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Kennedy and Camelot

The idea of Kennedy and Camelot represents the reality and the myth of JFK and his administration

Who was JFK?



You have to understand his father and family first
Joseph Kennedy

Joe Kennedy was motivated to prove that an Irish-American family could make it as well as any WASP family could

Kennedy’s from Boston and there had been much discrimination against Irish in Boston and the U.S.

Kennedy initially made a fortune in lending money and ship building

He then became involved in controlling the bootleg scotch whiskey trade

Finally he got involved in Hollywood investing his money in filmmaking as a producer

By the 1940s Kennedy was very wealthy and an important contributor and supporter to the Democratic Party

He was appointed as U.S. ambassador to the U.K. during WW II

Although Joe Kennedy was ambitious, he was especially ambitious towards making his sons public leaders and ideally president of the U.S.

Joe Kennedy especially favored his eldest son Joe Jr. and had big plans for him to get involved in politics after the war
Joe Jr. was killed in the war

So the mantle of Joe Sr.’s plans would then fall on his next born son, John

JFK Background

John Kennedy experienced a frail childhood



He had almost died from scarlet fever as a child

He suffered from a chronic weak back and spent much of his childhood in bed

He also suffered from a myriad of diseases during this period

As a result of being bed and house ridden, JFK became the intellectual child of the family

This personality trait ultimately left a mark on his political bearing


WW II



During WW II, JFK initially served in naval intelligence
However, with his father’s influence and after being romantically involved with a Nazi spy he was transferred to the Pacific to command a PT boat
Kennedy’s boat was struck by a Japanese destroyer and he was awarded a medal for helping save his crew

The incident also contributed to the deterioration of his health as well

It was said that there was a hole in his back that never closed up after the war

You could look in and see the metal plate on his spine

It was ultimately concluded that JFK had Addison’s disease, and adrenaline deficiency

He needed constant injections to deal with the disease

After Joe Jr. was killed his father promptly used his influence to remove JFK for combat duty

JFK had now inherited the plans that his father had had for his older brother


Postwar political career



After the war JFK’s father influenced him to run for Congress
He basically won the election due to his father’s influence in the Congressional district

In 1953 he won election to the Senate, also with his father’s support
All this public service was part of a conscious campaign to make JFK president

As a congressman JFK had taken the hard line on anticommunism

As far as domestic issues went JFK supported basic blue-collar social legislation

Increase in minimum wage

Veterans’ benefits

Supported organized labor

Supported the government funding of public housing

JFK’s strong anticommunist views made him an early admirer of Joseph McCarthy

He agreed with McCarthy but criticized his methods to rot out communists

He even respected Richard Nixon for his stance against communism

Ultimately by the time JFK ran for president in 1960 he had put together a coalition of support that included blue-collar workers, labor unions and intellectuals
Of course, he would have to get support from white southerners as well


JFK’s values



JFK’s values reflected those of his father’s



The use of money was the primary means to expand influence



Political supporters were paid off

And others who might help JFK meet his father’s anticipated goals were paid off as well

Kennedy’s award winning books were ghost written and demonstrate how the Kennedys used their wealth to advance their agenda 

JFK’s Accomplishments

The books Why England Slept and Profiles in Courage were great accomplishments in JFKs early career, even if he didn’t exactly write them

These works helped draw national public attention towards him during the 1950s

They gave him some momentum going into the election of 1960

Kennedy’s victory in the Democratic Primary was significant because he was able to overcome significant opposition
He had to convince liberals that even though he had supported McCarthy he deserved their support

But with the help of unions, city bosses like Mayor Daley in Chicago, and Harvard intellectuals Kennedy was able to win the nomination

The presidential election was difficult for Kennedy because of his Catholicism

Al Smith ran in 1928 and was defeated for his Catholicism

No Catholic had ever been successful

Kennedy’s savior was TV and electoral fraud

The media made Kennedy into a celebrity

Thanks to Kennedy family influence the media showed JFK in a favorable light

The classic example is the presidential debate




The election was one of the closest in U.S. history





The vote was especially close in Illinois

It is accepted that Mayor Daley helped commit voter fraud in Chicago

It was the Chicago vote that put JFK over the top in Illinois

There was also voter fraud in Texas, but this was almost traditional

JFK as President

Liberal Consensus
When JFK became president he represented what has been called the liberal consensus

The liberal consensus was:

Confidence in capitalism

Belief in reform

Disapproval of class conflict

Social unity in the face of fighting communism at home and abroad

The liberal consensus was conservative in the sense that it saw American society as an ideal society and that it was paranoid about the communist threat

Domestic Issues

Economic growth became central to JFK’s entire domestic policy

JFK’s understood that most domestic problems were technical problems that could be dealt with through administration

This became the basis of Kennedy’s social engineering

JFK sought to bring economic prosperity to all citizens through government administration of available resources




He proposed a number of social programs:




Expansion of the minimum wage





Health care for the aged





Federal aid to education





Increased Social Security benefits

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) as a cabinet position to develop underdeveloped areas of the country

Kennedy’s overall domestic policy was to encourage economic expansion and to use the government as an activist to make sure these benefits of economic growth applied to everyone

JFK was wary of Civil Rights because of the influence of white Southerners in the Democratic Party

JFK tended not to be an activist when it came to Civil Rights

By 1963 the Kennedy administration was becoming more active in civil rights affairs and even began to craft civil rights legislation

Foreign Policy Issues

JFK believed that the U.S. faced a crisis in relation to the expansion of communism in the world

Kennedy was an activist when it came to confronting communism in the world

Peace Corps

The idea behind the Peace Corps was that the U.S. had a moral mission to save the world

It was to be the benevolent side of the JFK administration’s commitment to activism in foreign policy

Counterinsurgency

The administration was most active in promoting counterinsurgency programs to stem the spread of communism

Vietnam

Vietnam was one such area that the U.S. stepped up counterinsurgency programs

Under the Kennedy administration the Green Berets Special Forces was created to win the hearts and minds of regions susceptible to insurgency

The Special Forces combined military, political, and social warfare
The administration also sent military officers to advise the South Vietnamese on how to fight the Viet Cong insurgency

The U.S. was also involved in the manipulation of the political situation there too

In 1963 the U.S. back a coup d’etat to remove the South Vietnamese strongman who they felt was creating the conditions for the insurgency

Cuba

Fidel Castro led a rebellion against the autocratic Batista regime in Cuba

Ultimately his insurgency was successful 

It had been supported in the U.S.

But in 1959 when Castro was successful he declared that he was establishing a soviet style state in liberated Cuba

When Kennedy became president he sought to do something about the Cuba situation

He approved a CIA plan to have Cuban refugees to stage a counterinsurgency with U.S. support

They were to land at Bay of Pigs

The operation was a disaster

Cuban Missile Crisis 1962
Soviets sought to install offensive ICBMs in Cuba

Spy flights over Cuba discovered these sites

The administration then mulled several options


Invasion


Surgical air strike


Secret negotiations with Cuba and the Soviets

Actually the negotiations ended up taking place in public more or less

It was ultimately decided that the U.S. would quarantine Cuba with a blockade

JFK announced this decision to the public on TV

Russian ships with missiles were headed to Cuba

As they approached the quarantine zone it looked like there could be a military confrontation

The Soviets demanded that the U.S. promise not to invade Cuba and remove missiles from Turkey

Kennedy accepted the first demand and ignored the second one

As the Soviet ships approached the quarantine zone they turned around

War was averted, but it allowed Cuba to remain a Soviet communist satellite

The Kennedy style—Camelot

The Best and the Brightest

The Kennedy Administration was obsessed with carrying on the business of the U.S. in style

JFK staffed his administration with young intellectuals and technocrats

He relied on moral exhortation and a sense of urgency as a means of leadership

Kennedy made himself the center of leadership

He didn’t rely as much on staff members for making decisions, but helped make them himself

There was an emphasis on informality and flexibility


And there was an emphasis on working hard

The effect of this work ethic was to make the administration seem activist, intellectual, and sophisticated

It assumed that the best and the brightest were in charge of the government

Ivy League intellectuals and enlightened veterans of WW II and Korea capable of solving any crisis

Jacqueline Kennedy
Jacqueline Kennedy also contributed to the style of the administration

She initially labeled the JFK administration Camelot

She exuded youthful grace and loyalty

She also contributed to the cultural sophistication of the administration by holding lavish dinners
Accompanying JFK to operas, plays, and ballet

The American people loved her elegance and glamour

The Tragic End of Camelot


Kennedy Assassinated

All of this came to an abrupt end on November 22, 1963, when JFK was assassinated in Dallas

Kennedy had been encouraged to visit Dallas by Vice President Johnson to help shore up political support in Texas

Dallas in particular was known to be hostile territory for Kennedy

As Kennedy made his way through the city he was shot by a sniper in the school book depository in downtown Dallas

