11/22/63 by Stephen King 

Historical Context Lecture 

The title of the novel we are reading 11/22/63 is date that most Americans – not of this generation know of as instinctively as they recall the date the Twin Towers were attacked.  On that day, President John F. Kennedy, while riding in a motorcade through Dallas, Texas was shot and killed.  Although perhaps not necessary to enjoy this text, an understanding of the time period will most certainly enhance your appreciation of how devastating a moment this was in American history.   To fully grasp the magnitude of this event, I want to go back a little further to the immediate post-world war years.  
The end of WWII – followed by what one scholar called the “golden age of capitalism.” Similar to the 1920s, but on a grander scale, the U.S. experienced a period of economic expansion – stable prices and low unemployment. 

But the main engines of economic growth – residential construction and spending on consumer goods. 

Numerous innovations came into widespread use – TV, home (9 in 10 American families own at least one television), AC, automatic dishwashers, jet-air travel  By 1960, 60% enjoyed a middle class standard of living.   Americans became comfortable living in never-ending debt.  

U.S. politicians argued that widespread ownership of more possessions would create greater social equality, thereby proving the superiority of the market system. Consumerism, therefore, acted as a function of the drive to defeat communism.

Suburbanization – baby boom – many moving out west (mostly to California)

Car (by 1960 – 80% = 1 car, 14% = 2 cars)  + interstate highway system = altered American landscape – leading to the construction of motels, drive-in movie theaters, roadside easting establishments (1st McDonalds opened in Illinois in 1954 – by 1964 – over 700).  
The modern woman said Look magazine, worked part time to help support the family’s middle class lifestyle.  Despite the increasing number of wage earning women, the suburban family’s breadwinner was assumed to be male, while the wife remained at home.  Films, TV shows, and advertisements portrayed marriage as the most important goal of American women.  Prominent psychologists insisted that the unhappiness of the individual woman or even the desire to work for wages stemmed from a failure to accept the “maternal instinct.”  
Of course, not all Americans equally participated in this emerging consumer culture and the middle-class lifestyle.  The suburbs retained – rigid racial boundaries – banks refused mortgages to non-whites and building owners, fearful that a black tenet would depreciate the value of neighboring houses – were quite to come up with an excuse not to rent or sell a house to a non-white.  Housing Act passed by Congress in 1949 – 800,000 units of public housing – residential segregation – white flight.   

The modern civil rights movement or the black struggle for equality– roots much earlier – WWII reignited  the movement (Holocaust) – few predicted, however, the emergence of the southern mass movement for civil rights (segregation – 28 million out of 40 million children attended segregated schools.  LULAC (League of United Latin American Citizens – 1946 Mendez vs. Westminster – school of Orange County, CA – desegregated) 
Earl Warren court – appointed by the President in 1953 – landmark case Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954 – 1955 Rosa Parks – sparked Montgomery Bus Boycott – launched the movement for racial justice as a non-violent crusade – 26 year old – MLK Jr. recently arrived in Montgomery to become a pastor – became the movement’s national symbol – formed SCLC – coalition of black ministers and civil rights activists to press for desegregation.  

The government, however, paid no heed to the plight of African Americans – tried to remain aloof – 1957 Ike dispatched troops to Little Rock, AK – the Little Rock Nine- instead turning their attention to the ongoing ideological battle with the Soviet Union – a Cold War that entering an extremely dangerous place.     
1n 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected President (his VP was a Californian, WWII Veteran and vigorous anti-communist Richard Nixon).  Soon after he entered office, Eisenhower approved an armistice that ended fighting in Korea.  1952 – first Hydrogen bomb – long-range bombers capable of delivering weapons of mass destruction around the world.  Ike hated war – his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, however, was a grim Cold War Warrior – 1954 – announced an updated version of the doctrine of containment – called on massive retaliation (nuclear assault) – critics called the doctrine “brinkmanship.” – inspired widespread fear – encouraged Americans to build bomb shelters – school drills.  
1955 – Ike met with Khrushchev

1958 - two superpowers agreed to a voluntary halt to the testing of nuclear weapons – spirit of cooperation ended abruptly in 1960 when the Soviets shot down an American U-2 spy plane over their territory.  

Emergence of the Third World – result of post-WWII crumbling of European empires – decolonization began with India and Pakistan in 1947 – Ghana in 1957 – these countries had options – non-alignment movement.  

1954 – Ike refused to send troops to help the French gain back territory – 1954 – Geneva Conference – partition of Vietnam 
Eisenhower will be in office for two terms.  The election of 1960 – closest in American history also included the first televised debate (Republican –Nixon, Democrat – John F. Kennedy – Senator from Massachusetts – a Roman Catholic – many people feared that Kennedy would be required to support Church doctrine – “I do not speak for my church on pubic matters.”  Peace corps – landing a man on the moon. 
Stylishness of Jacqueline Kennedy reinforced impression that Kennedy would conduct a more youthful, vigorous presidency. Close race – Kennedy won by 120,000  - 69 million – popular vote.  

1961 – Kennedy’s inaugural address – announced as a watershed in American politics - 

1960s – perhaps most turbulent of decades – rising tide of protest – increasing demonstrations – spring of 1963 – 15,000 arrests in 186 cities – May – King made bold decision to send black schoolchildren into the streets of Birmingham – August 28, 1963 – March on  Washington – King delivered his “I have a dream speech.”
Events in Birmingham ultimately led Kennedy to endorse the movement’s goals – however, at the outset, Kennedy regarded civil rights as a distraction from his main concern – vigorous conduct of the Cold War.  Like his predecessors, Kennedy viewed the entire world through the lens of the Cold War – shaped his dealings with Fidel Castro – led a revolution in 1959 that ousted Cuban dictator Batista.  Castro’s government began nationalizing American landholdings and signed an agreement to sell sugar to the Soviets – prior to Kennedy’s presidency, Ike had suspended trade with Cuba and the CIA began training anti-Castro exiles for an invasion. 
In April 1961- Bay of Pigs invasion 

Relations between two superpowers deteriorated – 1961 – construction of the Berlin Wall by the Soviets 

Oct 1962 – the most dangerous crisis – America spy planes discovered the Soviets instilling missiles in Cuba – capable of reaching the United States.  Kennedy imposed a blockade or quarantine – demanded missiles be removed.  Khrushchev agreed to withdraw – U.S. removed missiles from Turkey.  

1963 – crisis over civil rights eclipsed other concerns – June went on national television to call for the passage of a law banning discrimination in all public places.  Kennedy, however, did not see his civil rights bill enacted.  On November 22, 1963 – while riding in a motorcade through Dallas, Texas, he was shot and killed. Most likely the assassin was Lee Harvey Oswald, a troubled former marine.  Partly because Oswald was murdered two days later by a local nightclub owner while in police custody, speculation about a possible c conspiracy continues this day.  His VP, Lyndon B. Johnson was sworn in as president on the plane taking him to Washington from Dallas.  
In late March just over four years later, Martin Luther King Jr., hoping to bring thousands of demonstrators to Washington to demand increased anti-poverty efforts.  On April 4, having traveled to Memphis to support a strike of the city’s grossly underpaid black garbage collectors, King was killed by a white assassin.   In June, a young Palestinian nationalist assassinated John’s brother, Robert F. Kennedy, who was seeking the Democratic nomination as an opponent of the Vietnam war.  
