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The Great Society

Was the Great Society a success?

By the end of this section, you will learn about the Great 
Society project of the 1960s and be able to answer 

these key questions:

What was the New Frontier?

What did the Great Society aim to do and 
what did it achieve?
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John F. Kennedy

The 1960 election was extremely close. Democrat John F. 
Kennedy became the youngest man ever elected president. 
He was charismatic and attractive, from a rich family and the 
public were captivated by his young and glamorous family.

Key factors in Kennedy’s victory 
were the first ever televised electoral 
debate, where he came across very 
well, and speaking out on civil rights, 
which won him black votes. 

Kennedy entered office with ambitions to eradicate poverty 
and inspire Americans through the space program. His broad 
vision of progress was known as the New Frontier.
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The New Frontier

In his short tenure, Kennedy was prevented from turning his 
idea of the New Frontier into reality. However, he was still able 
to pass some legislation in the following areas:

countering an economic recessionthe space program

poverty abroad domestic poverty and segregation.

Why did Kennedy struggle to pass legislation?

“We stand today on the edge of a new 
frontier. The new frontier is not a set of 
promises – it is a set of challenges. It 
sums up not what I intend to promise 

the American people – but what I intend 
to ask of them.”
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The Kennedy assassination

Why has the assassination had such a lasting impact?
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The Great Society

The election of 1964 was a huge victory for the Democrats. 
Lyndon B. Johnson, a Texan with a reputation as a skilled 
negotiator and politician, won 61% of the vote. The Democrats 
also gained a ⅔ majority in both houses of Congress.

With this overwhelming majority, the 
Democrats created the core legislation 
of what came to be known as the Great 
Society. It built on the themes of the 
New Frontier and had two primary goals:

the elimination of poverty

the elimination of racial injustice.
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The role of government

The Johnson administration, supported by many people, 
believed that the federal government should be responsible 
for the wellbeing of the American people through large-scale 
government programs.

They saw the success of the New 
Deal as a model to base the Great 
Society on in order to bring about 
social and economic change.

How did the New Deal and the Great Society differ?

President Johnson signed into law 84 of the 87 bills that he 
introduced to Congress. As well as poverty and civil rights, the 
legislation focused on education, medical care, urban issues, 
and transportation.
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Civil rights legislation
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The war on poverty

In 1964, Congress created the Office of Economic 
Opportunity to implement the Economic Opportunity Act. 
This agency oversaw various economic programs designed to 
help the disadvantaged and break the cycle of poverty.

Project Head 
Start

Upward Bound

Volunteers in 
Service to 

America (VISTA)

Community 
Action Program 

(CAP)

Job Corps

Food stamps

Economic 
programs
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Great Society programs
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The Warren Court

The Supreme Court was known as the Warren Court between 
1953 and 1969 while Earl Warren served as Chief Justice. 
The court’s liberal majority used its power to expand civil rights 
and federal power alongside Great Society programs.

The Warren Court also reapportioned voting 
districts so all areas were equally represented. 
Urbanization and the growth of the suburbs 
had left rural areas with more power.

Miranda v. Arizona was a landmark case that protected the 
rights of the accused when being questioned by the police. 
Evidence seized illegally could also no longer be used.
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A year of turmoil

What do you think caused such turmoil in 1968?
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Was the Great Society a success?

Whether the Great society was a success remains one of the 
most debated topics in modern American history.

Certainly the motives and goals 
of the effort were noble and it 

did create specific programs that 
were successful.

However, as it did not achieve its 
stated goals, it cast doubt as to 
the effectiveness of large-scale 

government programs.

Were its goals realistically achievable? How did 
foreign policy interfere with the Great Society?
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Review
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Glossary
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