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Television in the Sixties

Americans’ access to television exploded in the 1950s 
from 30% of households in 1952 to 90% in 1960. Most 
Americans had three or fewer channels to choose from 
and the black and white programming usually ended by 
midnight at the latest. 

In 1960 four debates between John 
Kennedy and Richard Nixon were 
televised.

In 1961 FCC Chairman Newton Minnow 
denounced television as a “vast 
wasteland” and called for increased 
regulation of the medium.



In 1963 millions of Americans used television to 
witness events as they happened, and for the first 
time television surpassed newspapers as 
Americans’ information source. 

In August they watched Martin Luther King Jr. 
gave his “I Have A Dream” speech. 

In November they watched Walter Cronkite’s 
emotional announcement of President Kennedy’s 
death and then saw Lee Harvey Oswald shot by 
Jack Ruby during a live broadcast as he was 
being transported by law officials.



In 1964 instant replay became a standard 
technique in televised sports.

Negative television advertising began with 
Lyndon’s Johnson’s “Daisy” ad.

Over 73 million Americans tuned in to the 
Beatles appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show.

In 1965 color broadcasting expanded as NBC 
proclaimed itself the “Full Color Network.”



In 1967 the Public 
Broadcasting Act of 1967 
created the Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting.

In 1969 Public Broadcasting 
Service began broadcasting. 
Sesame Street was aired for 
the first time.

In 1970 the congressional 
ban on radio and television 
cigarette advertising took 
effect.



Bonanza, the story of the Cartwright family, was the most popular television show of the 
1960s. It was in the top 25 shows every year and the number 1 show for three consecutive 
years (1964-1967).



Other popular shows of the decade and the number of years 
they were in the top 25:

The Andy Griffith Show/Mayberry RFD (9)
The Ed Sullivan Show (9)
Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color (9)
Beverly Hillbillies (8)
Gunsmoke (7)
My Three Sons (7)
The Lucy Show (6)
The Red Skelton Show (6)
Gomer Pyle U.S.M.C. (5)
Bewitched (5)



Rowan and Martin’s Laugh In was a 
popular anti-establishment comedy 
show that frequently included humor 
about drug use and sexual promiscuity.

In the strange cultural 
mix of the late 1960s, 
establishment figures 
sometimes used new 
culture television for 
their own ends. 


