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TELEVISION AND THE 1960 ELECTION
SOCIAL STUDIES CASE STUDY ACTIVITY

Nixon, Kennedy, and the Cold War
During the presidential election of 1960, the Cold War rivalry between the United States and
the Soviet Union defined many of the campaign issues. Following an impressive string of firsts 
in Soviet space exploration in the 1950s, a Soviet-backed Communist government led by Fidel
Castro came to power in Cuba. Americans viewed these events as a threat to the security of
the United States. During the campaign, Senator Kennedy, a Democrat from Massachusetts, 
used such concerns to criticize the administration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his 
vice president, Richard M. Nixon, a Republican from California. Kennedy accused Eisenhower 
of not being firm enough in his policies toward the Soviet Union. A loyal Nixon defended 
President Eisenhower’s policies. Voters perceived that they had a choice between two very 
di!erent candidates. At age 43, Kennedy portrayed himself as the candidate for the future. 
Nixon was only 47, but his connection to Eisenhower made some people view him as a part of 
America’s past.

The Presidential Debate
The voter perception of the candidates was strengthened by the nation’s first televised
presidential debate on September 26, 1960. Kennedy, tanned from campaigning in California,
looked fit and well-rested in a dark suit. In comparison, Nixon, who chose a gray suit and
refused the makeup that people usually wear on camera, looked pale and tired from a long
campaign swing through 25 states. According to polls taken afterward, most people who 
listened to the debate on the radio thought that Nixon had won. But most television viewers 
gave Kennedy the victory. This reaction showed that in the age of television, how a candidate 
looks can sometimes make a greater impression than what he or she says.

The Debate’s Aftermath
The presidential election that followed was one of the closest in U.S. history. Kennedy won by
fewer than 120,000 votes, out of nearly 69 million cast. Although some historians question
how much the debate a!ected the final outcome, political scholars agree that the influence 
of television on elections cannot be disputed. Seeing the candidates and how they handle
themselves on television has a great e!ect on voters. Election campaigns strengthen the 
notion that appearances matter, and the way a person presents himself or herself can leave a 
strong impression. Many voters also warm to candidates to whom they can relate, and 
television plays a key role in showing a candidate’s personality. Today, voters gain a great deal 
of their knowledge of the candidates from television. Candidates are well aware of this fact 
and use it to their advantage whenever possible.

In the 1960 presidential race, Vice President Richard M. Nixon ran 
against Senator John F. Kennedy. The first televised debates 
between presidential candidates took place during this campaign. 
This groundbreaking event changed the face of election 
campaigns and began a tradition that is still practiced today.
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1. Why do you think Kennedy tried to link Nixon to Eisenhower?

2. Did the debate benefit Kennedy’s campaign strategy? Why or why not?

3. Do you think television has a positive or a negative influence on election campaigns? Explain.

4. What other forms of media are playing the biggest roles in elections today? Do you think these 
platforms have a positive or negative influence on campaigns?
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What Do You Think?


