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			John F. Kennedy

			Key information

			
					Born: 29 May 1917 in Brookline (Massachusetts).

					Died: 22 November 1963 in Dallas (Texas).

					Political party: Democrat.

					Date of election: 8 November 1960.

					Length of presidency: Two years, ten months and two days.

					Main achievements:	The space program

	The fight against Communism

	The New Frontier

	The Peace Corps.




			

			Introduction

			Considered one of the greatest American presidents, alongside the likes of Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) and Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882-1945), John F. Kennedy was nonetheless a long way from contributing to the development of his country in the same way his two prestigious predecessors had. A fierce opponent of Communism, his presidency was mainly marked by the context of the Cold War (1945-1990) and by the disruptions that this war led to. His foreign policy initiatives would very soon bring the limits of America’s youngest president into focus.

			While he is considered as one of the best-loved American presidents, his popularity comes just as much from his brutal assassination as from his charm, and from the myth that surrounds the man and the Kennedy dynasty. Retrospectively, Kennedy seems more of a popular celebrity than a head of state. However, he was destined to achieve power from a very young age, thus following the ambition of his father, a blithe politician who often chose style over substance. His skilful use of media, his sense of humour, his talent for rhetoric and above all, the financial power of his father all allowed John F. Kennedy to construct a myth around himself, and he only became more elusive when he married Jackie. But he was nonetheless a formidable politician who had an elevated vision of his role and personified the hope of the 1960s. He reflected Americans’ aspirations: not who they really were, but who they would like to be.

		


		
			Biography

			The Kennedy dynasty

			Born in 1917, John F. Kennedy was from a wealthy Boston family, a powerful group of self-made men who lived only through and for their honour and their dynasty. His paternal grandfather, Patrick Joseph Kennedy (1858-1929), was a key figure in the region, while his father, Joseph Patrick Kennedy (1888-1969) established the family’s dominance in the town and, eventually, across the country. A Harvard graduate who could not wait to make money, the latter entered the world of finance, became the country’s youngest bank president at the age of 25 and made his first million before his 30th birthday. In 1914, he married Rose Fitzgerald (1890-1995), the daughter of a well-known Catholic from Boston. They would have nine children together – John F. Kennedy was the second eldest.

			Joseph Patrick Kennedy was an omniscient patriarch, who continued to assert his power through money more so than through politics, to such an extent that he willingly associated with the Mafia and imported whisky during Prohibition (1920-1933). Claiming to have predicted the Wall Street Crash of 1929, he earned several million dollars by skilfully playing the markets. He then entered the film industry and featured, in the second half of the 1950s, in Fortune magazine’s ranking of the 20 wealthiest Americans.
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			The Kennedy family, photo taken in 1931.

			The young rebel with fragile health

			It was in this lively household, both suffocating and reassuring, that John, nicknamed ‘Jack’, grew up. It was a household in which the often absent father was the head of the family, forcing Rose to ensure that her husband’s wishes were respected. The aim that was supposed to guide the children was to do the family name proud. While his brothers and sisters submitted to their tyrannical father’s strict rules, John stood out. Disorganised and chronically late, he often argued with his mother about matters of discipline and religion.

			But his childhood was particularly troubled by health problems. At the age of two and a half, he caught scarlet fever. His grandfather’s political influence, however, enabled him to be treated in one of the best hospitals in Boston, and therefore to survive this epidemic, which caused the death of hundreds of children in the area. Asthma, blood problems, bad eyesight, poor hearing: John had a string of health problems. But it was his back problems, likely linked to the Addison’s disease he suffered from, that caused him the most pain and would require him, as an adult, to wear a corset and have many delicate operations.

			At the age of 14, John moved away from his family. Until the age of 18, he studied at Choate Rosemary Hall (Connecticut), a private high school where he boarded. Despite his many absences due to illness, he quickly became popular and stood out more for his charm and sense of humour than for his academic results, although he excelled in literature and history. In 1935, the young man cut his family ties even more by spending several weeks at Princeton University, rather than Harvard, which was favoured among the men of the Kennedy family. But following another hospitalisation, he was sent back to Boston, and at the beginning of the academic year in 1936, his father made him see sense by sending him to Harvard, where he was considered a fantastic student despite his lack of discipline.

			London and the war

			In December 1937, Joseph Kennedy, a close ally of President Roosevelt, was made ambassador to London, one of the most important and prestigious posts in American diplomacy. To successfully complete his mission, the ambassador spent his personal savings on hiring an enormous team. The family went from reception to reception, winning over the British aristocracy and the press.

			John had a front-row seat to this troubled period in history, and willingly helped his father in his mission during the summer holidays. A few months later, he and his older brother Joe Kennedy (1915-1944) went to work in the embassy as unpaid secretaries. However, Joseph Kennedy’s management of the crisis rattling Europe began to irritate America. In favour of cooperation with Nazi Germany, Joseph Kennedy was met with hostility from the British political class and the American State Department. Out of fear of bombings, the father sent his family back to the United States in 1940 and resigned in order to campaign against his country’s joining the war. This was the end of his political rise.

			John F. Kennedy therefore returned to Harvard and wrote his thesis on the lack of British military preparation compared with the intensive weaponry of Germany. He received a good mark, although some professors found his work superficial and lacking. But his father was of quite a different opinion and convinced his son to turn it into a book entitled Why England Slept. Driven by glowing reviews, the work sold extremely well and enabled the young graduate to make himself known.

			After a brief romance with Inga Arvad (1913-1973), a Danish journalist suspected of being a Nazi spy, John F. Kennedy was promoted to lieutenant in 1943 and assigned to a motor torpedo squadron. In August of the same year, while he was in command of a ship tasked with intercepting a Japanese convoy, his vessel was destroyed. Along with the other survivors, he swam for several hours to find help, until he reached another island. The story was recounted by his father, who tried to make his son a hero. At the same time, his older brother Joe volunteered for a dangerous mission that he would not survive. John F. Kennedy therefore became the new ‘prodigal son’ in the eyes of his father, the one who had to have a career in politics.
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			Photo of John F. Kennedy as a lieutenant in 1943.

			Entering the world of politics

			To get his son into the political sphere, Joseph Kennedy agreed to pay off the debts of the representative from Massachusetts’s 11th district, on the condition that he did not run for election in 1946, thus leaving the space open for his son. Thanks to his family’s money and his father’s contacts, Kennedy was elected. But the new representative soon grew weary of his mandate. He was re-elected twice, distancing himself from his father’s ideology by voting for social measures, but joined him in being a violent opponent of Communism.

			Despite the fact that foreign policy was what interested John F. Kennedy the most, he nonetheless started by seeking the post of Massachusetts Representative and was up against the Republican Henry Cabot Lodge (1850-1924), a permanent enemy of the Kennedy family. The battle was tough, but all his family supported him: Joseph Kennedy spent vast amounts of money on publicity, the women organised tea parties and Robert Kennedy (1925-1968), at the age of 27, became his brother’s campaign manager. He won the fight, entered the House of Representatives in 1946 and was re-elected in 1948 and 1950. He then became a Senator in 1953, a position he would hold until 1960.

			But this was not the most monumental event for the young man that year. In fact, while being interviewed by Jacqueline Lee Bouvier (1929-1994), a photojournalist from the Washington Times Herald, the 36-year-old Senator fell in love with this woman, 12 years his junior. They got married in September and would have two children: Caroline (born 1957) and John (1960-1999). In 1956, Jackie gave birth to a stillborn baby, Arabella, and in 1963, Patrick was born prematurely, and died two days later.
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			John F. Kennedy and Jacqueline Lee Bouvier’s wedding.

			During the summer of 1954, Kennedy’s back was particularly bad. An operation was planned, but many complications arose during the procedure. He thus went into a coma, with everyone believing that he would die. Consequently, he was met with great surprise when he returned to the Senate in the spring of 1955, and was given a standing ovation by his colleagues. However, this operation would lead to some controversy. Indeed, in December 1954, Senator McCarthy (1908-1957), a great friend of Joseph Kennedy but an enemy of his party, was accused of having lied to Congress. John F. Kennedy’s absence came at the exact moment that Congress had to give a ruling on his fate, thus helping him escape a serious dilemma.

		


		
			Social and political context

			A slower, but confident, America

			John F. Kennedy was elected president in 1960 by an America that was reclaiming the right to dream again and was witnessing a dynamic and energetic youth take over the country. The United States had been able to establish itself as a major global power since the Second World War, but the calmer 1950s saw the country’s ambitions for domination decrease somewhat.

			The period was, however, rich in technological advances which would improve Americans’ daily lives, leading them towards an increasingly consumerist lifestyle. It was the automobile sector that would cement the country’s desire for modernity most noticeably. While in 1946, only 28 million cars were in use in the country, there were 75 million on the roads in 1965. This evolution in transport also transformed the urban landscape, which saw an increase in huge motorways, shopping centres and drive-ins.

			The daily lives of American families were also completely transformed by the availability of various appliances. From then on, most American households had washing machines, tumble dryers and air conditioning. When John F. Kennedy was elected, 96% of Americans owned a refrigerator, 89% owned a washing machine and 80% owned a television. But despite this apparent comfort, the economy had slowed down during Eisenhower’s presidency (1953-1961). In 1958, 7% of the population were unemployed, the highest in 20 years. Even worse, the average annual growth rate was 4.3% for the 1947-1952 period and only 2.5% for Eisenhower’s term, while the price of consumer goods rose exponentially.

			However, Americans did not lose faith in their ability to recover and did not hold the weakening of the economy against the president too much. Although the Democrats gained a decisive majority in the 1954 elections, the central figure of the 1950s remained the reassuring, conservative, prestigious presence of the Republican General Eisenhower (1890-1969). And for good reason: he did everything that a population interested by local matters and the wellbeing of their households expected from a head of state. The former soldier was an enemy of Communism, well-acquainted with businesses and, above all, the comforting figure of a prosperous America. Nonetheless, the population was unsure about its future and the role its country now had to play on the international scene faced with the threat posed by the Soviet Union. Gradually, the idea also surfaced that it was time to deal with the problems that had been left aside for too long, with the matter of civil rights the top priority.

			Civil rights

			Kennedy was not a fervent defender of civil rights. As he was already not particularly popular with conservative and segregationist Democrats in the South, he did not want to alienate this important part of his electorate. Additionally, the personalities and modes of action of black leaders greatly irritated him. He knew, however, that the American population were waiting for liberal reforms on the matter and that African-Americans were a group that he also had to win over.

			After 1945, the question of segregation became central in the country. Many Americans had in fact become aware that their nation’s values could not be respected while such discrimination persisted. The associations that defended the rights of African-Americans, such as the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) or the Urban League began to run more and more nonviolent protests, which white people also joined. Figures such as Martin Luther King (American pastor, 1929-1968) and Medgar Evers (1925-1963) forced the public authorities to take a stand and, in 1954, the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka case in Arkansas declared segregation in public schools unconstitutional. But the road towards equality between the two groups was long and the endemic racism in the southern states did not come to an end. Thus, in the late 1950s, many riots took place, the most emblematic of which was that in Little Rock, Arkansas, which forced President Eisenhower to have recourse to the army to counter the segregationist protest.

			
				
					The Little Rock Nine

					The Little Rock Nine were African-American high school students who were the first to enrol in Little Rock Central High School, but whose entry into the academic establishment led to violent riots. Orval Faubus (1910-1994), the State Governor and firm advocate of segregation, prevented the nine students from entering the school using any means possible. On 4 September 1957, the first day of the academic year, he even sent the Arkansas National Guard to the premises. The situation quickly turned sour, and for three weeks, protests and clashes between the two sides took place in the city. To put an end to this and allow the

				

			

			A time marked by the Cold War
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