power and white backlash. Among the documents reviewed are
Malcolm X’s “Address to a Meeting in New York,” the Black Panther
Party’s “Ten Point Program,” H. Rap Brown’s “Burn this Town Down”
speech, Spiro Agnew’s condemnation of moderate civil rights leaders for
appeasing black radicals, and excerpts from the Kerner Commission
report. In addition to these writien documents, students examine posters
and photographs and watch contemporary film footage. Many. of the
episodes in the second half of the “Eyes on the Prize” series are particu-
larly useful.!” To prod students to read these documents carefully and
critically, the class conducts a mock Senate subcommittee investigation
into the nation’s civil disorders. Students present the views of the afore-
mentioned individuals on the causes of the disorders. Still in their roles,
they also engage in a debate on how the nation should respond, whether
with new and more Great Society measures, with more acts of law and
order, or something in between. Thomas Sugrue’s writing on the urban
crisis in Detroit provides excellent secondary reading on this subject.!

Separate from our examination of the sexual revolution we examine
the rise of the women’s and other liberation movements. Returning to an
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approach we took earlier in the semester, the class holds another student
activities fair. This time, however, rather than representing SDS, YAF,
and SNCC, students are required to attempt to recruit their fellows to
several newer liberation movements. To prepare them for these roles,
students read several documents collected by Robin Morgan in Sister-
hood Is Powerful, a contemporary collection of documents from the
women’s liberation movement, an excerpt from Our Bodies, Ourselves,

as well Carl Wittman’s “Gay Manifesto” and Cesar Chavez’s “Letter

from Delano.” Borrowing from a lesson handed down to me by Barbara
Winslow, the next time I teach this unit, students representing the women’s
liberationist group(s) will be required to throw articles which symbolize
their repression into a trash can, as did those who protested against the
Miss America Pageant in 1968."°

Lastly, I have a unit entitled “Looking Backward,” which consists of
reflections on the sixties by those who lived through it. Two documents
that work well in this unit may be called primary sources or not, depend-
ing on one’s definition of the term: Tom Hayden’s Reunion, and Peter
Collier and David Horowitz’s “Lefties for Reagan.” They present dia-
metrically opposed views of the sixties, one favorable and the other

condemnatory. The fact that Hayden, Collier and Horowitz were once all
prominent new leftists yet found themselves on opposite ends of the
political spectrum by the 1980s prods students to consider the complex
and contradictory legacy of the era. Students can supplement these well-
known activists memories of the sixties by conducting oral history inter-
views with their parents and teachers.?

One assignment that allows for some closure to the course is to require
a historiographical essay that makes use of these memoirs, a select
number of documents, and some secondary sources. Generally, I find that
students should focus on one or two particular themes, such as civil rights
and black power, rather than on the entire sixties in these papers. This
assignment also allows students to explore more fully subjects that have
received little attention because of time constraints. For instance, stu-
dents can explore the rebirth of feminism or the emergence of the
Mexican-American protest movement. Moreover, historiographical es-
says serve as an excellent starting point for senior seminar papers and
independent study projects.

One final advantage in using primary sources is that by exposing
students to a wide variety of sources, teachers can demonstrate the
complexity of the past and the richness and joy of doing historical
research. It is important for students to see and feel, firsthand, documents
that represent both mainstream and marginal views, and to realize that the
past can be reconstructed from famous documents, such as speeches by
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presidents, and from mundane sources, like the classified advertisements.
Throughout my course, students are required to pay close attention to
where the documents came from originally. Without a doubt, few if any
of themn have ever heard of Liberation or Ramparts magazines. Nor have
they given much consideration to using congressional hearings, presiden-
tial papers, and/or contemporary anthojogies in their own term papers.
By tert's end, however, I hope that one lesson they have learned is that
they can not expect to understand the past simply by doing a keyword
search on the internet (although the internet does have a treasure trove of
primary sources) and that historical research is much more enjoyable
when one immerses oneself in the documents themselves.
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Martin Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders at the March on
Washington, August 28, 1963, National Archives
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wo.soldiers of tﬁe 173rd Airborne Brigade await a helicopter to evacuate

them following a firefight in Long Kanh Province, Vietnam, 1966.
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Biack Panther poster, featuring Bobby Seale
and Huey Newton. Library of Congress

Betty Friedan speaks at an Equal Rights
Amendment rally (undated). National
Archives

Lunar Landing Vehicle rises from the moon to rejoin Apollo 11 following
the first “walk on the moon,” with Earth in the background, July 12, 1969.
National Archives



